
SECRET 

28th April 1944 

A PERSONAL MESSAGE FROM THE COMMANDANT OF THE CORPS TO EVERY MEMBER 

CONFIDENTIAL 

THE CHALLENGE TO MORE ACTIVE SERVICE 
 

1.  I write this message to each of you in every post in the Kingdom and I want you to read it carefully; I want each of you to 

consider carefully your own position and make up your mind which path yours must be at this most important crossroads. 

Much depends on your decision. 

2. Many of you have asked me from time to time whether you could have the chance of taking part in more active operations 

and I believe many of you who have for so long been on the defensive will welcome the chance to join in the offensive. I can 

tell you now of what is not only a most important operational requirement but a handsome and well deserved tribute to the 

skill and value of the Corps to the Fighting Services. 

3. The Supreme Command has asked me to provide a considerable number of R.O.C. Observers to serve on board ship for 

recognition duties during forthcoming operations. The highest importance is attached to this request, for inefficient and faulty 

recognition has contributed largely to enemy successes against our shipping and to our losses of aircraft from friendly fire. 

This request is one which demands the best which the Corps can give; it calls for skill in instant recognition, readiness to 

share the hardships of the fighting services in amphibious operations and personal sacrifice on the part of those members left 

behind who must carry on. 

4. For a long time now Corps has been confined to a place on the Home Front - an essential and important place, but still a long 

way from the real offensive. Many of us who know its skill and its value to the Air Force and wished it could go with them 

overseas but have had to be content at home. The chance has come and it is a great opportunity and I consider it to be one of 

the most important in the Corps long and honourable history. We must not let this opportunity pass, No other organisation 

possesses our skill and experience in aircraft recognition. Our invasion forces need something which we have got. We cannot 

fail to give it, and give it now. 

5. Read the special Air Ministry Order which gives all the details of the scheme which has been worked out. You will see that 

when you volunteer for a month's (or preferably two months') service, you will be entered into the Royal Navy. Every effort 

will be made to arrange for any two observers so wishing to serve together in the same ship.  

6. Notice also that you will wear R.O.C. uniform with a Naval armband and particularly that you will wear a shoulder flash 

"SEABORNE." I hope and believe that this flash will create history in the R.O.C. and build up for itself and the Corps a 

prestige in the public eye. Authority will be sought for it to continue to be worn by observers after return to the Corps from 

special duty. If that is given I am sure it will be a much coveted distinction. 

7. I have said that this demand will mean strenuous effort and sacrifice on the part of those left behind. While this scheme is of 

the highest importance, the primary role of the Corps must not be endangered. The Air Defence of Great Britain will have as 

great responsibilities as ever. Those who volunteer for Seaborne service will be accepting active service hazards; those who 

have to remain behind will have to fill their places. I am confident that you will cheerfully play your part whatever it entails 

and that the reputation of the Royal Observer Corps will shine more brightly than ever. 

 

Finlay Crerar   Air Commodore    COMMANDANT 

 

 

ROYALOBSERVER CORP 

 A PERSONAL MESSAGE FROM THE COMMANDANT OF THE CORPS TO EVERY MEMBER 

When I wrote you my personal message on 28th April, I was well aware that large numbers of you would, through one 
circumstance or another, be prevented from volunteering : and in planning the scheme I was unable to estimate the likely response 
except largely by guesswork. Largely, but not entirely, for there was one factor on which I knew I could, and did, rely on, your 
enthusiasm and esprit de corps. 

Although there is still room for more volunteers I write this time to congratulate you all on the splendid response which you have 
made, a response which has enhanced the reputation of the Royal Observer Corps, a response which makes me proud to be your 
Commandant. 

My congratulations and praise are not only for those who have already volunteered for seaborne duties, officers and members 
alike, but equally for those who have shared the unusual administrative burden, for those, who have volunteered to take the places 
of those who have been accepted and to those who have undertaken the strenuous and exacting duties at the Depot and liaison in 
the Naval Areas. 

I have seen many of those who have already been entered into the Royal Navy, proudly wearing the Seaborne flash. They have in 
a short time learned much and that shows in their assurance and bearing. I am satisfied that they will acquit themselves worthily 
winning the confidence of those whom they advise and adding still further to the reputation of the Corps as experts in recognition. 

I think you would wish to join me in repeating to the SEABORNE volunteers the message which has already been sent them by 
the Air Council, God Speed and good luck! 

Finlay Crerar. Air Commodore. COMMANDANT. ROYAL OBSERVER CORPS 
  



Organisation Memorandum No. 176 Dated 21st June 1944 

HEADQUARTERS, ROYAL OBSERVER CORPS 

Subject : - SEABORNE VOLUNTEERS 

The following message from the Air Commander-in-Chief, Allied Expeditionary Air Force is circulated for the information 

of all officers 

 and observers of the Royal Observer Corps :- 20th June, 1944 

To :- Air Marshal Commanding, Air Defence of Great Britain 

                              Commandant, Royal Observer Corps 

I have read reports from both pilots and naval officers regarding the seaborne volunteers on board merchant ships during the 

recent operations. 

All reports agree that the seaborne volunteers have more than fulfilled their duties and have undoubtedly saved many of our 

aircraft from being engaged by ships' guns. 

I should be grateful if you would please convey to all ranks of the Royal Observer Corps, and in particular to the seabome 

volunteers themselves, how grateful I, and all pilots in the Allied Expeditionary Air Force, are for their assistance, which has 

contributed in no small measure to the safety of our own aircraft, and also to the efficient protection of the ships at sea. 

The work of the Royal Observer Corps is often quite unjustly overlooked, and receives little recognition, and I therefore wish 

that the service they have rendered on this occasion be as widely advertised as possible, and all Units of the Air Defence of 

Great Britain are therefore to be informed of the success of this latest venture of the Royal Observer Corps. 

T Leigh-Mallory Air Chief Marshal 

AIR COMMANDER-in-CHIEF ALLIED EXPEDITIONARY AIR FORCE 

 

 
Organisation Memorandum No. 177 Dated 26th June 1944 

HEADQUARTERS. ROYAL OBSERVER CORPS 

Subject —SEABORNE 
Everyone in the Corps will be anxious to have news of the progress of the SEABORNE scheme and of the volunteers who have 
been taking such an active and responsible part in invasion operations against the Continent. A brief history of the preparations of 
the scheme and its eventual success will therefore be of interest. 

When 1 sent my personal message to you on the 28th April, the time left in which to make the necessary preparations was very 
short indeed. These arrangements were much more comprehensive than may be imagined, and there was much doubt as to whether 
the scheme could be implemented fully in time. These doubts, however, rapidly disappeared as a result of the enthusiasm with 
which the Corps received the scheme and the way in which all the considerable team of Instructors and Assistants threw 
themselves into the task. Everyone concerned was prepared and often did, work day and night continuously in the few weeks left 
before "D" day, and results justified the great sacrifices which were made, 

By 7th May volunteers had started to arrive at the Depot at Bournemouth, the Instructors having arrived the night before to find 
accommodation scattered over different parts of the town, and with the evacuating unit still in main possession. The necessary 
equipment and stores were still undelivered. but as they arrived Instructors and Observers soon had the lorries unloaded, In one 
case seven tons unloaded by ten officers in thirty-five minutes. 

Very quickly the Depot got into its stride, the training was efficiently organised, the food was good, the quarters were as 
comfortable as could be and the atmosphere was characterised by enthusiasm for the job and anxiety to get at the Hun. 

Never before had so many Officers and Observers of the Corps slept, worked and eaten as a body and it was quickly clear that this 
aspect of the scheme alone was having tremendous value. Men were discussing their common problems, discovering fresh points 
of view, which they had not suspected even existed, and were beginning to realise the extent and importance of their own Service. 
The people of Bournemouth were quickly aware of the strange uniform, or at least the unusual beret, and it was pleasant to hear 
local comment on the favourable comparison which the Royal Observer Corps was creating with the many tens of thousands of 
servicemen who had been temporarily situated there. 

Much of the initial discussion and legislation for the scheme had to be rushed and, since there were so many interests concerned, 
Ministries and Service Departments, it was remarkable that agreement was achieved so quickly in the multitude of matters 
involved. Although at the beginning it was stated that the Naval authorities would be prepared to accept men who had been 
disabled, this later proved to be incorrect, and unfortunately some gallant Observers who volunteered and got as far as the Depot 
had to be rejected in view of' their disabilities. Their spirit was much admired and it was extremely disappointing to me 'to fail to 
secure their acceptance. 

The Air Staff at the Air Ministry had directed that only the highest standard of skill must be used for this job, and accordingly the 
Trade Test was a stiff one and a proportion of the volunteers had to be rejected, although if time had permitted they could quickly 
have been coached to the necessary Many of these men, however, volunteered to man posts where volunteers had been accepted, 
and they continue to do excellent work in their temporary locations. 

By 15th May the first SEABORNE observers had been drafted away to their ships, and by day, almost five hundred were on board 
ship and making history. In the next few days many more, followed until by 13th June seven hundred had been absorbed by the 
Navy. As I write another course of SEABORNE volunteers is going through the Depot to make a grand total or almost eleven 
hundred to date, including a proportion or the considerable number of officers who volunteered but all of Whom could not be 
spared. 

Some of these have returned on the expiry of their month's service, but the great majority have remained for two months. Many 
reports have been received from them on their experiences, and these have been supplemented by reports from Ship's Captains, 
Naval Authorities and Air Commanders. Although at first Observers were sometimes received on board ship with scepticism they 
very quickly proved their worth and generally gun crews and ship's officers were amazed at the skill which they showed. In the 
course of a day or two days at most their reports on identity were accepted without question and, as result, very many aircraft and 
air crews were saved from a barrage of friendly fire and probable destruction such was the low level at which they had to fly. 



Inevitably there have been some Corps casualties and there may be more. but happily none fatal so far. The success of the Corps in 
the task given to it however proved beyond question, You will have seen Organisation Memorandum 176 which repeats the 
message or praise and congratulation from the Air Commander-in-Chief, Air Chief Marshal Trafford Leigh-Mallory, K.C.B. 
D.S.O. Similar praise has been loudly repeated by all services who have come into contact with our men 

Very great interest has been shown in this scheme generally and the implications which it carried. It may well be that the Corps has 
made the Armed Services realise that aircraft identification is a skilled art and must in future operations be practised only by 
specialists. 

Many high ranking officers and officials visited the Depot while this was going on. Amongst others were Air Marshal Sir Hill, 
K.B., M.C., A.F.C., Air Marshal Commanding Air Defence of Great Britain, who represented the Air Commander-in -Chief and 
carried messages of good wishes from him. The Under Secretary of State for Air, Lord Sherwood, accompanied by his 
Parliamentary Private Secretary, the Viscount Wimborne ; Mr. W. B. who represented the Permanent Under Secretary of State for 
Sir Arthur Street, K.C.B., K.B.E., CM.G„ C.I.E., M.C. who was prevented at the last moment from visiting the Depot personally 

Vice Admiral Sir F. Murray Austin, K.B. Inspector of Merchant Navy Gunnery ; Captain D. C. Bayne, R.N., D.T.D., Division, and 
all of these expressed the warmest admiration the spirit shown by the volunteers and for the efficient and thorough given by the 
Royal Observer Corps and Naval Staff there, 

Il It was obvious in this scheme that the limelight would fall on those who volunteered and were chosen to become " Seaborne." It 
however, has been quite plain to the Air Marshal Commanding, and to myself and to Headquarters Staffs, that magnificent efforts 
have been made, successfully, to keep the work of the Corps going smoothly and without interruption or loss of efficiency. That 
has been possible only by ungrudging sacrifice by very large numbers of Officers and Members and I am fully conscious it  has 
meant more stress where the load was already heavy. It has not yet passed but it has excited favourable comment on the wonderful 
teamwork of' the Corps. 

This scheme has proved the versatility of the Corps, it has proved aircraft identification is a specialist job which cannot be 
efficiently by anyone other than a trained and experienced observer devoting hrs entire concentration to it ; and most important of 
all, it made possible the claim that the Corps is sharing in the finale of Hitler's Europe. 

Finlay Crerar 

Air Commodore 

COMMANDANT 

 
 

Organisation Memorandum No. 183 Dated 26th July 1944 

HEADQUARTERS, ROYAL OBSERVER CORPS 

Subject —CONGRATULATORY MESSAGE 

The following message from the Allied Naval Commander-in-Chief, and the reply of the Commandant, Royal Observer Corps is 
reproduced for the information of all officers and members of the Corps, and in particular to those who participated in the Seaborne 
scheme. 
Date 21st July 1944.    To Commandant, Royal Observer Corps from Allied Naval Command.   

ROYAL OBSERVER CORPS PERSONNEL 
Before all the members of the Royal Observer Corps leave the merchant ships in which they have served, I should like to express 
my admiration of the enthusiastic and zealous way in which they performed their duty,_ I have received many commendations on 
their excellent performance which undoubtedly saved number of ships and the lives of many of our own airmen. In particular, Rear 
Admiral Alan G. KIRK, U.S. Navy, who commanded the Western Task Force in the operation has asked that his appreciation may 
be conveyed to the members of your Corps who served in ships in his area. 
1 should be glad if this could be done and at the same time if every member who embarked could be informed of my appreciation 
of his valuable service. 
 With best wishes for the continued success of the Royal Observer Corps. 
 B. H. Ramsay 
 Admiral 

 

 

The Commandant of the Royal Observer Corps has replied as follows 

 From —Commandant, Royal Observer Corps To Allied Naval Commander-in-Chief 

  ROYAL OBSERVER CORPS PERSONNEL 

Your message Of 21st July, 1944, will be very warmly welcomed throughout the Royal Observer Corps setting as it does the seal 

of approval on the SEABORNE scheme. 

That Members of the Corps have been privileged to serve, even for a month or two, alongside the men under your command was 
an honour and an opportunity as unexpected as it was welcome, Your message proves that our services have contributed directly to 
the saving of ships and lives, and thus we are sufficiently rewarded. 

I am grateful to you and Rear Admiral Alan G. Kirk, United States Navy for your kind and generous tribute and shall promulgate it 
immediately to all concerned. 

Finlay Crerar 
Air Commodore. COMMANDANT ROYAL OBSERVER CORPS. 

 


