Whit Sunday action
...being an account of a naval air action, the search
to confirm the sinking and identification of a U-boat
and the confirmation of a century-old 'first'.

by Mike Ingham

T

he Royal Naval Air Service (RNAS) established an air
station in the Isles of Scilly 25 nautical miles (nm) off the
far south-west of Cornwall at the start of 1917 to extend
anti-submarine patrols countering the U-Boat threat in the
Western Approaches.
The air station was located initially on the main island of St
Mary’s but was moved very shortly afterwards to the nearby
island of Tresco (and became part of the newly established
Royal Air Force in 1918). The first aeroplanes, Short 184
floatplanes and Curtiss H.12 flying-boats, arrived in February
1917.
On Sunday 27 May 1917– Whit Sunday – Curtiss H.12 8656
was dispatched at 10:05 to search for a U-Boat reported to be
shelling a coastal vessel to the north of Scilly. This was HMS
Acton, the 1,288 gross tons former Cork Steamship Co Harelda
taken into Royal Naval service as a Q-Ship in February of that
year. These apparently innocent looking decoy ships were
intended to encourage a U-Boat to make a surface attack,
and then to engage the submarine with its own concealed
armament.
Curtiss H.12 8656
8656 had arrived in Scilly on 28 February, one of three H.12s
which had come from the air station at Felixstowe. It was part
of the first batch of the type built for the RNAS by the Curtiss
Aeroplane and Motor Corporation at Toronto. In all, eleven

Curtiss H.12 8656 under way, Isles of Scilly.

H.12s were eventually based in Scilly.
Referred to as the ‘Large America’, the H.12 was the first
major maritime patrol aeroplane of the RNAS. It was a
substantial biplane flying-boat of a wooden structure with
wood and fabric covering, a wingspan of 92ft 8½in and 46ft 6in
in length, with a maximum loaded weight of 10,650lb. Power
was provided by two V12 Rolls-Royce Eagle series engines
of 250-hp, giving a maximum speed of 75 knots, a ceiling of
10,800ft, and an endurance of six hours (actual performance
figures depending upon the load carried and the patrol being
flown). Armament comprised either four 100-lb or 112-lb
bombs, or two 230-lb bombs. It is not known if 0.303in Lewis
machine guns were carried in the early days of H.12 operations
from Scilly, although a pillar mounting would allow a single
Lewis gun to be fitted at the bow.
Development of the H.12 introduced a more rounded
forward section of the hull and vertical cockpit glazing, and
several H.12s were later rebuilt with F.2A hulls and fitted with
345-hp Rolls-Royce Eagles. Confusingly, some RNAS/RAF
aeroplane disposition listings show H.12, H.12 Convert, H.16,
F.2A, F.3, and F.5 types as Large Americas. (The evolution of
the Curtiss and subsequent series of Porte flying-boats is both
an interesting and complex subject area, and falls outside the
scope of this narrative).
:Roy Cooper collection, via Richard Barber
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