Indian Days and

Burmese Nights
Flying Beaufighters in Southeast
Asia with 177 RAF Squadron

A. Sutherland Brown, DFC

I ntroduction

his narrative is part of a longer one of

personal reminiscences of my experiencesin
the RCAF during the Second World War and only
concerns my operational tour flying Beaufighters
with 177 Squadron, Royal Air Force, in Southeast
Asia from early March 1944 until the end of the
year. Preceding the operational tour | had spent
two years training and waiting in Canada and the
United Kingdom. During operational training at
East Fortune near Edinburgh flying Beaufighter
lis, | was crewed with Flight Sergeant A. J.
Aldham, areserved, slim, blonde Englishman as
Observer (i.e. Navigator-wireless operator-
gunner). Alf quickly established his capability as
a navigator and good companion in the as yet
poorly understood game of war. Following a
second stage of operational training on
Beaufighter Is and Vis at Catfoss near Hull,
Y orkshire, we picked up anew Beaufighter X from
the factory at Filton, tested it, and then flew it to
India on areinforcement flight. Wewere surprised
on arrival at Karachi on 1 September 1943 to
find we were separated from the aircraft. We were
then left to languished in an aircrew pool until
December when we were assigned to the
Southeast Asia Air Command Communications
Squadron. Here we put in three months flying
lesser VIPs about India until we were posted to
177 at the beginning of March.

Feni and the Real Thing

y early history at the 177 was not glorious.

| was only at the squadron a couple of days
and had had demonstration and local
familiarization flights when my skin erupted in
rashes that got worse daily. The Medical Officer
(MO) prescribed Calamine lotion which stung on
application and seemed to make the rashes
worse. | was flown to a hospital in Calcutta
devoted to skin problems, of which Bengal was
rife. On examination by a specialist who was
reportedly from Vienna, he said, "Véll giff him
the Calaminelotion,” towhich | protested. Hethen
responded, "Ah veil, vell giff him the zinc
ointment." So much for science in dermatology.
In any case, the zinc ointment worked, or perhaps
the lack of Calamine did, for | recovered speedily
and was back in Feni after a week.

The next misfortune was that after only one
air firing practice with Alf he went sick, recovered
and was then sent on ajungle survival course.
On return | asked what he had learned and he
said without hesitation, "If we come down in the
jungle, Il shoot you to save you al that trouble.”
His absence until late May meant | had several
substitutes, principally a Flight Sergeant named
F.J. Lumley. Hewasfine, but we did not have the
mutual confidence which Alf and | had established
and which can be critical for combat operations.

© Canadian Military History, Volume 4, Number 2, Autumn 1995, pp.9-22. 9



A Beaufighter of 177 Squadron RAF leaves on a sortie.

177 Squadron was part of Eastern
Command's Tactical Air Force, 224 Group and
part of aWing of three squadrons of Beaufighters
which, being based on different strips, had little
contact. We al did similar operations and on
occasion flew together. Our squadron was a
wartime creation formed in India in 1943. It
disbanded in Singapore after the war. Our motto
was "Silently into the Midst of Things" and we
prided ourselves on being an effective unit doing
just that.

My first operation on 29 March 1944 was an
offensive patrol flying as No.2 to Flight Officer
(F/O) J. Lottimer down the central Irrawaddy
River and back across the Arakan Y oma (southern
Chin Hills) following a jungle military road
through the Taungup Pass. We were the target of
intense small cannon flek at Chauk, centre of the
Burmese oilfields, but saw few targets of
opportunity. | had a sequence of inconsequential
jobs for the next two weeks and on one of them
made a heavy landing and actually knocked off
my tail wheel. Not agreat start!

The pattern of operations was affected by the
moon period, two weeks centred on the full moon
during which we could make attacks on trains
and military truck convoys at night and could run
operations better over the target zone at first or
last light. These two weekswere generally full of
activity. Curiously the American Lockheed P-38
Lightning squadron based nearby at Chittagong
did not fly at night so missed the time of greatest
enemy ground activity. Normally at thistime most
of our patrols were conducted by flights of two
Beaus. We climbed as high as 10,000 feet to clear
the ridges of the Chin Hills and descended on the
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Burmasidetofly at tree top height to avoid radar
contact. The Japanese radar network was rather
thin and sightings along railways was one of their
principal methods of early warning, and, although
we chopped and changed, they were warned we
were in the neighbourhood.

Typical operations at this time were mainly
offensive patrols of the roads and extensive
railways of central Burma. The British had laced
Burmawith anetwork of railroads consisting of
amain line from Rangoon to Mandalay and on to
Myitkyina in the north. From this stem three
branches extended to the west and two into the
Shan Plateau to the east.

My next operation was afairly typical offensve
patrol during the moon period. It began with a
late night take-off and a two hour flight to the
target area whereupon the actual patrol
commenced at first light. We followed the roads
which crossed the Arakan Yoma and came back
along the indented coastline. During the patrol
we attacked military trucksin the Taungup Pass
with some success and received some return fire
and minor damage.

The first operation on which | had several
successful attacks was on 28 April as No.2 to
F/O Joe Van Nes, a Canadian from Flin Flon,
Manitoba. We flew across the plains of central
Burmato Mandalay and then followed the branch
railway into the Shan plateau toward its terminus
at Lashio, returning down river canyons. We
attacked and damaged two freight trains and two
trucks during that patrol. During May | flew on
seven operational patrols by night and day over
central and southern Burma, mostly along branch
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rail lines and adjacent roads. Every patrol
resulted in successful attacks on either
locomotives under steam with freight cars or
convoys of lorries, totalling some five locos and
13 lorries. Damage to locos looked spectacular
as they erupted like geysers but they were often
repaired in aweek or so. Thelorrieswere usually
finished. On several occasions we received minor
damage from flak.

Transportation in Burma was made very
difficult for the Japanese by the Beaufighter

squadrons because we sank all the large river
boats, forced the trains to travel by night and to
disperse into thick bamboo earth-filled shelters
by day, made lorry transport hazardous, and
ignited the fuel pipelines. We were subjected to
intense 50-calibre machine-gun and cannon fire
in return but relatively few attacks from aircraft.
By mid-1943 the Allied air force had established
mastery of the air over Burma so the Japanese
had withdrawn their planes, mainly Army 01s
(Oscars), to distant airfields such as Chiang Mai
in Siam (Thailand). They moved them forward
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only for specific operations. In any case, Beaus
were as fast as Oscars at low levels and by flying
at treetop level we were rarely sighted or attacked.

The weather during al this time was good
but getting hotter as the monsoon season
approached. Central Burmawas always dotted
with small cumulus clouds with a uniform base
at several thousand feet unlike the solid cloud
banks to 30,000 feet during the monsoon. The
temperature at Feni became so hot that taking
off in the afternoon was a race to get in the air.
The Bristol Hercules engines did not over-heat
easily, unlike Rolls-Royce Merlins, but we
commonly did much of our vital action check
while taxiing out to speed departure. The cockpit
when we entered was over a hundred degrees
Fahrenheit until you got the props turning. The
controls were too hot to touch with your bare
hands so we were issued excellent thin chamois
gloves to copewith this.

Evenings were pleasant, although warm and
humid. The mess was situated in fields of
pineapples, rice and other crops on the edge of
the jungle. Scattered mango, grapefruit and
breadfruit trees grew around the mess which
provided a supplement to our rations. Our
bamboo huts were grouped around a chaung, a
rectangular storage pond some 100 feet long dug
below the water table to provide the natives with
drainage, a source of water and a site for bathing.

In addition to the operational flights there
were other flying duties - day and night air tests,
firing practice and some flights transporting
personnel. | did my shareas| liked to fly. However,
| had another unfortunate and ignominious
accident with the commanding officer's Tiger
Moth, pranging it on take-off on return from a
strip near Comilla. There were no ground crew
around and | had a passenger who had never
swung aprop before so | did it, scramblingin as
we started to roll forward and had no time to do
up my harness. A gusty wind was blowing and
the next thing | knew | was nose up with abroken
prop. Inthe few seconds thistook, my upper teeth
bit right through below my lower lip and | bled
fairly profusely. In due course | was in the local
MOs surgery and he said, "Do you want aloca or
aburrapeg (largetot) of brandy?" After | said yes
to the latter he said, "I think I'll join you," which
he did with glass and sewing needle. This little
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episode resulted in ared endorsement (bad) in
my log book.

177 Squadron was staffed with effective and
compatible aircrew from many countries,
principally the United Kingdom, Canada and
Australia, and atechnically capable and cheerful
ground crew mostly from the UK. The squadron
commander was Wing Commander John E.S.
Hill, atall, cultured Englishmanwho took histurn
on operational flights and had the respect of all.
Hewent missing on operations in September but
after the war he was found to be one of the
surviving prisoners-of-war in Rangoon. One of the
flight commanders was Squadron Leader H.B.
Hunt, DSO and bar, DFC, who was always called
Mike. He was a fairly boozie free spirit and an
excellent pilot. When Hill went missing, Hunt took
over the squadron until W/C G.R. Nottage, DFC
arrived. Mike was the author of the"chop list" - a
sequence in which arriving crews would be |ost.
It was a cruel, but effective, way of alerting new
crews to the dangers. In the batch in which |
arrived he spotted me number 1. The other flight
commander was S/L A.R. Wills, DFC, a fairly
colourless individual in comparison. A key
member of the staff was the adjutant, Flight
Lieutenant W.S. (Fergie) Ferguson, MBE, alaconic
Australian who had escaped after the fal of
Singapore. His method of getting rid of
undesirables was simply to post them to a
manning pool in Indiawhere it would be months
before the error was discovered. The intelligence
officer was F/O Eric Lovett, a gentle Englishman
and the Medical Officer, F/L Eric Saint no less.
The rest of us were a varied crew, constantly
changing from losses and from being tour-
expired. There were no cliques or dissension
while | was on the squadron. Our morale was
high even though our rate of attrition was
equivalent to Bomber Command's (about 30-40
per cent). Discipline was easy and personnel
troubles few. The ground crew lived in shorts, a
Gurkha hat and sandals. Most of them were
deeply tanned - deeper for the involuntary
application of engine oil. Although they worked
harmoniously together, officers and other ranks
lived quite separately in the British Rg tradition;
areal disadvantage for amixed crew such as ours.

Our squadron was schedul ed to be converted
to Mosquitos in the near future which the old
hands did not welcome because of the Beau's



Officers of the squadron infront of
the mess, October 1944. Left to
right, Top Row - Hughes, E.G. Saint,
MO, JW. Harper, W.S Ferguson, Adj.
RAAF; author, RCAF; in shadows,
M.F.C. Elliot; J. Soney; N.F. Archer;
Second Row -F.M. Macintosh, RCAF;
N. Boyd, RNZAF; FN. Royle; L.
Green; Third Row - ZA. Azz, s€igs,
IAF; AJ. Rieck, S Snabaldi, RCAF;
O.E. Smpson; H.B. Hunt; GR
Nottage, CO; RH. Wood; E. Lovett,
10; RJ. Newcombe, RCAF; Front
Row - A.C. MacDonald, RCAF; P.
Gardner, EO; K.S Waldie, RCAF;
and T.N. Allen.

SL Hunt, DSO and bar, DFC; F/O
Eric Lovett, 10; FL. A. Sutherland
Brown, DFC; F/L W.S Ferguson,
MBE; F/O DM. Anderson, DFC at
Chiringa, November 1944.

Key
Adj. Adjutant
(6(0) Commanding Officer
DFC Distinguished Flying Cross
DO Distinguished Service Order
EO Executive Officer
F/L Flight Lieutenant
F/O Flight Officer
G/C Group Commander
I1AF Indian Air Force
10 Intelligence Officer
MBE Member of the British Empire
MO Medical Officer
RAAF Royal Australian Air Force
RCAF Royal Canadian Air Force
RNZAF  Royal New Zealand Air Force
Sgs Sgnals
SL Squadron Leader
WIC Wing Commander
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Members of 177 Squadron pose in front of a Beaufighter prior to their departure for Ranchi, 31 May 1944.
Group under the engine on the left includes Alf Aldham (head above kneeling Corporal), the four with uniform
caps - author with earphones, S/L Hunt in front of prop, Mac Mackay back and Arthur Piatt. Group by nose
includes G/C Lynch, wing CO, in front with shorts and Gurkha hat, W/C Hill, tail man in dacks with Gurkha
hat, SL Wills looking over his shoulder at left and Joe Van Nes at right. Fergie Ferguson with moustache in
Bushjacket, Don Anderson without hat looking over his shoulder. Eric Lovett behind kneeling groundcrew
with dog and F.J. Lumley to left with revolver web belt. Extreme right G.R. Taylor and to his left army liaison

officer, Major Hughes.

strengths and long range and the Mossie's fragility.
The conversion never took place because it was
found by a sister squadron that the glued spruce
wings of the Mosquito delaminate in the heat and
high humidity with severe results.

One of the main operations during this period
at Feni proved our aircraft's strengths. The
squadron, although not myself, attacked the
critical airport at Chiang Mai in Siam. This was
at extreme range, about 1,200 miles return or
from the UK to Poland and back. The strike was
timed to coincide with landings in the Philippines
to prevent movement of Japanese aircraft to that
theatre. Fierce flak met the squadron but the
operation was a partial success. Unfortunately,
Mike Hunt was seen to be hit and radioed to say
he had lost an engine. Beaufighters did not climb
well on one engine and it was thought, with the
Chin Hillsin the way, he was agoner. But no, he
struggled back through the low passes of the Shan
Plateau and the Chin Hillsto land at Cox's Bazaar
in the Arakan, out of gas. He got the bar to his
Distinguished Service Order for this feat.
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Our squadron was withdrawn at the onset of
the monsoon from Feni to Ranchi, 200 miles west
of Calcutta, to re-equip, rest and train with newly-
fitted rockets. Happily, Alf had rejoined the
squadron late in May and we were reunited. From
Ranchi most of us had several weeks leave.

InJuly we engaged in range training with the
newly-installed rockets. The weather was bad with
the solid cloud deck trailing ragged fringesjust
above the irregular plateau and heavy rain
obscuring the windscreen. One quickly had to
learn the local geography, roads and railway
hacks from tree top height to avoid smashing into
the many low, beehive-shaped hills that projected
above the plateau as one maneuvered to fire
rockets at targets on the range.

The Siege of Imphal

During this period the Burmese campaign
erupted into a major war with the Japanese
intent on capturing India. The campaign started
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Beaufighter shadow on the dry lake bed of the Mu River west of Mandalay

taken by the author.

with a feint in the Arakan followed by two
Japanese armies (equivalent to British corps)
laying siege to Imphal and advancing to the
railhead at Dimapur on the Brahmaputra plain.
Inthe main attack they filtered through thejungle
with a minimum of transport (for example, field
guns were carried by elephants) and a maximum
of stealth. They achieved tactical surprise but their
plan depended on capturing the large storage
depots at Imphal. This they never did because of
the fierce resistance of the Indian Army, the supply
drop capability of the RAF and the valour of the
British 2nd Division at Kohima on the route to
the plains of India. In the worst of the siege the
Hurribombers based at Tulihul and Tamu did not
even raise their undercarriage as they bombed
the guns overlooking their fields within their
traffic circuits. Someone decided Beaufighters
could usefully attack the Japanese lorries on
roads near the Chindwin River. On the morning
of 4 August we got an order to drop everything
and get a detachment of half our squadron to
Tulihul inahurry. By mid-afternoon Alf and | with
a mechanic on board were airborne heading for
Imphal. The next day we took off on an offensive
patrol.

River beds were used as roads in the dry season.

Our detachment at Imphal had limited
success because of the awful weather,
maintenance problems and surprisingly limited
targets. Alf and | carried out seven sortiesin eleven
days including two night operations with no
moonlight. All patrols were along the roads and
railways between the Chindwin and the Irrawaddy
Rivers. One sortie was aborted because of weather
and another because my cannons would not fire.
Only one operation was a real success inthat we
attacked a moving train and a convoy of lorries
on the same patrol. Other sorties resulted only
in attacks on single military vehicles or rocketing
bridges or loco shelters inwhich the results were
inconclusive. At the end of the detachment on the
18 August all the aircraft needed major
maintenance which they could not get in Imphal.
Alf and | flew to our new base at Chiringain a
Dakota. This airfield was south of Feni andjust
north of the Burmese border on the Bay of Bengal.
The reunion with the rest of the squadron was
celebrated appropriately. | flew from that base
until | was tour expired at the end of 1944.
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Chiringa and Intensive Operations

Giringa airstrip was in an agricultural area
ear the base of the first line of hills of the
Arakan Yoma and the mess and huts were a half
mile west in open fields. From this base, with our
endurance of six hours, we could fly south of
Moulmein and towards Bangkok up the new
railway that was built by prisoners-of-war at such
cost to themselves.

The move to Chiringa coincided with some
changesin the squadron and our lives. W/C Hills
did not return from an operation in late
September. S/L Hunt took over temporarily but
was nearly tour expired hence W/C George Nottage
arrived to command. Crews were tour expired
and as many lost. The squadron had a slightly
different look but continued the same in
essentials. Over the next four months we were
heavily engaged in operations as the siege of
Imphal was lifted and the British 14th Army
broke out into the plains of northern Burma late
intheyear.

At the squadron there was not much contact
with the outside world except for the command
newspaper dropped to us from an Anson daily
and letters from home that could have been from
another planet. We also had avisit from VeraLynn
on an evening | was on operations. We attended
in our flying gear and left in the middle to her
consternation that anyone would leave her show.
Mike's comment was, "Silly cow, why did she show
up in khaki slacks and a sweaty shirt, to be like
us? She should have been in an evening dress
and high heels.” Actually, her gear had been lost
intransit. Shewasthe only entertainer we saw at
the front.

Our work was something else. The four
months to the end of the year were filled with
intensive operations in southern and eastern
Burma, Siam and into present day Laos. During
this period Alf and | flew 58 sorties: offensive
patrols, intruder operations and radar
reconnaissances. This meant a sortie every third
day, not counting leave. Aswe were now among
the most experienced of crews we were flight
leaders, although many sorties were now carried
out by single aircraft. Oncewe led arare squadron
attack. Altogether we had an effective four months
from September to the end of December. During
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this period we caused, or shared in, the following
damage to the Japanese-run transportation
network and other targets: 9 locomotives under
steam and 6 goods trains damaged; 30 lorries, 3
staff cars, 2 bulldozers and a gasoline lorry
destroyed. We also damaged some 30 other
lorries. We attacked 3 coastal freighters and two
oil barges, rocketed several bridges, set an ail
pipeline on fire and destroyed a cache of ail
drums. The damage was real because it was
assessed from review of the 5-inch square photos
taken by a nose camera while firing the cannons.
We also took part in reconnaissance flights to
identify radar stations and night time intruder
operations near Japanese airfields. Six sorties
were aborted because of weather or engine
problems. We frequently received minor damage
from machine gun or cannon fire, once badly
enough to have to crash land at Chiringa. On my
last operation | was wounded by a pre-exploded
cannon shell from my own guns.

We had no qualms about who the enemy was
or how we were contributing to his defeat. We
probably had a weaker sense of aiding in the
freeing of Burma or the protection of India. You
don't ask twenty-year-olds to be philosophers and
if you did, they would probably not have been
very effective warriors. We did not talk or think
about it much but we knew Nazism was evil
although at the time the full extent of the depravity
was unknown. We also knew the Japanese were
aggressors who had been trying to enslave and
pillage eastern Asia for more than a decade.
Countries like Burmathat at first welcomed them,
to some degree as a means to end colonialism,
were within ayear resisting them passively and
by guerilla tactics.

Most sorties during this period were eventful
but the following was of special importance. On
10 September a flap developed when a sister
squadron encountered and attacked a convoy of
coastal freighters with naval escorts south of
Moulmein near Kalegauk Island. Our squadron
was ordered to press home the attack with
armour-piercing rockets as the others rearmed
for athird strike. Since the CO was on |leave and
Hunt had just returned from a dawn attack along
the Lashio line, Wills assigned me to lead the
squadron. We were quickly briefed and four of
us were in the air by mid-morning. We flew in a
loose formation down the coast at the wave tops



Train-busting Ops:

Right: Attack on a train
north of Mandalay by
F/L Joe Van Nes, DFC,
RCAF, 19 April 1944.
Note the dispersed
rolling  stock.

Below left: Train being
attacked by the author
at last light north of
Pegu, 27  November
1944,

Below right:  Typical
attack on a locomotive
by 27 Sguadron.



