
 

 

 

 
 
 

 

RAFOC REMINISCENCES AND RAMBLINGS - WEEK 66 – 9th JULY 2021 
 
GREETINGS: 
 

Day 470: TWTWTW: South Africa “back from the brink”... Well, he didn’t go straight to jail, did he... 
but he did go, at the 11th hour, under escort to Estcourt.... the Zuma Punch and Judy Show would be 
hilarious if it weren’t so  serious... Cornered Cele doesn’t know where to look or which hat to wear... 
Dali Mpofu suggests 'another Marikana' could happen if High Court dismisses Zuma application... 
Carl Niehaus gets the Order of the Boot... the great South African tragicomedy rolls inexorably on.... 
SARS demanding money with menaces – “We will only ask nicely the first time.” Level 4 lockdown 
likely to be extended – BER economist... Ster Kinekor closes cinemas... Turmoil in Eswatini 
(Swaziland) - businesses closed, jobs lost, looting, vehicles burned... sound familiar? The Goths and 
Vandals at it again... 
On the world stage: Israel has a new President... Egypt finally bids Adieu to Evergreen Ever Given 
after a secret payoff and a big party.... Haiti President assassinated by “professionals”.... England 
beat Denmark in extra time to go through to the Euro 2020 final... wild scenes at Wembley... the 
whole country is “bouncing”.... but was the penalty justified? Boris admits to concern as UK withdraws 
from Afghanistan... Russia has sent three nuclear submarines to a naval parade for the first time in a 
"show of strength" after recent skirmishes in the Black Sea. 
 
************** 
OBITUARIES: 
 

Flt Lt Colin Francis, RAFOC Vice President. 
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Colin at the EAA Flying legends Talk-Show 
 
As announced earlier this week, our good friend and colleague 
Francis passed away aged 78 on Saturday 3 July  2021. Colin hails 
originally from Durban where he was born on 24 April 1943. The 
family lived in Durban and Colin attended Maritzburg College. Like a 
good number of young South Africans of his generation, Colin 
volunteered to serve in the RAF post WWII, where he qualified as a 
Navigator, and was posted to a Vulcan Squadron at RAF Finningley. 
Britain had learned a lesson in the Suez crisis of 1956, and 
understood that despite the defence cuts of 1957, they required an 
independent nuclear deterrent. The “V Bombers” were brought into 
service to provide a nuclear delivery capability. 
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Of the Victor, Valiant and Vulcan, the latter was most successful by far and formed the backbone 
of the QRA (Quick Response Alert) Force, carrying the “Yellow Sun” and latterly “Blue Steel” stand-
off nuclear weapons. While serving with the QRA Force he married Ilva in July 1961. The world was 
on tenterhooks in 1962 during the Cuban Missile Crisis. A nuclear confrontation was narrowly averted 
when Nikita Khrushchev backed down to John F Kennedy and the USSR dismantled the nuclear 
missiles that had been based on Cuba. The major cities in the USA were well within the range of 
these weapons.  With the operational information no longer restricted, Colin told us of the 3 RAF 
Vulcan Squadrons that had been on Quick Reaction Alert 24/7 armed with nuclear ordinance with 
crews on board and the powered-up aircraft. The Vulcans could be airborne within 4 minutes with 
their main targets in Soviet Russia. There obviously would have been retaliatory attacks on the UK 
had the Russian targets been bombed. The recovery plan after the attack in Russia was to land in 
Turkey as it was most likely that there would not have been much left of England, or the V-Bomber 
bases. A dreadful prospect indeed. His presentations on his operational activities whilst so serving 
drew rapt audiences at the RAF Officers’ Club, SAAFA, EAA and the AeroClub of South Africa 
Airweek at Parys and were always capacity audiences. He also made presentations to various 
Probus Clubs. Karl Jensen did a notable interview of Colin at the EAA Flying Legends Talk Show at 
the Rand Airport EAA Auditorium.  
After his retirement from the RAF, Colin and Ilva relocated to South Africa where he worked as a 
management consultant to a Wesbank subsidiary in the motor industry. Colin and Ilva were 
enthusiastic visitors to the Kruger National Park with their favourite camp being Shimuweni Bush 
Camp north of the Phalaborwa entrance. There is a bench there, overlooking the Letaba River 
“Presented by Colin and Ilva Francis.” Colin was service-minded and served on the Council of the 
Bryanston Methodist Church where they worshipped, as well as being a long-standing Probus 
member. He served diligently as Secretary on the RAFOC Committee for many years and was 
elected a Vice-President of the Club. An Officer and a gentleman, Colin was always concerned for 
others’ welfare, seldom talking about himself, a quiet and self-effacing personality, but with a sharp 
wit. He was a friend to us all and thoroughly enjoyed the camaraderie of the Club and its RAF 
traditions. He will be sorely missed, We salute his memory, and we will remember him! 
  

 
Colin and his crewmates 101 Sqn RAF Finningley 1961 
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CENTENARIAN FLIGHT LIEUTENANT JOHN “FREDDIE” NICOLL DFC RAF: 
who has died aged 100, flew Hurricanes during the desert war in North Africa and from bases in Italy 
against targets in the Adriatic and Yugoslavia. He enlisted in the RAF in November 1940 and six 
months later sailed for South Africa before travelling to Salisbury in Southern Rhodesia (now 
Zimbabwe) where he spent the next eight months completing his training as a pilot. 
 

 
He was commissioned and left for Egypt and on to Syria to train on Hurricanes in the tactical 
reconnaissance role. In September 1942 he joined 208 Squadron at Burgh-el-Arab, 40 miles behind 
the frontline in the Western Desert. The Eighth Army was established at El Alamein and the squadron 
flew reconnaissance sorties to identify enemy positions and ground movements. Nicoll flew his first 
sortie on October 3, when he acted as the ‘weaver’ (escort) to a colleague who concentrated on 
taking photographs and making visual observations. Over the next few days Nicoll flew further sorties 
when large concentrations of enemy vehicles and tanks were noted. On the 12th, on a sortie to the 
edge of the Qattara Depression, he reported more than 600 motor transports dispersed and heavy 
movements of road traffic in the region. On later sorties he photographed the enemy’s forward 
defence positions. When the Battle of Alamein commenced, Nicoll’s flight had been withdrawn to the 
Canal Zone. Nicoll was posted to 6 Squadron in late 1943. No 6 was equipped with a later model of 
the Hurricane modified to carry rockets in place of two of its cannons. The squadron had gained fame 
during the desert campaign as a tank-busting squadron, but its new role was to be anti-shipping 
operations. Early in 1944 it moved to southern Italy. Nicoll flew his first operation with 6 Squadron on 
April 5, 1944, when he attacked targets in Corfu harbour. By the end of May Nicoll was flying many of 
his sorties from Vis, which allowed the Hurricanes and their Spitfire escorts to cover most of the 
Adriatic. Many vessels were hit so the enemy shipping started to sail at night. Nicoll led attacks 
against them flying at very low level and firing his rockets in level flight. In August, the squadron’s 
commanding officer was shot down resulting in Nicoll’s promotion to flight commander. He led many 
sorties from Vis and others from Brindisi. By early October he had completed 55 operations, many 
against fierce anti-aircraft fire, and had witnessed the loss of several pilots flying in his formations. He 
was awarded the DFC for his “courage and devotion to duty”. In later years he modestly commented: 
“Whilst with 6 Squadron, a number of small ships, and a few bigger ones, got in the way of my 
rockets, which happened to be carrying 60lb high explosive heads. In appreciation of this I was 
issued with a piece of blue and white ribbon!” On his return to England Nicoll flew Spitfires and the 
Vengeance towing target drogues for fighter squadrons to practise air-to-firing. He was finally 
demobilised in May 1946. He made several visits to the island of Vis, where the locals treated him as 
a hero. His last visit was in May 2011 when he joined other veterans and he laid a wreath on the RAF 
memorial. Nicoll was a devoted member of the 6 and 208 Squadron Associations and rarely missed 
an annual reunion, travelling to attend from Carlisle to London until a few years ago. On his 100th 
birthday he was given an honour guard by personnel from RAF Spadeadam and members of the 
current 6 Squadron as a Spitfire and a Mustang flew over his home. 
 
************** 
 

 
 



 

 

4
OPERATION SQUABBLE 12 June 1942: 
 
 

 
 
 
SUNNY SIDE SOLAR CHALLENGER: 
 

 
 
long-distance flight.  Currently the plane is owned by the Smithsonian Institution's Air and Space 
Museum (Sent in by Hanke Fourie) 
 

CHURCHILL WAR ROOMS: 
 

 
 

One of the first things you'll notice on a visit to Churchill War Rooms is not within the site itself but on 
your walk from the station As you head toward the museum entrance government buildings loom 
over you, such as Her Majesty’s Treasury. Downing Street is a stone’s throw away (3-minute walk). 
St James’s Park just across the road. So why was it chosen as the location for the Cabinet War 
Rooms? After the First World War, the British government adopted a ‘ten-year rule’. Until instructed 
otherwise, all departments should assume that the country would not go to war again for at least a 

On 12 June 1942, a lone RAF Beaufighter struck a blow against Nazi 
pride, and gave hope to the oppressed citizens of occupied France. 
No doubt today’s “Woke” and “Cancel Culture” brigades in France 
and elsewhere would be mightily offended if this were done today...   
These are the remarkable events of ‘Operation Squabble’, as it was 
named, and the story of the man who flew that lone aircraft – former 
president of the RAF Association’s Southgate and Wood Green 
Branch, Group Captain Ken Gatward DSO DFC RAF. Watch the 
story on YouTube and read the pilot’s account at the end of this 
Ramblings:      https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PM3HTl6oSSU   

The 7 July 1981 - First solar-powered aircraft flight 
across the English Channel.  The MacCready 
Solar Challenger flew 163 miles from the north of 
Paris to RAF Manston England in 5 hours and 23 
minutes, with pilot Stephen Ptacek at the controls. 
The solar-powered electric aircraft designed by 
Paul MacCready's AeroVironment was designed 
as an improvement on the Gossamer Penguin, 
which in turn was a solar-powered variant of 
the human-powered Gossamer Albatross. It was 
powered entirely by the photovoltaic cells on its 
wing and stabilizer, without even reserve batteries, 
and was the first such craft capable of 
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decade.  
Partly due to the ten-year rule, little was done to prepare for another World War until 1933, when a 
belligerent Adolf Hitler rose to power in Germany.  
War within the next decade suddenly seemed much more possible. The question of national defence 
was now a priority. 
But by 1937, just two years before the war broke out; the British government still had no firm plan for 
how it would run the next war. Or from where. The most likely option was to evacuate key personnel 
to the suburbs of London and, if necessary, out into the West Country. But there were fears of what 
effect this could have on public morale. In March 1938, Germany invaded Austria, adding to 
international tension. 
Colonel Hastings Ismay, Deputy Secretary of Britain’s Committee of Imperial Defence, took matters 
into his own hands. He immediately organised a search for an emergency working refuge to house 
the Cabinet and Chiefs of Staff in case of a sudden attack. It was the first practical steps towards 
what would eventually become the Cabinet War Rooms. But there were still disagreements. For the 
first time, it was suggested that the war rooms could also house the Cabinet. This would put Britain’s 
political and military leaders under one roof. In fact, it was only on 4 May 1938 that the Deputy Chiefs 
of Staff agreed to this idea. 
By late May, plans were still in a confused space. Meanwhile, German troops were massing on the 
Czechoslovakian border. There might be war any day, but still no war room. After a quick survey of 
available London basements, the Office of Works decided that the most suitable was underneath the 
western end of the New Public Offices on Great George Street. It was conveniently close to Downing 
Street and Parliament. Housing the secret nerve centre of the Second World War in such a location 
may seem a risk, but it was easy to evacuate to and could be argued to be the ultimate wartime 
double-bluff. It was also partly chosen because it was thought the steel structure of the building would 
provide it extra protection against the bombs. This turned out to be untrue. A direct hit on the site 
would have been catastrophic. 
Luckily, this never happened. Though there were close calls. The closest hit left a crater near the 
Clive Steps, where the entrance to Churchill War Rooms now stands. On 31 May 1938, the site was 
finally confirmed. The rest is part of Second World War history. 
https://www.iwm.org.uk/events/cabinet-war-rooms-cabinet-room  (IWM via Gordon Dyne) 
 
THE BUFF: ANOTHER CENTENARIAN? 
 
“While Kingdoms rise and Kingdoms fall 
And jets get obsolete 
The Gooney Bird flies on and on  
At eleven thousand feet...” 
 
These words were written about the venerable Douglas C47 or Dakota. But there is another veteran 
of American provenance that is likely to outstrip the C47 and that is the Boeing B52, which has 
already had its service life extended to 2040 and is highly likely to remain in service even longer...
and become the first Centenarian warplane. Watch the story: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tRT5g_50Iik    (via Bruce Prescott) 
 
FIRST NATO AIR POLICING: 
 

 
RAF TYPHOON, GERMAN EURO FIGHTER, ROMAINIAN MIG 21 LANCER 
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AF Deputy Commander Operations and the German Inspector Luftwaffe have each flown to Romania 
to witness the joint NATO Air Policing that detachments from each Air Force are conducting. 
Air Marshal Mayhew from the RAF and Lieutenant General Gerhartz from the German Luftwaffe were 
joined by Major General Pana, the Chief of the Romanian Air Force, together with other guests, to 
witness the first ever live armed training scramble carried out by a RAF Typhoon, Luftwaffe 
Eurofighter and The Romanian Aid Foundation Mig-21 Lancer.  
Earlier Air Marshal Mayhew and Lieutenant General Gerhartz had met, flying over Germany where 
they refueled from a RAF Voyager tanker aircraft, before flying on to land at Mihail Kogalniceanu Air 
Base in Southern Romania.  On arrival at the Romanian Air Base, the two senior officers were 
welcomed by Major General Pana. The RAF detachment in Romania is formed by 121 Expeditionary 
Air Wing which is carrying out the NATO enhanced Air Policing mission.  The German Luftwaffe 
detachment from the Tactical Air Wing 71 Richthofen is currently integrated into 121 Expeditionary 
Air Wing and together the personnel from the two Air Forces are carrying out the latest round of
NATO Air Policing integration. 
 
ITS ON ITS WAY ... 
 

 
 
RAF HERCULES SUNSET: 
 

 
 

The Middle East RAF Hercules C-130J detachment from RAF Brize Norton has taken part in a 
demonstration of UK Air Power during an exercise over Jordan that has just finished. The use of Air 
Power was the means to demonstrate ‘Force Projection’ during an exercise in the Middle East by 
conducting a low altitude insertion of more than 150 personnel from 16 Air Assault Brigade into the 
Jordanian Desert, who then linked up with Jordanian Special Forces on the ground. To carry out the 
exercise three C-130J Hercules aircraft were escorted by two Typhoons to Jordan. The Typhoons 
were then joined by Jordanian F16s to provide Close Air Support for the troops once on the ground. 
The air mission was controlled from an RAF E-3D Sentry Airborne Warning And Control System 
aircraft.  All RAF aircraft operated from RAF Akrotiri in Cyprus to conduct the exercise. The C-130J 
aircraft is the latest in a long line of Hercules aircraft that has been operated by the RAF and are part 
of the longest continuous production run in the history of military aviation (74 years).  Soon however 
they are to be replaced by the A400M Atlas. The A400M provides a greater load capacity, which 

Disaster services in Cape Town have been responding to 
reports of mudslides, flooding and uprooted trees as 
residents battened down the hatches in the face of 
another cold front, which hit on Thursday. The City of 
Cape Town's disaster risk agencies were on high alert as 
more gale force winds and heavy rain lashed the city. 
Disaster Risk Management spokesperson Charlotte 
Powell said all agencies were ready to deal with any 
impact brought on by the adverse weather conditions. 
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provides an increased capability to move personnel, freight and vehicles. 

MOZAMBIQUE MUSLIM MAYHEM: 
 

Fears are mounting that Mozambique’s Muslim-dominated province of Cabo Delgado could become 
the next frontier for prolonged jihadist rebellion on the African continent. Since 2017, Mozambican 
militants, backed by Tanzanians and other foreigners to some degree, have thwarted the weak 
Mozambican government security forces’ efforts to defeat them. Hundreds of thousands have been 
displaced and almost 3 000 people have lost their lives to the insurrection which the Islamic State 
claims to be behind. In a recent report from the International Crisis Group (ICG) on stemming the 
insurrection in Cabo Delgado, the ICG said that the Mozambique government undoubtedly needs to 
accept foreign security assistance but should avoid a heavy deployment. The government should aim 
to build trust with locals and open dialogue with militants and that regional government should 
enhance law enforcement efforts to block transitional jihadist involvement. How it started ICG notes 
that the region has been ripe for revolt since 2007, when frustrated youth in the province’s southern 
districts dominated by ethnic Makua began denouncing the authority of local religious leaders, 
especially those close to the country’s official Muslim council. “By the mid-2010s ethnic Mwani 
militants in the coastal district of Mocímboa da Praia had joined the fray. Their activism had an 
Islamist tinge: they pushed for alcohol bans while opposing the enrolment of children in state schools 
and the right of women to work,” the report said.  
Their economic exclusion amid the discovery of rubies and gas in the region added to their 
frustrations. They also resented the influence of liberation-era generals who have business interests 
in the province and are drawn from President Filipe Nyusi’s Makonde ethnic group. “Amid this boiling 
resentment, authorities expelled artisanal miners from commercial mining concessions in early 2017, 
further feeding local discontent,” the report noted. Militants, known locally as al-Shabab, (not to be 
confused with al-Shabaab in Somalia) moved to armed revolt in October 2017. 
The Mozambican government’s response to the insurgency has been predominately a weak military 
response. It is struggling to contain a group that is growing in strength on land and can operate in 
waters off the coast. The Mozambican military (FADM), which significantly shrank after the 1992 
peace deal ending the country’s civil war, is in disrepair, making it a soft target for militants who have 
overrun many of its positions and plundered its weapons stockpiles. The ICG noted the army is also 
stretched, having to guarantee security in the centre of the country while it tries to achieve the final 
surrender of a residual armed faction of the Resistência Nacional Moçambicana (Renamo) opposition 
group. The navy is barely functioning while al-Shabab poses an increasing threat on the coast. 
(DefenceWeb) 
 
THE FAAMAN COMETH: 
 

The US Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) has requested a meeting with the South African Civil 
Aviation Authority (SACAA), sparking rumours about a possible audit of the local authority. The 
SACAA confirmed that it has received a request from the FAA to the consultation. “The parties are 
due to meet soon to engage on the details of the consultation. Therefore, we prefer to wait for this 
engagement and cannot speculate,” said acting SACAA spokesperson Marie Bray. 
The FAA, which regulates civil aviation in the US, including air traffic management, certification of 
personnel and aircraft and setting standards for airports said that it does not have ‘anything specific’ 
on South Africa. But it referred to information on its International Aviation Safety Assessment (IASA) 
programme in terms of which it determines whether another country’s oversight of its air carriers that 
operate, or seek to operate, into the US, or codeshare with a US air carrier, complies with safety 
standards established by the International Civil Aviation Organisation (ICAO). 
The IASA programme focuses on a country’s ability, not the ability of individual air carriers to adhere 
to international aviation safety standards and recommended practices for personnel licensing, 
operation of aircraft and airworthiness of aircraft. An industry insider, said there has been speculation 
that the FAA received a whistle blower report from South Africa about SACAA, which may trigger an 
audit of the qualifications and experience of SACAA’s airline operations division inspectors, among 
other aspects. Failing an FAA audit could eventually lead to the banning of South African registered  
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AF Deputy Commander Operations and the German Inspector Luftwaffe have each flown to Romania 
to witness the joint NATO Air Policing that detachments from each Air Force are conducting. Air 
Marshal Mayhew from the RAF and Lieutenant General Gerhartz from the German Luftwaffe were 
joined by Major General Pana, the Chief of the Romanian Air Force, together with other guests, to 
witness the first ever live armed training scramble carried out by a RAF Typhoon, Luftwaffe 
Eurofighter and The Romanian Aid Foundation Mig-21 LanceR.  
Earlier Air Marshal Mayhew and Lieutenant General Gerhartz had met, flying over Germany where 
they refueled from a RAF Voyager tanker aircraft, before flying on to land at Mihail Kogalniceanu Air 
Base in Southern Romania.  On arrival at the Romanian Air Base, the two senior officers were 
welcomed by Major General Pana. The RAF detachment in Romania is formed by 121 Expeditionary 
Air Wing which is carrying out the NATO enhanced Air Policing mission.  The German Luftwaffe 
detachment from the Tactical Air Wing 71 Richthofen is currently integrated into 121 Expeditionary 
Air Wing and together the personnel from the two Air Forces are carrying out the latest round of 
NATO Air Policing integration. 
 
CHEERS!   FOR TODAY: 
 

Now 470 days since the start of the great panicdemic, this is the sixty-sixth (Clickety-Click) weekly 
Newssheet - “Members News, Reminiscences and Ramblings” - items of Air Force interest, or 
greetings to the Club or any other happenings of interest (preferably not on the antics of Ministers 
(various) or NCCC!) that will help us all to keep in contact and entertained  through the lockdown, 
now back to Level 4. We’re all hanging in there...                                                                                                                                 
Please continue to take care – we’ve made it so far – continue to keep safe in these very unsettling 
times: wash your hands, cover your face, make space, avoid gatherings (do not give the ungodly
reason to persecute you further) Don’t spread alarm and despondency - the media is doing their best 
at that... remember that all this, too, shall pass... Given the gloomy outlook we’ll have to keep 
informal lunches on hold for now and monitor further developments at Wanderers as they progress.... 
 
TAILPIECE: 
 

Thoughts go out to Jacob Zuma today as he tries to say his prison number.... 
 

Masks are the new bra: they’re uncomfortable, you only wear them in public, and when you don’t 
wear one, everybody notices... 
 

I could not believe this man who was flaunting,  
And this image just keeps on me haunting, 
He looked ever so proud, 
And his voice was so loud, 
But nobody knows who he was taunting. 
(The Sherriff of Nottingham Road) 
 
In Honour of National Braai Day SA: movie names: 
Star Wors 
Braai Hard 
Message in a Skottel 
Tjop Gun 
Grillers in The Mist 
Dead Poet's Sosatie 
Braai School Musical 
The Beer Hunter 
Eat. Braai. Love 
Lambshank Redemption 
Charcoal Zulu 
Robochop 
Happy Meat 
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Braai the Beloved Country 
En dan 'Don't braai for me Argentina'! 
 
The Glasgow Brothel 
The madam opened the brothel door in Glasgow and saw a rather dignified, well-dressed, good-
looking man in his late forties or early fifties. 
"May I help you sir?" she asked... 
"I want to see Valerie," the man replied. 
"Sir, Valerie is one of our most expensive ladies. Perhaps you would prefer someone else", said the 
madam. 
"No, I must see Valerie," he replied. 
Just then, Valerie appeared and announced to the man she charged £5000 a visit. Without hesitation, 
the man pulled out five thousand pounds and gave it to Valerie, and they went upstairs. After an hour, 
the man calmly left... 
The next night, the man appeared again, once more demanding to see Valerie. 
Valerie explained that no one had ever come back two nights in a row, as she was so expensive. 
There were no discounts. The price was still £5000. 
 
Again, the man pulled out the money, gave it to Valerie, and they went upstairs. After an hour, he left. 
The following night the man was there yet again. Everyone was astounded that he had come for a 
third consecutive night, but he paid Valerie and they went upstairs. After their session, Valerie said to 
the man, "No one has ever been with me three nights in a row. Where are you from?" 
The man replied, " Edinburgh." 
"Really", she said. "I have family in Edinburgh." 
"I know." the man said. "Your sister died, and I'm her solicitor. I was instructed to deliver your 
£15,000 inheritance in person..." 
The moral of the story is that three things in life are certain------ 
1. Death 
2.Taxes 
3. Being screwed by a lawyer 
 
IT AINT HALF DAFT, MUM! 
After a news item yesterday about Bomber Harris and the Mosquito wooden aircraft, Jeffrey Littman 
emailed with a story about his university tutor Mark Pryor who had been summoned to help the war 
effort because of his expertise. Jungle conditions in Burma affected the glue on the planes and a 
telegram was sent to the War Office that read “Wings falling off Mosquitoes. Send boffin.” 
Pryor was duly dispatched to Farnborough but was baffled by the queries. “What sort of boffin are 
you?” the Commanding Officer asked. 
“I’m an Entomologist” Pryor explained, at which the CO erupted: “By God! They’ve buggered it up 
again.” 
(The Times 6 July 2021 – sent in by an overseas reader – David  Nevil) 
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OPERATION SQUABBLE: 
On 12 June, 1942, a lone RAF Beaufighter struck a blow against Nazi pride, and gave hope to the 
oppressed citizens of occupied France. These are the remarkable events of ‘Operation Squabble’, as 
it was named, and the story of the man who flew that lone aircraft – former president of the RAF 
Association’s Southgate and Wood Green Branch, Group Captain Ken Gatward. 
In the spring of 1942, information began to reach London from sources within occupied-France of 
German parades taking place along the Champs-Élysées in Paris. This was seemingly done to 
emphasise German superiority and remind the Parisians of their place. Back in London, it was 
thought that something should be done to combat this arrogance and bolster French morale.  
Finally, it was decided that a Beaufighter of Coastal Command would take on the task – codenamed 
Operation Squabble. The plan was to use cloud cover to penetrate France undetected, fly low-level 
over Paris, shoot up the parade, take some photos, and drop French Tricolour flags over the Arc de 
Triomphe before quickly disappearing. A secondary target was set as the Ministere de la Marine in 
the nearby Place de la Concorde, which had become HQ for the German navy – a suitable victim for 
the guns of a Coastal Command aircraft. 
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Having volunteered for the operation, Flight Lieutenant Ken Gatward and his navigator Sergeant 
George Fern were initially hindered by the weather, having to turn back on numerous occasions due 
to lack of cloud cover over France. On 12 June 1942, however, the pair were intent on completing 
their task. Having once again seen clear skies when they reached the French coast, Gatward and 
Fern decided to press ahead, hoping to avoid the Luftwaffe by flying fast and low; ‘hedge-hopping’, 
as it was known. 
 
“We flew very low all the way across, and saw masses of horses in the fields”, said Gatward, in a 
1945 recounting of the event. “The Beaufighter is pretty quiet, and we didn’t disturb the cattle and 
horses overmuch, but we took some photographs of them. Some of the horses were rearing up as we 
came over the fields, and one of them was white horse; you can almost see the whites of his eyes in 
our picture.” 
As the Beaufighter pressed on, it flew over Rouen aerodrome – then a Luftwaffe airfield – but 
encountered no opposition. Racing over fields at treetop level, the pair made directly for Paris. 
“I’d never been to Paris before, but it looked exactly as I imagined it would”, said Gatward. “We’d 
studied a lot of guide books and photographs before we set out. We could see the Eiffel Tower when 
we were 30 or 40 miles from Paris, which helped with our navigation because we were much too low 
to have a look at Paris from above. It was a very nice day – plenty of sun – and we could see quite 
easily where we were going.” 
Taking their bearing from the Eiffel Tower, Gatward lined up the Beaufighter to come in directly over 
the Defence Monument before heading straight for the Arc de Triomphe: 
“I said to Sergeant Fern, my observer: ‘are you ready for the first flag?’, and he said ‘Yes, I’m all 
ready, but the slipstream is nearly breaking my arm!’ He was pushing this furled flag down a flare 
shoot into the slipstream from the propellers, and at the right moment he let it go.” 
Much prior work had gone in to how best to prepare and release the flags. By the day of the raid, 
both had been precisely weighted and folded so they would stream as soon as they were released. 
“We couldn’t stop to see exactly where the first dropped”, Gatward said, “but Vichy says it fell right on 
the Tomb of the Unknown Warrior, which is of course just where we wanted it to be.” 
With no German parade visible, Gatward turned his attention to the secondary target: 
“One of the things we wanted to look at particularly was the Ministry of Marine, because it was 
crammed with Huns, and we had something for them. We spotted that quite easily and turned north 
towards the opera house and then out again.” 
On their first circuit the people in the streets hadn’t paid much attention to the aircraft overhead, the 
noise of which perhaps mingled with the traffic. Within moments of ending the first circuit however, 
Ken Gatward turned in for his second run: 
“This time we came in as low as we dared, in case they had any light Ack-Ack [anti-aircraft guns] on 
the rooftops. Actually, I was too busy watching out for rooftops and steeples to notice any Ack-Ack, 
but Sergeant Fern warned me that some strafe did pass close by us, but the aircraft was not hit. 
“On this second circuit, we… [came] square up to the Ministry of Marine, and we were right in line at 
a range of about 500 yards before we let fly with our four cannons, and saw the sparks flying off the 
building. We hadn’t any time to see whether the shells burst inside, but a good deal went through the 
windows. 
“We sprayed the place from base to apex and only cleared the roof by about five feet. Whilst I was 
doing this, Fern was shouting out encouragement and pushing out the second flag, which we hoped 
would fall slap across the front door. 
“There were people running about the street to have a good look at us – and we noticed that one or 
two faces at the windows were actually peering down at us. We saw a number of German military 
cars stop in the street, with Huns standing around them, and others dodging around the street and 
the avenue. But we couldn’t let fly at them because there were too many civilians about.                                     
“Most of the civilians were waving to us. Fern said he saw some German soldiers trying to take cover 
behind a lorry. One of them was very fat, and he was shaking his fist at us!” 
 

Having achieved all they could – Fern snapping the required photographs after dropping the flags –
the pair turned for the coast. All in all, Gatward and Fern had been over Paris for only five to six 



 

 

12
minutes. On the return journey they once again passed over Rouen aerodrome, and once again no 
enemy aircraft came up to meet them. Upon their return to England, Ken Gatward was awarded the 
Distinguished Flying Cross, with George Fern receiving the Distinguished Flying Medal. 
Their actions were also widely celebrated in the media and, perhaps inevitably, the story became 
embellished with each retelling – with parading Nazis scattering in panic, and one hapless band 
member apparently diving through his own bass drum in his efforts to escape. Both Gatward and 
Fern survived the war, and on 28 July 1949 both were publicly recognised for their gallantry during 
Operation Squabble at an RAF Association ceremony on Broomfield Park in London. Here, Monsieur 
Louis Roche of the French Embassy in London officially presented a Tricolour to then-Wing
Commander Gatward in front of a crowd of 12,000 spectators. 
 

“Everything was so dark at that time”, Monsieur Roche announced to the crowd, “that the feat of arms 
of Gatward and Fern was what everyone had been waiting for. It cheered up thousands of people
who had been living in misery.” 
 

The honour of handing over of the flag itself was given to an eyewitness of the event, Mrs Jane Luc, 
the English wife of the First Secretary of the French Embassy. RAF Association standard bearers 
from numerous branches also held prominent positions around the platform. As president of the 
Southgate and Wood Green Branch, which had no premises of their own at the time, Gatward 
entrusted the Tricolour flag into the care of the Mayor for safe keeping. It has proudly hung in 
Southgate’s Christ Church ever since.  
To read more stories like this one, subscribe to Air Mail magazine by joining the RAF Association – the charity that 
supports the RAF family. (RAFA AirMail)  
 
 


