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This is the third volume in the Coastal Craft Histories 
series, and features the formidable Fairmile D MGB/
MTB. I have not included the Ds used as Long Range 

Rescue Craft by the Royal Air Force, as it is my intention 
to cover these and other air-sea rescue boats in another 
volume. 

The Fairmile D served as a Fast Patrol Boat Leader in the 
Royal Navy into the 1950s, and many boats were used by 
the Sea Scouts postwar. Some, such as ‘Kiwi’ (the former 
MTB 629 on page 10), saw a second life as houseboats. 
Sadly, it appears that no Fairmile D survives to the present 
day. An impression of the size of these boats can be gained 
though from the Fairmile Bs which still exist; in 2016, one 
can be seen on the River Dart in Devon being used as a 
passenger vessel, and one is moored in the East Sussex 

town of Rye, in the process of being restored as a Rescue 
Motor Launch.

The next volume in this series will cover Fairmile’s earlier 
designs; the A and B-type MLs, and the C-type MGB. 

My thanks go to Robert Dale for the photos of MTB 731, 
and permission to use them; Coastal Forces Veterans (www.
cfv.org.uk) for inspiration, assistance and their exhaustive 
database of boats; Neil Robinson and Martin Blundell. 

This book was nearly complete when the sad news 
reached me of the death of John Lambert. Although he 
had seen earlier drafts, he had not seen the finished 
volume. I therefore dedicate this book to him, as it 
could never have appeared without his support and 
assistance.
Mark Smith, Somerset, May 2016.
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Foreword 

	 	MTB	731		

These photos of MTB 731 show useful detail for anyone modelling a 
Fairmile D. Of note are the loudhailers and additional vents on the 
now windowless charthouse, and the plaque on the sprayshield. The 
notice below and aft of the plaque warns deck crew to refrain from 
smoking - the filler pipes for the fuel tanks were nearby. The vents 
are painted externally in two colours, though the interiors are White.

Photos by the late Sub-Lieutenant Geoffrey Alan Dale, 
courtesy of his son Robert, ©2016.
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department of the Admiralty, receiving orders from the 
Director of Naval Contracts. No profit was made, and 
overheads were kept to a minimum. As part of the deal, the 
Cobham site was requisitioned, but it was never returned 
to Fairmile’s ownership.

When the A entered service, it was found to have a few 
problems. It lacked manoeuvrability, and needed to be 
wider. It was also too slow to be a torpedo or gun boat, 
and so didn’t need the hard-chine hull. The Admiralty 
felt that a wider, slightly longer and round-bilged (curved 
sides) motor launch would be better suited to the coastal 
duties expected of the design. A lower top speed was 
accepted, and so only two engines needed to be fitted. 
This meant that more hulls could be built for the same 
number of engines, as Usborne’s prediction of the Navy’s 
need for hundreds of this type of vessel proved accurate. 
The Admiralty design for this boat was further worked on 
by Fairmile’s Sydney Graham, who also ‘productionised’ 
it for the ‘Fairmile System’. This new ML became the 
Fairmile B. Nearly 600 Bs were built in this country and 
abroad, serving in every Theatre of War. The B was a true 
multi-role design, individual boats serving as minelayers, 
minesweepers, escorts and anti-submarine vessels. Some 
were used as hospital boats, navigation leaders, air-sea 
rescue vessels and for the insertion and support of Special 
Forces. A few were even fitted with torpedo tubes. Part of 
the reason for the B’s adaptability was the design of the 
deck fittings. Each boat was fitted with load-bearing steel 
strips, which were pre-drilled and tapped. Weaponry was 
bolted to these strips rather than welded, so that in theory 
a boat could come into harbour as a minelayer, and leave 
the next day fitted with depth charges.

The A and B used American Hall-Scott Defender petrol 

engines (three and two respectively), with each engine 
developing around 600 brake horse power. In 1940, the 
desperate need for motor gun boats saw the construction 
of twenty-four Fairmile Cs. These used essentially the 
same hull as the A, but with a new superstructure which 
reflected operational experience. Cs were fitted with three 
supercharged Defenders, each generating a maximum of 
900bhp. Maximum speed was around 26 knots, several 
knots faster than the A and B. Cs served exclusively in 
home waters, mainly on east coast convoy duties, although 
individual boats were used in the Dieppe, St. Nazaire and 
Bruneval raids and various covert operations.

Noel Macklin was knighted in 1944 in recognition of 
his efforts, and also awarded a large sum of money as 
partial compensation for the loss of profit. By the end of 
the war, Macklin was extremely unwell, and had to use 

a wheelchair. Despite this, he was put in charge of the 
Admiralty’s programme to dispose of the large number of 
surplus boats, and the vast quantity of spares and other 
equipment that had built up. Sir Noel Macklin died in 1946. 
Fairmile’s boat building continued after the war, but on 
a much reduced scale. They remained based at Cobham, 
but with yards at Hayling Island near Portsmouth, and 
Berwick on Tweed. Their postwar activities are outside the 
scope of this volume, but the yard at Berwick survived in 
different ownership until the early 1990s. Fairmile (Marine 
Consultants) Ltd of Cobham closed in 1984.

The Fairmile D MGB / MTB
What became the Fairmile D was an attempt to directly 
counter the German S-boat. The hull was longer and wider 
than the B, but was hard-chine rather than round-bilge. 
The increased beam allowed four Packards to be fitted. 
All the engines faced the same way, with each engine 
driving one propeller. The engine space was such that the 
shafts did not have to be ‘folded’ with space-saving but 
power-draining ‘Z’ drives. These were needed on some or 
all of the engines on the shorter boats. Even so, a D’s 5000 
horsepower was still 1000 down on that developed by the 
S-boat’s three engines.

The D’s hull was designed by W.J Holt, of the Royal Corps 
of Naval Constructors. The hard chine allowed a boxy hull 
form, which easily accommodated the four engines, and 
their associated cooling and exhaust systems. The relatively 
flat bottom allowed a degree of planing to occur. The bow 
of the D looks as if it has come from another boat, and the 
hull attempted to combine the sharp bow of a round bilge 
boat with a hard chine mid-section and stern. The idea was 

that the destroyer-like bow would pierce the waves, forcing 
the displaced water under the chines, so allowing higher 
speeds in higher sea states. Pre-war, boats were able to 
avoid bad weather. In wartime, they operated in seas they 
were probably never designed for, driving into ‘head-seas’, 
their foredecks often awash. Even with this bow, many Ds 
received additional structural reinforcement to cope with 
the pounding they received, especially those boats used in 
the North Sea and Norwegian waters. 

By the time the D entered service, the separation of the 
MGB and MTB roles such that they were performed by 
different boats had been shown to problematic. MTBs were 
originally intended to only carry very light armament - 
rifle-calibre machine guns - intended to keep enemy heads 
down, and deter aircraft. Early tactics were for them to be 
accompanied on their firing runs by faster MGBs. At first, 
the gun boats were scarcely better armed than the torpedo 
boats. Once wartime operations began - at night, in poor 
weather - contact between the two boat types proved 
difficult, and actions incredibly fast and fluid. MGBs often 
found themselves in a firing position, but lacked torpedoes. 
MTBs found themselves outgunned by practically every 
enemy vessel they encountered. As a consequence, the 
MTBs were fitted with increasingly larger weapons and 
MGBs fitted with torpedoes; the division between the two 
became largely meaningless. 

As the Ds were initially intended to be either MGBs or 
MTBs, the decks of the basic hull had similar strips to 
the Fairmile B, allowing a huge variety of weapons to be 
fitted relatively easily. Most Ds were fitted (or refitted) with 
torpedo tubes. They could also carry mines and depth 
charges, and one was fitted to carry two ‘Chariot’ two-man 

Noel Macklin and the 
Fairmile Marine Company 
Albert Noel Campbell Macklin served as a Captain in 

the Army in World War I, and was wounded in action. 
Although invalided out in 1915, he joined the Royal Naval 
Volunteer Reserve, serving in the Dover Patrol. Like many 
men of his generation, he was interested in cars, aeroplanes 
and boats. He founded two car firms - Railton and Invicta - 
before establishing the Fairmile Marine Company, to design 
and manufacture naval craft.

Macklin had read a paper by Vice-Admiral Usborne in 
the late 1930s which said that the Royal Navy would soon 
need boats capable of fulfilling various roles close to the 
shore, protecting coastal traffic. In the First World War, the 

Admiralty used the American Elco Motor Launch (ML) 
in this role. The Elco boats came in various sizes up to 80 
feet (24.3m) in length, but were considered less than ideal, 
being rather wet forward and not wide enough in the beam. 
The MLs were built on a production line, using precut parts 
which had been sourced from various suppliers. 

Working with designer Norman Hart, Macklin had plans 
drawn up for a motor launch around 110ft (33.5m) long 
and powered by three engines. Although the boat was 
entirely conventional in appearance, Hart and Macklin had 
designed it to be built in large quantities from prefabricated 
kits, using non-strategic materials where possible. Fairmile 
sourced the parts for these kits, and then supplied them to 
boatyards around the country who had been contracted to 
build the MLs. The parts were often made by suppliers who 
hadn’t made boat parts before, but which possessed the 

skills and machinery to make them, such as joinery firms. 
The boatyards which constructed the kits often possessed 
huge experience in constructing wooden boats, but had 
never previously built a warship. Using smaller yards kept 
the large ones free for other work. The Fairmile-supplied 
kits also reduced the scope for error in construction, or 
of the yards introducing their own ‘improvements’ by 
redesigning them. Vosper designs were often built under 
licence, and some of these boats were inferior to those 
from Vosper’s yard. This was not a problem experienced by 
BPBCo, who built the vast majority of their boats in their 
own yards. The ‘Fairmile System’ was similar to that used 
by De Havilland in constructing the Mosquito - dispersed 
production of components by non-specialists, using as little 
metal as possible.

In the absence of an official requirement, Macklin went 

ahead with the construction of the boat as a private venture, 
as Vosper had with their MTB 102, and BPBCo with their 
PV-70. As war began to look inevitable, the Navy purchased 
Fairmile’s boat before it was completed, and commissioned 
it as ML 100. A contract was placed for a small run of 
these boats, which served as Fairmile A MLs. The ‘pre-fab’ 
method worked so well that the Admiralty wanted further 
designs to be built in the same way by Fairmile.

A unique arrangement
After winning the contract for the A-type, Macklin felt 
the company needed more capital, especially if Fairmile 
was to be responsible for further boat designs. Instead of 
finding this money from the financial markets, a unique 
arrangement was made. Fairmile carried on business as 
an agency, retaining its name but in effect becoming a 
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  MGB 601  

Built by Tough Brothers, Teddington.

Completed March 1942. Deemed a 
Constructive Total Loss on the 27th July 
1942.

On acceptance trials early 1942. 

Profile 1 - Painted G45 (or similar toned 
grey such as 507C) overall, with black 
below the waterline. Hull numbers have 
either not yet been painted on, or have 
been removed by the censor.

One 2pdr QF Mk IIC on Mk XV mount 
forward. Two twin 0.5in Vickers Mk V 
turrets. Two twin 0.303in Vickers G.O 
guns in bridge ‘pulpits’. Holman Projector 

on ‘coach roof’ aft of bridge. One twin 
20mm Oerlikon on Mk V power mount aft. 
Two depth charges. Mast carries Type 
286 radar. 

A late-type Chemical Smoke Apparatus (CSA) 
is shown aft, but spray obscures the transom 
on the image used for reference.

MTB 601 was the prototype ‘D’, and part of 
an order for twelve similar boats. The first 
thirty-two Fairmile Ds were intended as gun 
boats, and so lacked the ‘scallops’ forward. 
MTB 601 saw action in July 1942, attached 
to a group of Fairmile ‘C’ MGBs. It suffered 
severe damage attacking a convoy off Cap 
Griz Nez. The weather conditions were such 

that ‘short’ MTBs could not be used, and so 
Fairmile Cs and Ds were sent out. Lacking 
torpedoes, they were forced to make depth 
charge ‘runs’ on a merchant ship. Under 
intense fire from escort vessels, Fairmile 
‘C’ MGB 328 blew up. MGB 601 was hit by at 
least twenty-six 20mm shells. Three days 
after this action, it exploded, caught fire and 
sank at its moorings. It was assumed that a 
petrol tank was holed during the engagement. 
Although the tanks were coated in a self-
sealing compound, petrol and vapour had 
probably accumulated between the tank and 
the coating. Weapons and other equipment 

were taken off MTB 601, before the remains 
were scrapped. 
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  MGB 601  

Profile 2 - Painted G45 and White, as used on 
operations. Hull numbers probably in 507B.

A photo in ‘Dogs Boat At War’ shows MTB 601 sunk 
in Dover Harbour, and it appears that the boat had 
been repainted since it was completed. The upper 
part of the hull sides and parts of the wheelhouse 
are in a much paler colour - presumably, White. 

The bases of the Vickers turrets seem to be the 
same colour, and so the rest of the turret has been 
shown as White in this profile.
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	 	MTB	730		

Built	by	Woodnutts,	Bembridge,	Isle	
of	Wight.	Completed	April	1944,	and	
disposed	of	in	May	1958.	Served	with	
the	Sea	Cadet	Corps	from	April	1946.

63rd MTB Flotilla.

Painted G45 on most vertical surfaces, 
with B15 on the decks and horizontal 
surfaces visible from above. White below 
the chine at the bow, and black below 
the waterline. White shadow-shading 
has been applied to some parts of the 
superstructure, some overhangs, the 
lower third of the tubes and the vent 
throats.

Four 18 inch torpedo tubes. Power-
operated 6pdr QF Mk IIA on Mk VII mount 
forward, with one or two 2 inch flare 
launchers on the starboard side of the 
mount. Two twin Vickers Mk V 0.5 inch 
turrets. Two twin 0.303in Vickers G.O 
guns in bridge ‘pulpits’. Two single 
Oerlikon 20mm guns on lightweight 
mounts slightly aft of the ‘pulpits’. 
One twin manual 20mm Oerlikon on 
bandstand on ‘coach roof’. One power-
operated 6pdr QF Mk IIA on Mk VII mount 
aft. Two depth charges. Late-type CSA 
aft. Mast carries Type 286PU radar, Type 

242 IFF Interrogator, and Type 253 IFF 
Responder. 

MTB 730’s weapon fit is typical for a four-tube 
‘D’ MTB being completed at this stage of the 
war, with the power-operated 6pdrs replacing 
the 2pdrs and manual 6pdr Hotchkiss guns, 
and the power-operated twin Oerlikon 
mounted aft replaced by a manual twin.

The three-colour scheme (known as 
Admiralty Basic Design 26/4) for the Fairmile 
D was laid down in Admiralty Drawing N.D 
183, dated the 29th May 1943. The key to 
this drawing mentions three colours - White 
enamel, Light Grey and Dark Blue. Light Grey 
was to be used on all vertical surfaces on 
the boat which were normally visible from 
the side. Dark Blue was to be used on all 
horizontal surfaces visible from above, and 
White was to be used on both horizontal and 
vertical surfaces which were in shadow. 

In the supporting text to this drawing, it 
notes the following: 
l ‘areas shown in Light grey [are] to [be] 

painted in G45’
l ‘areas shown Dark Blue Grey ‘are to be 

painted . . . B15

The areas to be painted in White are then 
noted at length.

‘The following should be painted in White 
enamel;
l the undersides of platforms and all 

horizontal projections not normally visible 
from outboard;

l the inside of ventilators and all enclosing 
surfaces not normally visible from 
outboard, the windshield around the bridge, 
the interior of the chart house and the 
inside of the bridge structure

l the deck under the following - guns, 
dinghy, depth charges, anchors, gratings, 
ammunition lockers and any fitting raised 
more than two inches above the deck;

l any horizontal surfaces which might throw 
light up into dense shadows;

l part of the hull either below the chine or 
normally in shadow due to the flare.

The following should be painted semi-gloss 
White;
l the insides of gun shields, winches, etc;
l the masts, posts, guardrail stanchions;
l the underside of the dinghy, the lower 

third of the gun barrels, torpedo tubes, 
searchlights, throats of ventilators;

l the average shadow areas on vertical or 
approximately vertical surfaces due to 
adjacent projections of any kind or to the 
areas in question being recessed.

The instructions for which areas were to be 
painted in B15 were also set out:
l the deck and all horizontal surfaces visible 

from outboard;

l the upper third of gun barrels, torpedo 
tubes, searchlights, and any other 
rounded or sloping surfaces which created 
highlights, such as the tops of ventilators, 
etc.
It also noted;

l Where countershading in either White or 
colour B15 meets the middle tone (colour 
G45) on the same unbroken flat  

or rounded surfaces, the joint should be 
graded if practicable, in order not to sow a 
hard dividing line

l In the case of new construction the 
protective boot-topping or anti-fouling 
composition used should if practicable be 
White wherever it may be visible when the 
boat is stationary or at speed

l In any case the painting as shown in the 
diagram should be taken down as close as 
possible to the waterline and preferably 
below it to cover all parts of the hull which 
may be visible when the boat is stationary 
or at speed and over the protective boot 
topping which should not be omitted

l The transom and vertical surfaces in the 

superstructure running athwartships 
should be painted G45 unless shown 
otherwise in the diagram or included in the 
countershading as specified above

l Non-slip deck paint may be used on decks 
where a non-slip foothold is necessary if 
used this should be of a grey not lighter 
than colour B15.
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G45 B15White

These swatches give an idea of the range of colours 
used. Please note that the (four colour) printing 
process used to make this book is not as accurate a 
representation of the colour as paint chips can be. 

COLOURS	USED	BY	MTBS,	MGBS	AND	OTHER	VESSELS	ASSOCIATED	WITH	COASTAL	FORCES



The Fairmile ‘D’ was often known as the ‘Dog Boat’, and 
was the most numerous British ‘long’ MTB to serve in 
the Second World War.

Produced by Noel Macklin’s Fairmile Marine Company, 
it followed their three earlier Motor Launch and Motor 
Gun Boat designs. Fairmile’s boats were built at dozens 
of yards in the UK and around the world, using a kit of 
parts supplied by Fairmile. This reduced the possibility 
of error in constructing the boats, and allowed them to 
be built in smaller yards. This ‘Fairmile System’ also 
used suppliers who hadn’t previously 
made boat parts.

The ‘D’ was designed as a pure gun boat (MGB) with 
enough speed and guns to take on the S-boats which 
were such a threat to coastal convoys and the smaller 
‘short’ MTBs. Although never as fast as the S-boats, 
the D was eventually fitted with heavier guns, and was 
capable of tackling much larger opponents. Most gun 
boats were refitted with two torpedo tubes, or built as 
MTBs with two or four tubes. Fairmile’s innovation also 
included deck fittings which allowed new weaponry to 
be added quickly. A few Ds continued in service into 

the 1950s, acting as Leaders for the 
postwar ‘short’ MTBs.
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