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The addition to the “Gallery Index 4” page of the website of a painting of a 357(SD) Sqdn Liberator 
caught my attention.  I attach a copy of another which may be of interest – not least in illustrating 
something of the variety of Drop Zones (DZs) encountered on 357 Sqdn’s Special Duties Operations 
over Burma, Siam, China, French Indo-China and Malaya out of Jessore, Minneriya and China Bay. 
 

 

The painting was commissioned from Charles J Thompson in about 1990 by Dad, who as F/Lt (later, 
S/Ldr) Geoff Smith, considered himself privileged regularly to have flown as captain of a loyal crew 
which included Walt MacDougald (who commissioned the other painting) and the others who appear 
in the photograph at the end of this article.  He wanted to capture the essence of the operations (Ops).  
A brief overview of 357(SD) Sqdn and its Ops is summarised in ACA article 252, but by reference to 
this painting, I offer at least an additional insight into 357 Sqdn’s Ops (and also into some elements of 
SD Ops by other Liberator crews operating within South East Asia Command (SEAC)). 
 

The early beginnings of SD Ops in SE Asia owed at least as much to murky war-time political intrigue 
(and rivalries) behind the scenes as to any overall military strategy.  These rivalries and intrigues 
continued throughout.  The ‘Sponsoring Forces’ (ie the ‘customers’) for these Ops included Force 136 
(SoE in the Far East), ISLD (later MI6) and OSS (later CIA).  First and foremost, these ‘Special Duties’ 
Ops were all more than very ‘hush hush’ at the time - and for many years afterwards.  I don’t dwell on 
the war-time (and later) political intrigues behind the reasons for this prolonged level of secrecy here, 
but simply note that the Ops were flown over Japanese-occupied (or controlled) territories and 
needed, for those operational reasons, also to be kept secret - at least at the time. 
 
The objective of the Liberator Ops (in a nutshell) was to deliver ‘agents’ and ‘stores’ at night, by 
parachute, in support of personnel and guerilla groups who were undertaking (or preparing for) 
clandestine operations ’behind the lines’ (and often ‘behind the scenes’).  The ‘agents’ might be spies, 
observers, saboteurs, or army officers and men who would galvanise, lead and train local guerilla 
forces.  The ‘stores’ would include weapons, equipment, ammunition, ‘gadgets’ and explosives.  Other 
items included wireless sets, medical supplies, petrol, food, clothing and money (or gold).  The land-



based operations were conducted in a mixture of different erstwhile sovereign and colonial territories 
which had differing and even varying allegiances either to Japan or to the UK or its Allies (or China 
and even to Russia).  All of 357 Sqdn’s Operation Record Books (ORBs) were marked ‘TOP SECRET’ 
(as, I suspect, were most similar SD ORBs) and were kept that way for many years after the war.  It 
has been said by O’Brien’s publisher that the subject of these SD Ops was “rather ostentatiously 
hushed up” even for some many years after the war.  Political sensitivities and the inner workings of 
the covert world into which these SD Ops had been drawn cast a long shadow for long after the war in 
the Far East had ended. 
 
As its name suggests, 357(SD) Sqdn was established for those purposes.  By 1945 the sqdn had 
redeployed to Jessore, Bengal (now Bangladesh) and replaced its obsolete Hudsons with Dakota IVs 
(the Catalina Flight had been reconstituted and disbanded as 628 Sqdn in 1944).  Towards the end of 
operations, 357 Sqdn was also operating Lysanders (and had the use of 2-seater, single-engined 
Stinson (L-5) Sentinels).  The Dakotas carried out broadly similar duties to the Liberators.  The Libs 
were Mark VI Liberators (outwardly much the same as a B-24J) but further modified to remove their 
armour plating and most of their armament in order to save weight.  Typically there would be 10 or 11 
of them at the station.  Never nimble, the Libs were, for their day, large aircraft capable of carrying 
heavy payloads over long distances, or lighter payloads even further.  As we will see, their efficient 
110’ Davis wing was, however, severely tested when they were expected to carry ever-heavier loads 
of fuel further and further in order to make the ‘drops’ (and then come back again - if they could).  The 
loss rate was high. 
 
Probert writes that: 

“Of all the missions flown in the Far East war few were more demanding than those of the special 
duties squadrons.  …” (p209) 

At the end of this article I offer a perspective on just how demanding that proved to be by reference to 
the experiences of 357 (and 358) Sqdns at Jessore.  That perspective may come as a surprise to 
anyone not yet familiar with the nature of these Ops, but I give a foretaste: 

“Every third agent that we [at Jessore] dropped was at the cost of the life of one of our aircrew.”  
(O’Brien p136) 

................................................................................................................................................................... 
Introduction 
Of course I was not there, and do not report anything of these Ops from first-hand knowledge.  This 
article is not a collection of anecdotes setting out my best memory of Dad’s best memory of events.  I 
have, of course, been guided by those memories as to where to look, but I draw from his log book, 
formal squadron records, from re-reading relevant correspondence which he had retained, my own 
correspondence with a crew member, and his family’s subsequent generous contributions.  Jack 
Burgess, BEM  (ex 160 Sqdn) also helped wherever I felt I needed any further confirmation of a detail 
here or there.  I do not clutter the article with multiple footnotes, but the shortened bibliography / 
reading list at the end contains much of the general supportive material where not otherwise 
specifically noted, and occasional notes in the text will direct the reader to some of them or add a 
detail which could otherwise be a distraction. 
 
Whilst, in relation to Dad’s crew’s Ops I have relied on copies of the original ORBs, I could not have 
embarked on this article without access to Robert Quirk’s extraordinary endeavours in transcribing the 
ORBs for a number of SEAC sqdns 1.  I more than gratefully acknowledge (and commend) his work 
and, whilst I have to recognise (as does he) that the occasional slip may have crept into his 
transcriptions (or, indeed, the originals), I have used them at face value except where (very 
occasionally) I find that I may have been able to decipher something in the 357 ORBs which had 
eluded him.  I have also (with one notable exception addressed in an Annex) generally taken all other 
source material from which I have drawn at face value. 
 
Clearly it would have been better if Dad had written this (and it would have been better written if he 
had) but after the long delay whilst the ORBs remained secret, he said that it was all so long ago now 
that no-one would be interested.  I beg to differ, but the reader will judge.  Some, I hope, may be 
encouraged to delve deeper by reference to the reading list.  Dad would have been uncomfortable to 
see how often his name appears in the text, but that is only as a means to illustrate something of the 
whole crew’s experiences which, as noted above, he had asked the artist to capture in the painting.  
Whilst some elements are bound to have been shared by other crews and squadrons, I have by no 
means attempted a comprehensive review of the contributions made by them all, although other sqdns 
are referred to from time to time for overall context. 



 
In Part 1 will try to illustrate the mechanics of a ‘typical’ straightforward drop, the a/c themselves and 
the all-pervading secrecy, by reference to Dad’s first SD Liberator Op (where we also have the 
advantage of the ORBs for the second a/c which made a drop at about the same time).  I then turn in 
Part 2 to look at what was involved in flying to the DZs in the first place by reference to his subsequent 
drops (often in monsoon conditions), before addressing, in Part 3, why the painting depicts that 
particular Liberator, and what it represents, before I offer, in Part 4, a short Concluding Perspective.  
The Annex addresses one account of that first drop. 
................................................................................................................................................................... 
Part 1 
Drop mechanics 
Introduction 
Although each DZ varied in size and characteristics, the crews had to get bang on target: ‘near 
enough’ was simply not good enough.  And they should avoid being ‘early’ in case the reception party 
was still in hiding.  Many DZs could be tricky to reach, and the drop itself might also be a tricky 
operation because of visibility, terrain, or turbulence.  As we will see later, over 40% of a/c flying out of 
Jessore were lost in their attempts to make a successful ‘drop’.  This part, however, looks at the 
mechanics of a relatively straightforward drop in order to illustrate the generically common features, 
and the mechanics involved. 
 
In order to set the context, I may as well start with Dad’s first Op.  His immediate background was that, 
after spending some time flying Wellingtons on convoy escort and anti-submarine patrols over the Bay 
of Bengal and Arabian Sea, he was posted to 357(SD) Sqdn at the end of 1944.  In early 1945 he was 
on detachment to a Force 136 Unit ferrying officers attached to the Sponsors to and from forward 
positions in Burma out of Cox’s Bazaar (in what is now Bangladesh) in a Sentinel.  The long-range SD 
Ops in the Far East stepped up a gear in early 1945, and in February, he was sent on a short 
‘conversion’ course for flying Liberators in anticipation of the next ‘moon period’ at the end of the 
month. 
 
First drop:  Major Freddie Spencer Chapman, DSO 
At the end of February, Dad was called upon to undertake his first Liberator drop - as 2nd pilot to 
W/Cdr Lewis ‘Bob’ Hodges, DSO, DFC*, flying in KH160 ‘W’ - in order to make a moonlight ‘drop’ near 
to Major Freddie Spencer Chapman’s camp in Malaya.  This was to be in one of two Libs flying out of 
their base at Jessore.  The ‘target’ was to be a DZ near to Tapah and to Bidor in Perak state, Malaya 
(now Peninsular Malaysia) and about 75 miles north of Kuala Lumpur.  It would involve a round trip of 
something like c.2,700 air miles / 3,100 statute miles 2.  By the standards of those relatively early days, 
this would be a comparatively ‘long’ round trip (trips to Burma or FIC might be something like 8 to 12 
hours overall: this one would be over 19 hours.)  For most of the Op they would be flying over the 
open ocean, trying to keep out of range of Japanese fighter a/c and radar for as long as possible and 
with no escort and (at best) limited Air Sea Rescue (ASR) support.  They would, however, be flying 
under cover of moonlit darkness for about 2/3rds of the Op. 
 
Armament 

In order to reduce weight, most if not all of 357 Sqdn’s Libs had had all their armour plating, upper 
turrets and lower ball turrets removed.  The guns were also removed from the front turret and from the 
beam (or ‘waist’) positions.  This saved not only the weight of the guns and turrets and the respective 
gunners, but also the weight of ammunition which otherwise would be associated with them.  That left 
only the rear turret.  Other sqdns which ‘converted’ to SD Ops (from a bombing or a mine-laying role, 
perhaps) adapted their Libs much along the same lines but, nevertheless, retained detailed 
differences referable to their earlier roles or to being earlier ‘marks’ of Liberator. 
 
Men on the ground 
At the time, a number of British officers had been (and still were) operating in Burma and various parts 
of SE Asia, training and leading guerilla forces (there were also some Free French in FIC, and the 
USA had a keen interest and presence too - especially with the Chindits in Burma, and operations in 
(or associated with) China.  I do not here dwell on the rivalries and the secrets even between the 
various groups, Sponsors and nations, but O’Brien has something to say on the topic). 
 
So far as Malaya itself was concerned, Major Freddie Spencer Chapman (FSC) had been one of the 
few ‘stay behind’ officers remaining in Malaya after the fall of Singapore in order to galvanise, train and 



work with local guerilla forces.  A one-time mountaineer and polar explorer, he was now a proficient 
soldier, saboteur and survivor in his own right. 
 
Major John Davis, DSO and Captain Richard Broome had escaped from Malaya to Ceylon (now Sri 
Lanka) but later came back to Malaya in order to bolster Force 136 activities.  They made a pact with 
the largely Chinese Malayan communist guerilla forces and army-in-waiting (by authority from 
Mountbatten) to supply them with arms and equipment in return for their co-operation and assistance 
(at least for the duration of the war).  They, along with FSC with whom they had met up, were also 
regarded by the guerillas as official British authority in the area.  Force 136 had previously lost contact 
with FSC for 18 months or so, and he had been officially reported ‘missing, believed killed’.  But in 
February he had been able to re-establish long-lost radio contact with Force 136 HQ in Colombo, 
Ceylon. 
 
In his book “The Jungle is Neutral”, FSC recounts that it had been arranged that a parachute drop 
would be made to them on the night of 26th/27th February 1945.  This would consolidate Force 136’s 
presence in Malaya with additional personnel, and would provide supplies for the group, the men who 
would be dropped, and for the guerillas (thus also being the first sign of making good the British side 
of ‘the pact’).  Unusually, we know from FSC’s book, the names of the 4 courageous men who would 
be dropped:  two army Majors, and two Corporals to act as wireless operators.  Given the rivalries 
amongst and between the Sponsors, this was to be an important strategic drop for Force 136 as well 
as for the guerillas.  But the overall load was more than one Lib could carry for the distance involved. 
 
Second a/c 
The other Lib for that drop was to be from a sister sqdn at Jessore (358 Sqdn) which had recently 
redeployed there, having converted from a bombing role to that of SD duties in late January but, at this 
stage, did not carry ‘agents’.  Sadly, fate had not been kind to 358 Sqdn to date: 3 Libs had failed to 
return from SD Ops in January, and another 3 earlier in February, together with the loss of all crew for 
5 of those 6 Libs.  Their Libs had not all by this stage been fully ‘converted’ for their new role.  They 
were, however, typically operating without the beam and front turret guns, and works to remove their 
ball turrets appear at least largely to have been completed during February.  (The ORBs indicate that 
works to fit blister cockpit side windows, remove all armour plate and to strip the front turrets was still 
under way for some a/c in April, and removal of the upper turrets was still under way in May.)  So 358 
Sqdn’s Libs could well (at this time) have been heavier than 357 Sqdn’s, and the one to be used for 
the drop also carried the weight of the ammunition and a gunner for the upper turret (a total crew of 
10, as opposed to the 9 (and later 8) which was more usual for 357’s Ops). 
 
The Captain of this second a/c from 358 Sqdn was to be W/Cdr PGD Farr, DFC in another MkVI, 
KH271 ‘C’.  The unavoidable inference here is that, given recent experience of the potential risks 
involved, someone had decided that the most senior Liberator Captains available at Jessore should 
undertake and take direct responsibility for the drops: each Captain was the respective squadron’s 
Commanding Officer. 
 
It also seems possible that Dad was selected by W/Cdr Hodges as some kind of reassurance or 
display of confidence of overcoming risks, given that he was already well known to Force 136, whose 
‘agents’ they would be carrying.  But this could have cut either way.  As Dad wrote in relation to a later 
Op: 

“I was introduced at the aircraft dispersal point to an army officer (one of the ‘bods’ we were 
[going] to drop) when he turned back to the Force 136 escorting officer to ask if I was capable of 
flying Liberators because a few weeks ago I had taken him somewhere in a Sentinel.” 

 
The DZ 
Unusually (for this time), the 357 Sqdn ORB does not record the map reference for the DZ: it is, 
however, recorded (in typically shortened, but still workable form) in the 358 Sqdn ORB 3.  FSC 
describes the DZ as being a level clearing in the jungle in a tin-mining area, a few miles to the east of 
the Tapah - Bidor road and to the west of the mountains in which his camp was established (some 
sources suggest that this, the ‘Gurun’ camp, was more or less due east of Tapah, and today, there 
appears to be a new dual carriageway to the east of the ‘old’ road: the position given in the map 
reference is close to that).  He estimated that the DZ was 8 miles away from the camp ‘in a straight 
line’.  The 358 ORB suggests that those mountains began to rise about 4 miles east of the DZ (and 
they curve round to the north).  The 357 ORB notes two mounds in the area and a ridge to the South, 
making it unsuitable for non-moon work. 



 
Preparing for the Drop 
When it came to preparing for a drop, typically the Captain would follow a dead reckoning (DR) course 
given to him by the Navigator from one secure landmark to another.  Dad often spoke of using the 
Andaman Islands (to the west of Bangkok) as a marker for Ops over Malaya, Siam and southern 
Burma, and this route could well have been used for this Op.  The next DR course may have been to 
Penang Island (as noted in 358 Sqdn’s ORB).  From there they would fly to the next secure landmark 
(which FSC’s book suggests was the mouth of the Perak River), before a final DR run to the grid 
reference given in the briefing. 
 
George Smith (Dad’s crew’s navigator) is quoted in Merrick (p316) as saying that, often as not, one or 
more of the intermediate DR landmarks would be obscured by cloud.  So maintaining the course, 
speed and hence marking the correct elapsed time from one unseen ‘landmark’ to the next would be 
ever more critical.  Over such long distances (and in the dark), a few minutes here or a degree or two 
there could mount up to a considerable final ‘error’ in position - and wastage of precious fuel or time in 
order to correct for it. 
 
Once they were close to the map reference, the crew would keep a keen eye out for the DZ which 
would be marked by a ‘marker’ on the ground (commonly, but not always, a ‘T’ of fires, or a ‘C’ or a 
triangle of fires - or something else laid out on the ground) (but sometimes no little distance away from 
the grid reference given at the briefing).  For obvious reasons, the fires would only be lit (or fanned up) 
when the a/c was heard to be approaching.  On some Ops the W.Op might also be able to pick up a 
signal using ‘Rebecca’ (an early form of radio navigation which ‘spoke’ with a transmitter ‘in the field’) 
which, if available and effective, could also guide the a/c to somewhere close to the DZ. 
 
The ‘reception’ 
Once found, the Captain would often then circle the DZ in order to weigh up the best bearing and 
height for the drop, as well as to allow the ‘bomb-aimer’ to try to gauge wind direction and speed at 
ground level from local clues (such as moonlit smoke, or the flames from the fires).  He might well also 
fly a ‘dummy run’ over the DZ.  They would look out for the signal flashed up from the ground to 
confirm the ‘reception’.  That signal would be a pre-arranged letter of the alphabet (or less commonly, 
it seems, a combination of letters) flashed up by a torch or signal lamp in morse code.  If the 
‘reception’ was missing or the wrong letter(s) were flashed up, they would not make the drop (unless 
there were exceptional reasons). 
 
On this occasion, and for W/Cdr Hodges’s drop, the signal was to be ‘JH’:  “ • - - -   • • • • ”, and for 
W/Cdr Farr’s, the somewhat more straightforward letter ‘N’: “ - • ”.  The ORBs show that W/Cdr 
Hodges dropped 4 men and 8 packages from 800’ in 3 runs, and that W/Cdr Farr dropped 7 
containers from 600’ in one run (but no mention of the packages which 358’s ORB showed to be on 
the ‘manifest’).  By coincidence or otherwise, the letters ‘JH’ were also the initials of one of the ‘agents’ 
dropped by W/Cdr Hodges and who was destined to lead Operation Funnel.  (The code name for 
W/Cdr Farr’s Op was ‘Funnel Cotton 2’, suggesting that Cotton was the code name for one of the 
guerilla groups being supplied (and who received further drops from later Ops by 357 Sqdn).)  I have 
found no coincidental or other link with the letter ‘N’ for W/Cdr Farr’s drop.  W/Cdr Hodges’s Op was 
code-named ‘Evidence’. 
 
The Drop 
The ‘agents’ (or ‘Joes’ or ‘bods’) were normally dropped first and on a separate run from the ‘stores’, 
so as to avoid the risk of collision between them in the air or on the ground.  Typically the agents 
would slide en bloc down a slide or chute which would be rigged up by the ‘despatchers’ through a 
hatch in the belly of the a/c (to the rear of the bomb bay) as the a/c approached the DZ area.  The 
tightly strapped-up packages were normally loaded onto the slide ready to be despatched as a single 
‘string’ (or a succession of strings on different runs).  In Libs without the slide fitted (such as 358 
Sqdn’s a/c at this stage), the packages would be lined up alongside the hatch and then pushed 
through the aperture. 
 
The agents and the packages would be despatched by members of the crew following a red ‘ready’ (or 
‘stop’) and then a green ‘go’ bulkhead lamp switched on and off by the ‘bomb-aimer’ lying in the nose 
of the a/c.  The containers were (generically) CLE drop containers: hinged metal ‘cigar tubes’ (c.5’ 6” 
long, c.15” diameter with a parachute folded into a cavity at one end) and which FSC described as 
weighing 2cwt each when filled (and as being “vast and heavy”).  They were normally suspended 



horizontally and one above the other in the bomb racks (much as 500lb bombs would be) and 
released through the opened bomb bay doors by another switch operated by the bomb-aimer from his 
position in the nose. 
 
All parachutes would have had static lines attached so that they would open ‘automatically’ 
immediately after leaving the a/c (these would be attached by the ‘armourers’ at the airfield for the 
containers, and by the ‘despatcher(s)’ in the a/c when the agents or packages were being prepared 
and rigged up for the drop).  The Captains would have extended the efficient Fowler flaps and flown as 
slowly as they felt they safely could in order to reduce the risk of damage to the parachutes / shrouds 
when they were jerked open in the slipstream, and to get the tightest possible grouping on the ground.  
Sometimes packages would be dropped without a parachute:  a ‘free drop’, which saved the weight 
and expense of parachutes, but needed to be dropped from a lower height. 
 
The rear gunner would be on the look-out for any attack from the ground as well as from the air and 
would normally be best placed to report on whether the parachutes had opened or not, and how good 
the bomb-aimer’s ‘aim’ had been on any given run. 
 
Further detail 
The ORB for 358 Sqdn helps to illustrate some further generically typical detail.  It shows that W/Cdr 
Farr dropped the containers at 140 mph (IAS, rather than corrected to ground speed, I presume).  It 
also records wind direction and speed (270º / 20mph) and W/Cdr Farr’s heading (300º).  His dropping 
run was thus broadly from the south east, with the hills and FSC’s camp to starboard (and ahead) and 
the wind from a relative 30º to port (11 o’clock).  On the approach to the dropping run, the bomb-aimer 
would have been ‘in charge’: he would gauge the wind, take account of the height, and guide the 
Captain to fly a given distance to the side of the ‘centre line’ in order to compensate for lateral drift as 
the parachutes floated down.  (Other 358 ORBs around this time show this speed to have broadly 
typical of speeds recorded when making a drop, with something like 130/135 mph being perhaps more 
common - although one or two are recorded as low as 120 mph.) 
 
Using his skill, experience and judgement, the bomb-aimer’s task was to release the containers (or 
give the signal to the despatchers for the agents and packages) at just the right time ‘longitudinally’ for 
the stores (or agents) to float down within the DZ.  The Captain would need to be ready immediately to 
correct for the altered weight and its distribution, and be ready to retract the flaps and regain speed in 
order to clear any forward obstructions. 
 
For a comparatively ‘open’ DZ such as this, the Captain might also be able to adjust his approach 
bearing to reduce (or simplify) the angle against any cross wind component: in more constrained 
areas such as those described in Part 2 below, the bomb-aimer would need to make correspondingly 
more difficult judgements and work within the Captain’s limited choices as to his bearing and height 
AGL.  The terrain for the drop to FSC suggests, to me at least, that the bearing may have had at least 
as much to do with selecting a course which would allow for a gentler climbing turn to clear the hills to 
the north after making the drop. 
 
In many other areas, the clearing might only be very small and amongst dense, tall, jungle trees.  The 
Libs had to get as low as they could so that they minimised the risk of parachutes (with stores or 
agents attached) landing high in the tall trees or further away out of sight of the reception party.  For 
DZs in the hills, often in a narrow valley or even in a ‘saucer’, this would often be very tricky, especially 
with low cloud / mist being such a common feature.  If the DZ was particularly small, then more runs 
with less being dropped on each run would be required. 
 
Diversion 
Having unavoidably drawn attention to themselves by the noise of their engines overhead, and after 
making the drop, in order to try to ‘camouflage’ the broad location of the DZ, the Libs would usually fly 
a short diversionary leg before setting course for home.  Judging from the 358 Sqdn ORBs, this seems 
often to be over a course given at the briefing. 
 
Timing of the Drop / Flight duration 
I will come back to what FSC wrote about the timing of these two drops in the Annex, but first note 
what was recorded in the relevant ORBs. 
 



The 357 ORB shows the recorded Time over Target (TOT) for W/Cdr Hodges’s a/c as being 0005hrs: 
the 358 ORB shows a TOT for W/Cdr Farr’s a/c of 0132 - 0138hrs and the drop itself at 0136hrs.  The 
ORBs also show that the 357 / 358 a/c were airborne for totals of c.18¼ and 20¼ hrs respectively for 
the ‘round trip’ (both legs of which were broadly equal in time for each a/c 4).  The total distance flown 
is not formally recorded, but I gave (above) an assessment of c.2,700 air miles / 3,100 statute miles 
(point to point) (which is a return trip almost exactly the same distance as flying non-stop between 
Stornoway Airport and JFK Airport, New York). 
 
The drop also carried formal notice of promotion to Lt Colonel for John Davis and for FSC, and to 
Major for Richard Broome. 
 
Spencer Chapman’s message (i) 
The 357 ORB reproduces the message transmitted back to base by FSC’s party (which could well 
have arrived even before the a/c did): 

“Request Aircrew concerned should be thanked for their most successful drop.” 

(TOP SECRET, of course, for many a year.) 
It would have been better if FSC had left it at that. 
 
Whilst this message was and remained Top Secret, he published at least two accounts of this drop 
soon after the war in the East was over.  In one of them, he claimed that the drop was late.  I revisit 
that claim in the Annex, below. 
 
................................................................................................................................................................... 
Part 2 
Fuel, Navigation and Weather 
Subsequent Drops 
After a second mentoring flight as 1st/2nd pilot, Dad was teamed up with his ‘own’ crew (a number of 
whom went back some years together with him from earlier postings).  They trained individually and as 
a crew, carrying out practice drops and navigation exercises before commencing their own SD Ops 
together in mid-March 1945.  In common with the other 357 (and 358) Sqdn crews (and probably 200 
Sqdn for the short period during which it was also based at Jessore), their SD drops together out of 
Jessore would take them to Burma, Siam, China, French Indo-China and Malaya (and even close to 
Singapore itself) (357’s ORBs set out map references for a number of their Ops). 
 
Range, endurance and timing 
The drops were initially usually planned to take place in the ‘moon period’ (8 days spanning full moon), 
but later came also to be planned for twilight (often evening, but could be morning) to expand the 
operating ‘window’ while allowing the men on the ground the cover of darkness for recovery and 
dispersal.  Over time it was also found that the extremes of the Libs’ payload and range could be 
pushed further and further.  But this also left the a/c exposed over (or potentially within range of) 
occupied territory for longer hours of daylight for these twilight Ops.  At least one of 357 Sqdn’s a/c 
was left unpainted.  Dad said that he felt particularly vulnerable in a shiny ‘Alclad’ a/c on such Ops 
(however dulled it may have become over time). 
 
As the Ops grew progressively longer, the Libs would carry additional auxiliary fuel cells in the bomb 
bay to supplement those already added in the wings, and were often loaded up to and sometimes 
beyond recommended maximum all-up weights.  The biggest single component of weight would 
usually be the fuel.  Dad’s memory, reported after discussion with his navigator, was that 

“The all-up weight was supposed to be a maximum of 62,000 lbs  [the Pilots’ Notes do so say].  
But we think we took off at over 70,000 lbs on occasions.”  [ie approaching 4 tons or 13% over 
the maximum of c.27½ tons] 

For the longest Ops out of Jessore (such as to more southerly parts of Malaya), the crews would 
typically take on a smaller fuel load and fly to an intermediate station such as Cox’s Bazaar or to 
Chittagong (about I½ or 1¾ hours’ flying time to the SE), fill up the tanks, and set off on their way 
again from there (or they might return to there if they were low on fuel on their return trip).  (Although, 
as Dad and other crews discovered, it was occasionally possible for a crew to arrive at the 
intermediate airfield only to have to abort the Op because, through intervening commitments, that 
station was not ready to refuel them in time for the crew to make the briefed TOT.) 
 



Fuel:  a weather-sensitive finite resource 

Fuel was a fundamental and, once airborne, a finite resource.  The ‘all-up’ weight was often the result 
of a balance between maximising the cargo carried and minimising the weight of the fuel load, albeit 
allowing a margin.  Many trips would now regularly exceed 20 hours or more, and it had to last.  But 
the weather could dramatically affect consumption.  Dad was all too well aware of that from an early 
stage.  In his Wellington days, an Op took them out from Santa Cruz, Bombay (now Mumbai) and in to 
Colombo, Ceylon.  It was a night-time ASV (radar-based anti-submarine) patrol over a distance well 
within the Wellington’s normal range.  In Dad’s words: 

“  … we ran into an unexpected, severe monsoon storm … burning up much more fuel than 
anticipated until almost within sight of our destination, Colombo ... our fuel gauge was reading 
empty and we were in real danger of having to ditch, so I ordered all moveable items to be thrown 
overboard and got ready to hit the sea.  … we just managed to make Ratmalana aerodrome 
[south of Colombo] … but we had to approach from the sea and over a populated area: so I held 
height and power until I reckoned we could glide in and I then cut the throttles and, thankfully, it 
worked alright.” 

 
With the Liberator Ops, the distances were more than 3 times greater - and the margins tight.  In Part 
3, below, I refer to 2 Ops which were both about 3,400 air miles (AM) each.  One took about 1½ hours 
longer to complete than the other and that is likely to be because of the strength of the headwind 
component, or more extreme fuel management in order to compensate for additional fuel used to 
counteract it (or both).  On flights from Ceylon to southern Malaya (for example) the crews would 
expect to power through headwinds on the return trip.  But they also expected to get something of a 
‘helping hand’ from the winds on the way out.  But that didn’t always happen, and they would not know 
until embarking on the return trip how strong the winds would be. 
 
For Ops out of Jessore to northern Malaya, perhaps, they would expect crosswinds, but the strength 
was always an unknown.  The ORBs for 357 (and 358) Sqdn have many references to an Op being 
curtailed because of fuel shortage or, when operating out of Jessore, landing ‘short’ at an intermediate 
station through lack of fuel.  (Never popular with the crew, because the lost hours of the subsequent 
‘ferry flight’ back to base would not count towards their overall tally for their 300-hour ‘tour’ - soon to be 
raised to 400 hrs.)  The ORBs show one instance of a Lib force landing in a mangrove swamp not so 
very far short of Jessore because the fuel simply ran out, and another where the crew baled out after 
running out of fuel close to base.  For operations between Ceylon and Malaya there were no such 
intermediate stations, and a ditching in the vast Bay of Bengal would be the only option.  Fuel 
management was always key. 
 
It was mostly the weather which caused the issues.  This is one of a number of illustrations from 357 
Sqdn’s ORBs (from China Bay, Ceylon (see later).  It relates to a drop in July 1945 for a guerilla group 
operating in Johore: 

“ ... The aircraft reached position 06º51'N 92º43'E, but the weather there was impassable, with 
cumulus and cumulo-nimbus reaching from sea level upwards, and rain storms etc., in the area.  
It might have been possible to have flown around the weather, but as the amount of fuel carried 
did not permit much deviation from the briefed route, it was decided to cancel the operation ....”  

(The map reference is to a position in the Bay of Bengal, about 175 miles to the NW of Sumatra 
and due west of Great Nicobar.) 

But there are also other references to Ops being aborted because of malfunctions or leaks in the fuel 
system, or trouble with the pumps which transferred fuel from the auxiliary to primary tanks. 
 
Fuel management 
I return to W/Cdr Farr’s drop to FSC.  I first add this context.  5 complete crews from his sqdn had 
been lost in January and February.  On 22nd February (less than a week before this Op), a 6th 358 
Sqdn Lib came down.  The crew baled out after two engines cut out through fuel starvation some 35 or 
50 miles from base (because, it seems, of a fuel transfer pump failing some time earlier on the return 
trip).  Fortunately (except for him), and unusually, all bar one of the crew survived (but with the loss 
also of at least one civilian in the village where the a/c came down).  It must have been a stark 
reminder of the crucial importance of fuel - and for every mile of the Op. 
 
We cannot be sure whether W/Cdr Farr’s brief for the drop to FSC was for midnight or for some other 
time close to 0130hrs (or something in between).  The respective sqdns’ ORBs show that both a/c 
took off within 20 minutes of each other.  W/Cdr Farr’s a/c was the second to take off, and appears to 
have taken nearly 2hrs longer for the round trip (with each leg being more or less equal in duration).  



Reading between the lines of 358 Sqdn’s ORBs, it seems that, for whatever unexpressed reason, 
W/Cdr Farr may have had to use relatively extreme fuel-saving techniques in order to be confident of 
making the drop and bringing his crew safely back to Jessore: 

“ ... Many lessons on the manipulation of fuel were learnt on this trip.” 
 
It seems possible either that W/Cdr Farr and his crew experienced a fuel difficulty of some sort from 
early on and had to work hard to get there and back at all (albeit, perhaps delayed), or they may have 
been just as close to their briefed TOT as W/Cdr Hodges was to his, but had set off sufficiently early to 
allow for examining and gaining experience of ever-important fuel saving methods which could be 
passed on to the rest of the sqdn.  Those methods usually involved reduced engine settings and thus 
overall speed, which would make the a/c more demanding to handle - especially over such long hours 
of flight.  W/Cdr Farr eked out his fuel consumption to a reported 1.2 AMPG overall.  Other ACA 
articles indicate that 1.2 AMPG was remarkably ‘good going’ as an overall average and perhaps 
illustrative of the extremes which were deployed (as well, perhaps, as an indicator of the absence of 
strong winds on that Op (it was outside of the summer monsoon period)). 
 
Fuel management was always key, and fuel consumption was carefully monitored by the pilots (and 
Flight Engineer if they had one aboard) throughout each Op.  Some of the a/c which are recorded only 
as ‘missing’ in the ORBs may well have run out of fuel - either through malfunction in the system or as 
a result of battling the weather. 
 
All-up weights 
The Liberators had four P&W 30,000cc, 14-cylinder, turbo-supercharged radial engines, but at the 
high all-up weights usually involved (mostly because of fuel), take-offs were still a challenge in the 
tropical air (especially at the shorter airfields).  The pilots would generally manoeuvre as close to the 
end of the runway as possible, stand hard on the brakes, open all the throttles ‘to the stops’ with 
maximum manifold pressure, and then snap their feet off the brakes so as to allow the a/c to begin its 
long slow passage down the strip.  O’Brien gives a colourful description of a typical take off by a ‘fat 
overladen barge’ at his p102. 
 
That extract can be read in the last 20 lines or so of the page here: http://www.rquirk.com/no2.html 
(although, contrary to the impression which O’Brien might leave, sadly not all the SD Libs did ‘miss 
disaster’ on take-off:  the ORBs reveal that out of Jessore alone, 4 could not sustain lift and were lost 
(with all fuel, crew and any passengers) more or less immediately after take-off). 
 
Flights to the DZ 
For the longer trips to Malaya in particular, and having cleared the airfield, they would then climb (it 
could only ever be slowly) to perhaps no more than1,000’ over the ocean and only go higher than that 
where necessary to clear or enter the hills as they approached the DZ, or to fly over the weather: the 
weather might, of course, push them lower (voluntarily or otherwise).  Dad described the general 
picture: 

“We cruised at 160 mph in auto lean at 31” Manifold Pressure reducing RPM from (say) 2,200 to 
1,500 as weight came down.  …  Climbing at such a weight [which he described, above] was very 
slow, to say the least but, using Cox’s Bazaar or China Bay [see later], we could take off over the 
sea and, sometimes, had to keep a few degrees of flap on for quite a while.  We didn’t climb 
above 1,000’ over the sea (dropping to 100’ or so as we neared the enemy-occupied coast) and, 
of course, always ‘came down’ to our height and speed to ensure we were cruising with a nose 
down’ attitude rather than ‘nose-up’.” 
(George Smith said “normally” under 1,000’ (Merrick p316).) 

 
Varying DZs 
When the Libs finally got there, the DZs would vary: some might be a jungle clearing in an open plain 
or river valley (much as with Dad’s first Op), or on top of a mountain plateau, or in a narrow space 
alongside a heavily afforested river valley (which Walt MacDougald’s painting illustrates) or in a tight 
valley between mountain ridges (which might or might not be ‘open’ at the other end).  This last would 
be difficult to capture in a painting.  Les Powell (W.Op/AG in Dad’s crew) wrote about such a DZ: 

“The drop was only from a few hundred feet.  More often than not the DZ was in an almost 
inaccessible valley.  The first problem was how to approach, and then having dropped, how to get 
out of the valley again without crashing into the hillside.  We flew at night using the stars to 
navigate.  The terrain was jungle covered mountains and very inhospitable during the monsoon.  
Often the cloud base was below the mountain tops.  On more than one occasion we were very 

http://www.rquirk.com/no2.html


lucky to get out.  We lost more aircraft and crews due to adverse weather and rugged terrain than 
enemy action.” 

George Smith would have wanted me to point out (as he does when quoted by Merrick at p316) that 
that same low cloud base would often also obscure the stars, so a good deal of the navigation would, 
actually, be by ‘dead reckoning’ and by ‘blind’ DR if they had to fly through cloud. 
 
It was George who also referred to a valley, in Burma 

“ … down which we flew only to find the end blocked by a large cloud.  The staggering climb out 
with no idea whether the cloud contained something more solid was rather memorable.” 

Jack Burgess speaks of a broadly similar experience at ACA Library Reference 056, and O’Brien 
gives many more illustrations. 
 
The ORBs for Jessore record, with sad regularity, an a/c first as ‘missing’ before, a few pages later, 
reporting that the local guerillas or villagers had found the wreckage in the hills, together with the 
remains of the crew. 
 
But I don’t want to leave anything close to an impression that these were reckless dashes into the 
unknown darkness by Dad’s - or indeed, any other crew.  Far from it: the Ops were carefully planned, 
together, by the pilots and navigators.  One perennial problem was that, as O’Brien repeatedly 
emphasises, the Air Ministry terrain maps (such as they were) had not fully caught up with millions of 
years of earlier geological formations. 
 
The valleys could also provide unexpected up or down drafts and could also shelter the a/c from 
stronger (or just different) winds which would be felt only on approaching or breaking over a ridge or 
saddle: either or both of which could suddenly steal away lift, or lift (or drop) a wing which the pilots 
might struggle to control.  It was, of course, difficult from inside the cockpit to make a Lib do anything 
‘suddenly’ in reply.  After making their drops at perhaps about 130 - 140 mph with the aid of flaps, it 
would take time to reach a more normal speed of (say) 160 mph which might offer some better 
opportunity to respond - assuming there was space within which to respond.  And, being dark, it would 
be difficult always to pick up any advance warning from, perhaps, swaying vegetation or birds in flight.  
This extract (from a 358 Sqdn ORB) illustrates the sort of feed-back which pilots would offer (formally 
and informally) to try to lessen the risks: 

“Tricky D.Z. many Thermo currents made air rough.  Never approach N - S.” 
Pilots would be briefed as to the appropriate approach, but that might itself present a hazard if 
followed without question.  Some further examples, from 357’s Orbs: 

“DZ is in valley with 2000' hill at north end & if briefed run (030º) was flown A/C would fly straight 
into hill.” 
“DZ is bad, 8000' hill at N end of valley making N to S the only approach.” 
“Bad DZ (not briefed DZ).  Very high hills to SW & NW & A/C had to drop in 30º bank.” 
“The field had previously reported that there was no high ground within 6 miles of the DZ, so the 
Captain flew fairly low (400 ft) for the free drop and as a result missed a hill by approximately 40 ft 
which, owing to darkness, could not be seen until the aircraft was upon it.” 

 
Weather 
And then, of course, there was the weather.  The ORBs show that between January and March 1945, 
the weather was at best mixed, and that low cloud was a frequent challenge, especially over FIC and 
Burma and in the hills in particular.  The summer monsoon would come soon thereafter, and in this 
year, symptoms were experienced early.  The monsoon typically begins in earnest towards the end of 
April and lasts to about September.  It brings winds and heavy cloud from the south west, together 
with associated heavy rain, hail, lightning and thunderstorms for the pilots to contend with.  And on a 
scale (for each element) which is not experienced anywhere in Europe. 
 
The Bracknell Paper recites that Mountbatten had decreed that “we will fly through the monsoon”.  It 
also contains some vivid descriptions of what it was like to fly in tropical weather in general, and during 
the summer monsoon period in particular.  All crews will have had to deal with it.  Gwynne-Timothy 
describes the monsoon weather as ranging from “very bad to utterly wretched” (p823).  Monsoon 
clouds could rise from sea level, would almost always bring heavy rain, extreme turbulence and up 
and down drafts and could, without warning, throw an a/c into the sea or into a mountain (almost 
always called a ‘hill’ by the RAF).  But there was often insufficient fuel or time to fly round the weather 
(as illustrated above). 
 



I give this illustration in Dad’s words (probably flying out of Jessore, and in moonlit darkness): 
“ … flying south down the Andaman Sea at sea level as we did to keep under Jap radar en route 
to the Malayan area we … ran into a really vicious monsoon storm which just went on and on.  
We had the usual St Elmo’s fire which lit up our propellers and dash-board instruments, but, also 
we were tossed up and down at alarming rates and it took the strength of me and my co-pilot 
[Ray Taylor] together to counteract the forces.  Our altimeter was spinning madly, first up then 
down and we feared we might be slammed into the ocean.  …  Suddenly it was calm and brighter 
and we saw a Liberator coming directly for us and we instinctively banked to starboard but it 
banked the same way!  The incident lasted only for a few seconds but it wasn’t until we ‘collided’ 
that we realised it was only our reflection!  Then we were just as suddenly thrown about as before 
and, eventually, came out into calmer air.  A few minutes later we got a recall from base ‘because 
of bad weather’ so we had to go back through it all.” 

 
Or an example which George recalled: 

”We started to lose height rapidly, until on full power and in a nose up attitude we were still being 
forced down to the sea.” 

 
This may or may not have been during the same 14-hour trip when they were recalled - by base at 
Jessore - after several hours battling the weather.  The target DZ was on the east coast of Johore 
(Malaya), not far to the north east of Singapore.  This is how 357’s ORB for 3rd/4th May 1945 records it: 

“ … Weather en route - Front from 18ºN to 14ºN with one break.  10/10 Cb Ns [cumulonimbus, 
nimbostratus] 400’ to 1500’ from 13ºN.  Heavy lightning storms causing flashes from wing tips.  
Heavy rain.” 

Dad’s annotation to his copy of the ORB, written long after the event of course, was to add “for 12 
hours”.  My own observation is that these heights must be heights ASL (above sea level) to cloud 
base.  The same drop was attempted the next day by a different crew.  The Op was abandoned after 
experiencing much the same: 

“ ...  Weather en route was 10/10ths Cu & some Cb. base 1200' tops 6000'.  A/c flew for 11 hrs in 
10/10ths cloud seeing nothing South of Narcon[d]am Islands. ... “  [less than half way to the DZ] 

 
Dad also wrote how the driving rain would always find a way in through even the smallest gaps around 
any and all window or blister frames - and that it seemed always to be George (and his chart table) 
who bore the brunt of it. 
 
O’Brien gives further illustrations of what these clouds and fronts could do to an a/c, but the crews 
often saw little choice other than to take their chances as to what the clouds or fronts would do with 
them.  No crew wanted a ‘DNCO’ (Did Not Complete Operation) (still less a series of them) if there 
was a prospect of a DCO.  But perhaps above all, the aircrew understood that the men in the field 
were at risk, needed supplies and their sense of duty called for nothing less. 
 
Weather at the DZ 
But at a more local level, the weather could also affect the ability even to see the DZ (monsoon or not) 
- especially in the hilly / mountainous areas.  Whilst Dad’s crew was fortunate enough to clock an 85% 
success rate overall, there were still drops which could not be made - either because the ‘reception’ 
did not match the briefing or because the DZ could not be picked out.  Even if available for use, 
‘Rebecca’ often could not ‘see’ through the valley sides or thick jungle canopies, and had to give way 
to visual identification when closer to the target anyway. 
 
The weather might hide the DZ by low lying cloud in the valley or by higher or taller cloud formations 
masking the valley (or plateau or ‘saucer’) itself.  The crews would often have begun their search for 
the DZ in the moonlight / twilight by a timed dead reckoning run from the coast or another landmark.  
They may have been confident that they were almost directly overhead, but if they couldn’t see it 
through a gap in the clouds, they couldn’t make the drop - although sometimes an opportune gap 
would appear.  But if not, they might return again to fly the same DR run, but at a lower level so as to 
try to get below the cloud without first having to fly unsighted through it (which, as we saw earlier, 
might still be masking the mountain peaks or ridges ahead of them).  But if they still couldn’t get sight 
of it, and had avoided crashing into hidden hilltops, they would have to return to base. 
 
Fuel, again 
Dad’s ‘ready reckoner’ for fuel consumption indicates that even at 31” MP, 1,650 RPM and in auto 
lean (for example), the Libs might burn just over 100 gallons of fuel an hour (and about 150 GPH if the 



remaining all-up weight meant that they needed the revs to be closer to 2,000 RPM).  So, having 
already used more fuel than expected during the fruitless search, they would also return carrying 
rather more weight than they had expected - with inevitable consequences for the remaining depleted 
fuel reserves.  Margins always were tight, and responding to an unexpectedly strong head or side 
wind component could also easily cause fuel consumption to rise markedly, and could even reduce 
the range below what was needed in order to get ‘home’: they could never be sure until they got there. 
 
I leave the reader to review other accounts of the weather conditions set out in the Bracknell Paper, 
but reproduce this short piece from a one-time MRAF and contemporary adviser to Mountbatten in 
SEAC, Sir Denis Spotswood GCB, CBE, DSO, DFC: 

“I think unless you have seen the Burmese jungle in the monsoon it is almost impossible to 
believe that anything can be quite so horrible.  It really is incredible that people could drop 
through holes in clouds with mountains all round them to very, very small dropping areas or 
targets with the aids, or lack of aids, that were available at that time.  The modern generation 
would have almost no belief that it could have happened.” 

................................................................................................................................................................... 
Part 3 
The Painting, and a Perspective. 
The DZ in the painting 
Dad’s crew flew the full range of Ops over and into Burma, French Indo-China, Siam, China and 
Malaya, and they encountered the full variety of DZs and associated topography. 
 
But the DZ in his painting is illustrative of the less common and altogether calmer, ‘flatter’ and more 
open DZs - rather than a precise representation of any specific one.  But it is no more than illustrative.  
It had to depict ‘good’ and rain-free weather, and a bright moon - otherwise all detail would have been 
lost.  But it more or less ‘fits’ an impression of the sort of DZ which he first encountered with W/Cdr 
Hodges, as well as being broadly representative of some of the more open sites experienced by his 
crew in some parts of Southern Malaya / Johore (which the AM terrain maps described simply as 
“undulating jungle”). 
 
After their posting to China Bay (near Trincomalee, Ceylon) many if not all of 357’s Liberator drops 
were concentrated in Southern Malaya (Dad’s crew’s Ops certainly were).  It was the spirit of the Ops 
which he wanted the artist to capture, not necessarily the precise detail of any particular location (it 
was too long ago for that anyway) but it does include a reminder of the ever-present and hazardous 
hills en route to (or within which) the DZs lay (eg as described by Les Powell in Part 2). 
 
The use of a ‘T’ of fires for identification was a recurrent feature for Dad’s crew (as well as being the 
marker on his first and his last Op), and we can see a group of men hurrying into the clearing which 
had been marked out for the drop.  One of them, it seems, is carrying a torch or signal lamp which will 
have been used to give the coded signal up to the a/c so as to confirm the validity of the ‘reception’. 
 
The artist has also captured the ambience of moonlight (or twilight), and something of the height and 
movement of the a/c clutching for lift when making the drop.  This would be the moment of maximum 
co-ordinated effort by the whole crew in what looks to be a run for dropping a group of packages.  So 
perhaps overall, it also serves as a reminder of the crucial interdependence and mutual trust between 
all the crew members and everyone involved in pursuing a common purpose in the tightly constrained 
time window captured by the painting - and at a great distance and many hours away from base. 
 

The Liberator in the painting 
The a/c itself is, however, specifically chosen to represent KH114 ‘U’ and was selected for two main 
reasons: 
(i) it got them all safely home on 3 engines on 5th/6th June 1945 5 and 
(ii) it was in this same a/c that Dad and his crew flew their last Op together before VJ Day - on 9th/10th 

August 1945. 
(Prior to this, the letter ‘U’ had been assigned to KH323 which had crashed on take off at Jessore in 
April, with the loss of F/O Stockwell, his crew and 6 Force 136 ‘agents’ - on the day after Dad had 
brought it back from an Op over Burma.  KH114 ‘U’ was also the same Lib in which F/Lt Timmermans 
and crew flew their last Op out of Jessore (on 15th/16th May), before failing to return from their next Op 
out of China Bay in KH326 ‘X’) (see below).  These crews were all Canadians, as was Walt ‘Dougie’ 
MacDougald, Dad’s rear gunner.  So, mixed memories. 
 



(i) 3 engines 
Dad and his crew (together with 3 other crews) had been posted from Jessore to Minneriya (Ceylon) 
on 20th May 1945 as an advance detachment before the rest of 357’s Liberator Flight followed (a 
month or so later) whereupon they all then moved ‘up the road’ to China Bay.  Merrick reports that the 
a/c in 357’s Liberator Flight at Jessore were tired out, and that these first 4 crews had been 
despatched with virtually all the serviceable a/c available in order to maximise effort during that 
month’s moon (p297) - even although the tropical weather was inhospitable to flying in this the 
monsoon period.  Part of the rationale appears to have been to redeploy a Flight of Libs for more 
southerly Ops to the south of the incidence of the most severe monsoon fronts. 
 
The Op 
Dad was fuming to the last that no ORBs were kept at Minneriya until the remainder of the Flight had 
assembled and consolidated at China Bay in the second week of July (said to be “too secret” for that, 
apparently).  But Dad’s log book (which was officially ‘signed off’) has a typically concise entry for 5th 
June:  “Minneriya - Ops - Minneriya (Malaya)”.  They landed next day and he recorded the total time 
aloft as 20hrs 10mins.  The log book annotation of ‘Malaya’ accords with his navigator’s description 
quoted by Merrick at p316, and the purpose for which the detachment had been posted to Ceylon in 
the first place (nothing else, I remind you, by way of any formal record of the Ops in June).  Other than 
being somewhere in Malaya, the location of the DZ is not recorded, but Dad described it as being near 
the coast, just to the NE of Singapore (as with a number of subsequent Ops to the ‘Carpenter’ or ‘Mint’ 
groups in this area).  The distance flown recorded for such Ops later on is something over 3,000 AM 
(3,500 statute miles).  I break one of my rules by remembering  that Dad told me that the weather was 
filthy: but I can’t verify my recollection. 
 
Dad’s log book also records “9h25m - 1,250 S.M. on 3 engines” for that Op.  That sort of detail reflects, 
no doubt, the precision of his utterly dependable navigator, George Smith (and is not so very far short 
of the distance between Jessore and the DZ for Dad’s first drop).  Dad wrote that the engine ‘went’ just 
past the northern tip of Sumatra, and on the return trip: that seems to tie in with the distance recorded.  
He told me that it was the no 1 (port outer) engine which went u/s, and that those 9½ hrs over the open 
ocean felt like very long hours indeed - which he simultaneously hoped would go on for ever, but end 
soon.  Unlike Ops out of Jessore where there were (limited) options of landing perhaps about 1½ to 
2½ hours earlier at say Chittagong, Cox’s Bazaar or Akyab if fuel was low or other problems arose, 
they had to get all the way back to an airfield in Ceylon - or ditch. 
 
Options 
His log book also shows that ditching, parachute and crash drills were carried out monthly: and month 
after month he had to sign that off as having been ‘done’.  But it was widely recognised that this was 
something of an ornamental rigmarole, so far as ditching was concerned, at least.  The word was that 
although a Lib could be ditched, the pilots could only achieve a successful result for all the crew if best 
good fortune had lent a helping hand to great skill and a kindly ocean: good daylight would also 
enhance the prospects.  The ‘roller shutter’ bomb bay doors, which were a major asset in the air, were 
the Libs’ Achilles heel when ditching: the fuselage would usually break or fold up on impact, and 
whatever was left of the a/c didn’t float - at least not for very long, so it would also be handy to ditch in 
sight of a friendly ship.  But, of course, the Bay of Bengal is a big place, not served by any ASR launch 
units until much closer to Ceylon (although, for what it might have been worth, a Catalina or another 
Lib could always have been sent out on a long round trip to look for dinghies where they had last 
reported themselves as ‘missing’).  Turning round in order to parachute out over, or to make a forced 
landing inside Japanese-held territory would not have been an immediately attractive alternative.  
There was, as Dad put it, “nowhere else to go” but back to Ceylon. 
 
The return flight 
There would, obviously, now have been a tendency for the a/c to want to ‘pull’ to the left.  The average 
speed achieved (‘over the ground’) on 3 engines works out as c.133 mph, which appears to suggest 
that there was no or no persistent tail wind.  But it is the Indicated Air Speed which will have been 
more immediately critical to the pilots so as to guard against any imminent stall.  The IAS reading will 
have varied according to wind speed and direction, which will also crucially have affected how much 
‘stick and rudder’ to apply, the degree of any optimum flap settings, the most appropriate engine 
settings for boost and for RPM and, ultimately, the rate of fuel consumption and the amount of extra 
load placed on the 3 ‘good’ engines for the next 9½ hours or so. 
 



The contemporary Pilots’ Notes warn that “it may not be found easy to handle the aircraft for long 
periods below 145 mph I.A.S.” (para 60(ii)(b)).  This was during the monsoon period, so we might 
reasonably suppose that there was likely to have been some wind, and most likely from the south west 
or thereabouts.  But we do not, however, know what the typical headwind component or the resulting 
IAS actually was, but at least Dad and 2nd pilot Ray Taylor could spread the load between them.  Nor 
do we know for how long they would have been flying like this in darkness, other than that Dad’s log 
book records 9½ of the 20 hrs as being ‘night’.  If it had been a ‘midnight’ drop, perhaps about half of 
it: if it was an evening ‘twilight’ drop, then perhaps rather more.  Somewhat hesitatingly, I draw on a 
website which suggests that this Op might have been at the beginning of the ‘moon period’.  The 
ORBs for 160 Sqdn’s night-time Ops (also out of Minneriya and expressed to GMT/Z time) for this 
date suggest a front and worsening weather at and to the west of the Nicobars (to the north of 
Sumatra) which may well have broadly coincided with when the engine ‘went’. 
 
The ORBs for 160 Sqdn for this date also suggest that there was interest from hostile aircraft at about 
this time, but the weather might by now have been a significant deterrent to them.  These lightly armed 
Libs were something of a sitting duck at the best of times, but the crew was now flying in a wounded 
one.  (Gwynne-Timothy slips into a rare error when he writes that 357’s Libs ‘bristled’ with guns 
(p830).  They only had guns in the rear turret, and with weight-limited ammunition to supply them - 
some sources say only 200 rounds 6.)  If any airborne attack were to be mounted, they could only ever 
have defended it from the limited arc of that rear turret, but for so long as they were in range of any 
hostile a/c, they now had reduced options for trying to fly out of any trouble. 
 
All eyes in the cockpit would now be firmly fixed to the various engine instruments and gauges, all 
ears would be listening out for any signs of strain to the remaining engines, and all the crew would be 
on the look-out both for any hostile a/c and for what might be a friendly ship in case they had to ditch, 
with the W.Op ready to send out a forlorn distress signal recording their position - which the navigator 
would keep up to date as best he was able.  But, as George had been warned, caution was needed 
because even Allied ships were “liable to fire on anything with wings”.  He would also have been busy 
calculating and recalculating provisional ETAs to Ceylon while the pilots would have kept an eye on 
fuel reserves and usage.  The rear gunner would have been on high alert for so long as they were in 
range of hostile a/c, and would have assisted the navigator in calculating drift by sighting on flame or 
smoke floats dropped to the ocean below. 
 
With engine settings and flight control surfaces adjusted to compensate for the lost engine, could they 
be sure that would there be enough fuel left for all of those remaining 1,250 miles across the Bay of 
Bengal?  Could they be sure that all 3 engines would last for that distance?  Only time itself would tell.  
There is no formal record of whether they had been carrying ‘agents’ or ‘stores’ (or both) to the DZ, but 
Dad wrote that they had dropped ‘agents’.  He later pencilled in ‘S’ - for ‘successful’ - in his log book.  
DCO. 
 
The other 3 Libs ‘on detachment’ 
Dad wrote of a second a/c which had taken off on the same day, but had soon turned back with 
apparent engine trouble (possibly KH325 ‘N’).  Sadly, a third crew from this advance detachment of 
four 357 Sqdn crews failed to return (in KH326 ‘X’) after taking off from Minneriya on the day that 
Dad’s crew landed (see below).  The fourth a/c, apparently KH162 ‘M’ (or possibly ‘W’ 7), which had 
also taken off on the 6th, had apparently been bent out of alignment when flown through a violent 
thunderstorm on an earlier Op, but it nevertheless returned ‘home’ safely after successfully dropping 
its load (see Poole/Nurse, cited below). 
 
FSC comes to Ceylon 
At about this time, 8 Sqdn (being 200 Sqdn reconstituted and redeployed) and 160 Sqdn had 
recommenced / started their own new roles in undertaking SD Liberator Ops out of Minneriya.  160 
Sqdn’s ORB shows that FSC (who had temporarily come out of Malaya by submarine) came to the 
base on that same day (6th June) to address all aircrew about the nature and utmost secrecy of Force 
136’s work.  He emphasised the hazards and risks involved for all personnel, loyal villagers and any 
‘downed’ aircrew (especially, as we now know, for any W.Ops).  (FSC may also have given similar 
messages to 99 and 356 Sqdns when they switched from their bombing roles to begin similar Ops out 
of the Cocos Islands in July / August 1945.  These seem to be the only sqdns which FSC names in his 
book.  Sometimes known also as the Keeling Islands, they lie about halfway between Ceylon and 
Australia, and considerably closer to Malaya than is Ceylon.) 
 



The 357 Sqdn crew members were already all-too familiar with what FSC was driving home.  They 
had all become accustomed to signing out (and back in) for a little purse of theoretically persuasive 
gold coins, a ‘goolie chit’, and a couple of ‘one-way pills’ before and after each Op.  The service 
revolvers with which they had all been issued could, of course, point either way at the user’s discretion 
(although through his contacts with the Sponsors, Dad had was pleased also to have acquired a 
shoulder-holstered Browning automatic). 
 
But, no doubt, there was much anxious speculation next day and beyond as to the missing crew’s 
likely fate.  They never did return from what was almost certainly their first Op out of Minneriya.  The 
dispersed wreckage of the a/c, including its load, was first found (by chance) almost exactly 10 years 
later in dense Malayan jungle to the north east of Penang.  The crash site was in the hills near the 
border with Siam (now Thailand) and found, ironically, by the British army searching out Malayan 
Communists during ‘the Emergency’.  Its rear guns were still in place and the weapons and 
ammunition which it was carrying in containers appear to have been largely intact and still serviceable.  
Other material being carried seems to have included medical equipment and clothing.  There are 
indications that the a/c had lost an engine on the way to the DZ, that the autopilot was engaged and 
that it had hit tall trees on a ridge less than 7 miles south south east of the DZ, whilst still apparently 
heading east from the coast.  There was evidence of fire damage to two engines and to the remains of 
the central section of fuselage (which might have occurred before or during the crash).  The root 
cause of the crash remains unresolved, but there were indications that some or all of the crew may 
have baled out 8. 
 
These 4 flights by ‘the detachment’ might give a shade of meaning as to what (in relative terms, at 
least) constituted a ‘serviceable’ a/c for the original despatch of 4 a/c from Jessore to Minneriya.  But 
then, 3 days later, a Lib from 160 Sqdn lost an engine soon after take off and it too came down, in 
dense jungle not far from the end of the runway, and with the instant loss of all 9 crew and 10 
passengers (bound for the Cocos Islands, code named ‘Brown’ at the time). 
 
But KH114 ‘U’ had at least got Dad and his crew home.  It seems fitting that they should finish their 
operations as a single crew with the same a/c some months later. 
 
(ii) Last Op 
In general terms, the Liberator Ops had been tending towards ever-longer trips as the months passed 
by, with 357’s Dakotas at Jessore concentrating on the comparatively shorter Ops, or on those Ops 
where their relative nimbleness made them more suited to the terrain for the DZs.  358 Sqdn’s Libs at 
Jessore would continue to take on (in general terms) the longer or heavier Ops further in the north and 
north east.  For 357’s Ops out of China Bay (and perhaps elsewhere), with the operating range of the 
Libs being pushed out yet further into southern Malaya and through ‘weather’, often 3 (and sometimes 
all) of the 4 bomb bay compartments would now be taken up with auxiliary fuel cells, adding yet more 
weight when filled, and reducing carrying capacity (and space) for the distances involved. 
 
‘Nickels’ 
Dad’s crew’s earlier Ops out of Jessore would almost always have included a drop of ‘nickels’ over a 
town, village or road intersection (usually on the return flight).  These were propaganda leaflets which 
were wrapped in packages attached to a static line which, when pushed out of the a/c, would split 
open over the ‘target’ scattering the leaflets far and wide.  Each packet would weigh about 25 lbs and 
the a/c might typically carry c.15 - 20 packets (but the ORBs do show a broad range even outside of 
that).  Nickel drops do not appear to have been continued by 357 Sqdn’s Libs after the move to 
Ceylon - perhaps to save weight (or are simply no longer recorded in the ORBs).  On the other hand, 
the ORBs for 160 Sqdn indicate that their crews, at least, generally continued the practice. 
 
‘Carpenter 68’ 
After more than 2 dozen SD Ops together (7 out of Ceylon), Dad’s crew’s last Op together before VJ 
Day was on 9th/10th August 1945.  His log book shows this last Op to be to/from Malaya out of China 
Bay.  The ORBs for the China Bay detachment show this to have been in order to make a drop for 
‘Carpenter 68’ (c.45 air miles / 50 statute miles to the NE of Singapore as the crow flies 9) and that 
they approached the DZ by flying across Johore and coming inland again by dead reckoning from a 
landmark at Jason Bay on the east coast (now known as Teluk Mahkota).  (‘Carpenter’ was the code 
name for the group to whom they were dropping that group’s 68th drop.  Its genesis as a guerrilla 
group had been a Force 136 party which had been landed in Johore by submarine, HMS Telemachus, 
in late 1944.) 



 
The ORB shows that they were airborne for 22 hrs, 28 mins, flew 3,340 air miles, carrying 1,702 lbs of 
‘stores’ (in 4 containers and 4 packages) which were successfully dropped in one run over a ‘T’ of 
fires.  In his log book, Dad rounds this up to 22½ hrs - I think we can forgive him that.  (That amounts 
to a round trip of c.3,850 statute miles to drop ¾ ton / 15cwt, and would be equivalent to flying non-
stop from Stornoway Airport to Chicago O’Hare - but overshooting by about 300 miles.) 
 
Fuel, again 
Although fuel consumption would vary with weight, wind conditions, flying techniques etc, other ACA 
articles describe how these overladen Libs typically returned little better than one air mile to the 
imperial gallon overall on a good day (if that).  (Although we saw earlier that W/Cdr Farr had eked out 
1.2 AMPG overall, albeit with a lighter fuel load for a (relatively) shorter round trip of 20¼ hrs.)  But, as 
a first approximation at least, we might say that it is likely to have taken something in the order of 
3,000 gallons of fuel on this, their last drop together, to deliver ¾ ton of ‘stores’.  (This Op was not 
untypical: the previous Op was for 20hrs 54 mins, flying 3,392 AM to drop 4 ‘agents’ together with 902 
lbs of ‘stores’ in 1 container and 6 packages; and the one before that, for 21hrs 20 mins, flying 3,469 
AM to drop 1,634 lbs in 4 containers and 4 packages.) 
 
Dad also told me that during the return flight they received word that the (second) bomb had been 
dropped. 
 
According to 357’s ORB, in order to celebrate Victory in the East, they all were given an afternoon off, 
and the officers treated the airmen to a buffet dinner - with free beer - on 23rd August 1945. 
 
The a/c of this piece 
KH114 ‘U’, KH160 ‘W’ (Hodges) and KH271 ‘C’ (Farr) all survived (although see discussion in the 
notes re KH160), only to be struck off charge in February / April 1946 - and scrapped.  There is, 
however, a broadly similar ex IAF (and ex 99 Sqdn) Mark BVI (B-24L) KN751 on display at Hendon, 
now carrying SEAC markings for 99 Sqdn again (this ‘mark’ has much-enlarged navigator’s windows). 
 
Dad’s Crew 
The names of the crew members are listed in the ORBs and the Quirk transcripts, and appear 
underneath a copy of Dad’s photograph of them all reproduced in Merrick.  But the ORBs are difficult 
to read and appear sometimes to be a bit jumbled as to names, initials and rank - even in the originals.  
I take the opportunity of listing them again for clarity, and so that their ranks  10 and primary roles are 
clear (as well as correcting the spelling of Walt’s surname in Merrick): they are set out beneath Dad’s 
photo which appears at the end of this article.  As Jack Burgess describes elsewhere, each and all 
were ready and willing to adapt to a number of different roles as the occasion might require. 
................................................................................................................................................................... 
Part 4 
A Concluding Perspective 
That single painting (and a signed print of Walt’s painting) carried and frequently brought back many 
different (and mixed) memories for Dad, not only of his own and other crews and their Ops, but also of 
his one-time Captain, mentor and CO, W/Cdr Hodges 11 for whom (in common with everyone else) he 
had the utmost respect. 
 
The Crew 
As Dad regularly told me (and as I see time and again repeated on your website), the crew was 
everything.  Each member was indispensable (they wouldn’t be up there if they were not).  Each 
member depended upon (and was committed to) each and all of the others; they bonded for life.  Dad 
summed it up quite well I thought (or perhaps he borrowed it from somewhere else): there is no “I” and 
there is no “me” in “crew”; only a “we”.  But I know that the responsibility which he had (and acutely 
felt) for getting them all ‘home’ again after 20, 21 or 22 hours and more aloft - and with only the fuel 
that they had been sent up with - was a heavy one, which he felt blessed always to have been able to 
discharge. 
 
The Hazards 
The potential hazards which the SEAC SD Liberator aircrew anticipated at the time were varied.  
Some could not maintain lift after on take-off, and yes there are recorded attacks from fighter aircraft, 
and there are reports of heavy and light Anti-Aircraft and machine gun fire (even rifle fire) from the 
ground - and ORB reports of shots from Allied shipping, too.  But history shows that ultimately the 



principal hazards to Liberator (and Dakota) crews came mostly (directly or indirectly) from flying 
through (or trying to fly around) the inhospitable tropical weather and associated turbulence, and/or 
the lack of visibility.  Or from the lack of sufficient fuel to complete the return trip (often the result of 
battling through, against or around the weather in the first place).  Poor visibility and turbulence were 
particularly hazardous in Ops over or in the mountains (such as the Chin and Arakan Hills of Burma or 
the Cameron Highlands of Malaya) and these claimed the bulk of the losses. 
 
357(SD) Sqdn was formed in February 1944 and 358 Sqdn converted to SD Ops in January 1945.  
Probert reports that, during this short period of SD Ops, 357 and 358 Sqdns lost 27 a/c, only one of 
them due to enemy action (p212) (he appears to have excluded one loss, perhaps the one where 
(uniquely) all the crew survived a forced landing).  All but 4 of these losses were suffered in the 7 or 8 
months after the step-change in SD Ops which began in early 1945. 
 
The ORBs show that, except for a small minority of those losses, in each case the entire crew was 
also lost.  I can put that into perspective.  The ORBs indicate that the maximum number of relevant a/c 
on the station for each squadron at any one time during this period was, for 357 Sqdn, 11 Libs and 11 
Dakotas, and for 358 Sqdn, 17 Libs: a maximum compliment of 39 a/c.  The 27 a/c which were lost 
thus represents a loss of 41% of the total war-time compliment of the two squadrons put together.  
Looking at the Liberators alone, the total lost was 22, being 44%. 
 
S/Ldr Terence ‘Pat’ O’Brien, DFC was Commander of the Dakota Flight within 357 Sqdn and regularly 
flew them out of Jessore.  He puts the hazards (as experienced by all crews operating out of Jessore) 
into another perspective.  He writes that the aircrew at Jessore suffered a 40 times greater loss of life 
than the men who they dropped into the jungle, and that every third agent they dropped was at the 
cost of the life of one of the Jessore aircrew (O’Brien pp68, 136). 
 
I return to Spencer Chapman’s claim that his (and Dad’s) first drop was late in the Annex, below. 
 
None of the aircrew would ever claim more than that they had tried to ‘do their bit’.  But Dad and his 
crew never forgot those young men who had been less fortunate than themselves, and always 
regretted that, because of the high level and long-lasting nature of the secrecy surrounding their Ops, 
it was only long after the event that the detail of the Ops which led to their loss could be described.  I 
hope that he - and they - will look kindly on any errors which I may have made in trying to encapsulate 
something of the essence of what was involved for the SEAC SD Liberator crews. 



 

Left to right in front of KH114 ‘U’ at China Bay, c.August 10th 1945: 
P/O (and by now F/O) (Can) Walt MacDougald (AG),  W/O Les Powell (W.Op/AG), 
Sgt (and by now F/Sgt) Jack Stott (AG),  W/O Harry Smith (W.Op/AG) (‘despatchers’), 
F/Sgt Jack Tate (2nd Nav/Bomb-aimer),  F/Lt (later S/Ldr) Geoff Smith (Capt), 
F/Sgt (and by now P/O) Ray Taylor (2nd Pilot),  W/O George Smith (Navigator).  

(RAF Museum) 

They all had been offered a ‘Beadon Suit’ (or similar) - a jungle ‘survival suit’ with pockets full of this, 
and of that and everything else.  They found it cumbersome and hot over such long trips.  As the 
photo indicates (but does not fully reveal), they all preferred to fly lighter, fill their pockets and 
pouches, and generally to mix and match their own survival packages (Dad was particularly attached 
to the tunic button containing a concealed compass - and to his Browning). 

................................................................................................................................................................... 
Annex 
Spencer Chapman’s message (ii) 
I return to FSC’s book, first published in 1949.  Given the absolute secrecy surrounding the detail of 
SD Ops for very many years, FSC’s book carried one of only a few (possibly the only) early (slender) 
references to any of the detail of the SD Ops undertaken by SEAC Libs, and was (and to some extent, 
still is) ‘the’ reference work relating to clandestine operations in the Far East.  He claimed that the drop 
was late.  I explore that, below. 
 
Towards the end of his book, FSC refers to a lecture which he gave in late 1946 recounting his time in 
Japanese-occupied Malaya.  It was published in 1947 and republished in 1949, and it was serialised in 
The Straits Times in 1948 12.  All versions referred to this ‘drop’.  There was not even a hint of any 
suggestion of a delay in any version, but did give additional details of his illness at the time. 
 
His book (and lecture) describes how he was recovering from what was a severe attack of tick-typhus 
at the time of the drop, that he was confined to camp running a temperature, and could not see the a/c 
or the drop.  But he describes hearing the engines, and wrote that the first a/c was 2½ hours late. 
 
The Briefing 
Dad was unsighted from the second a/c during the Op, but was ever-adamant that ‘his’ a/c was on 
time - as briefed.  He knew from the start that FSC’s account of the timing was way off the mark.  But 



he couldn’t speak out publicly about it at the time, and had no ORBs to demonstrate his point anyway.  
But, unusually for him, and in his distinctive neat copperplate handwriting, he wrote in the margin of 
p328 of his 1950 edition: 

“We were on time – according to the briefing!” 
not that he could do anything with it.  Many years later, Dad saw confirmation of the timing in 357’s 
ORB which shows that W/Cdr Hodges was over the target a mere 5 minutes ‘late’: after a 9 hour flight. 
 
Throughout his Ops, Dad had been all too conscious of the hazards faced by the men on the ground, 
and he knew from experience that any SD Op could be held up or delayed because the weather (or a 
technical issue) was against them.  But he also knew full well that an Op might have failed altogether 
because the aircrew had all been killed in the attempt (see Part 4, above). 
 
What he found to be wholly unwarranted was FSC’s clear inference that the aircrew and squadrons 
involved in SD operations were lax or indifferent as to timing, and therefore unreliable from the 
perspective of the men on the ground.  Perhaps it was written all too long ago now, except that, in 
complete good faith, FSC’s description of the timing appears recently to have been carried forward in 
“Our Man in Malaya”, by Margaret Shennan.  So I look a little more closely at what FSC wrote: it also 
illustrates how the all-pervading secrecy of the time interfered with any contemporary analysis or 
discussion. 
 
Midnight ‘our time’ 
FSC wrote that because he was running a temperature he “lay down in the hut” - asking to be alerted 
when the ‘planes first were heard.  He wrote that the TOT had been arranged with Colombo to be 
midnight “our time”, that he heard no sign of any a/c until nearly 2½ hours after the due time, that one 
a/c arrived “very soon” after the other, and that the pilot had told one of the agents that he “knew he 
was a little late, but not 2½ hours”.  That can only be a reference to the pilot of the first a/c (the second 
carried no agents) and firmly ties FSC’s account to a claim that it was the first a/c which was 2½ hours 
‘late’. 
 
But in the same sentence, FSC postulates that the drop was 2½ hours late because the RAF or 
Colombo (in that order) probably slipped up between Indian, Malayan and Greenwich Mean Times (all 
of these being British time zones, and with no reference by him there to Japanese time).  I note, too, 
that he does not recognise even the possibility that any ‘slip up’ over timing might have been at his 
end.  As FSC makes clear, the confirmed projected TOT would be declared by Colombo (not by FSC) 
and not long in advance of the drop. 
 
The ORBs (made available many years after the event) show that FSC’s measure of “very soon after” 
describes a gap of 1½ hours between the arrival times of the two a/c.  If we put that interval back into 
his description, it would mean that the second a/c was 4 hours ‘late’: yet (perhaps surprisingly) that 
attracted no comment.  If (contrary to every indication of the detail in FSC’s account) we assume that 
he meant to say that the drop as a whole was not completed until 2½ hours ‘late’, then even by his 
account, that would place the first a/c 1 hour ‘late’ (and clearly “very soon” after the due time - in his 
terms), and with the second “very soon” after that.  (I also looked at the arrival time of W/Cdr Farr’s a/c 
in Part 2 in the context of fuel management.) 
 
Colombo must have expressed the time for the drop either in or by reference to British Indian time, or 
GMT/Zulu (or some other specified time zone).  FSC does not (except by reference to ‘our’ time) say 
which time zone Colombo had actually expressed in its signal, but his reference to the three time 
zones suggests that it was expressed in or by reference to one or other of these British zones - as 
might be expected. 
 
2½ hours 
So where does his 2½ hours come from?  He attributes it to a time zone issue (in part).  As far as I 
have discovered, in 1945 the time zone for Bengal (and Colombo) was GMT+6½ hrs (Indian Standard 
Time was different after Independence) 13.  British Malayan time (Singapore Mean Time) would have 
been ahead of British Indian time by 1 hour (had it not been displaced by TST).  The occupying forces 
imposed Tokyo Standard Time (TST) in all the territories which they had occupied (which for Malaya, 
was from early 1942).  Tokyo time was 1½ hours ahead of Singapore Mean Time, and thus 2½ hrs 
ahead of Bengal (British Indian) time.  FSC does not make clear whether the ‘our time’ which he 
describes was ‘our’ time in the sense of being British (Indian) time as opposed to ‘their’ time being (the 
Japanese) Tokyo time: or ‘our’ superseded Singapore Mean Time as opposed to ‘your’ (Colombo) 



Indian Time, or even simply ‘our’ adopted Japanese time - so that he was expecting the drop at 
midnight in Tokyo.  He could have done, but he didn’t. 
 
FSC’s description of a 2½ hour mismatch does not marry with that given by Richard Broome, either.  
Broome said that he was at or near the DZ at the time.  In a recording made for the IWM, he refers to 
the drop being 1 hour later than expected (he does not say ‘late’) 14 (adding “they were working on a 
different time from us, I can’t think why.”).  That observation would seem to fit the 1 hour difference 
between British Indian time and (superseded) Singapore Mean Time.  So might he have been 
expecting the drop 1 hour earlier than it was due?  It begins to look possible. 
 
In another recording (for the BBC), John Davis also refers to the timing of the drop  15.  He said that 
FSC had had to stay behind at the camp because he was still ill, but that he, Davis, was at the DZ.  
Davis makes no mention of 2½ hrs either.  He says that “We had to wait a whole hour when suddenly 
we heard the drone of the planes in the distance.”  Might Davis have been under the same expectation 
as Broome?  It begins to look possible. 
 
FSC’s conception of time 
Any time zone ‘delay’ of 2½ hours appears to arise only by reference to the difference between British 
Indian and Japanese time (ie TST).  I came across an obituary for FSC which was published in the 

‘Polar Record’ in 1972 16.  It was written by a one-time companion and colleague from their days 

together as explorers as well as later on in the army.  The author wrote of FSC that: 
“ ... his imagination often ran away with him.  During his Greenland days, when he recounted a 
journey or hunting trip, his companions would "divide by two and call it nearly", a remark he 
always took in good part. ... ” 

This might suggest a tendency, in the excitement or pressure of the moment, for some finer details to 
escape attention. 
 
Might he, laying down in his hut, running a temperature (if not positively still ill), separated from the 
reception party, anxiously waiting for news, and with his watch perhaps set to Japanese time, have 
overlooked the need to factor in an ‘offset’ to take account of British Indian or even (‘old’) Malayan 
time?  Might the ‘agent’ to whom he refers have been reflecting on the difference between British 
Indian and TST times, and been reassured by the pilot that they were, actually, only about 5 minutes 
‘late’?  Does FSC’s book suggest that he may have been expecting the drop 2½ hours earlier than it 
was due (and at a different time from Broome and Davis alike anyway)?  It begins to look very much 
more than possible. 
 
Davis and Broome 
In “Our Man in Malaya” (which focuses on John Davis), Margaret Shennan also describes the drop.  
This is clearly a well-researched work overall which draws from a number of sources (including FSC’s 
book).  She includes quotations from Davis relating to preparations for the drop, and then to the 
reactions of the agents and the reception party after the agents had landed (from what seems to be 
the same recording which Davis made for the BBC 17).  But when it comes to the detail of the timing of 
the drop itself, it seems clear that (in complete good faith) she departs from Davis’s recorded account 
and draws instead from FSC’s book for further detail in between those quotations.  In language closely 
similar to FSC’s, she refers to hearing the first a/c not far short of 2½ hours later than expected, and to 
the second a/c following “shortly after” the first (at p129).  It seems clear that FSC’s description is now 
carried forward again - some 65 years after first it was published (but now without his reference to 
possible time zone issues). 
 
Clearly, if the brief from Colombo was wrong (or imprecise), it was wrong and could have resulted in 
the drop being ‘late’.  If, however, it had been misinterpreted in Malaya, then that may well have been 
why FSC’s team at the DZ were expecting it too ‘early’.  But only long after FSC’s book was published, 
can we now hear that both Broome and Davis differed markedly from FSC as to any time zone ‘offset’ 
or ‘delay’ in any event, and we can now also see what the ORBs reveal. 
 
If the ‘competing’ time zones were British Indian and (old) Singapore Mean Times (and not TST), the 
magnitude of any ‘slip up’ in Colombo’s brief, or any ‘slip up’ by FSC’s camp in interpreting the brief 
from Colombo, would have been very much the less, more in line with what both Broome and Davis 
said, well within FSC’s sense of “very soon”, and probably not even worth writing about (a view which 
Shennan appears also to have shared by diverting from Davis’s account of the timing to that in FSC’s 
book). 



 
There is more than room for doubt about FSC’s description of the timing of the drop.  But he published 
what he published.  And others appear to have relied upon it.  And it is his account which other 
readers since 1949 will have carried with them as a first (and possibly only) overall impression of the 
detail of aircrew involvement in - and attitude towards - SD Ops in the Far East (with this detail as to 
delay now carried forward, in complete good faith, into ‘Our Man in Malaya’).  Whilst later in his book 
FSC referred to the skill and courage of aircrew, that comes after the general impression which he 
already had left to the effect that, however courageous and skilful, the RAF SD squadrons and aircrew 
were unreliable and indifferent as to timing from the perspective of the men on the ground. 
 
FSC’s additional detail about the timing of the drop is an unsatisfactory aspect of his book which, now 
that the contemporary ORBs are available for inspection, and both Broome’s and Davis’s recollections 
can be heard, leaves considerable doubt over the extent of any ‘slip’ (if any) arising in or from 
Colombo’s brief or even in his camp’s interpretation of it. 
 
I go back to Richard Broome, with my emphasis: “ they were working on a different time from us, I 
can’t think why”.  We might consider replacing ‘they’ and ‘us’, with ‘we’ and ‘them’.  He also described 
it as “The great day when we received our first supply drop.” 18 
 
Perception 
The least provocative explanation for why FSC said what he said might be that, with the prospect of 
one or other of the Sponsors likely to be looking over his shoulder 19, he allowed for a blurring of the 
detail so as not to infringe the enduring cloak of secrecy over the SD Ops.  He could just have left it 
out (like he did in his earlier publications) - or paraphrased his (still TOP SECRET) first message.  But he 
didn’t. 
 
As we have seen, O’Brien records that every third agent dropped was at the cost of the life of one of 
the Jessore aircrew, and that many were killed in trying to make the drop on target and on time.  Dad 
never saw the 358 ORBs, nor heard Broome’s or Davis’s recordings.  But even then he felt that the 
(necessarily silent) aircrew who had served Force 136, FSC, the agents and the guerillas so well by 
both those drops (and by many drops to other groups throughout SE Asia both before and after), 
deserved better treatment than the account given by FSC in his second message.  (Although, at a 
personal level, he was heartened to note that, for those who looked for it, FSC’s first message was 
eventually released from its cloak of secrecy.) 
 
Nevertheless, and whatever the true position as to timing or the reasons for it, both Captains got to the 
DZ - to the great morale-boosting satisfaction of FSC and his camp at the time - and they returned 
both a/c and their crews safely ‘home’ again about 9 and 10 hours later. 
 
As we have seen, other crews were far less fortunate. 
................................................................................................................................................................. 
Further reading relating to SEAC Liberators: 
Robert Quirk’s website  http://www.rquirk.com/seac.html  
Scottish Aircrew Saltire articles 

No. 056 “Force 136 Liberators" 
No. 093 “Flying to the Limits – or Phantom Refuelling" 
No. 203 “Final and Longest Op”  
No.252 “357 Squadron Burma Drop” 

The Jungle is Neutral, F Spencer Chapman,1949 (and reprints) 
Our Man in Malaya, Margaret Shennan, 2007, 2014 
The Moonlight War, Terence O’Brien, 1987 
Flights of the Forgotten, K A Merrick, 1989 
Burma Liberators, John R W Gwynne-Timothy, 1991 
The Forgotten Air Force, Air Commodore Henry Probert, 1995 
(‘The Bracknell Paper’) The RAF and the Far East War 1941-1945, Bracknell Paper No 6, A 
Symposium on the Far East War, 24 March 1995:  The RAF and the Far East War 1941-1945 - RAF 
Museum  

                                                           
Notes from the text: 
 1 See, and navigate from, http://www.rquirk.com/seac.html. 

http://www.rquirk.com/seac.html
http://www.aircrew-saltire.org/lib056.htm
http://www.aircrew-saltire.org/lib093.htm
http://www.aircrew-saltire.org/lib203.htm
../lib252.htm
https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiineDd-cLJAhVH2xoKHUumAaAQFggkMAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.rafmuseum.org.uk%2Fdocuments%2FResearch%2FRAF-Historical-Society-Journals%2FBracknell-No-6-Far-East-Air-War.pdf&usg=AFQjCNEONn6DEFd9whxWRG8pqVVPn_xp9A
https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiineDd-cLJAhVH2xoKHUumAaAQFggkMAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.rafmuseum.org.uk%2Fdocuments%2FResearch%2FRAF-Historical-Society-Journals%2FBracknell-No-6-Far-East-Air-War.pdf&usg=AFQjCNEONn6DEFd9whxWRG8pqVVPn_xp9A
http://www.rquirk.com/seac.html


                                                                                                                                                                                     
 2 This is the direct ‘point to point’ distance taken from a ‘distance calculator’ website - although their 

actual course would probably have kept them away from the coast as long as possible and been a 
little further as a result. 

 3 Map reference of the DZ for drop to FSC: 04°09’N 101°18’E. 
 4 Although the arithmetic shown in one place of the transcript of 358’s ORB looks to be adrift, the 

‘raw’ figures support 20¼ hours. 
 5 These a/c were clearly pushed to their limits.  KH114 ‘U’ seems to have been a replacement for 

KH323 ‘U’ which Dad’s crew flew on a Burma Op from Jessore on 30th March 1945.  It was lost next 
day (with all crew and 6 agents) when it was simply unable to maintain sufficient lift to clear nearby 
locally ‘sacred’ trees on a night-time take off.  (The ORB is a little clouded: see O’Brien p229 and 
Merrick p291.)  Another (from 358 Sqdn) had also been lost just after take-off a few days earlier 
(25.3.45) and another on 12.6.45, and another likewise on 17.7.45.  On 09.06.45, a Lib from 160 
Sqdn lost an engine shortly after take-off and it, too, came down.  In all cases all crew (and any 
passengers / agents carried) were lost. 

 6 It seems that a captured Japanese manual on a/c recognition described the Liberator as a “four-
engined fighter” (see Popular Science, April 1944).  Quite a useful reputation to have, in the 
circumstances. 

 7 Merrick lists the 4 a/c sent on detachment as KH114, 162, 325 and 326 (p297).  The Poole / Nurse 
piece (below) notes that the circumstantial report for KH326’s loss refers to the other Lib being 
flown out on the same day by reference only to ‘M’, which they attribute to KH162.  I find no 
reference to a Lib carrying the letter ‘M’ in the 357 Sqdn ORBs.  According to Dad’s log book, 
KH325 was ‘N’, but two a/c appear to have carried the letter ‘W’.  159 Sqdn’s ORBs show that 
KH162 had previously been with 159 Sqdn as ‘U’ until the end of February (when it had engine 
trouble).  It is listed as ‘on squadron’ with 357 as at 31.4.45 (as is KH160) and on Ops in 357 Sqdn’s 
ORBs in July and August 1945 as ‘W’.  Dad’s log book shows that he flew KH162 as ‘W’ on a ferry 
trip from Sigiriya to Minneriya (and back again) on 29.05.45 and for circuits and checks on 22.07.45.  
Dad flew KH160 as ‘W’ a number of times and on several Ops in Feb to April, and finally on April 
30th/1st May out of Jessore.  It looks to be possible that KH160 and KH162 both carried ‘W’ 
simultaneously.  It is tempting to suppose that KH160 may have been cannibalised for engines / 
parts in Jessore during May - with ‘W’ reallocated to KH162 before despatch to Minneriya, but a ‘W’ 
is recorded as operating out of Jessore on 12.06 and 14.06.45.  The chain of referencing provided 
for W/Cdr Hodges to draft the circumstantial report may have mistaken a handwritten entry of ‘W’ as 
‘M’ somewhere along the way.  A mystery which need not detain us here. 

 8 There is no ORB which records this Op.  But see for further detail, Matt Poole and William S. Nurse 
in A Life Too Brief and RAF Liberator Serials from Logbooks, by Matt Poole.  Dad had ‘mentored’ 
the Captain, F/Lt Arie Timmermans, and Dad’s crew had flown that same a/c from Jessore to 
Minneriya on 20th May 1945.  In their piece, Poole / Nurse make it clear that they have assumed 
that “under the British wartime scheme” there was a 2½ hour time difference between Ceylon and 
northern Malaya.  They make no claim to that assumption as to a ‘scheme’ being correct, but give 
no source for it either (not a criticism, merely an observation): it does seems to match the ‘offset’ 
between British Indian time and the time in Tokyo, but I have not yet found any British ‘scheme’ 
formally to adopt TST.  There were no 357 Sqdn ORBs kept for the short period of the Minneriya 
Ops, but 357’s China Bay ORBs (starting the next month) express time as GMT in its Form 541s, as 
did 160 Sqdn out of Minneriya in its F541s (although it seems to have used local time in its F540s). 

 9 An unusually full map reference is given in the ORB: 02º01'45"N 104º01'30”E. 
10 Ranks taken from the movement order and its ‘Appendix A’ set out in the May 1945 F541, and 

updated so far as I have been able from the ORBs themselves.  With so many Smiths and variants 
of ‘WO’ (exacerbated by Walt’s initials being ‘WO’), the scope for potential (and actual) confusion 
even in contemporary transcriptions to the ORBs is plain.  Primary roles are as Dad described. 

11 Later to become Air Chief Marshal Sir Lewis ‘Bob’ Hodges KCB, CBE, DSO*, DFC*, DL. 
12 “Travels in Japanese-Occupied Malaya” by FSC (a lecture by FSC published and republished a 

number of times in 1946 - 1949), and available here: 
travels in japanese-occupied malaya 1 - Alpine Journal. 

13 This is confirmed by a ditching report in 160 Sqdn’s ORBs which gives GMT as well as Ceylon 
times. 

14 IWM audio catalogue ref 8255/4, 24.07.1984 (ie reel 4 within ref 8255): 
http://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/80008055. 

15 In ‘Tales from the South China Seas’, 1984, a BBC recording held at IWM on cassette, under audio 
catalogue ref 7384, reel 2. 

16 Quintin Riley, The Polar Record, Vol 16, No 100, 1972, p 107:  OBITUARY - Cambridge Journals. 

http://www.rquirk.com/357files/AndrewsbioVer12short.pdf
https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=2&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiUm7v37ZDKAhUKXRQKHffmDAkQFggqMAE&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.rquirk.com%2FRAFLiberators%2FSerials%2FLib%2520serials%2520from%2520logbooks%2520Matt%2520Poole%2520Ver89.pdf&usg=AFQjCNEht3n4PLoTFsBqdrGAeomhxBlzlQ&bvm=bv.110151844,d.d24
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Air_Chief_Marshal
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Order_of_the_Bath
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Order_of_the_British_Empire
https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=3&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjX3_ntnszJAhXC1A4KHepSCeMQFggsMAI&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.alpinejournal.org.uk%2FContents%2FContents_1949_files%2FAJ57%25201949%252036-57%2520Spencer%2520Chapman%2520Malaya.pdf&usg=AFQjCNET4N-_SXRS9-eMrWEPN6XaUvsG-Q&bvm=bv.109332125,d.ZWU
http://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/80008055
https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjn35nY7uLJAhXDTBQKHf7SB48QFggkMAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fjournals.cambridge.org%2Farticle_S0032247400062690&usg=AFQjCNFx8cTNu7p5dwBvxwKtezj1Up1VYw


                                                                                                                                                                                     
17 In ‘Tales from the South China Seas’ cited above (although, by what seems to be a referencing slip, 

Shennan attaches the IWM ref 8431/6 to it, which is reel 6 of a different recording for the IWM made 
by Broome in 1983 (see below)).  It is, however, clear that she is drawing from the ‘South China 
Seas’ recording cited above, which includes the parts of Davis’s account which she quotes. 

18 IWM audio catalogue ref 8431/5, 1983. 
19 By way of illustration of context, readers may be amused (or despairingly incredulous) to see that 

only in 1993 did the CIA release (with a disclaimer) its review of a book called ‘Burma Drop’ which 
was written in 1958: see  
http://www.foia.cia.gov/sites/default/files/document_conversions/89801/DOC_0000606552.pdf  

http://www.foia.cia.gov/sites/default/files/document_conversions/89801/DOC_0000606552.pdf

