A -Cambridge chemist - and a war hero

A reguest for information to the academic secretary’s office led
Howard Jones on a trail of discovery that led to a story of extreme
bravery during the Second World War. Howard tells us more

Periodically, we receive requests for his-
rorical information about the depart-
ment or its former members. Most
enquiries relate tc events or peaple
from the past 30 years or so, where we
have reasonable archived records, or can
rely on the memories of our older
members of staff. But when Susan
Cowen received an enquiry in April
about a chemistry undergraduate from
the 1930s, we held out litde hope of
finding anything useful.

We were asked if we could confirm
that Flying Officer Kenneth Campbell,
believed te have been a member of the
University Air Squadren and killed in
action in April 1941, was a chemistry
student at Clare College in the 1930s.
No pre-war paper records remain in the
department, and there is certainly
nobody from that time still in the
department to consult.

I have a subscription to a genealogy
website, and so first I used it to check
World War I death records, and found
that a K. Campbell of 22 Squadron was,
indeed, killed in action in April 1941.

I then searched the internet for infor-
maticn on 22 Squadron. I thought I
would find his name on the squadron’s
roll of honour but, to my amazement, [
unearthed the story of how he was
awarded the Victoria Cross for single-
handedly attacking and severely damag-
ing the battleship Gneiseneu in Brest
harbour on 6 April 1941.

SOLO RAID

A planned attack on the harbour by a
group of aircraft had been hampered by
bad weather. Setting out from St Eval in
Cornwall, Kenneth was the only airman
to arrive on schedule at Brest and, rather
than return home without engaging the
enerny, he launched a solo raid.

Unfortunately, the flight path he had
o take when delivering the crucial
strike gave German defences a clear
view of his aircraft, and he was shot
down, crashing into the harbour. All
four crew were killed, and were buried
in Brest by the Germans with full mili-
tary honours. He was two weeks short
of his 24th birthday.

His efforts were recognised with the
award of the Victoria Cross. His act of
heroism was judged so important to the
course of the war that the VC was
awarded within a year — VCs are not
usually awarded until hostilitics have

ceased in order to get a full picture of
the context of the bravery.

In fact, his attack on Brest harbour is
seen by military historians as one of the
defining moments of the war in Furope.
In spring 1941, it was a generally held
view that Germany had the upper hand:
the UK may have won the Baule of
Britain in 1940 and survived the worst
of the Blitz, but the time the spring
came around the UK was virtually on its
kmees, thanks to attacks on merchant
shipping in the Atlantic bringing vital
supplies to Britain,

Brest was the German base for
launching many of those attacks, led by
the two battleships Gneisenau and
Scharnhorst. Kenneth’s action left the
Germans without one of its key attack
ships. It tock moere than six months for
the German Navy to recover its
strength, by which time the Americans
had joined the conflict, and Hitler had
turned his attention to the invasion of
Russia. The rest, as they say, is history.

But the original query remained
unanswered. A little more detective
work looking up official class lists from
the 1930s revealed that K. Campbell
from Clare College gained a Class 1l in
Part I Natural Sciences in 1938, and
graduated in 1939 after obtaining a IL.2
in Part IT Natural Sciences (Chemistry).

So a Cambridge chemist really did
single-handedly influence the outcome
of the war with Germany.

Another Cambridge link: Campbells 22
Squadron was disbended at the end of
World War II. Part of the modern day 22
Squadron is based in Anglesey, where none
cther than Prince William — the new
Duke of Cambridge — is @ serving officer.

Although he was
killed in action in
1941 at the age of
just 23, Campbell's
heroism played a
vital role in the
Allied victory
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