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	16th October 2012
	RAF Exeter in WWII




The airfield, which is now Exeter International Airport, originated as a grass field for club flying.  It was opened as Exeter Airport in 1937 and ran services to various parts of the UK and the Channel Islands.

Wartime use

The airport was requisitioned on the outbreak of War in September 1939. It was enlarged to almost three times its original size, with new runways; the longest of which was just over 6,100 feet.
The first operational unit to arrive on site was a department of R.A.E Farnborough, known as ’02′, equipped with Fairey Battles, the Fairey P.4/34, Harrow, Virginia and Wellesley. One of their tasks was deliberately flying into cables hung from barrage balloons to test wire cutting devices.
June 1940 saw the formation of the gunnery Research Unit at Exeter from ‘A’ Flight Armament Testing Squadron who were employed in experimental flying using a variety of aircraft including Spitfires, Defiants, a Henley, Hurricane and a Gloster F.9/37. These aircraft tested various types of guns and turrets.
During this time the RAF personnel were housed either under canvas or billeted in the grounds of Farringdon House.
RAF Exeter was officially formed on 6th July 1940 soon after 87 and 213 Fighter Squadrons had moved in.  Although the role of the two squadrons was initially to escort the Royal and Merchant Navy, it was not long before they were playing a major role in the ‘Battle of Britain’.
No 601 Squadron came to Exeter from 7 September 1940.
Exeter’s first ‘kill’

A Hurricane from 87 Squadron brought down an Me110 that had been escorting a force of enemy Stuka dive-bombers over Portland on July 11th. This was the first kill from Exeter and one of three that day.

A German Heinkel 111 bomber which was returning from laying magnetic mines in the Bristol Channel became an early victim of Exeter’s night fighters when it was shot down in the early hours of July 26th 1940, crashing at Smeatharpe near Honiton.

Although the Hawker Hurricane was considered unsuitable for this type of operation, they also began to fly defensive patrols against night bombers.

Targets around the South West of England were heavily bombed by the German Luftwaffe, and something had to be done to counter these raids.
One of 87 Squadron’s Flights was regularly sent to Hullavington, to the east of Bristol in order to extend the night defences, while the remainder of the  Squadron defended the south coast.
As the ‘Battle of Britain’ built up, the fighter operations were stretched to their limits at Exeter.
‘Adler Tag’ (Eagle Day)

A peak arrived on Sunday 11th August when fourteen Hurricanes from the two Squadrons were scrambled at 10.08 to help prevent another raid on Portland. With 70 bombers and 90 escorting fighters this was the largest raid so far mounted against any target in Britain.
During the skirmish 87 Sqn claimed two Ju88’s and a Me109 destroyed, but both 87 and 213 Sqns lost two Hurricanes each, and a total of three pilots.
The following day 213 Sqn was sent to intercept another raid on Portsmouth Dockyard, claiming two Ju88’s at the cost of two more of its aircraft and pilots.
On the third successive day of heavy air attacks, the fighter aircraft from Exeter were needed further east for the defence of Portsmouth, and claimed three more raiders; but at the cost of yet another two pilots, one from each squadron.

Sunday 25th August produced another hectic day, as Exeter squadrons joined others from Warmwell, Middle Wallop and Tangmere to counter another attack on Portland. 87 Sqn claimed four enemy planes but another three Hurricanes and pilots were lost, one from 87 Sqn and two from 213.

Polish Squadrons at RAF Exeter 1941-43
On 21 September 1940, during the Battle of Britain, the first Polish pilot to be killed flying from Exeter was a member of No. 601 Squadron, F/O J Topolnicki. He was one of 143 Polish pilots who flew in the battle, either as members of RAF squadrons, or in the two Polish fighter squadrons formed, Nos. 302 and 303.
Further Polish squadrons were to be formed in the war and on 26 April 1941, No. 307 Squadron, equipped with Boulton Paul Defiants, arrived at RAF Exeter from Colerne near Bath. These aircraft were fitted with a gun turret and required a crew of two. The squadron was to operate in a nightfighter role. During August, the Defiants were replaced by twin-engined Beaufighter Mk IIFs, which by the end of 1941 had been upgraded to the faster Mk VI.
In the weeks preceding the arrival of No. 307 Squadron, the city of Exeter had been bombed by the Luftwaffe on at least four occasions, causing much death and destruction. RAF Exeter had suffered too and as a result of this half of No. 307 Squadron’s strength, along with half of the Hurricanes of No. 504 Squadron, were dispersed to RAF Churchstanton (later called Culmhead) on the 9th June. This was a new, but not fully completed, airfield on the Blackdown Hills situated on the Somerset/Devon border.
On 6 August 1941, No. 307 Squadron was joined at Exeter by another Polish squadron, No. 317, equipped with Hurricane Mk IIs; but these were to be replaced by Spitfire Mk Vs during early December. At the end of March 1942, No. 317 relocated to Northolt, but during its short time at Exeter had managed to destroy at least twelve enemy aircraft for the loss of four pilots killed.
No. 307 Squadron remained at Exeter until April 1943, having had their Beaufighters replaced with Mosquito Mk IIFs in the interim. During their time at Exeter, No. 307 lost 19 aircrew, but had succeeded in destroying many attacking enemy aircraft, as well as disrupting numerous raids by the Luftwaffe. Nineteen Polish airmen now lie buried in Exeter’s High Cemetery alongside the citizens who were killed in the blitz on the city.

The Poles of the two squadrons became well known in the locality: they had a reputation for being fearless and always wanting to be in the thick of the action. By the end of the war, the Polish Air Force flying from these shores had grown in number to no fewer than four bomber and ten fighter squadrons.
As a result of the agreements made at the Yalta Conference, Poland fell under the domination of Stalin’s Soviet Russia. As a result, there would be no triumphant return to a liberated Poland by these squadrons and by the end of January 1947 they had been disbanded. The majority of the personnel from these squadrons, together with 150,000 Polish soldiers and seamen who had also served under overall British command in World War Two, chose a life of exile, mostly electing to stay in the United Kingdom.
Other nationalities at RAF Exeter.

The Czech 310 Squadron were operating out of RAF Exeter in 1942 together with two other Czech squadrons from other West Country stations.  These three Czech Squadrons had taken over the role of the Polish day Fighter Wing from May 1942 until June 1943 continuing convoy patrols and sorties over France plus hit and run attacks on German fighter bombers. These activities were coordinated from the Wing HQ at RAF Exeter.
Despite extensive efforts at camouflage, including painting the runways, Exeter attracted the Luftwaffe on a number of occasions during the early years of the conflict and a few of the administrative and technical buildings were destroyed.

It continued as an important base throughout the War and saw both fighters and bombers.

Walruses of an RAF air-sea rescue flight were the next tenants and these were joined by a glider training unit early in 1945.

USAAF use

RAF Exeter was also used by the United States Army Air Force (USAAF) Ninth Air Force as a D-Day troop transport base from April 1944. Douglas Dakotas dropped paratroops near Carentan to land on the Normandy Beachhead. 

Once landing facilities had been secured in France the USAAF used Exeter to transport troops and supplies and for the evacuation of wounded soldiers and continued to use the base until 13th September. 

Postwar use

Post-war, Exeter was reclaimed by Fighter Command and a French Supermarine Spitfire squadron, No. 329, which came and stayed until November 1945. Meteors and Mosquitos made a brief appearance the following spring.

No. 691 Squadron's target-towing Vultee A-31 Vengeances, which had been present for more than a year, proved to be the last RAF flying unit of the Second World War period based at Exeter.

When No. 691 Squadron departed in the summer of 1946, the station was made available for civil use, being officially transferred to the Ministry of Civil Aviation on 1 January 1947 although there was still some reserve RAF activity until the 1950s. Scheduled services to the Channel Islands began in 1952 and charter flights to various locations followed. A new terminal building was opened in the early 1980s and various other improvements, including a runway extension, were carried out over following years to establish Exeter as an important airport in the West Country.
RAF Exeter and the George and Dragon at Clyst St George
	

	During the war years the George and Dragon at Clyst St George was frequented by 

numerous servicemen and women from many branches of the armed forces encamped in 

the region, including members of air squadrons based at RAF Exeter. They left a record
of their happy and often sad times behind them by signing their names on the pub ceiling.

Before the 1970s, if you visited the pub and turned your eyes upwards you would have 
seen that the entire ceiling in the lounge bar was covered with signatures.

Subsequently the Inn underwent refurbishment and the ceiling panels were removed. 
They were rescued by a member of a local company and kept in storage until relocated 
to a new home at the Royal Air Forces Association’s premises in Exmouth. The committee 
carefully cleaned, preserved and displayed them at the RAFA Exmouth branch for a time, 
finally removing them once again to storage where they have been ever since.

A website has been compiled as a tribute to those wartime personnel and as a thank
you to the RAFA of Exmouth for preserving the memories and for all the hard work 
that the Association does today for service men and women.
All that remains now are their ghostly sketches and signatures on the crumbling lounge 
bar ceiling panels. The ceiling itself has long since been removed during refurbishments 
and is now preserved in storage where it will remain as long as it survives.
Please enter the RAF Exeter Archive website and view the signatures and names 
of these brave men and women.  http://www.rafexeterarchive.org.uk/


