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Between June 1940 and February 1943, Swansea sustained around forty air raids of varying 
intensity. The figure is imprecise because there is some confusion as to the exact number of 
attacks which occurred during this period. This, in part, stems from the fact that it was often 
difficult for the authorities at the time to decide what actually constituted a raid. Thus, in the 
various contemporary, official Civil Defence lists and in the standard secondary studies which 
consider Swansea’s air attacks, the totals differ, ranging from thirty-nine to forty-five.1 Yet, 
mentioned nowhere in any of these lists – both official and secondary – is an enemy action over 
Swansea which took place during the late evening of Saturday, 13 February 1943.  The incident, 
considered to be a raid by the Research and Experiments Department of the Ministry of Home 
Security, is described as such in that department’s Bomb Census papers for Region 8: Wales, 
now held in The National Archives at Kew.2 However, it was not recorded at the time in any 
of the local media and it was subsequently never included in any lists or analyses of attacks on 
Swansea. This is confirmed by a BC4 report form3 of 1 March 1943, among the Bomb Census 
papers, which describes ordnance dropped on the town on 13 February and which bears the 
handwritten note, ‘not included in Swansea totals’. Appended to this report form was a small 
piece of paper with a scribbled memo giving instructions to ‘Make a new raid in Region 8 
called Swansea 13/14. 2. 43’. This appears never to have been done, hence the incident’s non-
inclusion in any official lists, although, for purposes of the Bomb Census, it was obviously 
regarded as a raid. 
 
In their detailed description of this incident, the Bomb Census papers stated that an aircraft, 
flying at 10,000 feet, appeared over Swansea at 23.27 hours on the night of 13/14 February 
1943.  The aircraft was flying from south to north and was ‘displaying normal behaviour’. Its 
course was plotted in some detail by the Royal Observer Corps (ROC).  Shortly before it flew 
over Swansea, it initially crossed the Gower coast above Oxwich Bay, travelling north, but was 
then lost until picked up again near Ammanford. From there, the plot took it east towards 
Merthyr Tydfil, then, turning south, it overflew Pontypridd, after which it turned south-east 
and crossed the coast between Cardiff and Newport. 
 
At first, there was some confusion about the aircraft. The relevant BC2 form among the Bomb 
Census records originally recorded it as ‘1 Unidentified Friendly’, based on initial information 
from the ROC. As a consequence of this, the aircraft attracted no anti-aircraft fire or 
interception by night fighters from nearby RAF Fairwood Common. Indeed, the entry for 13/14 
February in the Operations Record Book for 125 (Newfoundland) Squadron, the main night 
fighter unit based at Fairwood, specifically notes [p. 59] ‘no enemy activity’.4 However, the 
ROC afterwards changed their mind, saying that ‘it was not until she was crossing the English 
Channel on her way home that she was classified as hostile’. Subsequently, in the BC2 form 
‘Friendly’ was struck through in the description of the aircraft and a manuscript note, ‘See 
overleaf’, added.   
 
The additional information thus inserted on the dorse of the form was based on the ROC’s log, 
which recorded reports of flares dropping and explosions occurring at Swansea at 23.27 hours 
and noted that RAF Fairwood Common and the Operations Centre of RAF No. 10 Group, at 
RAF Rudloe Manor,5 as well as the police had all been notified. At 23.35 hours, following 
investigation on the ground, Swansea Borough Police confirmed that an explosion had occurred 
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at Ysgol Street, St Thomas and at 00.45 hours they further reported that a ‘base of flare’ had 
been found there. However, in these earliest moments, it seemed that some confusion still 
reigned, since the Glamorgan Police reported the flares and explosions simply ‘as Photographic 
Flash bombs from our own planes’.  
 
In the event, the ordnance was finally positively identified as a German BLC 50, a fragment of 
which had made a direct hit on the roof of an outhouse at number 25 Ysgol Street, St Thomas, 
resulting in very slight damage and no casualties. The report concluded by stating that ‘The 
nose cap is in the hands of R.A.F. Balloon Command, “Greenwillows”, Sketty’.6 
 
The BLC 50 was not an offensive weapon, but was a flare or photoflash bomb used by Luftwaffe 

aerial reconnaissance units to illuminate target areas so that photographs could be taken at night 
(Fig. 1).  Describing it, a Civil Defence training manual on bombs and other ordnance explained 
that: 
 

The Germans use for photographic reconnaissance at night a flash-bomb weighing 30 kg., which is 
sometimes mistaken for an incendiary weapon. This ‘bomb’ has the outer casing of a 50 kg. H.E., but is 
fitted with a red painted fuze, similar to that used on parachute flares…. The casing is spray-painted 
aluminium or khaki and the marking BLC 50 in black letters appears near the tail. Probably an 
abbreviation for ‘Blitzlicht (or Blitz-leucht)-cylindrisch,’ i.e. cylindrical flashlight type.7 

 
As the training manual noted, this type of large flare utilised the casing of the standard SC 50 
bomb,  which  was  a   thin-walled,  high   explosive  [p. 60]  weapon  of  50  kilograms,   its   
designation Spreng Cylindrisch meaning 
‘Explosive, Cylindrical’, the number 50 
indicating its overall weight.8 However, instead of 
the SC 50’s usual explosive filling of either 
amatol, TNT (Trotyl) or trialen,9 the BLC 50 
contained finely powdered aluminium 
(Pyroschliff) which was scattered into the 
surrounding air by the explosion of its inner core 
of black powder (Marine-Geschützpulver). Due 
to the heat of the explosion, the aluminium 
powder burned in the air and, reacting with the 
oxygen, produced a rapid flash. The BLC 50 had 
an overall length of 109 cm., its body being 68 
cm. long, with a diameter of 20 cm., and its tail 
being 41 cm. long. Its casing was made of sheet 
steel, with a heavy nose section. As already 
mentioned, it bore a resemblance to the SC 50, on 
which it was based.  
 
After its original misidentification by the ROC, 
the British authorities eventually recognised the 
aircraft which overflew Swansea on 13 February 
1943  as hostile,  not friendly.  German  sources 

 
Fig.1. Cutaway drawing of a BLC 50 photoflash 
bomb, from Departments of the [US] Army and 
Air Force, German Explosive Ordnance 

(Washington, DC, 1953), p. 82. 

reveal that the aircraft in question was a Junkers Ju. 88D-1 (identification code 4U+AH) of 
Staffel 1.(F) Aufklärungsgruppe 123 (i.e., the 1st Staffel10 of the 123rd long-range photo 
reconnaissance Gruppe11) (Fig. 2). Nicknamed die Knullenkopfstaffel (‘the blockhead Staffel’), 
its emblem was a caricature of a block-headed airman holding a telescope12 (Fig. 3). Elements 
of the Staffel were based at the Luftwaffe airfield of Buc and occasionally at that of 
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Villacoublay, situated respectively at 19 kilometres and 13.2 kilometres to the south-west of 
Paris. Buc had originally been used by the Potez firm to test aircraft prior to the fall of France  
in June 1940, but it then 
became the main base for 
long-range reconnaissance 
units serving Luftflotte 313 
(i.e., the Third Air Fleet of 
the Luftwaffe, based in the 
Netherlands, Belgium and 
northern France, and which, 
since November 1941, had its 
headquarters in Paris).  
 

 
  Fig. 2. Artist’s impression of the Junkers Ju. 88-D (4U+AH) involved in  

the reconnaissance sortie over Swansea on 13 February 1943. 

At 21.12 hours on Saturday, 13 February 1943, the Junkers, under the command of 
Oberleutnant Karl Ischinger,14 took off from the airfield at Villacoublay, shortly after a main 
bomber force, comprising elements of [p. 61] K.G.2 (Kampfgeschwader 2)15 and K.G.40, had 
departed from other Luftwaffe bases in north-west France to carry out a major air raid on 
Plymouth, which bore the operational codename Pinie (‘Pine’).16  
 
On this mission, Ischinger’s aircraft was beset by difficulties from the start. The first issue 
which he and his crew encountered was being unable to use their onboard Y-Gerät17 system for 
navigation.   The  second  problem was that,  once they arrived  over the  target  at  Plymouth,  
they discovered that it was hidden beneath a thick blanket 
of cloud which rendered the attackers’ flashlight bombs 
ineffective. It was therefore impossible to take 
photographs or even to do a visual reconnaissance. 
Ischinger, as the aircraft captain and observer,18 
following the standard Luftwaffe practice of selecting 
alternative targets, should need arise, therefore ordered 
his pilot, Oberleutnant Fritz Schlichting, to fly north and 
instead undertake reconnaissance over Swansea and 
Cardiff. The ROC’s reports clearly show that this is what 
they  did.  Having  successfully carried  out  his  revised 

 
Fig. 3.  1.(F) Aufklärungsgruppe 123’s 

emblem of a Knullenkopf (‘blockhead’) 
airman with a telescope. 

sortie over Swansea and obtained his pictures, Ischinger and his crew safely returned to base, 
where they landed at around 00.50 hours in the early morning of 14 February.19 
 
By early 1943, it appears to have been the Luftwaffe’s standard tactic to carry out a night photo 
reconnaissance sortie over a target area in the immediate aftermath of a major bombing raid. 
Because of unexpected thick cloud cover over Plymouth, Ischinger had to make a fortuitous 
sortie over Swansea, which proved to be the harbinger of even greater enemy activity over the 
town a short while later.  On 16 February – three nights after Ischinger’s aircraft had followed 
shortly behind the main bomber force which attacked Plymouth on the 13th – another lone Ju. 
88 of 1.(F) Aufkl.Gr.123, commanded by its observer, Oberleutnant Alfred Westphal,20 took 
off from the airfield at Buc. His mission was similarly to follow in the wake of a main bomber 
force of thirty-seven Dornier Do. 217s belonging to K.G.2, which had set off earlier from the 
French staging airfields of Évreux, Saint-André and Rennes,21 this time for a major raid on 
Swansea, in an operation codenamed Wasservogel (‘Waterfowl’), although, in the event, only 
twenty-five aircraft actually attacked Swansea, between 21.54 and 22.18 hours. The remainder 
either aborted or attacked alternative targets.22 Westphal’s task was to take photographs in the 
aftermath of what was to be Swansea’s final Blitz of the war.23  
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Although the Ministry of Home Security described the incident of 13 February 1943 as a ‘raid’, 
it was perhaps not an air raid in the sense that we would understand, whereby an offensive 
strike is carried out by aircraft against enemy targets and where destruction of the enemy’s 
facilities is a clearly intended outcome.24 In this instance, the particular type of ordnance used 
was not an offensive weapon, but was an instrument for illuminating a target area or, more 
generally, for lighting up an area of interest to facilitate the taking of photographs for purposes 
of reconnaissance. Thus the objective of Ischinger’s aircrew was neither to attack enemy targets 
per se, nor deliberately to inflict damage. They were merely taking pictures and gathering 
intelligence – although, of course, for them that was potentially an [p. 62] extremely hazardous 
undertaking. The slight damage caused to the outhouse in St Thomas was essentially 
unintentional, although the BLC 50 flash-bomb, having done its work of illumination, had to 
land somewhere. Nevertheless, a piece of enemy ordnance had dropped on Swansea and 
therefore needed to be logged as part of the Bomb Census, thus the Ministry was obliged to 
classify this incident as a raid, and so it must now be considered as such. Historians of 
Swansea’s air raids therefore need to add it to the existing lists of known attacks on the town. 
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