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Introduction


In April 2010 my wife Caroline and I, with our two boys Benedict (aged 6, very nearly 7) and Theo (just 20 months) took a short break to the south Kent coast. Feeling very democratic, as the general election had just been called, we each chose a place to visit. Wakehurst Place for Caroline (she holds a PhD in Plant Biochemistry), the seaside at Hastings for Benedict and the magnificent castle at Dover for me and for Benedict. Theo did not seem to care where he went and was duly disenfranchised. Having just come out of the fascinating secret wartime tunnels cut through the famous white chalk cliffs beneath the castle, we stopped to admire the panoramic view over the port and English Channel. It was a bright, crystal-clear spring day and the coastline of France was clearly visible on the horizon. I pointed it out to Benedict and remarked that that was just how close the Germans came to invading Britain in the summer of 1940, following the evacuation of Dunkirk brilliantly organised in the damp rooms we had just visited. Glancing down, my eyes came across a photograph on one of English Heritage’s information boards, more than a little faded by the sun. It was the famous photograph of Göring with his full entourage gazing over the Channel at the White Cliffs of Dover. Jabbing my finger at the photograph, ‘That’s them there,’ I said, pointing at the French coast, ‘looking at us, here,’ indicating the place we were standing. ‘Not far, is it? But they never managed to get here.’ Now Benedict, a curiously well-informed 6- nearly 7-year-old, nodded sagely and said, ‘That was the Battle of Britain, wasn’t it? The Spitfires and Hurricanes and all that stuff.’ Indeed it was and we strolled on.


Later that afternoon as we headed back to our hotel, we called at the under-visited Battle of Britain Memorial at Capel-le-Ferne. We wandered along the propeller-shaped footpaths to the beautiful statue of the lone pilot sitting with arms wrapped around his drawn-up knees, his young face serene and untroubled, lifted slightly towards the sky. Having looked at the squadron crests on its plinth, we all walked slowly back to the immaculate memorial wall to read a few of the 2,900 names perfectly inscribed upon it. Benedict had heard of some of the more famous names and, having read some others, asked, ‘Are these the names of all the men who fought in the Battle of Britain?’ I thought about it for a minute and replied, ‘Well, no, not really. These are the names of the famous Few, the brave pilots and aircrew of Fighter Command, but there were lots of others who helped too.’ Benedict did not even pause for breath, ‘Ah, they’ll be your bomber men again, daddy,’ and ran off to catch up with Theo, who was toddling around on the grass.


His initial views that day, though those of a young boy, are the ones that are widely held, in so far as they are held at all, by the general public in Britain. The Battle of Britain was all about Spitfires, and maybe Hurricanes, roaring about the skies over London and the South-East, shooting down loads of German Messerschmitts. As someone who teaches a bit of history, I do know that this is the line most textbooks take, sketchily covering these events before hurrying on to the Blitz and its effects. The general media certainly follow suit and each summer several newspapers run a feature or two on The Few and on TV another documentary repackages the archive film to tell the story once again.


I should make it absolutely clear here and now that I am in the first rank of those who insist that the Battle is a story worth telling. Indeed, as I point out to the boys and girls I teach, the Battle is arguably the most important in Britain’s long and unparalleled military history. The Few deserve, without reservation, their place at the very top of the lengthy roll of British military heroes – and I mean heroes in the full and proper sense of the word. However, that small group of men from Britain, its Empire and beyond, were not alone in seeking to defend the people of these islands in the summer of 1940. Indeed, they were not even alone within the RAF itself. The men of Coastal Command and Bomber Command also fought tirelessly and bravely by day and by night to prevent invasion and to reduce the weight of attack being unleashed on this country. It is revealing and sobering to recall that in the Lady Chapel in Westminster Abbey, originally added by Henry VII, damaged by military action in 1940, restored and rededicated by King George VI on 10 July 1947, there lies, beneath the magnificent stained-glass Battle of Britain memorial window, a Roll of Honour. Illustrated magnificently, its beautiful script records for future generations the names of the 1,497 pilots and aircrew who made the ultimate sacrifice in defence of Great Britain between 10 July and 31 October 1940. Listed by Command, one stands out as being by far the longest, comprising some 732 names. It is that of Bomber Command. In many ways, the forgotten heroes of that Command’s forgotten summer.
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A New Kind of War


By the time the War Cabinet assembled at 11 a.m. on 15 May, rumour was rife and a heady mix of anticipation and foreboding hung heavy in the air. At 7.30 that morning Prime Minister Churchill, disgruntled to be awoken at such an hour, had received a telephone call from a shocked and despondent Paul Reynaud, his French counterpart, who informed him that the Germans had smashed through French lines and were decimating the remaining French forces, leaving the road to Paris wide open. His conclusion was that the battle was over and the war was lost. Churchill begged to differ and sought to reassure his near hysterical ally, pointing out that the War Cabinet was to meet within a matter of hours and would act swiftly. There were no fewer than fifteen items on the wide-ranging agenda. Item two was air policy and to add their expertise to the discussion were the new Secretary of State for Air, Sir Archibald Sinclair; Air Chief Marshal Sir Cyril Newall; Chief of Air Staff and his deputy Air Marshal Sir Richard Peirse; and Air Chief Marshal Sir Hugh Dowding, Air Officer Commanding, Fighter Command. The item, which had largely been prompted by Reynaud’s grave warnings, was divided into two parts – firstly, whether Britain should send more fighters to France and secondly, whether Britain should launch attacks on military objectives in the Ruhr and elsewhere in Germany east of the Rhine.


Mindful of the perilous position in France and the manifest and direct consequences of their decision, the Cabinet declined to sanction the deployment of further fighters to the Continent. History rightly makes much of this momentous decision but tends to overlook the one that followed. The French government had set its face firmly against such a move, deterred by near certain retaliation by the Germans, but the motion drew a far warmer reception from the War Cabinet, now absolute in their determination to act in Britain’s interests. Sinclair opened the discussion by pointing to the wide range of military and industrial targets available and the significantly detrimental effect attacking them would have upon Germany’s war effort on land, sea and air. Newall spoke next, fully endorsing Sinclair’s views, as did Peirse, Dowding, Admiral of the Fleet Sir Dudley Pound and General Sir Edmund Ironside, Chief of the Imperial General Staff. The discussion then turned to those with political responsibilities and here too the unanimity was astonishing, especially given the tense and menacing conditions in which the discussion was taking place. Eden, Alexander, Atlee, Halifax and Duff-Cooper all concurred, each stating the positive benefits, military and political, at home and abroad, as they saw them; even Neville Chamberlain, the recently deposed Prime Minister, so long an advocate of less martial means, now advocated this overtly offensive course, considering that ‘this battle had reached so critical a stage that … it would therefore be wrong to stay our hands any longer from the proposed night bombing operations.’ The avalanche of support no doubt pleased the pugnacious Churchill, who added his thoughts thus, considering ‘that the proposed operations would cut Germany at its tap root’. He also hoped it would have an effect on the current land battle, bolster French morale, have a salutary effect on Italy (then lurking menacingly in the wings of the war) and believed that this was the psychological moment to strike at Germany proper and ‘convince the German people that we had both the will and the power to hit them hard.’ The proposal was carried unanimously and without further debate. Never one to procrastinate, Churchill suggested operations should begin that night. Thus began the longest and most intense single campaign of the war, the strategic air offensive against Germany, waged by Bomber Command. It would involve more than 125,000 highly trained air crew, with several times that number of specialists acting in support of them, the loss of more than 55,000 young men from Britain and the Empire, take up a large proportion of the nation’s industrial production and cost the economy millions of pounds. In return, it would devastate Germany from end to end, significantly hamper and constrain the development and growth of German war production, weaken the offensive spirit of the general population, cause the deaths of well over 500,000 Germans, compel the deployment of more than 1 million men and considerable military hardware and expertise to the defence of the Reich, pave the way for the invasion of Occupied Europe and take the war right to the heart of Germany, thereby increasingly sparing Britain the full horrors of war.


In the desperate days during the summer of 1940, with a powerful, ruthless and rampant enemy only a matter of miles away and the fate of the country and its Empire hanging in the balance, it also played a crucial and largely overlooked role in the defence of the United Kingdom in the Battle of Britain.


It had barely been twenty-five years since the first bomb dropped from a Zeppelin had landed on Norfolk on 15 January 1915, killing two civilians and wounding thirteen more. Britain’s island inviolability had been breached and, as the raids continued, it rapidly became clear that every citizen – young and old, male and female, rich and poor – was potentially in the front line. The profound implications of this development were immediately crystal clear. Writing in response to the first daylight attack made upon London by an aircraft on 28 November 1916, The Times’ leader writer noted, ‘If I were asked what event of the year had been of the most significance to the future of humanity, I should reply … the appearance of a single German aeroplane flying at high noon over London.’


Lord Rothermere, the influential newspaper magnate and Chairman of the Air Board, immediately led the strident calls for retaliation. By the end of the war in November 1918, some 1,414 British citizens had lost their lives and a further 3,416 had been seriously injured by aerial bombardment, but in reply more than 12,000 bombs, totalling 553 tons, had been dropped on German targets in 578 separate raids. Had the war lasted a day or two longer, the RAF’s new super-heavy bomber, the Handley Page V/1500, would have carted its half-ton load from its base in Nancy to Berlin.


The threat of attack from the air hung heavy over the heads of the British people in the 1920s and ’30s in the same manner as nuclear war would later in the century, and the question of air attack was one of the very few aspects of the Great War to be actively pursued by successive inter-war governments. As early as May 1924 an Air Raids Precautions Committee was set up under Sir John Anderson to consider ways to ameliorate the effects of bombing upon the civilian population. Evidence from the Air Staff painted an apocalyptic picture. Air raids on London would kill 1,700 and injure 3,300 in the first twenty-four hours, decreasing to 1,275 and 2,475 respectively the next day and then 880 and 1,650 for each twenty-four-hour period thereafter. Great thought was given to the means of preventing such an unprecedented slaughter but the problem was an intractable one. Aircraft development, particularly that of fighters, was stagnant as defence spending was slashed in the face of economic recession and widespread anti-war sentiment. Anti-aircraft protection was equally woefully inadequate, with a shortage of suitable weaponry and effective technology: an air exercise in 1926 revealed that, of the 2,935 shells expended, only two succeeded in hitting the target and that in broad daylight and clear conditions.


It is no wonder, then, that a sense of doom and gloom prevailed. Successive governments concluded that there was little that could be done to prevent such cataclysmic slaughter and devastation, which could continue for days on end. The public long remembered Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin’s chilling statement made in the House of Commons on 10 November 1932: ‘No power on Earth can protect the man in the street from being bombed. Whatever people might tell him, the bomber will always get through.’ The Air Raids Precaution Committee had already concluded that, even with mass evacuation and the best defensive measures available, ‘It may well be the nation whose people can endure aerial bombardment the longer, and with the greatest stoicism, will ultimately prove victorious.’ There seemed to be just two possibilities to prevent the ‘knock-out blow’ – disarmament and rearmament. When the lengthy disarmament talks held in Geneva, upon which so many hopes were riding, inevitably fell foul of national prejudices and vested interests and failed to produce a suitable formula for policing the skies, the viable options were down to one. The only protection against the bomber was the bomber. In essence, to have the capacity to bomb your enemy harder and more often than he could you, an early form of Mutually Assured Destruction. Thus, it came as no surprise when, as if acting on cue, the moment Chamberlain had finished his sombre and lugubrious declaration of war on the morning of 3 September 1939, the air raid warning sounded in London.


The appalling horrors of the trenches and the scale of the losses suffered had inflicted a deep and unhealed scar upon the British consciousness. Especially as the joy of victory faded, people from all walks of life vowed that the mass slaughter should never be allowed to happen again and new ideas that seemed to hold out the promise of making this heart-felt aspiration a reality were instantly attractive and appealing. One such idea was put forward by the newly formed Royal Air Force, with at least half an eye on justifying its continued existence as a separate entity – strategic bombardment from the air, effectively the removal of an opponent’s capacity and, indeed, will to wage war. In the light of the real moral and economic pressure to save lives and cut costs, the Strategic Air Offensive had much to recommend it and quickly became the cornerstone of RAF policy. By its threatened use or its thoughtful and skilful deployment, a comparatively small force could achieve disproportionally large goals and put an end to a war quickly and conclusively, without the need for a prolonged and bloody campaign on the ground. ‘It may,’ the Air Staff declared, ‘in itself be the instrument of victory or it may be the means by which victory can be won by other forces. It differs from all previous forms of armed attack in that it alone can be brought to bear immediately, directly and destructively, against the heartland of the enemy.’ Sir Hugh Trenchard, the highly influential Chief of Air Staff and ‘Father of the Royal Air Force’, was a forceful proponent of the approach and made a strong case for devastating attacks upon legitimate military and economic targets directly related to the war effort. There were, however, significant limits as to what he considered legitimate and these would have profound effects upon the deployment of the RAF in 1939–40. He wrote in May 1928:


What is illegitimate as being contrary to the dictates of humanity, is the indiscriminate bombing of a city for the sole purpose of terrorising the civilian population. It is an entirely different matter to terrorise munitions workers (men and women) into absenting themselves from work or stevedores to abandoning the loading of a ship with munitions through fear of air attack upon the factory or dockyard concerned. Moral effect is created by the bombing in such circumstances but it is the inevitable result of a lawful operation of war – the bombing of a military objective.


The thrust of his argument gained ground and became the widely accepted wisdom. By the time Bomber Command was finally formed as a separate entity in July 1936 as part of the rapid reorganisation and rearmament programme belatedly initiated in response to events unfolding in Germany, planning was under way for what became the Western Air Plans, a blueprint for the Strategic Air Offensive against Germany. The sixteen detailed plans strove to undermine Germany’s capacity to wage war by attacking targets critical to its offensive war effort, such as Luftwaffe bases and aircraft factories, naval bases and dockyards, industrial war material production sites – especially in the Ruhr – oil storage and refineries, rail, waterway and communications targets and administrative centres of government. Italy was to be subjected to similar attack if necessary and both countries were also to be deluged by a massive propaganda leaflet campaign, warning the population of the dire consequences of continued hostilities. Bomber Command, therefore, entered the war with clear aims and objectives – to protect Great Britain by destroying the enemy’s capacity to conduct a war effectively.


Having clear and effective planning is one thing, executing it is quite another. The parsimonious and languid approach of successive governments to military spending after the war had a significant deleterious effect upon the RAF and the years slipped by with precious little investment in new aircraft, equipment and training. Indeed, an RFC veteran returning to the colours in, say, 1934 would have needed nothing more than a light refresher course before becoming fully operational once more. At the end of that year, there was still not a single bomber in service that could from an airfield in Britain reach the nearest point in Germany, deliver more than a paltry 500lb bomb load and return. If an attempt had been made in daylight there was little chance of survival lumbering along at about 90mph in an unwieldy, lightly armed aircraft such as the Handley Page Heyford, fully in range of modern anti-aircraft guns and in the face of the Nazi regime’s rapidly improving fighter opposition. If the attempt had been made by night, the problems of navigation and target location in hostile skies almost precluded success and a safe return. The matter did not end there for a similar degree of stagnation and paralysis had inevitably affected most other aspects of the service. In terms of defensive armament, a key factor in a bomber’s ability to operate unescorted in a hostile environment, little had changed and the aircraft still relied on the Great War stalwart, the slow-firing light Lewis gun, mounted on metal rings in open turrets. The bombs too belonged to a bygone era, the standard 112lb and 250lb bombs had only limited destructive capability and then only when the crew had used basic navigation techniques, still largely based on visual sightings and map reading, to locate the target. Quite simply, as there had been little progress in the performance of the bombers themselves, there was little imperative to develop and enhance the skill set of the crews. Things were clearly not as they should have been.


The RAF expansion programme was belatedly put into place and accelerated in the mid-1930s to meet the increasingly obvious threat posed by the new National Socialist government in Germany, unencumbered by many of the niceties of democratic government and society and backed by almost unlimited financial resources. The Air Ministry put out new specifications for a medium bomber and Vickers-Armstrongs set out to meet it with the help of an innovative designer, Barnes Wallace. The resultant Wellington, which first flew from the firm’s airfield at Brooklands in Surrey on 15 June 1936, was a quantum leap forwards. Capable of 250mph, it had a service ceiling of about 20,000ft, four .303 machine guns mounted in pairs in power-operated turrets in the nose and tail (often two more manually operated guns in the beam position), a maximum load of 4,500lb and a range well in excess of 1,000 miles fully loaded. The Air Ministry immediately placed orders and the first operational Wellingtons were delivered to 99 Squadron at Mildenhall in October 1938. Handley Page also aimed to meet the original specification B9/32 and its chief designer Gustav Lachman came up with the Hampden. Major J.L.B.H. Cordes lifted the prototype off the runway at Radlett for the first time on 21 June 1936 and was immediately impressed by its manoeuvrability. So was the Air Ministry and orders were swiftly placed. A little faster than the Wellington, it had a similar ceiling and top speed and could take a 2,000lb load almost 1,900 miles, dropping to 1,200 miles with a 4,000lb bomb load. For defence, it packed just a single .303 Vickers K gas-operated machine gun in the nose, dorsal and ventral positions and one Browning .303 in the wing – hardly a serious deterrent to a hard-hitting Me 109 or Me 110. By a happy chance, it was also found that two 1,500lb parachute sea mines could be squeezed into its bomb bay, thereby creating a particular and highly successful niche for the bomber.


The third mainstay of Bomber Command’s force, and the only one designed ab initio to operate at night, was the Armstrong Whitworth Whitley. Sleek, if not especially stylish, its modern lines were a mile away from its predecessors when it first flew on 17 March 1936. Put into service with 10 Squadron based at Dishforth in March 1937, it could lug a 4,000lb bomb load well over 1,500 miles at a theoretical cruising speed of 185mph, though most crews rarely saw those figures in practice. Armed with a revolutionary Nash and Thompson power-operated quadruple .303 machine gun in the rear turret, with further armament in the nose, the Whitley gave the Command its first real capability to launch an offensive against Germany. It and the other two were supported in their roles by two light bombers, the Fairey Battle and the Bristol Blenheim. By 1940 both aircraft were, and were known to be, little more than obsolescent death traps, making the selfless determination of the crews that flew them that summer – and beyond – all the more remarkable and poignant. Initially a private venture backed by Lord Rothermere, in April 1934 the Air Ministry was impressed by the Blenheim’s capabilities, especially its top speed of 280mph, then well over 100mph faster than any fighter in service. By the time the first aircraft reached 114 Squadron in March 1937, its advantage had been lost and even an upgraded Blenheim IV, which reached the front-line squadrons in January 1939, found itself outpaced and out-gunned by its opposition. The Fairey Battle fared even worse and its service history is one of bravery beyond reason. Designed to meet specification P.27/32 issued in August 1932 for a monoplane to carry 1,000lb of bombs over a range of 1,000 miles with a top speed of 200mph plus, its first flight was not until 10 March 1936, by which time it was already obsolescent, too slow, too lightly armoured and too lightly armed to survive in combat. Nevertheless, by the outbreak of war, there were more than 1,000 of these three-man light bombers in service and they formed the bulk of the Advanced Air Striking Force (AASF), sent to and ultimately fought almost to extinction over France.


These then were the aircraft at the disposal of those in command of the Strategic Air Offensive, the means by which established thought believed the enemy’s heartland would be crushed, removing his capacity and will to wage war, thereby protecting those at home and bringing the war to a rapid end. Reality, however, lagged far behind, although the Air Ministry did have a new generation of heavy bombers – the Short Stirling, the Handley Page Halifax and the Avro Lancaster – being developed as quickly as possible, aircraft far more capable and effective. The new generation of fighters could outstrip and run rings around the bombers, in daylight at least, throwing into doubt the maxim that the bomber would always get through. If and when it did, the crews were faced with the grave problem of locating and hitting a target, something taken for granted in the inter-war years, using means that differed little from those used when flight was in its infancy. Great strides forward had been taken in recent years but the Strategic Air Offensive was Bomber Command’s raison d’etre and that it was not better prepared for its long-awaited campaign reflects badly on all those at the top of government and the service.


Nevertheless, the men and women throughout the Command were absolutely committed to their task and set about it with a professional determination, fully aware of what was at stake. In a directive sent by Air Vice-Marshal (AVM) Sholto Douglas, Deputy Chief of Air Staff, to Air Marshal Charles Portal, Air Officer Commanding-in-Chief (AOC-in-C) Bomber Command on 4 June, in the wake of the Dunkirk evacuation, it was acknowledged that, ‘in present circumstances when the initiative rests with the enemy, our strategical policy is liable to be deflected by the turn of events from the course we should like it to follow’. It went on, ‘you should regard your primary aim as being to complete the offensive against German oil resources’, and, given the recent developments, ‘it is desirable as far as is consistent with your primary aim, to dislocate the German aircraft industry by attacks on such bomber and fighter assembly factories as may be within your range’. When conditions were inadequate to do this ‘you should continue as at present to bring about continuous interruption and dislocation of German war industry, particularly in those areas within range where the aircraft industry is concentrated, the Hamburg, Bremen, Ruhr and Frankfurt areas’, before a chilling reminder, ‘You should bear in mind throughout that the bomber force and particularly the medium bombers, may have to play a most important part in repelling an invasion of this country.’ The task was quite clear and prescriptive, and not in any way indiscriminate, and Portal was explicitly warned to have ‘due regard for avoiding as far as possible, undue risk to the lives of French, Dutch or Belgian civilians’, and even over German targets ‘in no circumstances should night bombing be allowed to degenerate into mere indiscriminate action, which is contrary to the policy of His Majesty’s Government.’ It was a heavy burden that had been placed on the Command and one that was to change emphasis repeatedly throughout the summer in the face of a fast-changing and increasingly menacing threat. On 13 July Portal was instructed that his ‘main offensive should be directed towards objectives the destruction of which will reduce the scale of the air attack upon this country.’ Portal tried to inject an air of realism, pointing out that many of these worthwhile targets were in either sparsely populated areas or isolated districts and that few could ‘be found with any certainty in moonlight by average crews. Expert crews may be expected to find the remainder on clear nights with a full moon and average crews will sometimes find them after a good deal of time has been spent in the searching’ and, as a result, ‘a very high percentage of the bombs which will inevitably miss the actual target will hit nothing else of importance and do no damage and the minimum amount of dislocation and disturbance will be caused by the operations as a whole.’ Portal, a highly intelligent and experienced airman, had come to a simple and profound conclusion pretty well from the outset; if the bombers, which were limited in both raw numbers and destructive capability, had serious difficulties in locating and destroying specific targets, then they might as well aim for valid targets in locations in which every bomb would count, whether on target or not, a blueprint for area bombing. Portal reminded his superiors that ‘we have the one directly offensive weapon in the whole of our armoury, the one means by which we can undermine the morale of a large part of the enemy people, shake their faith in the Nazi regime and at the same time and with the very same bombs, dislocate their heavy industry and a good part of their oil production.’ With the Luftwaffe stepping up its attacks in preparation for the expected invasion and Churchill at the same time demanding in a letter to Lord Beaverbrook, ‘an absolutely devastating, exterminating attack by very heavy bombers from this country upon the Nazi homeland’, Portal’s views seemed to have captured the mood of the day: those in charge in the Air Ministry begged to differ, at least for the moment.


At least Germany was being bombed and, by all accounts from crews, reconnaissances, fledgling aerial photographic evidence and neutral observers and press reports, hit hard by the steadily, if slowly, increasing momentum of the attacks. These attacks took a new direction in late August when Portal and his staff took full advantage of Churchill’s bullish response to the first Luftwaffe bombs to fall on London proper to mount a series of attacks upon military and industrial targets in Berlin. By 3 September Churchill, in a paper to the War Cabinet to mark the first anniversary of the war, was describing the bombers as ‘the means of victory’ and concluded:


We must, therefore, develop the power to carry an ever increasing volume of explosives to Germany, so as to pulverise the entire industrial and scientific structure on which the war effort and economic life of the enemy depend … In no other way at present visible can we hope to overcome the immense military power of Germany … The Air Force and its action on the largest scale must therefore claim the first place over the navy or the army.


This long-term plan set in stone the military and economic direction of Britain’s war effort for several years to come and opened the way for the long-awaited attritional contest, pitting the fortitude and resolution of the British people against those of the German population. Hitler lost no time in making clear his response when he addressed a near hysterical mass rally in the Berlin Sportspalast. Skilfully employing his well-honed rabble-rousing techniques, he steadily built up to his familiar high-pitched yet controlled shriek, declaring:


When the British Air Force drops two or three or four thousand kilograms of bombs, then in one night we will drop one hundred and fifty, two hundred and fifty, three hundred or four hundred thousand kilograms. When they declare that they will increase their attacks on our cities, then we will raise their cities to the ground … The hour will come when one of us will break and it will not be National Socialist Germany!


Fighting for its very survival in the face of apparently insuperable odds and with a ruthless and hugely powerful enemy hammering on the door and poised to break in, Britain, in full cognisance of what it meant, had chosen to play the only card it had left: unrestricted air warfare.


On 9 September, just two days after the Luftwaffe’s first massed raid on London, Portal presented a paper to the Air Staff in which he listed the top twenty cities in Germany ripe for attack and urged that a force of 150 aircraft, a maximum effort at the time, should hammer each in turn to cause the greatest dislocation and destruction possible. The Air Staff, with more than half an eye on maintaining the Command’s crucial anti-invasion attacks, went no further than saying that attacks could be made, for example, upon Berlin ‘from time to time when favourable weather conditions permit’. Whether Portal knew it or not at the time is unclear, but he was soon to get the chance to put his ideas into practice for on 4 October he was promoted to the highest post in the RAF, Chief of Air Staff. His appointment was surely no coincidence and Churchill lost no time in blasting a series of broadsides in his direction urging higher bombing tonnages, concluding, ‘It is a scandal that so little use is made of the enormous mass of material provided. The discharge of bombs on Germany is pitifully small.’ Spurred on by this, Portal put the finishing touches to a new directive, which landed on the desk of the new supremo at Bomber Command, Air Marshal Sir Richard Peirse, on 30 October. It confirmed that, ‘the enemy has, at least temporarily, abandoned his intention to invade this country’ and that, ‘the time seemed particularly opportune to make a definite attempt with our offensive to affect the morale of the German people when they can no longer expect an early victory and are faced with the approach of winter and the certainty of a long war.’ The change of direction was clearly spelled out: ‘Your first aim should be to continue your attacks on Berlin whenever conditions make it probable that the aircraft will get through,’ and that, ‘You will undertake similar attacks upon towns in central and western Germany,’ when such deep penetrations were not possible. The emphasis was to remain on oil, communications, war industries, power sources and transport but now, ‘where primary targets such as oil and aircraft objectives are suitably placed in the centre of towns or populated districts, they might also be selected’. In case there was any remaining doubt, the directive called for heavy attacks: ‘It is desired that regular concentrated attacks should be made on objectives in large towns and centres of industry, with the primary aim of causing very heavy material destruction which will demonstrate to the enemy the power and severity of air bombardment and the hardship and dislocation which will result from it.’ For the first time, an attack on morale was laid out as an objective as heavy attacks, ‘should be spread over the widest possible area so as to take advantage of the fear induced by concentrated attacks to impose ARP measures with the resulting interruption of work and rest and the dislocation of industry.’ It was a coherent, logical, practical and ultimately deliverable plan, a true Strategic Air Offensive, and its authors were well aware of what it entailed. There was little room for sentiment or compassion among the British people for an enemy still at the gates, especially one blasting cities the length and breadth of the country night after night. At the end of October 1940, as the Battle of Britain drew to a close but with the future still very much uncertain, it was clearer than ever that the bomber after all was the sole means of taking the war to the enemy, the very heart of the enemy, and by doing so it protected the men, women and children of Britain and offered them, and the wider world, a tiny speck of light at the end of a very long and dark tunnel.
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The Other Battle of Britain:
Phase One


The Battle of Britain, arguably the most important battle in British history, appears far more clear-cut in history books than it ever did to those taking part. To them, without the benefits of hindsight, it was a sequence of frenetic days in which momentous events were played out and the uncertain future unfurled with the passing dawns and sunsets. In the history books and the official record it has a definite start date, 10 July, and an end date, 31 October. For example, these are the dates where pilots who took part in an operational sortie with Fighter Command qualified for the prestigious Battle of Britain clasp. They cover the period from the time when the Luftwaffe began to intensify its attacks upon the shipping in the English Channel to the time when the momentum and scale of its daylight attacks pretty much faded away as autumn slipped into winter. Traditionally, it is divided into four phases, though the duration of each is often a matter of debate. The first covers the initial period of preparation for Operation Sea Lion and the necessary ‘intensive air warfare against England’; the second, the beginnings of the attempt to gain the vital air superiority over the Channel and southern England; the third, the damaging attacks on the RAF airfields and the onslaught to destroy Fighter Command in the air and on the ground; and the fourth, the assault on London and the final attempts to bring Fighter Command to battle en masse. Much of this was intended to pave the way for Sea Lion and even when it was called off, Hitler considered it vital to maintain the ‘political and military pressure on England’ and kept the door ajar on the invasion, intending to review the situation in the spring of 1941. There really was, on both sides, no knowing how things would turn out. What was clear though was that these were crucial days upon which much, and perhaps everything, depended and it is against this menacing and uncertain background that the grinding and remorseless work of Bomber Command must be placed in its forgotten summer. As the days lengthened into high summer, the hopes of a nation and Empire rested on the shoulders of a select band of young airmen.


It was a dull and damp morning in North Yorkshire as a watery sun struggled to penetrate the thick, grey, low cloud and illuminate the lush green countryside beneath. Picturesquely situated adjacent to the Great North Road in the heart of the beautiful Vale of York, with the North York Moors clearly visible to the east and the magnificent Pennine Dales to the west, RAF Leeming, a new bomber airfield only opened a few weeks before on 3 June 1940, was calmly setting about its daily routine. A few drab vehicles were moving sedately around the airfield as individual and small groups of airmen going on or coming off duty made their way to one building or another, either way shaking the sleep from their tired eyes and weary limbs. One young man, who was not there to see the new day beginning but sincerely wished he was, was Sergeant (Sgt) Peter Donaldson of 10 Squadron. While he was there in his mind’s eye, his body was on board a train bound for Frankfurt in the company of two armed guards and a powerful and ever vigilant Alsatian dog. Passing through the blossoming countryside, villages and towns en route, keenly looking out for bomb damage but in vain, he had plenty of time to reflect upon the manner in which his fighting war had come to such an abrupt end, just as the main struggle over Britain was gaining momentum.


The sight of the dawn breaking, however dully, over Leeming would, in fact, have been quite novel for him as he had only been there for a matter of hours before embarking upon what turned out to be his final sortie. He had, since the previous December, been based a little further north at Dishforth and had racked up an impressive number of operations flying as a navigator in a Whitley V. Thoroughly experienced and settled, he had been awoken by an orderly that morning, certainly one after a particularly good night before, and greeted with the news that he and his squadron was to proceed straightaway to Leeming, a few miles along the A1. Somewhat dismayed, he packed his things and joined the transport, only to be even more dismayed upon arrival to find his name on the ops board for that night; target Kiel, take-off 21.00. There was barely enough time to unpack and complete the necessary preparations for the sortie before climbing on board and confirming the route details with his pilot, Flt Lt Ffrench-Mullen.


As navigator, it was not the easiest of flights for Donaldson as thick cloud blanketed both the North Sea and the hostile lands beyond. With no hope of locating even the general target area and having gone well beyond the Estimated Time of Arrival (ETA), the experienced captain decided enough was enough and called for a course home. As the Whitley slowly ground its way back over the North Sea through the ever-lightening sky, the fuel situation was fast becoming critical. Still within range of enemy fighters, Ffrench-Mullen reluctantly ordered the precious bomb load to be jettisoned and warned the crew to be extra vigilant. With luck, they decided as the miles ticked off agonisingly slowly, they might just about make it home. Their luck was out. The rear gunner’s urgent voice reported the rapid approach of two Me 109s out on an early morning patrol. Ffrench-Mullen reacted at once, slamming the Whitley’s nose down and heading for sea level with all available speed. It was an unequal race and the nimble fighters soon reeled in the lumbering bomber and took turns to close and strafe the British aircraft, their shells and bullets raking it from end to end. A triumphant yell from the rear gunner that he had hit one of the attackers raised the crew’s spirits briefly but a glance at the flames streaming from the starboard engine soon snuffed out any spark of optimism. Although Ffrench-Mullen did give the order to abandon the aircraft, there was no more than a few seconds before the Whitley hit the water, hard but on an even keel. Donaldson picked himself up and managed to open the hatch, untied and threw out the dinghy, which resolutely refused to inflate until the pilot, still standing on the port wing, was able to reach down and activate the compressed air bottle. Unusually, all five men in the crew succeeded in clambering aboard the dinghy more or less intact before the Whitley wearily slid beneath the waves.


Their good fortune, not available to many others in a similar plight, continued and after just two hours, wet, cold and miserable as they were, two small, coastal fishing boats came into view and headed directly towards them. The only aspect of bad luck was that they were German but at that moment, none of them worried too much about that. Pulled on board and plied with steaming hot black coffee and great hunks of heavy rye bread, Donaldson was allowed on deck to try to dry off in the gentle breeze and strengthening sun. Rummaging around in the dinghy that the fishermen had hauled on board, he came across the standard jack-knife and flare gun and, to the horror of the young helmsman, picked up both as he rapidly assessed his chances of taking control of the boat in daring fashion. Reality reasserted its grip as he glanced at the nearby shore of the heavily militarised German island of Heligoland. He put the items down and waited patiently for the boat to dock. Once ashore, the British crew were searched and then put on another boat for transfer to Wilhelmshaven and from there they were taken by train to the Dulag Luft in Frankfurt, an interrogation and transit camp for aircrew. In spite of a number of escape attempts, the final one being successful and involving a lively spell with a number of tough Russian former prisoners of war, it was to be the best part of five long years before Donaldson would see the sun rise over an RAF airfield.


Other young men were waking up, rather groggily, on airfields across eastern England that morning, rather like Donaldson should have been. At RAF Waddington in the flat Lincolnshire countryside, several crews were coming to after a busy and eventful night. No. 44 Squadron of 5 Group had taken off as soon as it was growing properly dark around 10 p.m. in order to make the most of the short summer nights. It was due to carry out a task in which 5 Group had come to specialise, Gardening, the code name for the dropping of sea mines, generally known as vegetables. By a happy coincidence, 5 Group’s commander, AVM Arthur Harris – later Air Officer Commanding, Bomber Command – was a strong advocate of such offensive action and the Group’s main aircraft, the Handley Page Hampden, proved to be well suited to this effective but unglamorous form of attack. In the summer of 1940, with invasion looming, any disruption to German sea traffic had to be good news.


Flying Officer (Fg Off) J. Crossley and his crew hurtled down the runway into the darkening sky a few minutes after 22.00 hours and headed east for their target area off the Dutch coast. Flying undisturbed through the night sky, by midnight they were in position to drop their mine. Turning for home after releasing it, the crew spotted first one lightship, then another, sure signs of considerable nocturnal sea traffic. Crossley decided to attack and set course accordingly. The 250lb bombs, carried for just such an eventuality, undershot the first and fell some 100 yards to port of the second. Having expended all his ordnance, Crossley headed west and landed at RAF Waddington at 02.40 hours, tired but satisfied with his night’s work. Sgt E. Farrands had also dropped his vegetable before coming across and attacking a 4,000-ton cargo vessel about 5 miles east of Wangerooge. His pair of 250lb bombs were claimed as near misses. Four other 44 Squadron crews were fired upon by a flak ship stationed specifically to intercept such night intruders and mine layers. The Hampdens of Pilot Officer (Plt Off) W.J. Lewis, C. Hattersley, E.J. Spencer and Sgt N.S. Herring attacked the ship independently about a mile or so south-east of Wangerooge. Possible hits and near misses were claimed but no definite results were seen. Squadron Leader (Sqn Ldr) J.G. Macintyre was also in the area and dropped his bombs upon anti-aircraft guns, situated on a concrete mole, which had opened fire on his low-flying aircraft. All the crews returned safely in the early hours of the morning after a typical night’s work, carried out without fanfare or particular recognition. Its results might have been hard to quantify, but it had certainly showed that Bomber Command was willing and able to interfere with German preparations and movements and that darkness offered no immunity from attack.


The weather was a little better further south on the first day of the Battle of Britain, with patchy cloud and sunny spells. At RAF Wattisham, in the heart of rural Suffolk, preparations were well under way to carry out 2 Group’s operations for the day attacking targets scattered across occupied Europe. No. 107 Squadron’s Blenheim IVs were tasked to attack the former French airfield at Glisy near Amiens, thereby reducing the scale of the air attack upon the United Kingdom. Although such relatively low-level daylight raids upon well-defended targets were widely understood to be extremely dangerous – no fewer than nine Blenheims had been lost on similar operations the previous day, for example – they were deemed vital to the national interest at this critical time. Any damage and disruption they could cause would be worthwhile. Working from early morning, six of the light bombers were made ready for take-off shortly before midday. The eighteen young crewmen made their way across the grass and climbed aboard the waiting aircraft. Circling the airfield, five Blenheims took up their station behind their leader, Sqn Ldr H.P. Pleasance, and headed south towards France. Two hours later the small force was well over enemy territory and, on its final approach at 7,000ft, coming under heavy fire. A perfect target at that height for all types of flak, the formation, a little more ragged now as the sky all around them erupted into a storm of explosions and deadly splinters, pressed on and succeeded in dropping their bombs across the airfield. Their job done, the Blenheims turned for home, keen to get out of range of the flak. Scant minutes later, nine Me 109s were spotted bearing down on them and, although the British airmen knew there could only be one outcome, they steeled themselves for the onslaught to come. The fighters tore into the light bombers and, in spite of the best efforts of the pilots and gunners, blasted the Blenheims out of the sky one by one. Within fifteen minutes it was all over and the 109s broke off, leaving a single battered bomber to make its lonely way north to a still uncertain future. After what seemed a lifetime later, Sqn Ldr Pleasance gently eased his Blenheim on to the ground at Wattisham. Exactly half of the young airmen who had taken off a matter of hours earlier lay dead, with another, Sgt G. Hawkins, destined to die in tragic circumstances just three weeks before the end of the war when Allied aircraft strafed a column of prisoners of war on the march.


For one of the survivors it was the beginning of an arduous and dangerous odyssey that ended with the award of the Military Medal. Sgt Robert Lonsdale, the observer in Plt Off J.P. North-Lewis’ Blenheim R3916, escaped from the blazing bomber and found himself in the pretty countryside near Airaines in the Somme region of northern France. The whole area was still very much in a state of confusion and there was a considerable number of British servicemen hiding and wandering around the local farms and roads. Lonsdale fell in with three gunners from the Royal Artillery and later managed to acquire some civilian clothes. A few days later, the party was stopped, questioned and arrested by some suspicious and alert German soldiers at Oisement, having been given away by their incongruous footwear. Five days later, while being transported by truck, Lonsdale managed to jump out and make his escape. Sleeping rough and scavenging whatever food he could, he kept moving and headed south, crossing the demarcation line into Unoccupied France at Chabris on 11 August. Once again, he fell in with several British soldiers who were under the loose control of the Vichy authorities. Like many others at that time, he ended up in Fort St Jean in Marseille, whiling away his time, often despairing of securing a passage home. In the city, Ian Garrow, a captain in the Seaforth Highlanders, and a Presbyterian Minister of the Church of Scotland, the Reverend Donald Caskie – better known as the Tartan Pimpernel – had set up a fledgling escape line based at the Seamen’s Mission at 46 Rue de Forbin to help men just like Lonsdale. Playing a deadly game of cat and mouse with the ambivalent Vichy authorities and having obtained some financial and practical help from Donald Darling of MI9, based in Lisbon, plans were made to get men across the border and into Spain, then neutral but very much pro-German. Lonsdale and five others, including Gordon Instone, who later recounted his escape in his book Freedom the Spur, left Marseille for Perpignan by train on Boxing Day 1940. From there the party was taken by hired smuggler-guides across the Pyrenees – no easy task in mid-winter – and into Spain, where they were soon spotted and arrested by the Spanish authorities. Transferred from one cell to another and seemingly worse off than ever, Lonsdale ended up in the notorious prison at Miranda del Ebro. Eventually released into the care of British embassy officials, he finally crossed into Gibraltar on 11 April 1941 and from there was taken home, later completing a tour of forty-five operations.


Thursday 11 July, nominally the second day of the Battle, turned out to be a dismal day; the low cloud, driving rain and thunderstorms being the very antithesis of the traditional image of the gloriously hot and sunny summer of 1940. Indeed, the weather was bad enough to seriously disrupt the Command’s operations. As a force of approximately fifty Luftwaffe aircraft headed north from the recently occupied Channel Islands towards Portland on the south coast, a slightly smaller force of Blenheims was heading south and east to attack targets in the Low Countries, France and Germany. Such were the flying conditions that thirty, some three-quarters of those despatched, were forced to turn for home without releasing their bomb load. The remainder, scattered and buffeted, managed to locate enemy airfields at Boulogne, Schiphol and St Omer through gaps in the storm clouds and put in determined attacks without, however, being able to see any significant results. Plt Off J.H.T. Palmer’s crew from 82 Squadron based at Watton met with an undeserved end to their devotion to duty, being shot down near St Omer by a pair of Me 109s from III/JG51. The crew were quickly captured, though Palmer died on 6 December 1942.


Conditions were not significantly better that night when Bomber Command despatched sixty-four aircraft to attack a number of targets across Germany. Long before the advent of the bomber stream and the drive towards concentration, Groups and indeed squadrons and individual crews, were largely left to their own devices to set routes and timings to suit themselves, with only the sketchiest of guidance and operational orders. No. 3 Group had drawn up and circulated its latest instructions to stations just the previous day. It advised the squadrons that their aim was, ‘to destroy the targets outlined in paragraph C above and cause as much dislocation as possible to German industry during the hours of darkness’. Routes were to be, ‘at the station commander’s discretion, but avoiding defended areas,’ and with regards to timing ‘aircraft are not to cross over territory occupied by the enemy 75 minutes after sunset at that position and are to be clear of territory occupied by the enemy 75 minutes before sunrise’, leaving just a small window for operations during the short summer nights. Similar operational orders were in force throughout the Command, with the accent undoubtedly upon the professionalism of the individual crews.


The men of 58 Squadron at RAF Linton in North Yorkshire were already damp by the time they were settling nervously into their seats, well aware that they had a stormy and dangerous night ahead of them. Taking off shortly after 21.00 hours, the heavily laden Whitley Vs soon ran into thick cloud, electrical storms and pockets of heavy icing, which made flying difficult and accurate navigation all but impossible. En route to Leverkusen, Fg Off Cribbs was, perhaps, relieved to have to turn for home when Sgt Harris repeatedly kept passing out; the station medical officer diagnosed excessive nasal catarrh hampering the unfortunate airman’s attempts to breathe at altitude. Most of the other crews failed to locate anything identifiable at all and headed back westwards with their bomb loads intact. Flt Lt Aikens had a lucky escape when his aircraft became suddenly and dangerously encased in ice. Plunging earthwards out of control, the ice had been torn off the bomber by the increased speed and warmer air, enabling Aikens to regain control, though only after plummeting through several thousand feet of storm-darkened sky. Levelling out at 7,000ft, his crew managed to pick out the glow of, perhaps, a blast furnace, somewhere south east of Cologne. Considered an SEMO, or self-evident military objective, the pilot immediately ordered his bombs to be released in a single stick while this fortuitous and fleeting opportunity still existed. What, if anything, was hit, he never found out. Indeed, of the squadron’s aircraft operating that night, only one claimed to have located and positively identified the target area. Sgt Archer and his crew had also had to plough through heavy, ice-bearing cloud before they reached Leverkusen. Putting the Whitley’s nose down for a diving attack, a method popular with crews at the time, Archer ordered the bombs to be released at just 5,000ft. As all but three were delayed action ones, there was little to see for their efforts.


This was a situation that was to become all too familiar, frustrating and unsatisfactory for both the crews who had risked their lives to carry out the attack and for those staff and intelligence officers who were desperate for accurate information and hard evidence upon which to base and assess their plans. Unusually at this stage of the war, when photographic reconnaissance was still largely a twinkle in some enlightened senior officer’s eye, 38 Squadron had been ordered to provide a Wellington to carry out a recce over the Baltic port of Stettin. The squadron had not been the first choice. A Wellington of 115 Squadron, also based at RAF Marham, had been assigned to the sortie but as it was being prepared, the photoflash was accidently set off, with devastating results. Three ground crew were injured by the blast and subsequent blaze that engulfed the aircraft. So it was the rapidly briefed Fg Off Cross and his crew who found themselves taking to the air at 20.45 hours and, heading further north than his colleagues, flew into slightly clearer conditions. Nevertheless, with the cloud base at 8,000ft, Cross was compelled to come down lower than he would have liked in order to pick up the coast and follow it along to Stettin. On arrival he found the port thoroughly alerted to his presence and could only just make out the outline of the well blacked out city and harbour. A photoflash succeeded in illuminating the dock area, enabling a number of good photographs to be taken but also served as the signal for the waiting ground defences to open up on the sole intruder. After a very uncomfortable few minutes Cross and his crew regained the security of the darkness and began the long haul home. It was a rare success that night, as nineteen of the aircraft despatched failed to locate anything at all and many others were reduced to trying their luck on bombing whatever they were able to find. Three aircraft failed to return, a Hampden of 144 Squadron, a Whitley of 58 and a Wellington of 149; there were no survivors.


The unseasonably stormy weather continued the next day. Although the Luftwaffe managed to attack a convoy codenamed ‘Booty’ off the Essex coast and the shipyards a few hundred miles further north in Aberdeen, the dreary conditions were regarded as prohibitive and 2 Group’s light bombers remained grounded throughout the day, apart from an unproductive reconnaissance of the Belgian coast carried out by the Blenheims of 107 Squadron. The murky conditions in the south persisted after dark and 3 and 5 Groups scrubbed all operations, giving the increasingly hard-pushed air and ground crews a welcome night off. Things were marginally better further north and 4 Group ordered two dozen Whitleys to be bombed up for sorties to Kiel and Emden. Although Met reports, always taken with a pinch of salt by the crews, suggested that conditions would be clear enough for a damaging attack to be made, the docks at Kiel were all but invisible beneath an almost unbroken blanket of cloud. Seven of the dozen aircraft failed to locate the target and, in accordance with standing orders, returned with their bomb load intact. The remainder bombed what they could discern but without identifiable result. The second batch took off shortly after 22.00 hours and headed towards Emden’s dockside petrol and oil tanks. Ironically, conditions in the target area were better than the Met reports had suggested, enabling all but two of the Whitleys to locate and attack the target, igniting fires reported by the crews as still being visible more than 70 miles away.


Sgt R. Langton was flying over the port at a steady 11,000ft and had just dropped his load when his Whitley rocked and shuddered, hit by flak that mangled the port engine. Hauling the stricken bomber around and out of the danger zone, he and his second pilot, Sqn Ldr C.S. Bryan, who was there to gain operational experience, quickly assessed the situation and realised they were unlikely to make it home. Even with the thought of the North Sea, inhospitable even in the height of summer, between them and safety, they nonetheless resolved to give it a go. While the pilots battled to keep the aircraft in the air and under control, the navigator, Sgt Coad, checked and re-checked his course, well aware that he could ill afford to make an error. Little by little the bomber lost height and over the next three and a half hours, as their confidence ebbed and flowed, the five men on board willed the aircraft over the sea. Eventually, the force of gravity overcame the efforts of the overworked and overheating starboard engine and at 04.25 hours Langton gave the order to prepare for ditching. A final SOS was sent as the crew apprehensively braced themselves for the severe impact of a fast-moving aircraft colliding with the North Sea. Langton successfully guided the Whitley down in level flight, belly flopping on to the water and skidding to an abrupt halt. As was often the case with this type of aircraft, it stayed in one piece and afloat, giving the crew vital time to scramble out. The dinghy had self-inflated but was upside down and the men were thoroughly wet and exhausted by the time they had righted it and hauled themselves on board. As daylight strengthened, the Whitley slid gently beneath the surface, having brought its crew to a position some 38 miles off the Norfolk coast. Mostly uninjured, the men were confident of rescue and within an hour a trawler appeared on the horizon and headed straight for them. Having been picked up and taken to Great Yarmouth, the crew made their way back to Driffield and further operations. For this and other actions that summer, Langton was awarded a DFM and commissioned, later losing his life flying with 76 Squadron on 8 October 1944 over Westkapple.


The light fog and cloud prevalent over much of Britain on Saturday 13 July was sufficient to encourage those in charge at 2 Group to launch another series of daylight raids across France, Belgium, Holland and even northern Germany. Twenty-two Blenheims were made ready, their three-man crews anxiously scanning the sky for signs that the cloud, upon which they would rely for protection, was about to break up. As the crews headed out over the sea, to their dismay, the murk began to clear, revealing blue sky and sparkling sunlight, affording unlimited visibility. A dozen crews in accordance with their orders, weighed up their chances and promptly turned back. The remainder pressed on to attack the invasion barges already moored in Bruges, the airfield at Evere and the oil refineries at Monheim. Such small and scattered attacks caused little material damage but did create disruption and remind the Nazi regime, its jubilant people and those in occupied countries that there was still a war on. Once again, however, there was a price to be paid for such defiance and two Blenheims, some 20 per cent of the attacking force, failed to return: of the six men two, Sgts Adams and Avery, survived to become POWs but four did not.


Undeterred, throughout the day, the heavy bomber force was being prepared to take the offensive to the enemy that night. Long before the doctrine of concentration of force held sway, the ninety-seven-strong force was directed to a number of widespread, pinpoint targets. The Air Ministry press release noted that, ‘Fourteen enemy aerodromes in Holland and Germany were bombed; other objectives included docks at Hamburg, Wilhelmshaven and Emden; Focke-Wulf and Junkers 53 factories at Bremen and Deichshausen; oil refineries at Monheim and Hamburg; supply factories at Grenvenbroich, Gelsenkirchen and Hamburg and goods yards at Hamm, Osnabrück and Soest.’ It went on to make clear that all these targets had been chosen in relation to the enemy’s probable plans for the invasion of Britain and that, ‘the success of the RAF’s attacks is contributing effectively to a reduction in the striking power of the German Air Force.’ Whilst this was indeed the intention and to some degree the case, such sweeping and positive statements told only part of the story.


No. 49 Squadron formed part of the forty-three-strong force of Hampdens tasked to attack the vital Dortmund–Ems Canal, Hamburg and Deichshausen. Taking off into the darkening sky a little after 21.00 hours, the broad and sweeping Lincolnshire countryside stretched out amid the lengthening shadows far beneath the heavily laden bombers. This bucolic idyll of summer did not last long and as the Hampdens headed east towards the darkening horizon, they flew into dense low cloud and squally showers. Fg Off Roderick Learoyd, who within a month would win a Victoria Cross (VC) for his outstanding and calculated courage, try as he might, could not locate his target in the dismal flying conditions. Stooging around over enemy occupied territory in the hope of eventually spotting a target worthy of being attacked was not too pleasant a task, but Learoyd finally stumbled across Eelde airfield and let go his stick of bombs. One was observed to burst near the edge of the airfield but the impact point of the others remained unseen. Sgt Hills had a similar experience as he located and attacked the Nordeney seaplane base; the bomb bursts were visible through the rainy murk but their precise location was anyone’s guess. At least Hills was marginally better off than some others in 49 Squadron. Plt Off Campbell saw nothing of his attack on Borkum, likewise Fg Off Burnett over Wismar and Fg Off Haskins over Stade airfield. They in turn were better off than Plt Off Pinchbeck and Plt Off McClure, who failed to identify any target and returned with their bomb loads still firmly onboard. Flt Lt Forsyth and his crew were simply thankful to have made it back to base at all, as it had looked for a while as if they would not. An electrical storm had rendered all the aircraft’s instruments and wireless unserviceable while over enemy territory, compelling them to jettison their bombs to save fuel and grope their way westwards through the murk and darkness, relying on little more than luck and good judgement. Fortunately, conditions improved significantly and they were able to make their way back home relatively easily.


The Hampdens of 44 Squadron, based nearby at RAF Waddington, fared a little better, several at least identifying a target. Sqn Ldr D. Parker claimed to have located the aircraft factory at Lemwerder and his crew observed the bombs bursting in and around the various factory buildings. Plt Off W.M. Smith observed his stick of bombs burst across Nordeney airfield and Sgt E. Collins and Flight Sergeant (Flt Sgt) J. Clayton did likewise at Borkum, both crews reporting a particularly large and impressive explosion on the airfield. Plt Off C.P. Price had an especially successful night, having also found and attacked the factory at Lemwerder. Running in from east to west at just 500ft, Price guided the bomber over the factory, releasing six 250lb bombs and sixty 4lb incendiaries as the buildings flashed by beneath, though low patchy cloud and ground mist prevented an accurate assessment of this daring attack. En route home, Price and his crew noticed two Me 110s coming in to land at Borkum. Pushing the throttles forward to swiftly close the gap, Price bored in to attack the unsuspecting German aircraft with machine gun fire. One immediately caught light and plunged into the sea below, the other banked hard and was swallowed up by the darkness. It was a very satisfied and elated crew that landed back at Waddington to tell their tale in the wee small hours. For five other 44 crews the night ended in familiar fashion, with a flat, dull feeling of weariness and frustration, having risked all but achieved nought, after being unable to locate the primary or any alternative target.


The Whitleys of 4 Group were also out and fared comparatively well. Nos 10 and 51 Squadrons despatched three aircraft apiece to raid the oil plants in Mannheim and all but one succeeded in carrying out the attack. The fierce anti-aircraft fire damaged one bomber, that of 51’s Fg Off G.A. Lane, who thought it prudent to put down at RAF Honington, the first airfield he came across. Two of 77 Squadron crews also had narrow escapes, following a mauling by flak over the same target. Plt Off R.B. McGregor was approaching the target area when his Whitley was caught in the glare of a searchlight. Immediately, more dazzling beams locked on to the bomber, turning it into a perfect target for what seemed like every flak gunner in the city. McGregor threw the aircraft wildly around the sky and managed to break free of the searchlights but not before the aircraft had sustained severe damage. It was a long and fraught flight westwards and as soon as the crew spotted RAF Duxford, a 12 Group fighter station in Cambridgeshire, McGregor lost no time in reuniting the bomber with terra firma. His fellow squadron member, Fg Off J. Piddington, had an equally torrid time of it. His Whitley too was hit by flak over the target, damaging an engine, which duly packed up somewhere over Holland. Slowly but surely losing altitude, the crew anxiously counted down the miles over the North Sea and as soon as the English coast came into sight, Piddington gave orders for his crew to prepare to bail out. Once it had passed beneath them, three of the crew parachuted to safety, though the second pilot bravely elected to stay to help Piddington locate an airfield and land the valuable bomber. It turned out to be another 12 Group station, RAF Martlesham Heath, and the pair pulled off a textbook single engine landing on an unfamiliar airfield.


Others too had shown the determination to press on in the face of significant opposition from both the enemy and the elements. Sgt Jones of 58 Squadron had lifted his heavily laden Whitley off the ground at RAF Linton in the heart of Yorkshire that evening and had turned east, bound for a town he had probably never heard of, nor was able to pronounce, Grevenbroich. It was not difficult to find the already alerted target area and Jones, still hidden in the darkness, swung his Whitley into line to pass through the flak bursts and searchlights at a steady 7,000ft. Once over the target, the dazzling glare from the lights ruined the crew’s night vision and no one on board was able to pinpoint the primary or indeed secondary targets. Having passed through the maelstrom, Jones then hauled the sluggish bomber around to repeat the process. With only a handful of aircraft involved in the raid, the ground defences were able to give the bomber their undivided attention. Staring hard into the inky blackness, punctuated by blindingly white searchlights and the flashes of explosions, the crew failed again. Still not ready to give up, Jones circled out of range in the hope of lulling the defenders into a false sense of security before sweeping in for another run. The result was the same and this time, with the bomber resembling a colander, having had the windscreen and various parts of the fuselage holed, one propeller damaged and the trailing aerial shot away, the pilot finally decided to give it up as a bad job. However, even then he did not head directly for home but, having identified an airfield near Antwerp, turned and held the bomber straight and level at 6,000ft to carry out the attack. As the crew resumed their course, the weather conditions began to deteriorate and it was with great relief that an airfield finally came into sight. Jones touched down well off track at RAF Abingdon at 04.15 hours after a shattering seven hours in the air, much of it spent damaged, over hostile territory or inhospitable sea. After a short rest and emergency repairs, Jones and his crew flew back to Linton, arriving a little after midday. Although quite extraordinary, at the time such a sortie was considered quite par for the course and the names of Jones and his crew appeared, as they expected, on the ops board next time.


Sunday might well have been the traditional day of rest but it was now just another day in an increasingly intense and deadly war. The day dawned a perfect July day but according to the weather experts, it would not be over the Continent, and therefore six Blenheims of 114 Squadron, based at Horsham St Faith, were readied to carry out intruder raids upon the heavily industrial and well-defended Ruhr area. Squinting up at the clear, bright sky and feeling rather sceptical of the Met Men’s predictions, the eighteen airmen climbed into their swelteringly hot aircraft and prepared to take off. Not at all to their surprise, the sky over the North Sea and beyond remained resolutely clear and the crews came to the conclusion that to press on would be tantamount to suicide and turned for home. A lone 110 Squadron Blenheim on a photoreconnaissance sortie to Kiel did likewise, ending Bomber Command’s effort by day.


By night it was a different matter, with eighty Whitleys, Hampdens and Wellingtons attacking targets scattered across Germany – Diepholz, Paderborn, Gelsenkirchen, Wezendorf, Hamm, Hamburg, Bremen, Soest and Cologne. No. 38 Squadron, based at RAF Marham, for example, was split between targets in Bremen and Cologne and the favourable conditions, with only light, patchy cloud, enabled the crews to locate both cities quite easily and to identify the docks and industrial areas accurately. In spite of the lethal combination of flak and searchlights, especially around Cologne, the attacks were pressed home and a number of large fires were left burning, their glow lighting up the night sky for miles around. These also acted as a beacon for prowling night fighters and Sgt Giles’ Wellington was stalked and attacked by an unseen aircraft. The encounter was shockingly brief but brutal and Giles was lucky to shake off his assailant before a second and, perhaps, fatal, pass could be made; it was several long hours before the damaged bomber touched down safely. No. 37 Squadron’s Wellingtons had been at readiness for anti-invasion sorties since 10 July, broken only by two unsuccessful sweeps of the North Sea in search of downed aircrew. Now they were assigned the vast dockyards at Hamburg and the equally vast marshalling yards at Hamm, both playing significant roles in the invasion build-up, as their targets for the night, with any SEMO in the Ruhr and Bremen areas as their alternatives. Mindful of the day fighting and imminent invasion, any airfield was designated a target of last resort.


The five-strong Hamm force was led by Wing Commander (Wg Cdr) Merton, though as usual each crew made its own way to and from the target area. The Wellington 1Cs lined up and took off into the darkening sky over RAF Feltwell just after 22.00 hours, just in time for those left behind and released from duty to nip down to the local for a well-earned pint and to relax. It was very different for those over enemy territory, scanning the sky for hostile aircraft and the ground for the target. The clear conditions meant that the crews were able to locate and positively identify the sprawling acres of tracks and sidings. Approaching at a steady 9,000ft and 160mph, Merton pushed the nose of his aircraft down in a shallow dive and released his stick of nine bombs at 7,700ft before swinging around and opening the throttles to clear the area. The bombs were observed bursting within the yards and igniting two major fires, which were visible for some miles. A second aircraft, under the command of Sqn Ldr Rivett-Carnac, came in a little higher and also tried to confuse the sweating gunners below. Cutting his engines, he guided the Wellington into a silent, shallow, diving approach, a tactic that was popular among crews at the time. Dropping down to 7,500ft, his load was released in a single stick across the tracks and warehouses, a little to the east of a small lake. The crew was rewarded by a series of large, bright green flashes which followed the bursting of the bombs and left behind an enormous conflagration, estimated to be at least 500 yards long and spreading rapidly, still visible against the blackness for many miles distant. The other crews also reported successful, if less spectacular, attacks and all the Wellingtons made it home safely, landing in dribs and drabs between 03.20 and 04.20 hours.


The other section of the squadron was not so fortunate with their final run-up to the target in Hamburg. Thundering towards the dockyards at between 10,500 and 12,000ft, the crews were dismayed to see a thick blanket of cloud beginning to spread inexorably over Germany’s second city. Plt Off Parsons dropped a stick over the docks but was able to observe the explosion of only the first bomb before the impenetrable cloud-shield slid into place. He and his crew, however, remained confident that the rest were also on target, as were the three other crews, which had at least been able to establish they were in the right area. Reports of the defensive activity, which were inevitably based upon other experiences and individual comparisons, ranged from intense and accurate to moderate and sporadic but all crews agreed on the silent and menacing presence of a balloon barrage at 8,000 to 9,000ft. One of the crews, that of Sgt J.F. McCauley, failed to return, thereby initiating the career of one of the most determined and courageous prisoner-escapers of the war, Sgt George Grimson.


Born in the London suburb of Putney, Grimson was one of those downed airmen who from the start was bent on escape and set about it with single-minded determination. Often considered by his peers as uncommunicative and somewhat dour, the pipe-smoking 25-year-old did not suffer fools gladly and was not beyond imposing his trenchant views upon others. Peter Donaldson, a 10 Squadron navigator shot down less than a week before Grimson, first met him in Stalag Luft I in Barth in the summer of 1941. Donaldson was heavily committed to an escape plan with his friend Ali Stamford and had been boosting his meagre stocks of food ready for the break out by some illicit trading with a compliant guard. Grimson, unaware of the purpose behind this apparently friendly and collaborative relationship, suggested loudly in a crowded room that anyone who behaved in such a manner with the enemy should have his block knocked off. All eyes turned to Donaldson who, far lighter and slighter than the tough and muscular Grimson, felt he had no option but to take up the challenge, if for no other reason than to protect the secrecy of his almost complete preparations for escape. The pair moved out into a corridor and faced each other warily. Grimson suddenly reached out and grabbed Donaldson by the lapels and butted him viciously in the face, knocking him to the ground. He followed up at once, pulling his dazed opponent on to his back, his arm drawn well back ready to deliver a crushing blow. Donaldson managed to wriggle sideways out of the haymaker’s path and to his surprise managed to turn and land one of his own on the off balance Grimson. Before matters could come to a conclusion, the lights went out and the camp’s air raid siren began to wail. Unable to see to carry on the fight, the pair separated and Grimson roared that they should conclude the proceedings behind the cookhouse the next morning. Grimson was indeed where he said he would be but Donaldson was not and was alone drinking a cup of mint tea when Grimson not unexpectedly burst into his room. Grinning to reveal a broken tooth, Grimson approached Donaldson with his hand outstretched and wished him a happy holiday – clearly now aware of the escape plans under way. Though he and Stamford succeeded in escaping from a working party based at a nearby gas works and were out for several days, the pair were recaptured and sent to different camps.
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