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There was no direct communication system in existence and, as a result,
costly and often tragic delays were experienced in advising rescue vessels
that their help was needed.

In March 1940 a communications system was established granting
distress messages a priority. Under this system messages were sent di-
rectly to the agency closest to the spot of a downed aircraft. Unfortun-
ately, there was still no organized unit to furnish help.

Increased air operations over the Channel during the summer of 1940
raised even higher the toll of lost airmen. In the last three weeks of
July, alone, 220 airmen were reported killed or missing. Something had
to be done, and soon was done. Again, it was a stop-gap measure, but
one which, in one month’s time, was to pave a direct path to an
independent rescue service.

A local rescue service was established off the coast of Dover by
elements of the Royal Navy and the Royal Air Force. Utilizing light
naval craft, RAF high speed launches, and a few borrowed Lysander
amphibians, the value of this organization was soon realized. As a re-
sult, the Deputy Chief of Air Staff called a meeting in August 1940 to
draft the organization of a formal “Air/Sea Rescue” service.

A skeleton rescue unit was established which combined the high
speed launches of the Coastal Command with the rescue functions of

VESSEL OF MERCY comes alongside rafts to save air crew members
of a B-17 forced to ditch after bombing mission during World War II.
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