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Buta rarer distinction awaited Pring :his photograph was chosen to appear on an Air Force 
recruiting poster targeted atIndians.The choice appeared to have been dictated in partby 
the happy rhyming ofPring with Singh,for the poster featured Pring and the Indian Air Force 
pilotF/OHarjinder Singh.The textofthe 'Pring and Singh' poster began -

This is PRING

The Flight Sergeant who shoots them down quickly.  Acool nerve, a clear brain, 
and unlimited  'guts',that's whatittakes to make an ace pilotlike Pring.----”

This was followed by a matching piece beginning     “and this is SINGH….”

In February 1943 176 Squadron moved from Dum Dum to Baigachi,a newly-constructed 
airstrip some 25 miles North EastofCalcutta,where they were honored by a visitfrom the 
Governor ofBengal – a film ofthe visitis preserved in the Imperial War Museum [ID:MWY5]. 
The men lived in Baigachi camp,two miles away from the field.Life was uncomfortable. 
There was no electricity. The heatand humidity made people suffer.Men were laid low by 
malaria,dysentery and snake-bites. The single,unfenced runway was litby portable kerosene 
flares,and atnightthe 'cow patrol' truck had to race down the strip to chase wandering cows 
away and setup the flares before aircraftcould operate.Despite these precautions two 
aircraftwere written offafter colliding with cows – luckily the crews were unharmed.The cows 
were less fortunate.(9)(11)(13)
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Beaufighter 6Fs of 176 Squadron being readied for night standby at Baigachi,
early 1943. Pring sometimes flew X7682’A’ on the right.

[Photo P.G. Hill courtesy Andy Thomas]

Keeping radar sets working in the high humidity was a struggle – a setcould go unserviceable 
between the morning's Daily Inspection and the afternoon's NightFlying Test. The dark paint 
scheme of the aircraft (non-reflective jungle-green camouflage above,  black underside) 
soaked up heatlike a sponge,so ground crew began work very early in order to finish before 
metal parts became too hotto touch.Noon temperature in the observer's compartmentofa 
Beaufighter was once measured at140 degrees Fahrenheit(54 degrees Celsius)!(11)

There is an anecdote aboutPring dating from around this time.Apparently he wentafter a 
'bogey'and forced itdown.Itwas an American bomber with it's IFF(Identification Friend or 
Foe) switched off.This probably happened on 17 th March 1943 when GCI Deganga 
reported interception of a X-raid that turned out to be a ‘friendly’. Anyway,the
American bomber crew thoughtbeing forced down by the famous Maurice Pring was a great
joke and asked him to join them for a convivial get-together,which he did.American aircraft
often failed to respond to IFFinterrogation,and this led to the tragic shooting down ofa B29 
by a 89 Sqn Beaufighter near Chittagong on 20th Dec.1944.(11)
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CHAPTER FOUR

A PASSAGETO INDIA - AND A MINOR MYSTERY

245 and 247 Squadrons converted fully to Typhoons in January 1943,giving up their unloved 
Calcutta Hurricanes.Once the decision was taken to ship these aircraftto India,ifthe usual 
practice  was  followed, they would have  gone  to  No. 5 Maintenance Unit at Kemble in 
Gloucestershire for total airframe overhaul and fitting ofzero-timed engines,and then to 52
Maintenance UnitatCardifffor packing for shipmentin big wooden crates.The entire process 
took time:R4118,now gloriously airborne again,took nine months to reach Bombay from 
Kemble in 1943-44.(47)

In contrastthe Calcutta Hurricanes took four months or less,for by May 1943 or earlier the 
crated Hurricanes had arrived at320 Maintenance UnitBase Repair Depot,Drigh Road, 
Karachi,where no one knew whatwas to be done with them.Among them was HV710,a 247
Squadron veteran.Around the same time No.1 Squadron, Indian Air Force (itbecame Royal 
only in 1946) was moving to Risalpur in the North-WestFrontier Province after briefstints at 
RAFBairagarh (Bhopal) and RAFChharra (Aligarh,UP).No.1 IAFwas atthattime 
commanded by Sqn.Ldr.S.N.Goyal,and mounted on somewhatworn Hurricane Mark Is 
and IIBs.(14)(18)

Air Britain's records for HV710 show 3,247 and 1 IAFas operators ofthis particular aircraft, 
which was struck offcharge on July 5,1945.Now,why would   No.1 Squadron IAF,a day 
fighter unit,be handed over a night-fighter Hurricane? The noting aboutHV710 going to 1
IAFis wrong,possibly data relating to some other aircraftstuck onto HV710. Additional proof
ofthis mix-up is thatHV710,which was destroyed on 5th December 1943,is shown as being 
struck offcharge on 5 July 1945!(21)

The pilots for the Calcutta Hurricanes had meanwhile arrived in India,and were ata loose end
in the absence oftheir mounts;among them was FlightLieutenantDerek Brocklehurst, who
had been transferred from 247 Squadron to 176.F/OBlondal,the AIMark 6 expert,also 
landed up at176,and became the well-loved Radar Officer 'Blondie' in charge ofthe 
squadron's radar unit.The missing Hurricanes were finally traced to Karachi in May 1943,and 
erected at320 MU.Flt.Lt.Brocklehurstcarried outtestflights at320 MU,and recorded the 
serial numbers ofthe aircrafthe flew there as :

HV709 ,HV710 ,HV979,HW415,HW426 ,HW432,HW435,HW485,HW541

He flew two more ofthese Hurricanes,KX359 and KX754,atBaigachi.Thatmade a total
of11 aircraft.Which was the twelfth one?(11)(14)(18)

Fighter Squadrons ofthe RAFand their Aircraft by John D.R.Rawlings [Macdonald's,1968, 
revised edition1976]has the serial no. HW341/'O' for a Hurri II C (NF) serving in 176 
Squadron. But HW341 was part of a block of numbers never allotted!
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Andy Thomas's article on 176 Squadron [ Aviation News,30 Oct.-12 Nov.1987]gives the 
twelfth aircraftas HW431/'O'– but this was a Hurricane IIB,not a IIC,andservedonly in
1564 (Met) Flight inLibya! (14)

In Edward Bishop's Hurricane,Volume 93 [Smithsonian Institution Press,1990],p.137,I 
found HW415 (“O”) given as a 'tropical NFMark IIC' serving in 11/43 with No.176(F) 
Squadron,Baigachi':'O', thathardy perennial,appears again,butatleastthis time it's 
attached to an actual 176 machine!Baffled,I re-read everything,and found a postwhich 
mentioned KX765.Malcolm Barrass kindly checked itout,and found it was anaircraft that 
went toRussia – but KX764 went to 176 Squadron !So the mystery ofthe twelfth aircraft
was solved atlast!(21)

By 24th June 1943 all twelve Calcutta Hurricanes had ‘found their way home’ and had joined
176 atBaigachi as the Hurricane Flight.The squadron had a new COby then,Wg.Cdr.H.C.
Goddard,'Tony'O'Neill having been invalided home in May with jaundice.The Beaufighter
Flight( AFlight) was commanded by Sqn.Ldr.Nottage,and Fl t. L t. Derek  Brocklehurst,
described as 'a pleasantand cheerful person''built like a football player' commanded the  
Hurricane Flight( B Flight).(3)(11)(14)

The Hurricane aircraftwere assigned squadron letters,some ofwhich are known: 

HV709/'L', HV979/'M', HW435/'N',HW415/'O',KX359/'Q', HV710/'S'

KX754 also is given as 'N'.ButNorman Franks in Spitfires over the Arakan [William
Kimber,1988]identifies HW435 as being N on 5th December 1943.(18)

Perhaps to compensate for the performance penalty imposed by the weightofthe radar set 
and the drag ofthe aerials,these aircraftwere notfitted with tropical air filters which created 
high drag.In addition 176 stripped them ofarmour to lighten them.They wore RAF A.1 
roundels rather than SEAC ones,and were probably painted like the 176 Beaufighters,matte 
green/brown camouflage above and matte black below.Pring,a naturally 'keen type',learntto 
fly the Hurricane,although as a Beaufighter pilothe need nothave done so:as he had flown 
Defiants earlier with 125 Squadron itwould nothave been difficult.(20)(29)(11)

The hope ofthe Air Ministry in London thatthe Calcutta Hurricanes would prove their worth 
againstthe relatively slower Japanese aircraftin the more benign weather conditions ofsunny 
Bengal proved illusory.The bombers kepttheir distance,and the Hurricanes saw no action.

Pring's promotion to Flying Officer came through on 21stJuly 1943.In Augustthe Beaufighter
1Fs of176 were replaced by 6Fs .176 sentdetachments to Madras and Ratmalana in Ceylon 
to offer protection againstraids,and a Beaufighter from Ratmalana flown by Flt.Sgt. L. 
Atkinson and Flt.Sgt. W.Simpson scored the nextvictory for 176,shooting down a Mavis 
flying boatcoming from the Andamans on 11th October 1943 after a long chase. The nextday
'Bluey' Halbeard belly-landed a AI Hurricane atBaigachi after losing a wheel.(15)(7)(9)(11)
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Rare photo showing Calcutta Hurricanes of 176 Squadron atBaigachi,circa May
1943.RAF roundels visible.Panels covering radar equipment have been taken off 
in the aircraft in front.

[Photo J AO'Neill courtesy Andy Thomas].
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CHAPTER FIVE

DAYLIGHTOVER CALCUTTA : SUNDAY,DECEMBER 5,1943

In August1943 fighter Spitfires arrived atlastin India (photo-recce Spitfire Mark IVs ofNo.3
PRU Flight(Calcutta) /681 Squadron had been operating from Dum Dum since October
1942). These were only Mark 5Cs,butwere still welcome as they could interceptand destroy 
the Mitsubishi Ki-46 'Dinah'recce aircraftwhich had hitherto generally flown too high and too 
fastto be caughtby the Hurricanes.607 and 615 Squadrons gave up their Hurricanes and 
converted to Spitfires,followed by 136.From October onwards these units began moving 
forward from Calcutta to the Chittagong - Ramu area - 136 was the lastto go on December
1,flying from Baigachi to the 'Lyons'strip atRamu - to assistin operations over the Arakan 
and provide a forward defensive screen against Japanese air incursions. Pilots of
152(Hyderabad) Squadron arrived atBaigachi in November 1943,butwithoutaircraft– their
Spitfire VIIIs were yetto arrive.(24)(45)(2)(27)(30)(43)(49)

The Spitfire defensive screen tactic appeared to succeed,butthe wily Japanese were not 
quite done with Calcutta yet.They planned the nextraid well.

Dinahs had been watching the supply buildup through Calcutta portfor the Burma fronts – the 
second Arakan offensive started on Nov.30.5th Air Division (Hikodan),the apex IJAAF 
formation in Burma,had been planning since October for a daylightstrike atthe congested 
Calcutta docks to disruptthe flow. They calculated correctly thatthe forward movementof 
fighter squadrons was at the expense of Calcutta's fighter cover.  The operation was 
rehearsed in Malaya.To add weightto the blow,they gotthe IJNAFto join them.Nine 
Mitsubishi G4M 'Betty'  bombers of the 705th Kokutai flew in from Padang in Sumatra.  
The Zeroes of331st Kokutai,normally stationed atSabang in Sumatra to protectthe
refineries ofPalembang,flew under the command ofLt.Cdr.Hideki Shingo from Sabang
to Tavoy on the 3rd,and to Magwe in Central Burma on the 4th to join the raid,fixed for 5th 
December.(30)(40)(43)(44)(16)(24)(50)

With Spitfires gone to Arakan,Operations had asked 176 if the unemployed Calcutta
Hurricanes could interceptthe fast,high-flying Ki-46 Dinahs which had been coming over. To
enable the aircraftto climb high enough and fly fastenough to do so,they were stripped of
armour and radar to lighten them. They began their ‘Dinah’ readiness from 0500 on the 4 th

December. The 176 Squadron ORB wished them ‘Happy Hunting’.(9b) (11)(25)(27)(44)

In the morning ofSunday,December 5 th,two Beaufighters of176 scrambled at 0618 hours 
after a Dinah which flew outofrange (9)(24)(48)(50)

The clear,sunny day promised to be peaceful – until warning came in ofa large raid. The 
Japanese had launched their strike from Magwe and Allanmyo,and for the firstand only time
in their bombing campaign againstCalcutta,they were coming in daylightand in real strength.
In the IJAAFfirstwave were 18 Ki-21 Sallys (9 each from the 12th and 98th Sentai)
protected by no less than 74 Oscars – 20 from the 33rd Sentai,and 27 each from the 50th 
and 64th Sentai.20 Oscars from the 204th Sentai at Akyab covered the take-offand
withdrawal.The IJAAF raid was to fly a dog-leg course to reach a point due East of Calcutta 
before turning for the city.In the IJNAFsecond wave,which setout20 minutes later,9
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Mitsubishi G4M 'Betty' bombers ofthe 705th Kokutai were escorted by 27 Navy Zeroes from
the 331stKokutai.They were to fly straight to a point due South of Calcutta before turning for 
the city.(9)(24)(48)(25)(26)(29)(50)

The story ofthis raid has been told in detail by air historians like Christopher Shores [ Air War 
For Burma]and Norman Franks [ Spitfires over the Arakan].The Japanese had two
Dinahs drop 'chaff'to confuse the Allied radar,and other Dinahs feinted towards Silchar.
Meanwhile, using their inherentlong range ability and carrying drop tanks,the Japanese main 
force flew from Magwe far outinto the Bay ofBengal.(18)(24)(43)(50)

The raid was firstdetected at0930 and interpreted as aimed towards the Chittagong area. 
The earliestto scramble were eleven Hurricanes of258 Squadron led by Flt.Lt.Arthur Brown 
(27) from Dohazari (SWofChittagong),and ten Spitfires of136 Squadron from the 'Lyons' 
strip atRamu.258 intercepted,and W/OP.I.Hickes claimed to have seta Sally on fire. 
Brown,whose aircraftseemed to be flying oddly,was heard to say he was attacking,butthen 
wentmissing.Japanese sources confirm the loss ofa 98 th  Sentai 'Sally'flown by 2 nd Lt.K. 
Nishimori in this attack.(24)(27)(32)

136 Squadron turned back due to shortage offuel after gaining visual contactwith the distant 
enemy formation.Flt.Lt. Eric 'Bojo'Brown of136,who missed the recall signal due to a radio 
malfunction,flew on and was the only Spitfire pilotto attack,claiming a Sally:the bomber was 
damaged butnotshotdown.On the way back he ran outoffuel and had to crash-land on 
Sandwip Island.(24)(27)

27 Spitfires scrambled by  607 and 615 squadrons and 17 Hurricanes by 60 and 261 
squadrons from   bases in the Chittagong - Cox's Bazar - Ramu area failed to find the 
Japanese.Now itbecame clear thatthe raiders were heading for Calcutta,and there was 
nothing to stop them except 67 and 146 squadrons,and the depleted Hurricane flightof176.
Maj.Gen.Kirby feels this situation came aboutbecause ofthe failure of the controllers to
position the RAF's considerable fighter strength properly :perhaps he fails to do justice to the 
skilful planning ofthe raid by the Japanese.(24)(25)(27)(32)(43)

AugustHansen,a Dane who served in Calcutta as a Customs Officer atthe time,recounts a 
story that was widely believed, that the Japanese were aided by spies who kept  them 
informed of the state ofthe city's fighter defences:in his version a man who claimed to be 
halfChinese and worked atthe Wireless Telegraphy departmentofFort William was later 
caughtand found to have been surreptitiously sending messages to the enemy.He was stood 
up againsta wall and shot. Whatis indubitably true is thatthe Japanese raid took place 
precisely when the fighter cover over Calcutta was atit's lowestebb.(1)

Four Hurricanes flown by Flt.Lt.Derek Brocklehurst, Flying Officer A.M.O. ‘Maurice’ Pring, 
Pilot Officer Andy Whyte of Canada and Warrant Officer E.R.’Curly’ Harris wentup around
1030.Maurice Pring,who was really a Beaufighter pilot and aboutto go on home leave,
had pleaded to be allowed to join for a lasttrip in a Hurricane,and the squadron CO, 
W/Cdr.Goddard,had in the end reluctantly agreed to lethim go.Carl Morgan says Goddard's
parting words to Pring were “Very well Pring,be iton your own head”.Instead of being 
sent after the first wave, they were recalled at 1100 and landed back around 1123.The 
reason for recall is notexplicitly stated,butitis a reasonable guess thatin view of the size 
and strength ofthe raid,the risk of committing night-fighter pilots flying converted night-fighters
was considered unacceptably great.(9b)(13)(24)(25)
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Scrambled ataround 1050,the newly-arrived 67 Squadron led by Sqn.Ldr. T.C.Parker took 
offfrom Alipore in 12 ex-Middle EastHurricane IIBs. Four aircraft returned due to engine 
trouble,and the  rema in ing 8  joined up with the  9 com ing  from 146 Sqn.atBaigachi.   
They intercepted the IJAAFfirstwave at 26000’ roughly 30 miles Eastof Calcutta and
tried to getatthe Sallys,butcould notpenetrate the fighter screen.Flt.Sgt. Albert
Corston,a Canadian pilotin the four-plane lead section of67,had ducked down in his cockpit
to try to gethis radio headsetworking :when he raised his head and looked around he
found whathe thoughtwere a pair ofZeroes (they were Oscars) on his tail!He saved himself
by a steep dive,pulled outlow as his glycol spewed outand his engine ran rough, and
pancaked in a paddy-field.So did Corston's section leader P/OS.M.Wilson.Another pilot
ofhis section,22 year old P/OAubrey Fraser Bond RCAFofToronto flying LB569 'K',was
shot down and killed.Oscar pilots loved the accuracy oftheir nose machine-guns and used
them to shootup the unprotected coolantsystems oftheir enemies.(24)(43)(44)(25)(42)(50)

146 Squadron gotbounced by Oscars and lostone Hurricane :Flt.Lt.R.Evans,RAAF,baled 
outofHV983 after his engine was shotup by a pair ofOscars.F/O A.B.Summers,RCAF, 
escaped by diving after sustaining damage,and W/OF.M.Horne,RCAF,crash-landed
HL802 atTaki.Between them 67 and 146 claimed one Oscar  shot  down (by the New 
Zealander F/OGordon Williams of67),and four enemy aircraftdamaged.Japanese sources 
do notconfirm Williams's victory claim.(24)(25)(26)(28)(50)

33 Sentai Oscar pilot First Lieutenant  Tameyoshi Kuroki, a 16-victory ace, claimed a 
Hurricane,butwas so severely damaged thathe contemplated a suicide dive;ultimately he 
did gethome.Another victory was claimed by Capt.Koki Kawamoto ofthe 50 th Sentai.33 rd 

and 64th Sentai pilots claimed  eightHurricanes destroyed and two probables.(24)(26)

[The raid had an interesting aftermath for 67 Squadron.On Monday the Calcutta papers were 
scathing :'Where was the RAF? Were they having the day off?'Incensed by whatthey saw 
as unmerited criticism,67 decided to teach Calcutta's gin-drinking 'boxwallahs'a lesson. 
There was an importantrace atthe Calcutta Race Course nextweekend,and as itgot 
underway Hurricanes from 67 proceeded to do a thorough low-level 'beatup'. The horses 
scattered,the race finished in the slowesttime on record,and carping comments ceased .]
(32)

As 176's Hurricanes refuelled at Baigachi, there was another raid warning: the IJNAF second 
wave was coming in 45 minutes after the first wave, and they had achieved tactical surprise. 
The IJNAF formation flew a differentcourse from that of the IJAAF: while the IJAAF raid 
had flown a shorter course to approach Calcutta from the East, the IJNAF flew a longer 
course so that they could hit Calcutta directly from the South, which explains why the time gap 
between them had increased from 20 to 45 minutes – the cruising speeds of Sallys and Bettys 
were very similar. Ed Morgan, posted at the Diamond Habour 'Chain Overseas Low' radar 
station AMES 544, remembers that when the 50+ radar echo was initially detected at the 
maximum range of about 100 miles and reported to the Filter Room at Calcutta, the latter at 
first took it to be a formation of American bombers with their IFF switched off(a regular 
occurrence). As the blip closed in Morgan stepped out of the radar hut to see eight Bettys 
going past overhead towards Calcutta! He is positive he saw eight – he said it looked like an 
aircraft was missing from one of the vics. He also watched the same eight coming back a little 
later after dropping their bombs on the Calcutta docks.The after-action report of the Landing 
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Craft Repair Ship USS Achelous (ARL 1), moored at King George Docks, Kidderpore states 
eight bombers were sighted at 1227, and they were not subjected to anti-aircraft fire from 
shore guns!It seems one Betty had dropped out.(11)(24)(25)(50)

67 and 146 Squadrons,heavily engaged by the firstwave,had shottheir bolt. Only 176 was
left,and in desperation Operations committed them,Beaufighters,Hurricanes and all.
(9)(24)(25)(29)(44)(50)

Four 176 Beaufighters led by Flt.Lt.Peter Hill took offaround 1130.As they climbed slowly 
to interceptthe Beau crews like Peter Lee could hear various aircraftin trouble,obviously the 
Hurricanes engaging the IJAAFraid.Operations,realizing belatedly thatthe Beaufighters 
were notable to climb higher than 21000 feet,mercifully recalled them before they became 
sitting ducks for the Japanese fighters.(9)(29)(50)

Five Hurricanes scrambled ten minutes later,  around 1140.  Brocklehurst  led in 
Hurricane HV979 'M',followed by redheaded 21 year-old Flt.Lt. G.R. 'Bluey' Halbeard from 
Wolverhampton in HW435 'N',P/OWhyte in HV710 'S',W/OHarris in KX359 'Q'and F/O
Pring in HV709 'L'. (11)(13)(14)(25)(31)(29)

Remembering whatOperations had asked them to do,Brocklehurst,Pring and the others
were initially under the impression thatthey were going after a lone Dinah coming over for 
post-raid recce.They were tragically wrong.GCIvectored the Hurricanes onto the IJNAF
Bettys ‘about 50 miles South-East of Calcutta’,and gave them no warning aboutthe
presence offighters high above the bombers.As they dived from about 20000'atthe Bettys
at18000' they were bounced by the Zeroes ofthe 331 st  Kokutai,a thousand feetabove 
them and coming outofthe sun.(9b)(25)(17)(50)

Raked by 20mm cannon and 7.7 mm machine guns,Pring,Halbeard and Whyte wentdown. 
Pring’s aircraftwas seen to fall in flames with no sign ofa chute and Halbeard disappeared. 
Brocklehurst wentinto a spin trying to out-turn the Zero which had shothim up, recovered at
low altitude,and limped back to Baigachi,buthis aircraftwas a write-off.Only ‘Curly’ 
Harris,who had dived away,escaped unscathed.Itwas bloody shambles once more. 
(9b)(11)(13)(17)(25)(29)

331st Kokutai claimed six victories,and were awarded four confirmed victories and two 
probables,all fighters.Ofthese WarrantOfficer Sadaaki Akamatsu ,a very colorful
character who finished the war as Lt.(junior grade) with 27 victories and boasted of'250
victories when sober and 350 when drunk',alone claimed four victories over Calcutta on this
day.He was prone to overclaiming,buthe was also an amazingly skilful pilotwho flew 6000+
hours in fighters and came through the war unscathed.Itis certain thathe savaged the 
hapless Hurricanes of176 on this day.Akamatsu was looked up to by his junior squadron-
mates,and itis possible thathis wingmen stood by while he made the firing passes.Ensign
Masao Taniguchi (final total 14 kills) flew in this raid,and WarrantOfficer Hiroshi Okano (final
tally 19 victories) may also have done so,butIdo notknow ifeither ofthem made any
claims.(37)(40)

Spitfire VIIIs ofNo.81 Squadron,an unittransferred to India from the Middle East,
apparently flew in from Delhi and landed atDum Dum around midday,buttheir COrefused to
scramble stating his pilots were tired and in no fitstate to undertake air combat.(17)



42

No.79 Squadron equipped with Hurricane II Cs based at Alipore was preparing to move to 
Chittagong and were not available nor at readiness . They were not sent up for the first raid, 
but scrambled at 1215, probably to save them from being bombed on the ground. Their 12 
aircraftwere ordered to orbit at 25000’ and then told to land, which they did at 1305. Shores
merely mentions that79 scrambled late and ‘did notengage’, an obscure way to convey the 
fact that 79 were not instructed to do so. The ORB of HQ 221 Group makes this abundantly 
clear when itsays “79 Squadron were not available owing to their move to another 
area”. However, this begs the question why 79 could not be made combat-ready in the 
2+ hours between the detection of Calcutta being the target and the arrival overhead of 
the IJNAF raid, since their aircraft were airworthy enough for a sauve qui peut scramble.
(9)(24)(48)(50)

Eight Hurricanes from 67 were scrambled again from Alipore at 1220 (1230?) after 
refueling and rearming, but by thattime the IJNAFraid was practically overhead. One 
aircraft turned back due to oxygen trouble and the remaining seven embarked on a tail 
chase as the raiders bombed and turned East for home at 220 mph. About 140 miles 
East of Calcutta 67 gave up ‘when one mile behind (enemy aircraft)’ as they were running 
out of fuel.A wise decision in hindsight as they were chasing Zeroes! (9)(50)

People gotup on their roofs to watch the Japanese fighters puton an astonishing display of 
aerobatics to drive home their unchallenged air superiority and demoralize the populace. The 
Sallys dropped 5x100 kilo HEbombs each on the King George V docks at1147,and the 
Bettys at1232.The total weightofbombs delivered was only about12 or 13 tonnes. If we 
compare this to the 5 tonne bombload ofa Main Force Lancaster area-bombing Germany,it 
would appear thatthe Japanese 'punch' was ridiculously lightgiven the effortinvolved.
(38)(24)

Although officially  damage was described as 'light', Eastern Air Command confidentially 
conceded thatthe accurate bombing had inflicted 'considerable damage'.3 merchantmen and
1 Naval vessel were hitand 15 barges seton fire.Fires in the dockside sheds were quickly 
broughtunder control,though notbefore two sheds were gutted.(1)(24)(26)(30)(36)(16)

The official figures ofaround 500 civilian casualties (over one-third   killed),and 14 military 
ones (1 fatal) understated the real civilian death toll,estimated to be around 350. The high 
number ofcasualties was blamed in parton non-observance of Air Raid Precautions.There 
was some exodus from the city,butnothing on the scale seen a year earlier. The volume of 
cargo handled by the portdropped sharply for some weeks as more than 10000 ofthe daily 
work-force of15000 dock labourers stayed away.(1)(36)(16)(46)

The RAF initially thought only IJAAF fighters had come over – the  ORBs of 176 and HQ 221 
Group mentioned only Army O.1s (Oscars).Only when they found the drop tanks jettisoned by 
Zeros did they realize what the pilots of 176 had come up against.(9b)(24)(50)

176 Squadron reacted to the tragedy thathad overtaken their pilots with sadness mixed with 
anger :the Canadian radar technician Bob Matheson spoke for many when he said he was
'very critical ofthe decision to send nightfighter pilots in Hurricanes outto oppose Zeros.' 
W/Cdr.Goddard was deeply grieved atthe loss ofHalbeard and Pring.(11)(13)(29)
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Itis necessary for the sake of completeness to analyse the reasons for the debacle that 
overtook the AIHurricanes.First there is the mystery about the lack of fighter warning by the 
Controller.Given their experience in the IJAAF raid and the 50+ blip size detected by C.O.L. 
Diamond Harbour, it should have been apparent that a large fighter escort was present, and 
the Hurricanes should have been warned.Unfortunately the entry for 5 th December 1943 in the 
ORB of GCI Jaynagar [AMES 851] is singularly, almost suspiciously uninformative:

R/T tes ts  car r ied  ou t, p lo tted  on  “X”  ra id . Hos ti le  ra ids  p lo tted  and  
in te rcep ted .

Numbers were againstthe 176 pilots,and altitude.Atmidday in December the Southern 
declination ofthe sun automatically placed 331 Kokutai,coming from the South ata higher 
altitude,up sun to the Hurricanes of176 climbing towards them from the North.The Zero was
the better dogfighter. The only escape for the AI Hurricanes lay in spotting the Zeroes early
and diving steeply. The Hurricane dived better than the lighter-builtZero,which suffered 
control stiffness athigh speed and could pull less Gs.

Why did they notsee the Zeroes? Ithink this was because ofa combination offactors. The 
initial assumption that they  were after a Dinah left the pilots mentally  unprepared for 
desperate combat– Pring wentfor a 'joyride'.GCI's failure to warn them aboutthe presence 
ofenemy fighters contributed to their lack ofwariness aboutthe 'Hun in the sun',though they 
already knew thatOscars had come in the firstwave. But the crucial thing that sealed their 
fate was a mismatch ofskill.

Bob Matheson was rightwhen he laid the blame atthe door ofthose who decided to commit 
night-fighters and their pilots to a daylightbattle. A night-fighter pilotneeds good nightvision 
and spatial orientation and skill in nightflying and instrumentflying.He operates alone and 
musthave the temperamentto fly long patrols.He follows the GCI vectors unquestioningly, 
unlike day fighter pilots trained in the hard school of the Battle of Britain who learned to 
disregard vectors, climb for altitude advantage,and follow a flight path that would bring 
them to a point above and preferably up-sun to the enemy. The night-fighter pilotis the 
hunter, never the hunted, and he does notinstinctively check above,behind and below him 
constantly by waggling his wings,peer into the sun,avoid flying straightand level for long,
and cover his wingman's six - key requirements for day fighter pilots.Willing and brave 
though they were,the pilots of176 simply did nothave the skills they needed for fighter-vs-
fighter combatin daylightagainst well-flown Zeroes.
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Mitsubishi A6M3  Model 22 'Zero' with drop tank, 1943.    (Wikipedia)

Japanese Navy ace Sadaaki Akamatsu
(Wikipedia)
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CHAPTER SIX

AFTERMATH

An air search on the 5 th December by the Bisley flown by W/Cdr. Goddard and a couple of 
Beaufighters of 176 found no trace of the missing aircraft. On the 6th a pair of Beaufighters 
and a pair of Hurricanes again conducted air searches, but all that was found was a crashed 
Hurricane from 67 Squadron near Port Canning.But good news  came that day : Andy Whyte 
was safe and unharmed, and having made his way to Calcutta was celebrating his escape at 
Firpo’s. He had crash-landed his shot-up Hurricane South-Eastof PALPUR, which is about 
10 miles South-East of Port Canning and about 6 miles North of Gosaba, and made his 
way to Calcutta.(9)(13)(29)

A ground search party went out on the 8 th to the area where Pring and Halbeard were thought 
to have gone down.It was not until the 10 th that Pring's burnt-out machine was located in tall 
grass in the SANDESHKHALIarea beside the Bidyadhari river,about 13 miles East with 
a touch of North of Port Canning. He had succeeded in crashlanding  his burning aircraft 
despite being badly burned about the face, and had managed to get out and crawl away 
before he died. Halbeard’s crash site was also foundin the SANDESHKHALI area, not far 
from Pring’s, but the aircraft had dived deep into marshy ground and it proved impossible to
recover his body.(9)(13)

Maurice Pring's body was brought back to Baigachi, and laid to rest on Saturday, December
11th in the Bhowanipore Cemetery according to the ORBof 176 Squadron (elsewhere the 
date is given as Sunday 12 th December). He rests in Grave no. 113, Plot L. At Berkhamsted  
he is commemorated in the town's WW2 Roll of Honour in front of the Church of St. Peter on 
High Street,and the Roll of Honour of Berkhamsted School on the wall of the school chapel. 
(9b)(10)(13)

Near Pring in the Bhowanipore cemetery lies Aubrey Bond. Arthur Brown and Geoffrey 
Halbeard have no resting place :their names appear on the Singapore War Memorial ,where 
all missing aircrew ofSouth EastAsia are commemorated.(31)(42)

Calcutta grieved for it's dead and wounded,among them it's fallen hero,the 22 year old 
Englishman it had taken to it's heart. No one mourned Pring more sincerely  than the 
thousands ofchildren and teenagers who had idolized him.We are privileged to hear three 
voices outofthe pastspeak ofMaurice Pring,and whathe meantto them.

During those many regular air-raids we usually listened to All-India Radio.The reception was 
notas good as commentary was frequently interrupted by pops,shrieks and whistles caused 
by atmospherics.Our hero was an Indian Air Force Hurricane pilotby the name ofPring.He 
was Squadron Leader who,nightafter night,shotdown Zeroes in fierce combat.We used to 
listen to his exploits with bated breath;we became an integral partofthis man who was up 
there fighting our battles for us.Itwas rather like listening to a soccer match in the sky.We 
reacted to his every valiantmove and kill with rapturous joy.

He became the focal pointofa Zero attack in the early hours ofone morning. As we satin 
the flickering glare ofa lamp,we stared atone another in utter disbelief– through the static 
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came the unmistakable whining ofPring's death dive - the end ofour friend. There was a 
silence thatseemed to lastfor an eternity.We all cried unashamedly. The poignantwail ofthe 
all-clear broke the unnerving quiet,it's initial bellows slowly becoming a series ofmuffled 
moans.”
RonM.Walker , 'My Wartime Childhood in Calcutta,India' ,BBC:WW2 Peoples War:Article 
ID A2780534 recorded in October 2006.

[CopyrightNotice :Reproduced under 'fair dealing'terms for a Non-commercial educational
research project. The copyrightremains with the original submitter/author ]

Forgetthe errors and impossibilities and appreciate the impactPring had on the mind ofa boy 
of7,the way his image as a “Knightofthe Sky” imprinted itselfindelibly.This is reminiscentof 
the adulation lavished upon Georges Guynemer in France and AlbertBall in Britain during 
WW1!Did the cunning Brits puton  a radio play with Pring as hero? Itsounds plausible!

And observe the tremendous aura ofthe Zero – all Japanese aircraftare Zeroes as far as the 
public is concerned,though the Zero only appeared once over the city during the entire War!

“Hello again -
Ineed to know,as well,ifthere was a RAFbilleton or near Kyd Street,and would somebody 
remember the name ofthe young airman who broughtdown three Zeroes (?) in a single 
night? Ibelieve he was subsequently killed.
Thanks for any help received -”

Sally,20 March 2007

“Ithink he was called Squadron Leader Pring,Hurricane pilotfor the Indian Air Force in WW2. 
He would lead the Zero attacks and was killed in one ofthose attacks.He was the hero ofall 
the kids living in our area.”

Joyce Munro,20  March 2007

“Thanks very much for that– now thatIread it,the name is familiar!Can you recall please,ifI 
am rightin thinking thathe earned his 'hero'status by bringing down three Japanese planes 
(fighters) in a single nightand was the firstair raid on Calcutta on 4th December ? Iused to 
have a Statesman photograph ofhim – now long lost.

Your help is much appreciated.
Sally, 21 March 2007

[These e-mails are from INDIA-BRITISH-RAJ-L archives ofMarch 2007 in Rootsweb.]

[Copyrightnotice : Reproduced under 'fair dealing' terms for a Non-commercial educational
research project. The copyrightremains with the e-mail authors.]

Here again we encounter the same inaccuracies – a Squadron Leader in the Indian Air Force 
flying Hurricanes againstZeroes etc., though by a bitterly ironical twist  that is exactly what 
happened in Pring’s last flight.Butletus return to the core value ofthese e-mails :sixty four 
years after his momentofglory and his death,two old ladies are trying to remember details 
aboutthe young pilotthey idolized !One could think offates worse than that.
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Calcutta can truly lay claim to two air aces.

One,FlightLieutenantIndra Lal ‘Laddie’Roy,DFC (posthumous) flew with the Royal Flying
Corps in World War One.Like a meteor,he achieved briefbutblazing glory while flying a
SE5a with 40 Squadron in France,scoring 10 victories (2 shared) in only fourteen days before
being shot down and killed in 1918. He had not turned twenty.This schoolboy-turned-warrior 
hero lies buried atEstevelles Communal Cemetery in the Pas- de-Calais ofFrance,far from 
the city where he was born.He has a road named after him at Calcutta, and in 1998, eighty  
years after his death, the Indian Post and  Telegraphs Departmentissued a Rs 3.00 
stamp bearing his likeness and thatofthe SE5a.Eight years later, Somnath Sapru redeemed 
the honor of India by publishing the first full-length biography of Roy in his Skyhawks (Writer’s 
Workshop, Calcutta, 2006), a valuable pioneering study of Indian pilots who fought in the First 
World War with the Royal Flying Corps.

The other man,Maurice Pring,was notborn here,butachieved his renown in the darkness of 
Calcutta's nightskies,and methis tragic end in the blaze ofnoon in the same skies while 
defending the city.Ithink thatentitles Calcutta to claim him as her own – butshe has 
forgotten him. Sic transitgloria mundi .

------------------------------------------

Although surviving Hurricanes of176 were refitted with AIsets,Air Command South EastAsia 
(ACSEA) musthave belatedly realized the whole thing was a blunder,and within a month the 
Calcutta Hurricanes  were  gone. Beaufighters  replaced  them, and  the Hurricane pilots 
retrained to fly Beaus.(11)(14)(18)

IJAAFair strength in Burma declined sharply as two bomber and three fighter units were 
transferred outin January 1944:the remaining bomber strength (15  lightbombers and 9
Sally heavy bombers) was insufficientfor continuing a strategic air offensive,and raids on
Calcutta died away.(7)(9)(14)(30)

ACSEA decided on a policy ofrationalisation to utilise scarce repair/maintenance resources
for currenthigh-performance aircraft.The policy adopted for the Hurricane IIC was ' to strike
offany aircraftwhich are uneconomical to repair and ensure rapid turnover to prevent
deterioration in storage'.Itwas the end ofthe road for the Calcutta Hurricanes.(47)

HV709,HV710,and HW435 had been destroyed and HV979 written offon 5 December
1943.HW432 stalled and crashed on Christmas Day,1943 just after taking off from
Chittagong.HW426 and HW485 were struck offcharge on 31 March 1944,HW415 on 5
October 1944,and HW541,KX359,KX754 and KX764 on 14 October 1944.(18)(21)

Thus ended the brief,tragic history ofthe Hurricane II C(NF) – a technology demonstrator 
needlessly builtdespite unresolved doubts aboutit's combatcapability;hurriedly exiled to a 
distanttheater like an embarrassmentcovered up;unnecessarily deployed on active duty in 
preference to better,proven aircraft;and suddenly thrustinto a combatsituation neither itnor 
it's pilots were meantto face.Icannotreadily remember another such unfortunate aircraft.
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Pring’s headstone at Bhowanipore Cemetery, Calcutta
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APPENDIX  1

RAFROLLOF HONOUR,CALCUTTA RAID,5TH DECEMBER 1943

NAME BOND,

P/OAubrey Fraser

BROWN,

Flt. Lt.Arthur

HALBEARD,

Flt.Lt. Geoffrey Reeve

PRING,

F/OArthur Maurice Owers

AGE(DATE 

OFBIRTH)
22 (20 Aug 1921) 27 21 22 (1 Nov 1921)

SERVICENO. RCAF RAFVR RAF RAFVR

J/19439 102062 102540 143237

COUNTRY Canada U.K. U.K. U.K.

UNIT 67 Sqn. 258 Sqn. 176 Sqn. 176 Sqn.

RELATIONS Son of 

Owen and 

Florence 

Brown of 

St. John's,

Newfoundland

S/o Richard 

Howard and and 

Edith

Muriel Halbeard

ofWolverhampton

S/o Arthur Benjamin 

and Doris Lilian 

Pring (nee Garrett)

of Berkhamsted, Herts.

BURIAL/ 

COMME-
MORATION

PlotO, Row D, 

Grave 19,

CWGC

Column 423, 

Singapore

War Memorial,

Column 423, 

Singapore

War Memorial,

Plot L, 

Grave 119,

CWGC

Bhowanipore  

Cemetery, 

Calcutta

Kranji  War

Cemetery

Kranji War

Cemetery

Bhowanipore 

Cemetery, 

Calcutta

NOTE: One more pilot was lost on this day,F/O Ganasundaram Daniel ofNo. 6 Sqn.,Indian Air Force, missing in 

Hurricane II BHV436 on a Tac Recce sortie. His name appears on column 431 of the Singapore Memorial.
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APPENDIX 2

JAPANESERAIDS ON CALCUTTA

Japanese Army doctrine saw the air arm as an adjunctto the Army,a tactical force meantto 
carry outoperations to help attain Army goals.The Japanese had gone over to the defensive 
in Burma after April 1942,so the Burma Area Army (BAA) did notencourage the Fifth Air 
Division (5AD),the apex IJAAFformation in Burma,to undertake a strategic bombing 
campaign againstIndia.Then why did they begin bombing Calcutta in December 1942?

Ithink the answer lies in the British offensive in the Arakan launched on December 17,1942. 
BAA could see thatan increasing flow ofwar materiel was coming through Calcutta.The city 
also contained many military headquarters.This convinced BAA to allow 5AD to mounta 
series oflightraids on Calcutta to disruptthe British build-up and strike a blow atmorale 
(Indian supportfor the war was ata low ebb – the QuitIndia movementhad started in August 
1942).By my count,there were  seven nightraids in this period,as tabulated below:

Date Enemy aircraft Result etc.                                       Reference
20/21 Dec        8 Type 97         Budge Budge oil tanks seton fire                Royal Air Force 1939-1945,
1942             Ki-21 II'Sally'  Massive exodus ofpeople [1.5 million?]  Vol.III,p.297

21/22.12.42   2 (Sally?)        Only slightdamage                                    Indian Affairs Vols.1 – 5

22/23.12.42   3 Sallys          Two Sallys damaged.[Aggt.casualties     Indian Affairs Vols.1 - 5 
in first3 raids :23 killed,<100 injured.]

24/25.12.42   8 Sallys           Some bombs on Central Calcutta           ObitofG/CptJ.A.O'Neill in
(10?)              caused 12+fatalities.W/C O'Neill         The Telegraph(UK),15.6.2008 

shotdown 1 Sally                                  Also A.P.Hansen quoted in
'Bombs on Calcutta' website.

27/28.12.42* 'Afew' (2?)     'Small fires started '                                   N.Y.Times 28.12.42 
(Sallys?)

15/16.1.43     3 Sallys          'Little damage and few casualties.'            Niagara Falls Gazette (NY), 
British communique claimed raid was      16.1.1943
in retaliation for bombing raids on
Akyab.All shotdown by Pring /Phillips 
c.70 miles E.ofCal after bombing

19/20.1.43    3 Ki-48           1 shotdown by Crombie/Moss NEof         Air War for Burma by
'Lily'                 Budge Budge (original claim 2+1 prob.)   Christopher Shores

* Royal Air Force 1939-1945,Vol.III,p.297 gives the aggregate upto end December 1942 as 'twenty 
three sorties on five occasions';this would mean 8 on 24/25th,and 2 each on 21/22nd and 27/28th.



Raiding resumed on 5th December 1943,although planning had begun earlier,in
October. The reason was the same – to impede the Allied buildup for the forthcoming
multi-pronged offensive in Burma and create alarm and despondency among the
citizenry. The British Second Arakan offensive had already begun on 30 th November 
1943.

The lastraid on Calcutta was on 24/25 December,1944 by a few Sallys,one ofwhich
was damaged by a Beaufighter from 89 Squadron atBaigachi flown by F/Os Devine and
Curtis. (11)(33)

The Sallys the IJAAFwere using were able to carry a maximum bombload ofaround
1000 kilos.The Japanese Army never developed very heavy bombs – the heaviestwere
500kg. Other HEbombs ranged between 50 to 250 kg,and incendiaries between 15 and
50 kg.It appears thatthe bombloads during the above raids were a mix oflight1kg anti-
personnel bombs,incendiaries and lighter HEtypes.The Howrah Bridge,Central
Calcutta and the docks were supposed to be favourite aiming points.

Japanese bomb kept at Calcutta Police Museum
(From The Hindu)

Iwould like to end with an amusing anecdote from the Canadian radar technician Angus 
Hamilton,who atthe time (December 1942) was living and working atLa Martiniere 
school in Calcutta with a nameless radar repair and maintenance unitthatlater became 
No.3 RIMU:

….One nighta friend and Iwere having dinner atFirpo's when the sirens went.The 
waiters all disappeared. After waiting for sometime we left,too.Iheard stories of
customers taking over the bar and giving outfree drinks,butIwasn'ta recipientand
could never confirm the story.(11)
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A F T E R W O R D   2 0 1 6

When it came out in 2011, this essay met with approval from the cognoscenti, and I had 
the pleasure of writing a piece on Pring for his alma mater Berkhamsted School,and 
another one for a periodical called Your Berkhamsted. 

As an offshoot of this essay, I wrote another demonstrating conclusively that the ill-fated 
Calcutta Hurricane did have one claim to aeronautical fame : it was the first single-seater 
radar-equipped night-fighter in the world. That also evoked a fairly positive response.

Unfortunately I failed in my endeavour to get a Calcutta newspaper or periodical to print a 
piece on Pring to make the people of Calcutta and Bengal aware of him. Perhaps it is just 
as well.

JOYDEEP SIRCAR
Siliguri,
24 September 2016
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