
An extract from Bill Alty’s book ‘Better Born Lucky Than Rich.’ 

A few weeks later we went round to Southampton, where we were loaded up 

with 3.7 anti-aircraft shells, bombs and some Bailey bridging. The idea was for 

each craft to carry a mixture, so that the loss of a craft didn’t mean the loss of 

a large quantity of one type of cargo. We were given our instructions for 

landing in France and a board to hang in front of our bridge that had a number 

on it. This number told the beach master what we had on board. From 

Southampton we went to Bosham Creek near Chichester. This would be about 

the second week in May and we laid up in the creek with no communication 

with land allowed. 

On the afternoon of the 4
th

 June 1944, we were put on standby, stood down, 

and then put back on again on the 5
th

. We finally sailed about 5pm and went 

out of Chichester Harbour to join many hundreds of craft of all sizes, gathering  

around the Nab Tower (referred to at the time as Piccadilly Circus) some miles 

south of Selsey Bill. We were on our way to start the invasion of France  …. 

‘’D’’ Day 

Apart from the fact that the weather was a bit blowy and the sea rather rough, 

particularly when your boat is loaded such that only 9 inches is left sticking out 

of the water, the trip was remarkably quiet and really uneventful. We were all 

without lights except for a very small purple light carried on the stern of all 

ships. This was so that everyone had a light to follow, as we were following a 

swept area and would not wish to deviate into the minefield. 

I have often been asked about my thoughts and concerns as we made our way 

to the beaches. All I can say is that I do not remember ever giving any 

consideration to the idea that I may not survive to tell the tale. 

There was always the knowledge that what we were about was 

dangerous……..for everyone else. The nearer the beach we got, the busier we 
became and any such thoughts were drowned out by events (no pun 

intended). 

Having said this I should remind the reader that I was 21 years old and 

certainly viewed things in a different light to men who had wives and families 



at home. As I have got older I see danger in far less hazardous conditions than 

those on ‘D’ Day. 

Once we arrived, about 6am, we were surrounded by heavy gunfire from 

Capital ships shooting at German fortifications on shore. Fortunately, we had 

very little gunfire directed at us. Our main problem was beach mines, obstacles 

and craft going before us, which were often smashed, or sunk on the beach 

designated for us to land on. Clear beach was in short supply and several craft 

would be heading for the same spot.  

A tank landing craft was after the same bit of beach I chose. He was faster than 

me and got there first. He sat on a mine and blew his bows off so I cleared off 

and found another place to land. Yet more Alty luck. The bit of beach I 

eventually landed on, at a village called Ver Sur Mer, was almost exactly on the 

division between Juno and Gold beaches. 

Once unloaded we came off the beach as soon as possible, and worked for 

some time between coasters anchored off shore and the shore, often using a 

wreck to come alongside and discharge when the tide was not suitable to 

beach. The beach was gradually being cleared of debris by the Army 

bulldozers. 

I find difficulty in separating out events as those first few days seemed to be all 

rolled into one and we had been given Benzedrine tablets to make sure we 

stayed awake. (They really did work!). 

After a couple of days we set off for home and the next load from Newhaven. 

The journey was uneventful, however the weather turned foul after starting 

out again for France. We got our engines swamped and were unable to 

navigate. After drifting for some time, we had no clue where we were but 

suspected that we had drifted well to the west towards Cherbourg. 

A plane came over with RAF markings so having once been a signaller I got our 

lamp and signalled him, told him who we were and that we were drifting. He 

acknowledged. Some time later, we saw in the distance what we took to be a 

German E-boat (German gunboat). As we got nearer we saw they were 

alongside one of our fuel barges. We realised that any time now he would see 

us and having dealt with the fuel barge, it would be our turn. Our only defence 



was a twin Lewis  gun that fired .303 ammunition which was not much more 

effective than a pea-shooter. 

However, we were carrying a load of bombs, so we made preparation to keep 

ourselves out of sight with a few bombs to hand each, with the intention of 

lobbing the bombs at them as they came alongside. To our amazement, the E-

boat took off to the west like a greyhound. Only then did we pay attention to 

what was happening to the east of us. A frigate, which had been alerted by the 

plane, was coming towards us to see what could be done. He chased the E-

boat but came back before long as he was no match for their speed. 

The frigate picked up the tanker and towed it to us. We moored alongside, 

went aboard, and discovered that the crew were no longer aboard. 

Presumably they had been taken prisoner by the E-boat. The steering gear had 

been sabotaged and the compass destroyed.  But the engines were working so 

the frigate took off, after telling us to tow our own vessel back to Newhaven 

and giving us a course to steer. Well, this was all fine, except that while we had 

the engines, the only compass we possessed was on the boat we were towing. 

We were able to repair the steering gear on the tanker, which enabled us to 

tow our own boat, but we were not able to move the compass from one vessel 

to the other because a compass is set for a particular vessel and the amount of 

steel in that vessel. Therefore, our vessel, being loaded with ammunition etc, 

was quite different to a ship loaded with diesel fuel. 

So, we towed our own boat home, with compass readings laboriously passed 

from one vessel to the other. We were making only four or five knots and were 

not at all sure in what direction we were travelling, as we not equipped with 

the information necessary to make allowance for tidal drift, wind speed, etc. 

After some long time we passed another larger vessel, asked for a course for 

Newhaven and set off on that bearing. At this point the weather deteriorated 

and most of the crew, except for the PO and myself, decided the chances of 

making it back to Blighty were extremely remote. To add insult to injury, we 

had almost run out of food, the only thing left being tinned tomatoes, which 

we heated up. Needless to say, the stomach does not take kindly to tinned 

tomatoes on a rolling sea in heavy seas, and the only people on board 

prepared to eat them were the petty officer and myself. 



We eventually saw the coast of England and when we got close enough we 

found out that we were heading straight for Beachy Head, some 9 or 10 miles 

east of Newhaven. Not bad going under the circumstances. 

When I gave a report showing our starting position, listing the courses we had 

steered and how long we had been on those courses, including the later 

position given to us by the ship we met, and allowing for the fact that we were 

not doing much more than 4 or 5 knots, it was concluded that we must have 

travelled over some 16 miles of minefields. All this in one vessel carrying 

ammunition and bombs, attached to another carrying diesel. I think we can 

safely say that the Alty luck was in good form. 

I should say at this point that there was an element of financial incentive 

involved, as I assumed that as salvage money after World War One was paid 

only to those involved in the salvage , the same conditions would apply here. 

Imagine my disappointment after the war ended, when I discovered the money 

was to be shared out between the whole of the navy and I received the 

princely sum of seventy pounds. I was however mentioned in dispatches – 

whether this was for bringing both ships home safely, or for surviving on a diet 

of tinned tomatoes for three days is anybody’s guess ………….. 


