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M
ore than most of the war stories I’ve written, The Stringbags makes direct use of 
historical events and personalities, and it seems only proper to distinguish those  
elements from material invented for the narrative. So whereas the attack on Taranto, 

the sinking of the Bismarck and the Channel Dash all actually occurred, the three main 
characters are fictional creations. They are not thinly disguised versions of real individ-
uals, nor even amalgamations of the same. Archie, Ollie and Pops are simply stand-ins 
for the men who crewed the Fairey Swordfish, and flew the aircraft on the operations 
our story depicts. The reasons for this creative choice were twofold.

First, and most practically, no single Swordfish crew took part in all three actions. 
The epic scope of the story—involving as it does the crippling of a fleet, the hunt for a 
Nazi battleship, and the death ride of heroes—seemed to me to be in danger of dwarfing 
all other elements, and without strong and consistent characters to inspire the reader’s 
sympathy could easily reduce the narrative to dry documentary. The answer was obvi-
ously to follow one crew of three men throughout, which would mean creating a com-
pletely fictional trio. It would also require a little bit of historical tinkering.

Taranto was the stumbling block. As Ollie notes just after take-off, the other Sword-
fish on the raid each had only two men aboard, thus allowing for a large auxiliary fuel 
tank that would grant each aircraft the required range. (To be absolutely precise, the 
torpedo-carrying Stringbags had the tank placed in the cockpit in what was normally 
the observer’s position, while the flare-droppers flew with it slung beneath the fuselage.) 
With our heroes assigned the latter task, it seemed to me not completely unreasonable 
that Archie’s enthusiasm—combined with the confusion after Captain Shanks’ collapse 
and the preoccupation of other personnel with the job at hand—might just be enough  
to get them airborne, before Ollie realized they’d bitten off more than they could chew. 
The loss of the tank itself made the whole thing a fait accompli, ensuring that the  
improbable would not become the impossible; they could go on the raid, but not make it 
back. To my mind, that was fair enough.

(The reader may be interested to note the experience of Lieutenants Clifford and 
Going, whose Swordfish was damaged on the flight deck of HMS Illustrious, and who 
subsequently took off almost half an hour after the rest of the first wave had departed. 
Having pleaded with their superiors to be allowed to join the raid, the two made their 
way to Taranto alone—well aware that the Italian defenses would be fully alert after the 
initial British attack. Guided to their target by the storm of antiaircraft fire over the dis-
tant harbor—“the biggest firework display we had ever seen,” said Going—they survived 
the undivided attention of the Italian gunners during their attack, then escaped into the 
darkness. So individual acts of courage and initiative were not unheard of.)

FACT & FICTION
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This minor sleight of hand allowed me a couple of other indulgences, most obvi-
ously the night fighter attack and our heroes’ subsequent ditching. Apart from the two 
Swordfish lost over Taranto itself, the British suffered no other losses, nor did they  
encounter any Italian aircraft during the operation. Yet fighters would certainly have 
been up that night, and a chance encounter wherein the trio picked up a few bullet holes 
in their already doomed aircraft (as opposed to some epic dogfight from which they 
emerged victorious) felt reasonably credible. 

The second reason for creating three fictional heroes is a simple matter of respect for 
the men who did these things. I have usually shied away from using historical figures in 
stories like The Stringbags, just because it seems unfair to ascribe invented opinions and 
behaviors to people who in all likelihood never said or felt any such thing. Sometimes 
involving the genuine players is unavoidable, of course, or even desirable—having Rear 
Admiral Lyster express mild amusement at Admiral Cunningham’s signal, for instance, 
or reproducing some of Lieutenant Commander Esmonde’s actual dialogue in an other- 
wise invented conversation with the fictional Captain Shanks. But to go further and 
make, say, Launcelot Kiggell and Johnny Neale the heroes of the entire three-part story, 
to involve them in the Bismarck strike or the Channel Dash, to put words in their mouths 
that they never spoke but which suited my own purposes—that would betray a lack of 
respect. And respect, at the end of the day, is what this is all about.

j
Having created Archie, Ollie and Pops—and kept them moving between squadrons  
and aircraft carriers in unlikely but not impossible fashion—P. J. and I worked hard to 
depict the three operations concerned as accurately as possible. This includes the back-
ground pieces that introduce and conclude each of the episodes, as well as dialogue 
attributed to the likes of Günther Lütjens, Otto Ciliax, Adolf Hitler, and Winston Chur-
chill. (With its mention at the end of part one, it is worth noting that the question of 
Taranto’s influence on Pearl Harbor has always been slightly controversial; certainly the 
latter raid was already well into its planning stages when Japanese observers visited  
the site of the British strike. So while one certainly did not inspire the other, it seems 
reasonable to assume that some degree of influence was exerted.)

I was very careful to avoid the portrayal of any of our heroes’ actions as having been 
decisive. For them to have launched the torpedo that disabled the Bismarck’s steering 
gear, or to have gained a direct hit on one of the Italian battleships, would once again 
have been unfair to the men who performed these feats in real life. Of course, determin-
ing who exactly accomplished what in such circumstances is not always easy; an attack 
made at night or in mid-Atlantic twilight is not exactly conducive to calm recollection 
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by eyewitnesses, particularly with heavy antiaircraft fire thrown into the mix. Yet what 
seems clear is that at Taranto, Kenneth Williamson and Norman Scarlett not only sur-
vived the disabling and ditching of their Swordfish after making the initial attack, but 
also scored a critical hit on the Conti di Cavour. Swordfish L4K crewed by Lieutenants 
Kemp and Bailey appears to have done the same to the Littorio, while Lea and Jones (of 
the second attack wave) put a torpedo into the Caio Duillo. As for the Bismarck, exactly  
who deserves credit for the crucial strike remains a matter of some conjecture, but 
the most likely candidates are the aircraft flown by Lieutenant Godfrey-Faussett and 
Sub-Lieutenant Moffat. Add to this roll of honor the names of those who caused further 
damage to vessels and installations at Taranto, or split the German defensive fire six 
months later, or flung themselves at Otto Ciliax’s warships during the Channel Dash, and 
the folly of attributing their actions solely to fictional replacements should become clear.

Yet Archie, Ollie and Pops are involved in several more minor but specific incidents 
that did actually take place. Here my rationale was that a leavening of such details could 
enliven, humanize and even where necessary distract from the ongoing narrative, whose 
epic nature has, as I say, certain all-eclipsing qualities. A brief rundown on these—and 
their real-life origins—seems appropriate at this point, beginning with the dire Royal 
Naval Air Service station Twatt. There is an actual Twatt in the Orkney Isles, just to the 
north of Scotland—the Navy ended its presence at the airfield there in 1949. Deciding 
that the name was too good not to employ, I moved the location much closer to Lon-
don, really to grant our heroes convenient access to the fleshpots of the big city. There is 
another Twatt even farther north in the Shetlands, this time sans airfield. In the original 
Norse it translates as “small parcel of land”. 

After their dunking in the Strait of Otranto the trio are rescued by the very real HMS 
Nubian, whose task force destroyed four Italian merchant ships and damaged two of 
their escorts. Later, Captain Shanks’ account of the Illustrious’ ghastly ordeal is based 
on accounts of survivors; the carrier was bombed again while undergoing temporary 
repairs at Malta, crossed the Mediterranean and transited to South Africa via the Suez 
Canal, then made her way to Norfolk, Virginia, for permanent repair work. It is a mea-
sure of the dreadful damage she sustained that—several months after the initial attack—
American dock workers were still finding human remains trapped deep inside the great 
ship’s superstructure.

The pursuit and destruction of the Bismarck is probably the most well-known aspect 
of The Stringbags; again, the saga of the Hood, the Prince of Wales, the Nazi battleship 
and the Home Fleet is portrayed as accurately as could be achieved. Ollie’s magnificent 
moment of insanity was actually that of Sub-Lieutenant J. D. “Dusty” Miller, whose pilot, 
John Moffat, remembered:
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Then I heard Dusty Miller shouting in my ear, “Not yet, not yet!” and I thought, 
“Has he gone mad? What is he doing?” I turned and realized that he was leaning 
out of the cockpit, looking down at the sea, trying to prevent me from dropping the 
torpedo on to the crest of the wave . . . the ship was getting bigger and bigger, and 
I thought. “Bloody hell, what are you waiting for?” Then he said, “Let her go, Jock,”  
and I pressed the button on the throttle. Dusty yelled, “I think we have got a runner.”

Most of Ark Royal ’s Stringbags were damaged to some extent during the attack, but 
none were actually shot down. Yet considering the weight of lead being flung around the 
sky, it seemed not impossible for our heroes to end up in the drink. Likewise, despite  
the earlier (and real) blunder involving HMS Sheffield, I decided that Captain Larcom 
would have a big enough heart to fish them out.

Which brings me to the story’s melancholy ending. No one in 825 Squadron or at 
RAF Manston was under any illusion about what a daylight attack would mean for the 
Swordfish crews, particularly in the face of German fighter opposition. The station com-
mander, Tom Gleave, did indeed salute the aircraft as they took off—and Gleave was 
a man who knew something of sacrifice, having been shot down and horribly burned 
during the Battle of Britain. Squadron Leader Brian Kingcome led the ten Spitfires that 
did initially show up, and his recollection of the Stringbags’ encounter with the mighty 
Kriegsmarine warships makes for grim reading:

The contrast between our lumbering patrol of Swordfish, wallowing sluggishly over 
the waves, and this magnificent floating fortress cruelly showed up the contrast 
between struggling museum relics and a sleek, deadly product of the latest tech- 
nology . . . then the battleship raised her sights and let fly directly at the Sword-
fish with a fiery inferno. The brave “Stringbags” never faltered, but just kept driving 
steadily on at wave-top height, straight and level as though on a practice run. They 
made perfect targets as they held back from firing their missiles before closing to 
torpedo range. They were flying to unswerving destruction, and all we as their escort 
could do was sit helplessly in the air above them and watch them die.

Kingcome’s squadron was soon fighting for its life in the face of terrible odds, and even 
when more Spitfires arrived there were not enough to protect the Swordfish from the 
swarms of Messerschmitts and Focke-Wulfs. 

The man that Archie, Ollie and Pops watch trying to beat out the flames on his air-
craft’s fuselage is Petty Officer Clinton, Eugene Esmonde’s gunner; both they and observer 
Lieutenant Williams died in the attack. So did all nine men in the second wave of three 
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Swordfish; they were last seen flying straight into the enemy guns, and to this day are  
listed as missing in action. One of the survivors of the first wave was Sub-Lieutenant 
R. M. Samples, whose fluent Anglo-Saxon and accompanying two-fingered gestures  
inspired Ollie’s own defiance of the enemy. Samples was fortunate enough to have been 
rescued from the waters of the Channel, along with the rest of his crew. 

The German pilot who figured out how to match his FW 190’s speed to that of the 
Swordfish was Leutnant Egon Mayer of Jagdgeschwader 2. His boss, Adolf Galland, 
General der Jagdflieger and responsible for the aerial component of Operation Cerbe-
rus, regarded the Channel Dash as his finest hour. In this light, it may seem odd that  
the story should end with praise for the Swordfish crews from a man they were trying to 
kill, and who was, in turn, ultimately responsible for their deaths. All I can say is that, to 
my mind, Otto Ciliax was in a position to know. 

j
The actual origin of the term “Stringbag” had less to do with the Swordfish itself and 
more with what it could carry. Torpedoes, bombs, mines, depth-charges, rockets, 
flares—there seemed no limit to what could be loaded aboard the aircraft, and its nick-
name was thus derived from the all-purpose string shopping bags in common use at the 
time. If that seems a mundane comparison for a machine that accomplished so much, 
what should perhaps be borne in mind is the illimitable British talent for understate-
ment. Besides, when it entered service, the Swordfish did not seem like a world-beater. 
Its crews had yet to get down to work.

The incident with the barrage balloon happened; and if the tale of the American 
observer learning the aircraft’s provenance is indeed apocryphal, that is perhaps a mat-
ter for some regret. Taranto, the Bismarck and the Channel Dash are the most famous 
moments by far in the Stringbag’s history, but considering its service throughout the  
war they are perhaps only the tip of the iceberg. The Stringbags, then, is offered in trib-
ute to the men who flew the Fairey Swordfish into battle. I hope it would not have dis-
pleased them.

—Garth Ennis
    New York City, June 2019
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