Beam Trail 1

2

On the Trail
of the Beams
If the group of Charley ‘local historians’ sitting round the Havers’ dining
table had uncovered the story of the RAF 80 Wing Outstation in the field
next door, then had not others found their own Outstation’s story? The
RAF Form 540 from the National Archives at Kew named the Outstations,
all with names that were actual places. But sadly, no documentation came
out of the searches at Kew that yielded precise information to enable
geographical fixes to be made.
Nevertheless, the curiosity of the Group could not be dimmed. David and
Joyce Burton set about exploiting their links with the North-East, and came
across the Outstation Site at Marske near to Saltburn on the N.E. coast.
Elsewhere they write about that experience, and how they came about
written-up research by a local defence study group.
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Here is a gem of a piece of evidence the Burtons discovered from their
contacts in the North-East. The byline on the illustration gives the title of
the group that produced it, The North Yorkshire and Cleveland 20th Century
Defence Study Group. Their impressive piece of research well pictures a site
similar to our own Coalville Outstation, but with some additional features.
One was a building housing the Northern Area HQ of 80 Wing’s operations.
The site has two additional transmitters. Hut 5 was devoted to the Meacon
transmitter, used to confuse the homing beacons that Luftwaffe pilots hoped
to rely upon to find their way home. Hut 3 has a Splasher device, which
appears to be an aid to our own aircraft making transatlantic flights. Back
at St Joseph’s Field, we never got to understand what the aerial structures
might have looked like. This illustration seeks to give indications of likely
aerial structures.
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Templecombe in Somerset hosted an 80 wing Outstation. The location is marked as a
red-lined field out west of the village towards Newleaze farm. Tellingly, a blast wall
structure hides away in one corner, pictured in the image below.
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Terry found the site of the Outstation at Templecombe in Somerset, made
famous in the literature by the use of the Meaconing technique. Luftwaffe
bomber crews had help with homing radio beacons to find their way back
to their French bases. 80 Wing had their own way of substituting a replica
beam to hopefully entice the bomber off course, Meaconing. The famous
example was the case of the Bomber that ran out of fuel and made a forced
landing on Bridport beach. It was of great significance to the conduct of
the Battle of the Beams.
A Heinkel III bearing the numbers 6N+BH took off at 2000hrs on 5
November 1940 from the Vannes airfield of KGr-100 with a mixed high
explosive and incendiary bomb load. The assigned target was in
Birmingham and it was intended that the X-Gerat director beam would
be picked up after leaving the French coast just beyond the Cherbourg
peninsular. The Heinkel flew on at 5,000m but laboured under a compass
defect that produced a 90o difference between the gyro and magnetic
compasses. The crew could not find the X-beam so decided to opt for the
fall-back target of Bristol docks, to be approached visually below cloud
level. The visibility proved too poor for that venture, and the crew realised
that they were completely lost.
The navigator reported that he was getting a good signal from what he
thought was the German St Malo homing beacon. The aircraft turned
towards it and after a while received the overhead indicator. Course was
then set towards Vannes, a distance of about 100km. With bombs jettisoned
and steadily descending, water was seen below which was taken to be the
Bay of Biscay, so the pilot made a reciprocal turn. Now critically low on
fuel, the pilot decided that the coast line coming up would be Brittany,
and he undertook a forced landing on the beach. In the poor light of 0540
on the morning of 6th November the pilot mistook water for shingle and
landed in the water, at West Bay, Bridport, Dorset! Three of the crew
scrambled to safety to fall straight into the hands of British soldiers. The
body of the fourth member was washed up on the beach the next day.
The Heinkel III was in this position because the 80 Wing Templecombe
meaconing activity had been spectacularly effective in making itself appear
to be the German St Malo beacon. But the significance of this event lies in
the X-Gerat equipment that was eventually recovered, albeit affected by
water damage, and the intensive interrogation of the surviving crew at
Trent Hall.

Beam Trail 5

Much was learned about the operations of the pathfinder squadron,
KGr-100, and a filter was discovered that prevented any interference from
outside the precise 2000hz modulation. Since the Bromide jammers had
been working on a 1500hz modulation, this was the revelation that led to
much more effective Bromide operation.

BH

A made-up image of the Heinkel
111 that made the fateful forced
landing on Bridport beach (below)
yielding up three of its four
aircrew to very helpful detention.
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Terry also made it to Mundesley in Norfolk which led to the most pleasing
of meetings with a local star witness, the widow of a Mundesley 80 Wing
Wireless Mechanic. During their life together the husband took the secrecy
required of his RAF work so seriously he never revealed to his wife and
children what he did in the war. When the Charley Group wrote it all up
in its book Battling the Beams, and gave several copies to the family, there
was much rejoicing among them that they now could know what ‘Daddy
did in the War’.
The meeting came about from a web search that produced details of an
article Mundesley’s Secret War in the Journal of the Norfolk Industrial
Archaeology Society (Vol 8, No. 1, 2006). The article had been written by
none other than Laurie Brettingham and also included a reference to an
exhibition of the same name having been staged in Mundesley in the
Summer of 2006, based on the article. The group photo of the RAF
personnel at the WW2 site was said to have been supplied by Phyllis Morris.
Inspired detective work led to a visit to Norfolk in 2013 by the author to
meet the 93-yr old Phyllis and a Barry Smith, who had been the organiser
of the 2006 exhibition in Mundesley. Barry is a little younger, coming to
Mundesley in the 1950s as a Radar Technician at RAF Trimingham, the
radar station adjacent to the 80 Wing site up the Cromer Road. Barry
married a local girl and stayed in the area after his RAF service. He was
able to show the author some of the material he had assembled for the 2006
exhibition. One piece of testimony was from a Ken Bubbear who was a
Wireless Mechanic at the Scole 80 Wing site near Diss. This Ken recounted
the usual pattern of an impromptu arrangement of garden sheds across the
field housing the transmitters, and one installation being in a trailer, just
like at St Joseph’s Field. Nothing remains in this field in 2013.
The author was able to visit Phyllis Morris and hear her story. She came
from the next door village of Paston. The presence of so many young men
in RAF blue in the area made attendance at the regular dances at
Mundesley’s Coronation Hall a must-go for the local girls. Phyllis fell for
Lancashire lad Wireless Mechanic Ron Morris, and the two were married
in Paston Church in June 1945. They made their home in the area, with
Ron continuing to use his wireless and later TV skills in the firm of a
Norfolk TV retailer.
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Above:
Wireless Mechanic Ron Morris as he
was in WW2. He died in 1980, at 57,
in the middle of a game of golf.
Right: Phyllis Morris in her Mundesley
home in 2013.

Terry’s third foray into this wider
context of understanding the Beams
story was the expedition to the starting
place of it all, and getting to stand on
the very location of that first big
Knickebein aerial on a hill at the
German town of Kleve. The Englishspeaking Director of the Stadtarchiv
in Kleve received Terry with great
warmth, fed him with data from a
copious dossier, and directed him to
the aerial site, which doubles up as a
military training ground and public
park. The signs at the gate declare that “Using the paved paths in the
military training area is tolerated outside of the times when military
exercises are taking place at your own risk and for the purpose of quiet
relaxation”. “Unauthorised entry during military exercises is prohibited.
Contravention will be prosecuted. Entry outside of the times of military
exercises at own risk”.
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The author in 2012 (left) inside the Kleve
Stadtarchiv with the Director, Bert Thissen,
and the large file and a book open at an
article by a local historian.

Inside the Stadtarchiv at Kleve there
was an extensive file on the Knickebein
set up. A young man, almost a boy in
WW2 time, Theo Bruer, had carried
out a detailed study of the target beam
activity undertaken by the Luftwaffe. It
was all written up with precision, and
Terry was allowed to take away a copy.
The Stadtarchiv visit preceeded the
great excitement of being able to go up
to the site of that great 100 metre wide
aerial that launched its pair of
Knickebein beams across England,
dashes on the right, dots on the left
with the merged equi-signal down the
middle.
The lower parts of the site are wooded,
but up on the top it is a mixed flat
scrubland. Peeping through the scrub
were multiple examples of the concrete
works that made up the installation.
Particularly apparent was the long
extent of the outer base for the aerial
supports that would have formed a
continuous circle 100 meters wide.

A strip of concrete in the Kleve Aerial site
which would have been part of the large
circular base for the wheels supporting the
outer edges of the Kleve aerial.

