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I am grateful to my publisher for suggesting that this book about my experience of history and as an historian should be entitled History at War. It strikes me as particularly apposite for several reasons. First, a large proportion of my historical work has been devoted to the study of warfare or the tensions of international relations. In this respect, I am, of course, by no means singular, but I can claim that most of my work has been directed to questions which other historians had scarcely explored and which they have subsequently left largely untouched. Second, my activity as an historian has been accompanied by almost unending struggle. Sir Charles Webster and I had to fight a severe and prolonged campaign to secure the publication of our history of the strategic air offensive on our own terms as opposed to those of officialdom. Third, as Director of the Imperial War Museum, I was again confronted with a battle against officialdom, but this time the issues were different. In the struggle for the official history, the battle was to defeat a concerted attempt to emasculate our history so that it would fit the convenience of the mandarins in the 1950s and early 1960s. In the case of the Imperial War Museum, the mandarins were not trying to change what I wanted to do; they simply wanted to stop me doing it.


So war in the title of this book applies in different senses to two aspects of my work as an historian. It also applies directly to that part of my account which deals with my own experience as a witness of the making of history, for this was as a Bomber Command navigator in the Second World War. The circumstances of my life as an historian have indeed often been severe. If, however, some of my judgements of the people I have encountered seem harsh, others may appear too generous. I can only say that I have written as I have found.


I have to thank P.J.V. Elliott, Keeper of Research and Information Services in the Royal Air Force Museum, for giving me access to Sir Arthur Harris’s papers at a time when they were not open for general inspection. Robert Crawford, the Director-General of the Imperial War Museum, kindly gave me access to the central files of the Museum, which were my working papers during the period of my own directorship from 1960 to 1982. Mrs Gill Smith, the Projects Officer on the Directing Staff of the Museum, was particularly helpful in tracing the material which was relevant to my themes. I must also thank Roderick Suddaby, the Keeper of the Department of Documents in the Museum, for his help and advice, especially with regard to some naval aspects of my work. Once again, I express my gratitude to the staff of the Oxford Public Library, whose efficiency, courtesy and patience are a model to admire. I am glad to mention that I have found the Public Record Office a much more agreeable place in which to work than it was a few years ago. I am grateful to my former tutor, Professor R.B. Wernham, for relating to me an episode in the saga of the selection of the official historians of the strategic air offensive of which no contemporary documentary record seems to have been made.


The deepest debts of gratitude which I owe are, however, due to my first wife, Diana, who died in 1981, and to my present wife Sarah. These debts are far more significant than the conventional ones which acknowledge merely patience, tolerance and so on: they are positive and crucial debts. Diana’s linguistic skills enabled me, for example, to deal confidently with such material as the Speer archives when writing my thesis and also the official history. Though herself a student of modern languages, her intense interest in history and her skill in interpretation were of incalculable value to my work. Sarah, a student of history with important professional experience as a research assistant, has, in all my work since 1982, been a tower of intellectual strength and also, whenever documents seemed to have gone to ground in the many archives in which we have worked together, a regular ferret. In addition, she has provided all the systems needed to enable me to make constructive use of a computer. I must also thank her for reading and commenting on the whole of this book while it was in draft.


Finally, returning to my publisher, I am most grateful to him for his meticulous and patient editing of the typescript of this work. I alone am responsible for any surviving errors.


Noble Frankland,


Thames House,


Eynsham,


Oxford.


9th January 1998.
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My experience of history and as an historian has been more varied than I think is usual. The chances of life offered me glimpses of history in the making and, later, opportunities of discussing it with people who had been major protagonists in those events and related ones. In the conveying of history, I have had experience as an official military historian, as an ordinary historian and as a royal biographer. As Director of the Imperial War Museum, and arising from that position, I have been deeply involved in the presentation of history through exhibitions, which I have called ‘history in the gallery’; with the production of it in television documentaries, which I have called ‘history on the screen’; and with the preservation and organization of historic sites, or objects large enough to be regarded as sites, which I have called ‘history on the site’.


These activities, which have occupied the bulk of my working life, have left a series of strong impressions on my mind and it is these impressions which have provoked me to write this book. I have written it not in the form of reminiscences, which, as a sole source, I distrust, but as history. In other words, I have assembled the available primary evidence and have used my recollections only where there is nothing better on offer. My object has been to re-discover what happened and to see what may be learned from it. In doing this, I have discovered many things, which at the time were concealed from me, and I have learned much which otherwise would have eluded me.


Many historians had written about the nature and use of history before I came to those aspects of the subject. Among the most interesting of them are R.G. Collingwood, G.R. Elton, Geoffrey Barraclough, E.H. Carr, Alan Bullock and John Vincent. But these historians have written theoretically or philosophically and they have confined themselves almost exclusively to the question of history written on the page. My construction is based upon practice. It is not confined to history on the page, and my conclusions are based simply on my own experience. I do not claim that my resulting beliefs are a lodestar; I assert only that they are the product of a hard and long school of varied and, for the most part, uncloistered experience.1


I have used the terms ‘hard’ and ‘uncloistered’ advisedly. I was fortunate to escape with my life from the glimpses of history being made that the Second World War afforded me, and I was also fortunate to emerge from writing my part of the official history of the war with a career ahead of me. In that career, I had to struggle for years with the powers that be to achieve a base from which I could seek worthwhile historical results. These trials have not been the lot of every historian; to me they have been crucial in forming and developing my view of history.


In particular, opposition to my ideas, which at times was a great threat to their realization, was a powerful stimulant. The most severe expression of this opposition came from the official mind in Whitehall, and I now think that it was fortunate for my morale and equanimity that I did not, at the time, know the full extent of it. From an examination of the Cabinet and Air files, recently made available in the Public Record Office, I now do. In later chapters, I will describe this saga in considerable detail, not only because it was so important in my own experience, but also because it sheds light on what powerful civil servants and service officers at the top of their professions made of history, and how they wanted to influence the writing of it. Such light is unlikely to be shed again. I find it hard to believe that much of what was said and written by these mandarins would have been said and written if there had been the knowledge that it would be open to public inspection during the lifetimes of at least some of the actors in the drama. The documents in question were released under the thirty-years rule between 1988 and 1996. When they were created there was a fifty-years rule. Had that continued to prevail, I would not have been able to see them until between 2008 and 2016, by which time I would have been between eighty-six and ninety-four years old.


Direct and powerful opposition of this kind, which was a real threat to my work as an official historian, is to be distinguished from the impediment of misunderstanding, which I think is the lot of all historians. At its most telling, this proceeds from people of ability and achievement who have been educated in unhistorical modes of thought. It is particularly evident in scientists and classicists, and I have found it very useful. The kind of argument it produces forces one to define one’s terms and one’s methods; occasionally one can convert the heathen. I will therefore cite a few examples of such things.


From 1948 until his death eleven years later, I had an extended dialogue with Sir Henry Tizard, the architect of the radar chain which saved the country in the Battle of Britain. He had an extraordinary range of talent and experience which carried him from an Oxford fellowship before the First World War to the office of Chief Scientific Advisor to the Government immediately after the Second. One of the reasons why he comprehended – which the Germans did not – that the radar chain must have expertise on the ground and simplicity in the cockpit of the fighter, was that he himself, in the First World War, had been an experimental pilot. Though dedicated to science, he was also widely cultivated outside that subject, especially in the field of English literature. History, however, he regarded as largely nonsense. At our first meeting, he expressed his surprise that I should be wasting my time in the pursuit of it. None of the real truth got into the documents, he said. Scientific research would reveal the truth; historical research could not. This, as I began to convince Sir Henry Tizard, was a misconception, but as a judgement handed down by a great man to a young historian it was both stimulating and challenging.


Sir Burke (later Lord) Trend, who was Secretary of the Cabinet from 1963 to 1973, confronted me with a different kind of misconception which I failed to cure. Had I then known how he thought history should be distorted to suit the conventions of the official mind, I probably would not have tried. He believed that history offered exact solutions to such problems as the right or the wrong course of action, and that the sources of history could be divided into self-contained compartments. He asked me to provide him with a formula which would enable his staff to separate the strategic records of the Second World War from the operational, so that the former could be deposited in one institution and the latter in another. His idea was that strategy governed operations and that the two could therefore be separated as cause and effect. In theory, this might appear to be the case, but in practice of course it is not. The interaction of strategy and operations was not a one-way process. More often than not, indeed, strategy was the product of operational capacity, the art of the possible. In war, as Moltke observed, one must do what one can and not what one ought. Lord Trend was annoyed with me for raising difficulties of that sort. He was an excellent classical scholar and, as such, expected to find order and symmetry in history. As I was later to learn, he also thought that it should be tailored to suit the convenience and the politics of the time in which it was written.


A similar kind of misconception vitiated the basic plan for the official histories of the Second World War: a division was drawn between grand strategy and campaigns. This, Sir Charles Webster was later to remark, would cause the proposed five volumes of grand strategy to resemble a five-tier wedding cake without the inside. The general editor of the official military histories, Sir James Butler, ought to have known better. Though widely cultivated, he was more an historian than a classicist and he could never have asked ‘classical’ questions such as ‘was Palmerstons’s foreign policy beneficial or malignant?’; ‘Was the Reform Bill a good or a bad thing?’; or ‘Was the area-bombing offensive of the Second World War a success or a failure?’. The defect in his plan for the official military histories was surprising.2


In the 1950s I tutored a series of Royal Air Force officers, Flight Lieutenants and Squadron Leaders who were preparing to take the entrance examination for the Staff College. Virtually without exception they were convinced that the study of air history would provide them with solutions to Staff College exercises and that, in particular, by mastering a list of the principles of war they would become sound strategists. They did not think well of my insistence that, while history might offer guidance, it would not issue orders. The difficulty with these excellent, hard-working and dedicated men was that doctrine and not history was the goal of their endeavours.


In this context, doctrine is the enemy of history. After reading my thesis on the planning of the bomber offensive and its contribution to German defeat, Sir Ralph Cochrane, who was at the time Vice-Chief of the Air Staff, observed to me that I had failed to take proper account of fundamental Air Staff doctrines, such as, for example, that sustained bombing will drive the enemy onto the defensive and that Bomber Command had achieved this through its night offensive in the Second World War. This was part of the Trenchard doctrine, but it was not part of my thesis since the key to the collapse of German offensive air power in the west was its removal to the east, where the greater part of the German war effort was deployed after the invasion of Russia in 1941. Sir Ralph Cochrane, however, concluded our first conversation with an expression of faith: with a little instruction, he thought, I could yet be made into a sound historian. His faith, no doubt, was founded upon the ‘instruction’ the Air Staff had given to the air historians of the First World War, Sir Walter Raleigh and H.A Jones.3


The fact that Raleigh and Jones accepted, or at least reflected, Air Staff doctrines of the 1920s and early 1930s and made them the core of their study of the war in the air between 1914 and 1918 was not only in principle objectionable, but also in practice very damaging. The Air Staff’s claims of what the Royal Air Force would achieve in the next war seemed to be given a seal of authenticity by the official history of what the Royal Flying Corps, the Royal Naval Air Service and the early Royal Air Force had seemingly achieved in the First. Though this approach did not captivate the Naval and Army Staffs, it certainly misled the Air Staff in the last three years of peace when serious planning for war with Germany was under way. Some of the strongest criticism of my work on the official history of the strategic air offensive in the Second World War came from Air Marshals, and their outrage was largely provoked by the failure of Webster and Frankland to follow in the steps of Raleigh and Jones.


Another form of misconception is often found in the minds of great men who have made significant contributions to the content of history, though not much perhaps to its understanding. Their misconception is that, having performed such great deeds, they alone can understand them. I have always had a sympathy with this attitude, for I have understood how irritating it is for great men to encounter lesser ones whose only qualification is that they are historians, and who presume to delve into their achievements, and place interpretations upon them that seldom accord with the views of the great man. It is an understandable point of view, but it is another historical misconception. People who achieve great things, especially perhaps in war, are usually single-minded, opinionated, ambitious, domineering and – as to the full circumstances of their achievements – blinkered. The three most memorable exponents of this attitude who crossed my path were Field-Marshal Montgomery, Lord Mountbatten and Sir Arthur Harris. I got to know Montgomery and Mountbatten quite well. Harris I never met, but I experienced his electric personality as an operational navigator in a Bomber Command squadron during the war, and after it I encountered, albeit at second hand, his thunderous disapproval of what I had written in the official history of the strategic air offensive.


Montgomery, Mountbatten and Harris all achieved things which substantially changed the course of history and, though they had entirely different backgrounds and characters, they were united in their zeal to ensure that the record placed upon their deeds the same estimate as they themselves thought was their due. They were also anxious that the darker aspects of their careers should be explained in the right senses. They all, indeed, had such darker aspects, as also do ordinary mortals. Montgomery had Arnhem, Mountbatten Dieppe and Harris Nuremberg. In their later years, I had much experience of their attitudes and aspirations and it is clear to me that they set their authorized biographers formidably difficult problems.


So far, I have summarized some historical misconceptions as revealed by the attitudes of individuals. In addition to these, or perhaps deriving from them, there are also group and national misconceptions, which, because they represent more than personal views and sometimes amount to public opinion, are far more powerful in democratic terms than the thoughts of mere individuals. Ex-service organizations have often struck me as being generators of singular examples of group misconception. At the Alamein Reunion, for example, when Montgomery was on the platform in the Albert Hall, there would not have been many votes for the view that the exploitation of the victory in the desert had possibly been too slow. In the Bomber Command Association, the view that the strategic air offensive achieved rather less than had been hoped, does not evoke much approbation. In such groups, criticism, or even analysis, tends to be regarded as disloyal and subversive. There is even the view, often very strongly held, that any criticism of the conduct of a campaign is disrespectful to the memory of those who died in it. No one writes with first-hand experience of what the dead feel, but from my own experience I can assert that I did not put my life on the line in Bomber Command to sustain a myth. Though perhaps, if I had not been an aspirant historian, I might have done.


National misconceptions, which seem to arise from groups and then grow into stronger views with greater longevity, are truly formidable opponents to historical understanding. A striking example of such a phenomenon is Thornycroft’s statue of Oliver Cromwell standing outside the Houses of Parliament in Westminster. Cromwell, who had told Parliament that the Lord had done with them and ordered the removal of the mace, which he called a bauble, was somehow seen by the Victorians as the upholder of parliamentary liberties. This, of course, did not reflect anything of the history of the Cromwellian period; it reflected a wave of liberal idealism in Victorian England that gave a rose-tinted view of the general who led the Parliamentary armies to victory over the royalists and then established a military dictatorship.


Such then are some of the misconceptions of history which have especially impressed me and have helped to form my own view of the realities and values of the subject. Among the many ways of perceiving the evolution of history, there are three that interest me more than others. The first is witnessing, or better still taking part in, its making. My experience of this has been small in the sense that I played a very small part in a great event, the Bomber Command campaign of the Second World War. Nevertheless, it has been sufficient to indicate to me the value of being a witness and also to warn me of its dangers. What the eye sees and what the heart feels by no means reflect what really happened, and yet the actual experience of history nourishes the mind and opens it more fully to the appreciation of other avenues of discovery.


The second way is to know history-makers and to be able to question them. In addition to Tizard, Montgomery and Mountbatten, to whom I have already referred, I have had significant discussions either orally or on paper, or in both ways, with many others who played major roles in the making of history. Despite the snares of this avenue, to which I have also already alluded, it does afford opportunities that are often unique. For example, I would never have understood how it came about that General Carl Spaatz virtually disregarded Eisenhower’s bombing directive in the run-up to the invasion of Normandy in 1944, had I not known Spaatz and been able to examine the documentary evidence in the modified light of what he told me. Nor was this an unimportant thing to understand because Spaatz’s apparently independent actions changed the balance of power in the air and led to allied air supremacy in a form which was more useful to Eisenhower than anything he had thought of.


The third way is to discover and study the primary deposits of history, which include archaeological and other remains, such as Egyptian tombs, Roman villas and, more generally, the contents of museums; primary documentary, photographic and sound archives; and naturally the secondary sources which are on offer in the works of other historians. My experience of this way has been largely concerned with recent history, a good part of which has been made in my own life-time, and I have preferred to work on a scale which makes it possible to master rather than to sample the primary sources concerned. Thus, I have written the greater part of the official history of the strategic air offensive in the Second World War, and the biographies of two princes of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, for all of which I had unrestricted access to the primary sources. As Director of the Imperial War Museum for twenty-two years, I devoted much thought to the art of demonstrating history through the study and display of artefacts ranging in scale from an entire historic airfield, the former RAF station at Duxford in Cambridgeshire, and an entire warship, HMS Belfast, to individual hand-grenades, bullets and even postage stamps.


I have never been much interested in historical fashions such as those which, for example, decree that the history of art or furniture is ‘in’ and that the study of war is ‘out’, and that, therefore, the Victoria and Albert Museum has a higher value than the Imperial War Museum. Such notions of importance come and go as do ideas of political correctness. In the long run they are of little real importance. The scale on which history is studied does, however, raise important and difficult questions. Indeed, it raises what I conceive to be the greatest problem of historiography.


Arnold Toynbee’s The Study of History, though in its opening stages hailed as a masterpiece, was later criticized, sometimes harshly, on the ground that in its great sweeps of explanation and narrative it contained errors of detail. The specialists, who worked on narrow and detailed aspects of history and could never have even imagined the scope of Toynbee’s vision, were not sorry to find what they could demonstrate were mistakes. Much of this criticism was petty and some of it, no doubt, was fathered by jealousy. Toynbee was after all the most famous historian of his generation and his name is likely to be remembered when those of most of his critics have been forgotten. Nevertheless, there was a flaw in Toynbee’s work. His scope was so great that he could only arrive at his conclusions on the basis of what other more specialized historians had written. He was the most industrious historian I ever knew, but had he worked from primary sources he would surely not have finished a third of one volume among all those he eventually completed. What was wrong with his work was not that it contained errors, though of course it did: the fault lay in the fact that his source material was of uneven quality. His conclusions, therefore, arose from data which were not only of unequal weight, but had disparate bearings upon the great man’s thoughts. It was as though a detective had relied solely on the reports of chief constables, without himself having examined the scenes of crimes and cross-questioned the suspects and the witnesses. The chief constables too would have been of very various abilities.


Toynbee’s uncle, Paget, had taken the opposite course. He spent virtually the whole of his life in the study of Dante and Horace Walpole. Probably in his day he knew more about them than everyone else put together. But was this not a little too narrow a field to enable us to say that Paget Toynbee’s life was well spent?


In the art of history, my predilection is that it should be inspired by curiosity and by the wish to discover what happened, why it happened and what resulted from its having happened. Such work, however, to be authentic, must be based upon the most meticulous and exhaustive assembly and weighing up of primary evidence. This is a taxing business and anyone engaging in it will be familiar with a range of temptations to cut corners, to accept received ideas or even hearsay and to turn away from archival indexes, which sometimes seem hopelessly complicated. To be useful, it must be directed at subjects which can be seen to be either not understood or else misunderstood. Historians who repeat each other give the profession a bad name and they waste the world’s timber resources and the time of their readers. To be realistic, the historian must recognize that the past can never be wholly rediscovered. The surviving evidence of what happened yesterday cannot match what actually happened. He not only has the task of interpreting his evidence and displaying it for his readers to judge, but he may also be permitted to inject his own flights of fancy about what lies beyond the evidence, although these too he must display to the reader for what they are.
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CHAPTER ONE


History in Sight
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I was first in the service of the Crown on 8th July 1941 when I was accepted for aircrew duties in the Royal Air Force. My rank was Aircraftman Second Class, which was the lowest on offer, and my trade was Aircrafthand Undertraining Pilot. This, though rather long-winded, was not very grand and it did not even signify what I was eventually to do in the Air Force. I was in fact to become a Bomber Command navigator. Nevertheless, it was a decisive step in my life and in particular it was to provide me with my first experiences of the making of history. Eventually it was to enable me, from my own experience, to measure the gap between the impressions of an eye-witness and the conclusions of an historian with regard to the same events. For I was to fly on operations in the strategic air offensive against Germany and later also to become the official historian of it, as I have said. By the time I joined the Air Force, I had already been taking my first serious steps towards becoming an historian. In March 1941, I had won an open scholarship in history at Trinity College, Oxford, and I had started reading the subject under the tutorship of R.B. Wernham.


The Air Force authorities told me that, until I was required for full-time training, I was to be placed on what was called deferred, as opposed to active, service. They said that I should stay at Oxford, continue to follow the history school there for part of each week and, for the rest of it, start my air training in the University Air Squadron, which I had already joined. Having, therefore, had one term as a full-time undergraduate, I now spent two more as a part-time one and a part-time air cadet. By May 1942, when I was called for active service, I had completed roughly a third of the syllabus for a history degree and the whole of that for the initial training of an aircrew cadet.


At the time I thought of the these two activities as distinct, but I now see them as one moulding experience, for, in however small a way it may have been, I was simultaneously learning to be an historian and beginning to witness the making of history. This may seem an absurd claim since, as R.G. Collingwood rightly said, a student in statu pupillari is not an historian and an air cadet at the end of his initial training has witnessed little more than the problem of tackling subjects which may be – and in my case were – unfamiliar and difficult.1


Nevertheless, I make the claim. Learning about, for example, Castlereagh and Napoleon at the very time when Hitler was advancing into Russia, even if one had access only to the received views expressed in the textbooks of the day, seemed to me to link the past with the present and the future. Taking the first steps towards flying on operations in the Royal Air Force, at a time when it seemed that this was the sole remaining means by which Britain could make any offensive contribution to the war, invested the undertaking with an historical significance in my mind. Two further considerations enhanced these impressions.


During these days at Oxford I saw much of Arnold Toynbee, who was my father’s cousin and who at that point was Director of Foreign Research in the Royal Institute of International Affairs and had his office in Balliol College. In March 1941 he told me that Hitler would attack Russia sooner or later with a view to gaining territory to be used as a bargaining counter in the eventual peace conference. Like Napoleon, Toynbee said, Hitler had superiority on land and had to use it. He said that Germany would attack Greece, but that we and the Greeks would hold them on a front, although not in such a favourable position as the Greeks had secured after repelling the Italian invasion. On another occasion, soon after Hess had landed in Scotland, he explained the incident to me as meaning that the Germans thought that the British government was carried on entirely by means of influence and wire-pulling on the part of the elite. Hess’s plan, he said, was to gain the ear of a few influential men who would then easily overthrow what to him seemed to be the narrow Churchill clique. Such aperçus gave me the feeling of privileged access to the unrolling drama of history, for Toynbee had not only the prestige of being a famous historian but also the qualification of having been interviewed by Hitler before the war and even flown by the latter’s personal pilot to Dachau, where he had been invited to question some of the inmates. He seemed to me to be both a sage and one in-the-know.2


The second consideration was that, despite my development as an airman being merely adolescent, I was already gaining a much closer contact with the sharp end of the Royal Air Force than was usually available to ordinary cadets at their Initial Training Wings. My Commanding Officer in the Oxford University Air Squadron was Wing Commander Peter Broad. The rather curious status of undergraduate-cadets gave much more intimate contact with such god-like figures than would otherwise have occurred. Broad, who looked heroic, had flown Hampdens on operations in Bomber Command and had won the DFC. He appeared to be not only a model to emulate but also a personal contact with the fighting war. Another more fleeting impression of the same thing was a young pilot officer who turned up in Hall one night at Trinity. He was H.M. Young, who had rowed for the college before the war and was now flying Hampdens on operations over Germany. He talked about the difficulties that had been encountered as well as the supposed successes. Later he was to achieve great distinction – as well as to lose his life – flying in Gibson’s Squadron when the Möhne and Eder dams were breached in May 1943.


At Oxford, then, the study of the industrial revolution, the policy of Sir Robert Peel, the Napoleonic legend, the Eastern Question and so on mingled with learning how to diagnose and clear stoppages on the gas-operated Vickers machine-gun, practising the transmission of radio messages in morse code, grasping the basics of weather forecasting and even, on one occasion, taking the controls of a Tiger Moth and flying it over the Cowley works, which my instructor, Flying Officer Adams, told me were easy to pin-point owing to the camouflage in which they were painted. These halcyon days ended abruptly in May 1942 when I was called for active service. Though almost another two years were to pass before I took part in real war operations, I now embarked upon a course of education which I have subsequently realized was more testing and, therefore, more rewarding than any other I have received before or since. The brink of battle, too, is an interesting place.


The first step consisted in being graded as a pilot or an observer, which was the then way of describing a navigator, or a failure. As everyone wanted to be a pilot, everyone went on a course of about twelve hours flying in Tiger Moths. To be graded as a pilot, one had to make a solo flight within this time. I did not. Indeed, my instructor, Sergeant Kay, was, I think, rather afraid that I would kill him if I was left to land the machine myself, and myself if left to do it alone. It was a crushing disappointment, especially as one of my particular friends, John Pinsent, passed with flying colours in much less than the maximum time. He had not seemed to me to be a very likely candidate. He was a passionate classical scholar and spent the time – even when we were out at flying dispersal in our full flying-kit – reading Virgil and other such works. He later flew a successful tour of operations on Catalinas in Coastal Command and then came back to Oxford and got a first-class degree. But he told me that throughout the war he had only once been fired upon and that was by the friendly guns of Gibraltar. Meanwhile, I suffered the indignity of being graded as an observer. It was, however, one of the greatest strokes of good luck I have ever had, comparable, I have since thought, to another indignity which also proved to be a blessing in disguise. This was the disappointment of getting a second-class degree at Oxford after the war.


The trade of observer dated from the Royal Flying Corps in the First World War. Where there was room for a second man, an observer went along with the pilot. He did gunnery and, if there were any, he dropped the bombs and he looked over the side and tried to relate what he saw to a map. Thus, from the first, he was a rudimentary navigator, and that was what he remained more or less, until a surprisingly long time after the outbreak of the Second World War. When, in the course of 1940, Bomber Command was compelled by the prevailing conditions of air warfare to give up virtually all its plans for daylight bombing and seek the cover of darkness, it became apparent that one of the keys to success was going to be accurate long-range navigation, and that the basis of this would be dead reckoning.


By July 1942, when I arrived at No.1 Elementary Air Navigation School in Eastbourne, the old idea of an observer, though not yet the title, was dead and the new concept of a highly trained navigator had taken its place. The Eastbourne course was intensive and in nine weeks it covered the whole theory of air navigation with the exception of the use of radar, which was too secret to be communicated to cadets at this stage. There was no flying and we spent the greater part of every day at lectures and most of the long evenings working up our notes or reading the textbooks. Intellectually, especially in the case of astro-navigation, it was the stiffest work I have ever encountered and, as a training for the mind, it was, in my experience, second to none. It was curious that I and all the rest of my ‘generation’ of future navigators were lined up along the sea front in the hotels that had formerly brought Eastbourne its fame and its prosperity. They were now the first buildings the Germans saw when they made the short flight across the Channel to bomb and strafe the town, which they frequently did, though fortunately very ineffectively. They did demolish the Cavendish Hotel and thus kill a number of cadet navigators but they invariably missed the Grand Hotel, in which I was quartered. Another curious thing was that Air Commodore A.C. Critchley, the Air Officer Commanding 54 Group, to which we belonged, had become memorable in Eastbourne by asking what a sextant was.3


Among the extra-curricular duties at Eastbourne was taking one’s turn on the roofs of the hotels from where one could give warning of approaching enemy aircraft and take pot shots at them with machine-guns. I once had such an opportunity and, for a fraction of a moment, thought I had shot down a FW 190. But as I turned to watch it crash, I saw shells being pumped into it by a Canadian manned Bofors anti-aircraft gun deployed immediately behind the front line of our hotels. It was rather a disappointment.


I was not on this duty on 19th August, but those who were counted more than a thousand of our aircraft heading out over the sea. This, as we later learned, was the air cover for the ill-fated Dieppe Raid. After the war I came personally to know how sensitive a matter it was to its commander, Lord Mountbatten.


Many of the aircraft we all saw on that 19th August were Mustangs, which were easily recognized by their ugly square-cut wing-tips. My memory of seeing these particular aircraft has been differentiated from everything else I saw that day by the subsequent development of this apparently rather poor machine into one of the most important aircraft in the history of military aviation. And, of all the strange birth pangs which tend to beset military aircraft, those of the Mustang seem to me to have been the strangest. When, in a later chapter, I come to describe the evolution of my understanding of the historical nature of the heart of air power, I shall return to the subject of the Mustang.4


At the beginning of September, those of our course who had survived the mid-term tests sat the final exams. I passed out second with an average of 82%. As I was by no means a natural at this kind of work, it reflected much credit on the instructors. Two of them were pilots, who had come into navigation instruction I know not how; the other two were observers of the pre-navigation age, one of whom only had flown on operations in Bomber Command. The members of this unlikely team, however, were thoroughly versed in the subjects they taught and all were brilliant teachers; I have never met their betters. I also owed a great debt to a fellow cadet who became a close friend. This was John Morris. He absorbed all the mathematical aspects of the course with consummate ease and had time to spare to drive them into my slower and duller brain. He had a delightful sense of humour. When about to join an operational bomber squadron, he wrote to tell me that the real test of a navigator was night bombing, but no doubt I was developing a theory of day bombing with Tiger Moths. Another side of his character was shown by the fact that when he flew on operations in Stirlings, he carried in his pocket a copy of Richard Hillary’s The Last Enemy, which, he said, helped him with his job.5


The upshot of Eastbourne was that I was now qualified for posting to flying training at an Air Navigation School. Some of these were located in Canada, some in Scotland and some in South Africa. By the lottery of the business, I was sent to South Africa, and by another lottery it appeared that two troop-ships ahead of mine were sunk with the loss of a whole posting of cadet navigators. This meant that when we reached Durban we were transferred immediately to No.41 Air School at Collondale some six miles inland from East London in Cape Province, and forthwith started our flying training. Normally, cadets arriving in South Africa spent several months awaiting posting to flying school. Had this happened to me, I might well never have flown on operations in Bomber Command.6


The voyage to South Africa involved thirty-nine days on board the Stirling Castle. For part of the journey we sailed in convoy with a naval escort, but at other times we sailed in the sole company of our sister, the Athlone Castle. From time to time there were hints of warfare. We could read the naval light morse-signals about the proximity of U-Boats and we could feel the thud of depth-charges; there was also the shattering racket of gunfire, though this, I think, was only for practice. The chief experience, however, was that of living like a sardine packed into a tin with nearly five thousand other people. Below decks, the ship had been stripped of most partitions leaving huge, long mess-decks on which we lived, much in the style of the eighteenth-century navy. At night, the whole central air space was filled with slung hammocks which all collided with one another at the slightest roll of the ship. I took to unrolling my hammock on the deck from where I could look vertically at these collisions and horizontally at a huge empty space. To my mind this was a form of luxury and I was glad that no one else seemed to favour the idea. My first feeling was of distaste for the other men: there were too many of them and they were too near. I thought a few days at sea would induce severe hatred. The opposite, however, proved to be the case, and by the time we disembarked at Durban I felt thoroughly well disposed to nearly everybody.


As is the way with things in wartime, we had followed a curious route and, after losing sight of the coast of Scotland, we were much surprised to find that our next landfall came up on the starboard and not, as we had expected, the port side. Instead of coming in at Freetown in Sierra Leone, we had in fact turned up at what proved to be Bahia in Brazil. We had to break our journey somewhere as we were running short of fuel and drinking water. While these deficiencies were remedied by an American oil-tanker and a single, rather small fire-engine built in London, several days elapsed. Viewed from the sea, Bahia looked unbelievably attractive. The tropical colours, to what had been an exclusively European eye, seemed exotic to a degree: small clean houses interspersed with numerous palm trees and punctuated by glorious white churches rose steeply from the sea front and gave an impression of paradise. At night, the scene was brilliantly illuminated and the churches leapt forth like jewels in a tiara. These were the first proper lights we had seen since 3rd September 1939, and we burst into the song ‘when the lights of London shine again…’


Nor did Bahia shed its seductive impression when we went ashore. As we marched in strict formation up the rise of the town to a square at the summit, there were, it is true, some tight lips and hostile gestures, but these came from the German community. Everyone else, black and white, gave us a rapturous reception, jumping up and down, clapping and shouting ‘Victoria’. We were the first British troops to be seen in Brazil after her entry into the war on our side. As we marched, there was a sudden torrential downpour, which then almost immediately rose from the ground as steam. I marched next to a particular friend, Derek Malim, who nearly trod on an enormous and brightly coloured spider; I heard him mutter under his breath, ‘thank God I’m British’. We could not, alas, be entirely proud of that. Unaccountably, we were dismissed from the parade in the town square without any instructions. Some of the men drifted off into brothels and drinking dens and several of them came – or were brought – back on board in a shocking state of repair. These, however, were only six or seven out of a thousand in the expedition. Worse than this was that about a hundred of our soldiers, who were on the way to India, deserted and, so far as I know, were not heard of again. An Argentinian friend in our party told me that groups of bandits were operating to the south-west of Bahia. Perhaps our deserters knew this. My friend also told me that the population of Bahia, which had been 12,000 in 1919, was now 300,000. After all this, having never previously been beyond Brittany, I began to feel much more cosmopolitan.7


The training in South Africa was fully as intensive as that in Eastbourne and it was apparent that the authorities wished to get us back to England with navigators’ brevets as soon as possible. We did all the theory again and sat examinations of much the same kind as those in Eastbourne; but this was really only to fill in the time between the flights on which we advanced from theory to practice – or at least practice of a sort. Our aircraft were elderly Ansons, for which the supply of spare parts seemed to have dried up. Repeated engine failures gave one some idea of what flying in the First World War must have been like. Most of the pilots were South African. Several of them seemed to be very bored by the work, and one, with whom I flew, repeatedly dropped off to sleep. To complete the course, about a hundred hours of flying were required, but, in order to speed things up, three pupil navigators went on each flight, so that there was only about thirty hours of dead-reckoning navigation for each of us. The second and third navigators did map reading, took astro-shots and, when the pilot lost interest, flew the aircraft. Only about a tenth of our flying time was done at night.8


In addition to our repeated engine failures and occasionally sleepy pilots, there were some other excitements. On Sunday 21st December 1942, we were given a day off and several of us repaired to the beach at East London for the enjoyable swimming which was to be had there. While we were lazing in the sun, the beach was suddenly invaded by special military police who shouted to us that an emergency had arisen and that we were to board a bus marked ‘Recall’ immediately. We did so and were driven back to our airfield at high speed. When we got there we saw that our Ansons were being ‘bombed up’ with real weapons and we were called at once to the briefing room. Here we were told that an enemy fleet had been spotted approaching South African shores and that we were going to attack it. Before we could take off, however, it emerged that the ‘Japanese warships’ were, in fact, a series of cloudlets, and life soon returned to normal. Years later, Admiral of the Fleet Sir Algernon Willis told me how, in March 1942, he was despatched with a force of four out-of-date R-class battleships to intercept the Japanese fleet, which was thought to be bound for an attack on Ceylon. This too proved to be a false rumour. Sir Algernon and I were able to agree how lucky both of us had been in that particular respect.9


Rumours of war did not entirely exhaust the possibilities for action, even while we were at this comparatively early stage of our flying training. Every now and again we were despatched to escort convoys rounding the Cape of Good Hope and search for German submarines, which were active in these waters. On one of these sorties, I flew as first navigator and, though we found no U-Boats, I was entitled to enter it in my log book as an operational flight. It was my first. Just over a year later, I was to carry out my second, which, as I had expected, was a very different matter.10


At last on 27th March 1943, having passed the exams and flown the required number of navigational hours, I formed up with those of my course who had also passed on the Wings Parade. After various drill evolutions, we were individually marched up to a South African Colonel, who clipped an observer’s brevet onto each of our tunics. Four of the course, of whom I was one, were now to receive commissions, but we were told that we were to be dressed as sergeants until we reached England: there was insufficient accommodation for officers on board the troop ships. The brevet seemed a great prize and the commission a scarcely lesser one. Becoming an acting sergeant was a disappointment, if only because it meant another voyage under hard conditions similar to those on the Stirling Castle.


After a short stay at an Imperial Forces Transit Camp near Capetown, I sailed for home with thousands of others, including some nine hundred Italian prisoners of war, on board the P & O liner Stratheden. There were also some civilians on board. One was a girl who had escaped from Bangkok on the evening the Japanese arrived there. There were two other girls, who had escaped with scarcely less notice from Burma. The Italian prisoners of war were delightful men and well liked by all of us, who took turns standing guard over them. Their living quarters were even more crowded than ours, but they were given food which was markedly better than what we got. The most exciting thing about the voyage, however, was that we found ourselves in company with HMS Warspite, which I already knew was one of the most famous of all our battleships. She gave us a great sense of security; indeed, one day she opened fire on some unfortunate vessel on the horizon. Flames leapt from the mouths of the guns, then came the crash as of thunder which shook our ship to the keel, and finally columns of water were hurled into the air miles away on the horizon. Suddenly the air was full of bursting anti-aircraft shells and we heard the clatter of machine-gun fire. None of us knew what all this was about or what the result of it was, but I expect the Captain of Warspite did; he sent out a Walrus seaplane to have a look. We were glad to see it being craned back on board after it had returned and alighted near its mother ship. When I joined the Air Force, I had not expected to witness such a spectacle. It remains vividly in my memory.11


Our first port of call was Freetown. We approached on the evening of 28th April 1943 in line ahead, Warspite and a cruiser in the van, ourselves in the centre and the White Star liner Britannic, brimming, as we were, with troops, bringing up the rear. Our flanks were covered by destroyers, which, in their customary manner, tore hither and thither in busy haste. Evidently their manoeuvres were also productive, for we were told that they had destroyed a U-Boat. Their depth-charges threw terrifying columns of water into the air and once more Stratheden was shaken to her foundations. We had arrived in a port which the war had elevated to the first importance and as we came onto our mooring half a mile off the town, we saw some familiar sights including the Stirling Castle and the Armed Merchant Cruiser Alcantara, which had sailed with us on parts of our outward voyage. There were as yet no major docking facilities and we did not come alongside or disembark. A huge wharf was, however, under construction. Various striking figures came to and fro from shore to ship by launch, including the Flag Officer, West Africa. I watched a white man, of whom there were said to be only about a hundred in this the most unhealthy place imaginable, come up the side of Stratheden to supervise the taking ashore of four or five wooden cases; he had black sleek hair, a pallid face, and he wore a white suit. He seemed to me to have stepped straight out of the pages of Somerset Maugham. After that we waited only long enough to take on fuel before putting to sea again.12


After a few days, we entered the official danger-zone and were ordered to sleep in our clothes. Bits of news were broadcast in short bursts. We heard that thirty of our bombers had failed to return from an attack on Dortmund. That, it occurred to me, would account for an entire course of navigators, pilots, bomb-aimers, engineers, gunners and wireless-operators. Then a gale hit us and Stratheden was hurled about like a cork on a very high sea. We shipped water on ‘A’ deck seventy feet above the water-line and our engines constantly raced as the propellers rose into the air. We watched great columns of spray flying over Britannic’s bridge and Warspite seemed to be completely awash: as she plunged, all we could see was her superstructure giving her the look of a monstrous submarine. In the midst of this, we were ordered to action stations to repel enemy air attacks. None of our ships was hit. Warspite signalled us that she had picked up U-Boat transmissions. ‘Use DF’, her message ran. We knew, of course, that DF meant direction-finding radio; we had used it ourselves in our Ansons. A day or so later, Warspite signalled us again. This time we read ‘Thank you for your close cooperation hope to see you soon’. She turned abruptly to starboard and, with her two escorting destroyers, disappeared into the distance. After the war, I learned from Admiral Willis that Warspite was bound for the Straits of Gibraltar and the Mediterranean where we were at last re-establishing naval dominance. He knew because, at that time, Warspite was responding to his orders. How amazing the war would have been if one could have known then what was happening.13


On 10th May 1943, I woke to see that we were steaming up the Clyde, and the next day I found myself at a Personnel Reception Centre in Harrogate. I was allowed to assume the commission which had been granted to me in South Africa and become, in effect, an Acting Pilot Officer on probation. It had always struck me as rather a silly rank, especially as I was a navigator – or at least I thought I was.


Before being posted into Bomber Command, as I had long wished to be, there were two further short steps in Training Command. The first consisted of twenty-odd hours flying in Tiger Moths from No.7 Elementary Flying Training School at Desford. This was all in daylight and it gave me the opportunity to improve my map-reading as we flew low enough to be under the cloud. It was not easy; the blast of air one encountered in an open cockpit made it difficult to orientate a map and the painful bombardment of hailstones was hardly an encouragement to look over the side. It was a further whiff of what flying in the First World War must have been like. It also gave one pause for thought as to how the likes of Sir Alan Cobham, Amelia Earhart and Amy Johnson had achieved their miracles of open-cockpit flying in machines similar to the Tiger Moth. Most of my time at Desford, however, was spent in being taught to fly the machine myself, and before the end of the course I became reasonably proficient at loop-the-looping, falling-leaf-spinning and so on. This was a bonus, which, for navigators, was unusual; it was also a potential advantage, for there was now a single pilot policy in Bomber Command, which meant that there was a marginal addition to the safety factor if members of a bomber crew other than the pilot knew something, if only very little, of his skills.14


At the end of July 1943, I was posted to No.3 Advanced Flying Unit at Bobbington as the second step. The proceedings here were exacting. The object was to acclimatize us to night-flying under European – that is black-out – conditions, and, though we flew in the familiar Anson aircraft, it was, as I would now describe it, a culture shock. My confidence in being a trained navigator evaporated into the dark night and I discovered that success depended upon an intimate understanding between the pilot, the navigator and the bomb-aimer. We made simulated attacks on such places as Stafford, Peterborough and elsewhere using, as a substitute for bombing, the taking of photographs of our aiming points. As we had usually not met one another until we boarded the aircraft, numerous misunderstandings took place. On one occasion we got dangerously lost on the run into and out of the ‘target’. The bomb-aimer thought that I would be keeping track of our position; I thought he would be. We also did very taxing navigational exercises in simulators. One of the handicaps was that the clocks went at double speed. A thirty-second minute is a poisonous measure for a navigator. Under these conditions, I managed to bring my ‘aircraft’ back from a simulated attack on Kassel to within four miles of base. This was thought quite good, but I knew it was not good enough. Learning how to get round such difficulties was the object of the training at Bobbington. I was glad when it was over and my time in Training Command came to an end.15


Having got into Bomber Command, I stayed in it for operational training – which I now began – on operations, or in the end as an operational in structor, until the war was over. The unit I joined was No.11 Operational Training Unit, which was based at Westcott with a satellite at Oakley, both near Oxford. I arrived there at the end of August 1943. The ambience was strikingly different from anything I had experienced before or even been able to imagine. All the instructors were tour-expired. One of them, Squadron Leader (later Wing Commander) Fraser Barron, had completed a tour in the Path Finder Force and wore the ribbons of the DSO, the DFC and the DFM. The senior navigation instructor was Squadron Leader Scrivener, who also had the DSO and the DFC together with the enormous added prestige of having flown on one operation as Wing Commander Guy Gibson’s navigator. The latter had recently been awarded the VC. The aircraft were Wellingtons mark 1c, which had been operational at the outset of the war. They were now long retired from Bomber Command’s front line but they nonetheless looked much more threatening and challenging than any aircraft I had been near before. We were in the second line and were liable to be called upon to reinforce the front line if a major effort, such as the famous thousand-bomber attack on Cologne of May 1942, were again to be ordered.


The first step was to get ‘crewed up’, which I described at the time as ‘going to be as big a headache as getting married’. We were left a fortnight in which to make a love match, after which marriages were arranged for those who had not done so. My crew was the product of the voluntary process. First, over a snooker table in the officer’s mess, I met an Australian Flying Officer, who was a bomb-aimer. Instinctively we understood each other and we soon decided to fly together. He knew a New Zealand flight sergeant, who was a pilot. This man seemed to be a most unlikely candidate. He was immensely old, being twenty-seven or even twenty-eight, and most of his hair seemed to be on the sides of his head; he looked more like an orchestral conductor than a budding Bomber Command pilot. I had no hesitation in backing the bomber-aimer’s judgement and the New Zealander accepted our proposal. The three of us had, I believe, made the best decision of our war careers. We then recruited a Canadian sergeant rear-gunner and an English sergeant wireless-operator. That made up the crew of a Wellington and off we set.16


Initially, the flying was mostly for the purpose of teaching the pilot, Flight Sergeant Murray Milne, the differences between flying an Oxford and a Wellington. They were considerable, but though Murray was not, and never became, a polished pilot, he had a ready aptitude for managing adequately. Flying with him at night while he repeatedly took off and landed doing ‘circuits and bumps’, was not a comfortable ride. Nothing, however, got broken and our confidence as a crew began to accumulate, perhaps the more so because fatal crashes among the others on the unit were by no means uncommon. We did gunnery exercises, which gave our rear-gunner, Sergeant Duncan, the chance to test his marksmanship by firing at air-towed drogues. We flew by night to a bombing range at Warpsgrove and our bomb-aimer, Flying Officer Gordon Pyle, attacked marked targets from heights of up to 8,000 feet. On 8th October, we took off in daylight from Oakley and flew courses which took us from there to Cambridge, Lincoln, Thetford, Cambridge again and so home via Westcott. In my log-book this flight is entered as a ‘Special Dual Navigation Trip’ and it is marked with the symbol ※. It thus appears to have been among the most uneventful and easiest of my undertakings at OTU. In fact, it was my initiation into the use in the air of a device that was loosely, though not quite accurately, categorized as radar and known as ‘Gee’. This was too secret to be mentioned except by symbols.17


‘Gee’ seemed to be miraculous and indeed was extremely ingenious. It depended upon the transmission of pulses from three ground stations, ‘A’, the master, and ‘B’ and ‘C’, the slaves, which were situated along a line of about two hundred miles in length. Each slave transmission was locked to one from the master and the differences in time between the reception in the aircraft of the ‘A’ and ‘B’ and the ‘A’ and ‘C’ signals were displayed on a cathode-ray tube on the navigator’s table. From these readings the navigator could locate his aircraft on two position lines, which were known as ‘Gee’ co-ordinates. The point at which the two co-ordinates intersected showed the ground position of the aircraft. A competent navigator could complete this process in less than a minute.18


I knew at the time that knowledge of one’s ground position at a given moment was useful, not so much for itself but as a means of obtaining a ‘fix’ for the purposes of dead-reckoning navigation, which was the means of knowing where one was going to be at selected times in the future. The accuracy of ‘Gee’ over Cambridge, Lincoln and so on was amazing. But, as I was later to learn, it rapidly diminished with range and once one crossed the Dutch coast it was rendered ineffective by German jamming and was sometimes misleading because the Germans also broadcast bogus signals.


I have entered briefly into these technical details of one aspect of navigation in Bomber Command, not because I have changed the course of this book, but because I discern in them some important historical lessons and warnings. First, there is the need to recognize the importance in historical research, not merely of persistence and alertness, but also of technical awareness. Without the latter, my ‘Gee’ flight would appear to have been of little interest for whatever purpose it was being used. In fact, it was among the most important of all the training flights I ever made and it is also an indication of how the interests of security imposed upon the instructors the need to leave the imparting of this secret information to such a late stage – dangerously late, some might think. Second, the very ingenuity of ‘Gee’, and of many other even more sophisticated radar devices about which I learnt later in the war, has misled many of those who subsequently came to understand the technical principles involved but had not themselves operated the equipments in the face of the German defences, or at the ranges of many of the targets. This has resulted in much of the historical appraisal of Bomber Command operations being fundamentally unsound. It has also led to some incongruous moral judgements on the Bomber Command offensive.


When the pilot had become reasonably proficient at the controls of the Wellington bomber and so laid the foundations of crew confidence, it was my turn to build on this by demonstrating that I could navigate the aircraft over long distances at night, bring it over a target and then back to base. Unfortunately, the aircraft in which we made these long night flights were not equipped with ‘Gee’ so there were no navigational aids beyond those I had had on the Ansons at Bobbington. There was the added difficulty that it was now November. On two of our four long night flights, we encountered severe icing conditions. De-icing equipment on the Wellington IC was not very efficient and the aircraft, with its two Pegasus engines, lacked the performance to climb above the danger levels. This forced us to change our flight plans, which, navigationally, was a most unwelcome development. Nevertheless, from my point of view, these flights were reasonably successful. I was particularly glad to be able to hand the aircraft over to the bomb-aimer when he could see the marked range at Warpsgrove after flying over Northampton, Goole, Pickering and Filey to a point half way across the North Sea and then to the target by way of Wells, Peterborough, Northampton and Preston Capes. When we completed the course at Westcott, however, I had done no more than twenty-three hours and fifty minutes of night navigational flying. The rest of the crew, with one exception, were correspondingly inexperienced, and yet we were now fully qualified to fly bomber sorties against Germany. Indeed, had the need arisen, we might well have flown at least one already.19


The exceptional member of our crew was the wireless-operator. The Englishman, whom we had originally recruited, had fallen foul of the authorities for words spoken to them which they did not like. He was sent away for disciplinary training and we were allotted a new wireless-operator, Warrant Officer Bosson, another New Zealander. He was returning for a second tour of operations, having completed one of thirty sorties in 1943. He seemed to be disgruntled and fatalistic; I doubt if we would have chosen him of our own free will. In the air, however, he proved to be an entirely different man and he and I, who had so much related work to do, operated as though hand-in-glove. In addition, he was immensely experienced and highly efficient. We soon got over the loss of our own choice, although he had shown the hallmarks of efficiency and had impressed us as an excellent prospect. All the same, he did not know how to guard his tongue and he was an inveterate tease. Eventually, this was to be his undoing. After his disciplinary training, he returned to an OTU and got ‘crewed up’ again. He then had the misfortune to be killed by his rear-gunner, whom he had so exasperated that he picked up a sten gun and shot him dead.


Had there still been Wellingtons in the front line of Bomber Command, we would now have been posted to an operational squadron. As it was, not only Wellingtons, but also the four-engined Stirlings, had been relegated to lesser tasks. Lancasters, Halifaxes and Mosquitoes had become the order of the day, or rather the night. We were destined for a Lancaster squadron, and so our pilot had to make another jump, from two to four engines. This also meant the recruitment of two additional members of the crew, a flight-engineer and a mid-upper-air-gunner. To fill the first vacancy, we were allocated an Englishman, Sergeant Darby, and, for the second, Sergeant Sneddon, another Australian. In these, as in the case of Bosson, we were extremely fortunate. Despite their lack of flying experience owing to the speed at which gunners and flight-engineers could be trained, both these men proved to be first class. Indeed, I do not believe that there can have been a better gunner than Sneddon in all Bomber Command. He flew nearly all our sorties as rear-gunner, where he moved when we transferred Duncan to another crew and took on board an English mid-upper-gunner, Flight Sergeant Knott.


The seven of us now entered the final phase of operational training. We flew about fifty hours on Stirlings and Lancasters at a Heavy Conversion Unit and then at a Lancaster Finishing School. Despite some diabolical weather, everything went smoothly for us except on one occasion when, through a mistake in our cockpit drill, we overshot the runway at Syerston and narrowly escaped going over the edge and dropping into the River Trent. As a crew we were now generally functioning efficiently: Murray Milne had got the measure of the Lancaster, our long-distance flights were completed without navigational errors and we dropped our bombs accurately on the bombing ranges. Obviously we would not survive if the pilot could not fly the aircraft successfully. Equally, we were sure to be shot down, we were constantly told, if we could not navigate with such accuracy as to be on track and on time so that we would be flying in the company of what we could not see, that is, the concentration of our bombers. It was also self-evident that if we could not hit the target, there was no point in going. Having satisfied our instructors that these points were registered and that we had mastered the necessary skills, we were posted on 26th March 1944 to an operational squadron, No.50 at Skellingthorpe near Lincoln. This belonged to No.5 (Bomber) Group, which was commanded by Air Vice-Marshal Ralph Cochrane.


At this time, what subsequently became known as the Battle of Berlin was coming to an end. In the course of it, Bomber Command had lost the equivalent of the whole of its front line, but through the vagaries of war 50 Squadron had suffered only light casualties. It was probably for this reason that the Squadron’s morale seemed to be very high indeed. Another thing which may have explained this was that our squadron commander, Wing Commander Heward, was a stiff disciplinarian who demanded total dedication to the tasks in hand and the highest standards of efficiency. He was liable to drop on gunners and question them about airmanship, on pilots and test them on gunnery, on navigators about bomb aiming, and so on. To say that he produced a spirit of alertness in his crews would be to understate his achievement. I had not previously served under such a formidable and effective Commanding Officer. For further encouragement, we had a Group Commander who was regarded as a ruthless martinet and we all stood in awe of our Commander-in-Chief, whom we never saw, but called ‘Butch’ Harris.


All this was as well, for we now entered upon a period of intensive operations in which our squadron was repeatedly decimated. The good luck of the Battle of Berlin had come to an end and we came face to face with the probability that our lives were unlikely to last much longer. New crews arrived and disappeared within a week, sometimes within twenty-four hours, and most of the old crews disappeared too. In what seemed to be hardly any time at all, we became one of the most senior crews on the squadron. In rapid steps, Murray Milne was promoted from Flight Sergeant to Flight Lieutenant and, for a time, until a more experienced man could be posted in, I was the acting navigation leader. I was barely twenty-two years old. We were in dead men’s shoes but we had got there the hard and also the lucky way.


Our first operation was against the railway yards at Tours. This, at least in theory, was not the most difficult or dangerous of targets, but our initiation was marred by the failure of our rear turret. Efforts to make it work failed and it led to us taking off late and so getting behind the main stream of the bombing attack. At Tours, we identified our target, bombed and photographed it and returned to base. When orders to delay the attack were given in the target area by the master bomber, we were still out of range of his radio telephone. Thus, we were the last aircraft to take off on this attack and the first to return. It was disquieting, but no complaint was raised against us and in reality there was no means by which we could have known of the master bomber’s intentions. On the following night, that of 11th April 1944, we took part in an attack on Aachen. Navigationally, things did not go well. Though exactly on track, we passed through the target area ahead of time without picking up the aiming point. We had to fly back and try again. In such a manoeuvre, the risk of collision was great, but nothing happened and at the second attempt we bombed successfully and at the correct time. There was then a pause of a week, after which we flew to Paris and dropped fourteen one-thousand-pound bombs on the railway yards at Juvissy.


Two nights later, we again set course for Paris but in the neighbourhood of Reading a sudden whiff of white vapour shot out of our starboard inner-engine and disappeared astern. Our engine-coolant tank had burst and the glycol had gone. We promptly feathered the engine to avoid a fire and, having reset the remaining three engines, continued on course for Paris. As we crossed the coast near Eastbourne, the temperature gauge of the starboard outer-engine suddenly rose into the danger zone. Again to avoid a fire we promptly feathered that engine too. Murray Milne now opened up full power on the two port engines but we soon found that not only could we not continue our climb, but that we were unable to maintain the height we had gained. In an involuntary descent we turned for home, still bearing our huge bomb load. We headed for Skellingthorpe, where, knowing the runway, Murray thought he had a better chance of making a landing than on one he did not know. When we got there, we were told by flying control to proceed to the Wash and drop our bombs. As we were going to hit the ground long before we could get to the Wash, we asked and received immediate clearance for a landing. As we approached, we jettisoned our petrol, which unfortunately fell on the WAAF site. With all the power on one side, Murray could not entirely straighten his landing line and we came down in something of a sideways skid. The tyres smoked and then melted but the undercarriage held and we came to rest unharmed in a virtually intact aircraft. We heard later that no one had landed a Lancaster before with a full bomb load on board, on two engines on the same side.


Having turned back short of the target meant that we could not count the flight as an operation and, indeed, before we knew whether we would be congratulated or disciplined, we had to await the Commanding Officer’s verdict. He, in fact, had scrambled aboard our Lancaster even before it came to a complete halt. He was there to satisfy himself that there was no way in which we could have reached the target. We were much relieved that he did so satisfy himself.


After another two nights and some first aid work on our Lancaster, we took off for our first major German target, Brunswick, and then, in each case after two-night intervals, we attacked Munich and Schweinfurt. These were eventful and, in my mind, memorable nights. Coming out of the target area at Brunswick, we were picked up by a Ju88 night-fighter, which made two determined attacks on us but then lost contact. The same thing happened on the way home from Munich, except that this time the enemy fighter was an Me110. The engagement lasted for more than forty minutes, during which our fate was in the hands of our rear-gunner, Sneddon. Each time the enemy closed to seven hundred yards, but neither before nor after, he told the pilot to corkscrew towards the fighter, thus complicating its deflection angle. So we dived and corkscrewed and climbed and corkscrewed now to port and then to starboard throughout these forty minutes. To our amazement, we at last lost the fighter. We knew we were seven very lucky men. But where we were, or how we could get home, we did not know.


This for the next few hours was my problem. The first step was to reinstate the gyro-compasses, which had toppled during our evasive manoeuvres, and the second was to draw a circle of uncertainty within which the aircraft was bound to be. The diameter of the circle was in this case about a hundred and fifty miles in extent. From this somewhat imprecise starting point, I gave the pilot courses for home. As the time came when we should have been approaching the French coast on the final northerly leg, it began to grow light but, instead of the coast we were greeted by the ominous sight of a vast expanse of agricultural land. I could but hope that at least this might be France. Eventually, as our petrol supply was falling to zero, we did cross the French coast and we made a dash for the nearest airfield, which was Tangmere, where we landed at our last gasp. We had been in the air for ten and a half hours.20


For its forty minutes of combat and the ensuing navigational problems, the night of Munich has ever remained in my mind, but there was another reason for this. During this night of 24th April 1944, I ‘met’ Leonard Cheshire for the first time. He was the master bomber and, flying low in a Mosquito, he marked the aiming point and then directed us throughout the attack. As we ran in on Cheshire’s marking, his cool, collected and precise instructions came through our earphones with the kind of tone one might have expected from someone seated in a comfortable arm chair telephoning from a drawing-room. Bosson, whose remarks were normally restricted to the necessities of the business in hand, suddenly urged me to switch off my cockpit lights, draw my black-out curtains and look out. He said that if I lived to be a hundred I would never again see anything like this. I looked out and beheld what seemed to be all the Guy Fawkes nights which had ever taken place, rolled up into a minute. Tracer-fire from German fighters flew across the picture, flak poured up from the ground in great loops and bombs began to cascade down around the brilliant spot-fires which had been placed on top of Leonard Cheshire’s original visually-aimed marker.


Later it came to light that this attack, which was mounted by 5 Group alone, had caused as much damage as would normally have been achieved by the whole front line of Bomber Command. Such was the degree of accuracy that Cheshire had injected into night-, so-called area-bombing. We did not have to wait for that news to realize the incredible skill of Cheshire’s tactics and the almost superhuman courage that enabled him to carry them out. It came as no surprise to hear afterwards that he had been awarded the VC.


Schweinfurt was a different kind of agony. At Munich we had bombed three and a half minutes ahead of schedule and we had flown directly into and out of the target area. At Schweinfurt we bombed twenty minutes behind schedule and spent an uncomfortably long time orbiting the target area while the master bomber tried to identify and mark the aiming point. This provided a golden opportunity for the German night-fighters and we counted dozens of our aircraft going down in flames. At last we were told to bomb, but the marking was scattered and we knew that the attack had not been a success. We also knew, before we left the target area, that Bomber Command had suffered very heavy casualties. Industrial haze and the weather had frustrated our tactics that night and when we got home, after a flight of more than nine hours, we and our surviving comrades were distinctly gloomy. One of our flight commanders, Squadron Leader Chadwick, noticing no doubt our depressed morale, asked us how we would feel if we had been resident in Schweinfurt and had seen a target marking red-spot fire falling into our back garden. This cheered us all up no end.21


And so, most surprisingly, with a number of variations on these themes, life went on. Schweinfurt was my sixth operational sortie; by the morning of 3rd June, I had completed eighteen. Then at half past two in the morning of 6th June 1944, we took off to attack a target at St Pierre du Mont just beyond the Normandy coast. Crossing the English coast between Bournemouth and Portland, we fused our eleven one-thousand-pound and four five-hundred-pound bombs and switched off our navigation lights. At eight minutes to five and as it grew light, I calculated that we were over the target, but at twelve thousand feet we were above cloud, so down we went. At eight thousand feet we broke cloud and there was the target. We bombed at five o’clock precisely and set course for home. As we re-crossed the Channel, we noticed that it was stiff with shipping of all shapes and sizes flying a forest of barrage balloons. It was an astonishing sight, but having seen it, I do not remember that we thought much more about it. We landed at Skellingthorpe at fourteen minutes past seven after what we thought was the most uneventful operation we had ever carried out. We were, however, rather surprised to be called out for another operation on the evening of the same day. At the briefing for it, we were given the positions of our own and the American troops ashore in Normandy. It was then and then only that I realized that what we had seen in the morning had been the opening of the Second Front, the invasion of Normandy. Since that, I have taken with a pinch of salt the assertion, ‘I know, I was there’.22


On my twenty-second birthday, I set out on my twenty-sixth sortie. As an experienced crew, we were now asked from time to time to take a new pilot with us as what was called the ‘second dickie’. This was to give him a little familiarization before setting forth with his own crew. The target was a V1 flying bomb installation at St Leu D’Esserent near Paris. Earlier this might have appeared to be a reasonably easy trip but, for some time past, the French air had been swarming with German night-fighters whose principal habitat in the past had largely been the German air. On this occasion, we had unpleasant brushes from which we were lucky to escape, but escape we did, although not with the prize we had sought. The objective that night was the destruction of a small target by the most precise means possible. As always over France, Belgium or Holland, we took the utmost pains to avoid killing people around the target as far as we could. We failed to damage the target to the desired extent and so, three nights later, on the night of 7th July, we were sent back to the same target, where, for the first time, we had the job of backing up the master bomber’s initial marking. Over the target everything went well for us but as we were crossing the French coast on our homeward flight, we were suddenly jumped on by a German fighter, our first news of which was a stream of bullets plunging into our starboard wing. These set fire to the petrol inside it and a ghastly sheet of flame was blasted back from the leading edge over the surface of the wing and thence away behind us. We were not only in dire peril. We were also extremely conspicuous.


We were flying at sixteen thousand feet. Murray immediately put our Lancaster into a steep dive in the hope of throwing off the fighter and blowing out the fire. At a thousand feet, he had to level off; the fire continued to burn vigorously and the fighter had followed us down. It now flew repeatedly round us just outside the seven hundred yard range of our .303 guns, but for some reason it did not fire again. Perhaps its guns had jammed, perhaps its ammunition had run out, or perhaps the pilot thought we were already done for. Murray now transferred most, but not all, of the petrol from the starboard tank. He said that it was better to feed the fire than to offer it a tank full of petrol vapour; a fire was not as bad as an explosion. I calculated a course for the nearest friendly airfield, which was Ford, and for the longest ten minutes in my life we headed for it. As we did so, the fire continued to burn in the manner of a blow lamp and the wing began to twist; its aerodynamics were changed and our airspeed began to drop. As we approached Ford, it had fallen alarmingly near to stalling speed. We were warned that there was a crashed Mosquito on the runway but, not feeling disposed to hang around, we landed on the grass beside it. The moment the aircraft came to a stop, we all piled out and ran for our lives. As we did so, we passed the fire-fighters going in the opposite direction. At that moment, they were braver than we were.


After breakfast and a short sleep, we went out to see our aircraft. The twisted starboard wing had a broad streak of white across it and, through that part of the surface, it was easy to push one’s fist. How it was that the wing had stayed on the aircraft, I could not then understand; nor have I been able to since. It had been the most awful experience of my life and I think the rest of the crew felt the same, although we did not talk much about it. I now knew the real meaning of the word ‘petrified’ and I knew that fear was to be perceived more by smell than by the other senses. None of us felt inclined to look over another Lancaster which had a decapitated gunner in the rear turret.


Our ‘second dickie’ of the first St Leu D’Esserent trip was sent to pick us up and at three thirty that afternoon we took off as passengers in his Lancaster. At twenty past four we were back at Skellingthorpe ready to resume our tour of operations. Further mishaps awaited us.23


For our thirtieth sortie we were briefed to attack a precise target at Revigny in Belgium and for this trip we again took a ‘second dickie’. He was Flight Lieutenant Jimmy Flint, who had won the DFM and the George Medal on an earlier tour of operations. He seemed rather to lack confidence in us and was dressed up as a Breton fisherman, which would not perhaps have been very helpful in Belgium. His expectations, however, were not entirely without foundation. On the way out, we were repeatedly attacked by German night-fighters, both our gun turrets were knocked out, our wireless transmitter was smashed and, when we ran up on the target, we found that our bombsite had been put out of order too. If we had been over a German target, we would have dropped our bombs as accurately as possible on guess work, but over Belgium we could not do that. Feeling utterly frustrated, we turned for home, thinking that this would not count as a sortie. As, however, we brought back a photograph of the aiming point, we were told that it did.


At about this time we had been issued with special sun-glasses and, during our final operations, we flew two sorties in daylight. The first was very easy. The Army had asked for the heavy bombardment of German positions in the region of Caen, which Montgomery’s army was about to attack. We flew in a huge gaggle of over a thousand Lancasters and Halifaxes, attacked on a north/south axis, turned starboard and then flew directly home. The business was over in less than four hours and we spent only a few minutes over enemy-held territory. This, as we later heard, was the opening shot in a military operation which became famous under its codename of Goodwood. There was some controversy at the time as to how useful our efforts had been, but although six of our bombers were shot down, we were in no doubt that, on this occasion, our task was an easy one in comparison with that of our men on the ground.24


Our other daylight sortie was more exciting. The target was a factory at St Cyr in the outskirts of Paris which we were to approach along the line of the Seine. The formation was to be led by Wing Commander Doubleday, an Australian, who commanded one of the squadrons at our neighbouring aerodrome at Waddington. He was to be supported by two wingmen, one of whom was us. After about an hour of manoeuvring, we had got our mass of bombers into something like a formation, but as our pilots had little or no experience of this kind of flying, we knew that our American friends in the Eighth Air Force would not have thought much of it. Doing the best we could, we set course for the target while over Reading. As we reached the south coast, we were supposed to rendez-vous with a covering force of Spitfires, but this failed to materialize and we pressed on without that comfort. Presently, following the course of the Seine, we could see Rouen ahead and as we came over it, a dense barrage of flak came up. Wing Commander Doubleday, who like so many of his countrymen was not short on humour, threw back the canopy of his Lancaster and gave us the motorist’s stop sign with his arm. We passed through the barrage unscathed, as did – so far as I could see – the whole of the formation behind. Some of the Lancasters, however, most unwisely began to weave as, in such circumstances at night, we all usually did. Since we were now in such close company, this produced an alarming risk of collision, and one of our comrades lost his nerve and moved out onto the flank of the formation where he was promptly picked off by predicted flak. His rear turret was knocked off and made a separate descent to its final crash. The remainder of the aircraft went into a spin, now clockwise, now anti-clockwise, and down it went releasing on their parachutes two of the crew on the way. I took my eyes off it just before it hit the ground.


The next excitement was the appearance ahead and well above us of a German fighter. It dived and charged straight at us. For the first and the last time on our tour of operations, Gordon Pyle opened fire from the front turret and seconds later nearly everyone else did from their rear and mid-upper turrets. As this fighter tore past close to us – so close that its iron cross and swastika markings were clearly and unpleasantly visible – the scene suggested to me a page in a schoolboy’s war-picture book. I could not see what happened to the fighter, but I rather doubt if it survived. As we came to the target, we were struck by flak, but our new Lancaster seemed to absorb the damage without undue complaint. Finally, having failed to regather the formation, we all made our way home individually, taking advantage of a merciful dispensation of thick cloud. When we got back we saw on the black board in the de-briefing room that we were reported missing. Someone must have misread the identification letters on the side of a crashing Lancaster.


There was at this time little respite from operations and within twenty-four hours of our return from Paris, we were being briefed again. This time the target was the railway installations at Givors near Lyons. As the time for take-off approached a violent thunderstorm broke out. We sat in our aircraft watching the control-tower fully expecting to see a red Verey fired which would have told us that the operation had been cancelled. It was not and so we took off. We flew four hundred miles through the most extensive and intensive thunderstorm I have ever seen. Sparks flew between the points of my dividers; the air was terribly rough and at times dangerously so. When we got to the target, we found that very few of our comrades had turned up. We later learned that most of them had abandoned the sortie and gone home. Unusually, no one had been criticized for having done so. We had great difficulty in seeing our aiming point and so did the master bomber. We orbited the general target area for twenty-three minutes and then, at last, having come down to seven thousand feet, we saw what we had come for and delivered our eight one-thousand and three five-hundred-pound bombs.


Three years after the war I motored across France and one day found myself in Givors. The railway area was still a scene of complete devastation; the bombing had evidently been highly accurate, but alas one load had undershot and levelled a house. I hoped it had not been our load. Before leaving, I set up the town sign ‘Givors’, which had been blown out of the ground and was lying forlorn by the roadside. The people there, as at all the other French ‘targets’ I visited, were full of friendship for, and admiration of, Bomber Command. This was heroic of them and a rich reward for the risks we had taken in trying to avoid killing French people. On one occasion, indeed, when returning across France after attacking a target in Germany, we found that one of our fused bombs had got jammed in the bomb doors with its nose protruding into the slip-stream. My inclination was to get rid of it before its propeller-driven plunger cap unwound and dropped off. Gordon Pyle reminded me that we were over France. He hung on to the bomb until we were over the Channel.


The Givors operation was my thirty-fourth and it proved to be my last. Our crew now joined the lucky minority of those which survived a tour of operations in Bomber Command. Murray Milne, Gordon Pyle and I were awarded the DFC. Dick Darby, Sneddon, Knott and Short, the wireless operator, were awarded the DFM. Thus every member of our crew was decorated, which in my experience was most unusual. The only regret we had was that Bosson, who had left us after twenty-five sorties because he was on a second tour, was not included in this hand-out. This was an injustice, but it was not one that troubled Bosson very much; he was now more concerned with the prospect of returning to farming in New Zealand.


I have since realized that bomber crews operated in many different ways. Our method was, perhaps, unusual. Murray Milne, the pilot, was the captain of the aircraft, but he operated as such only when matters of pilotage were the issue. When we were under attack, the gunners became the captains, and when we were in the target area the bomb-aimer was the captain. When we were not under attack, not taking off or landing, and not in the target area, I was the captain. This was an unspoken system which we evolved spontaneously, and it produced in our crew the nearest possible approximation to a single brain aided by seven pairs of hands. Other crews, of which I had knowledge, operated in a variety of different ways, ranging from those with autocratic pilots who interpreted their position as captain of the aircraft in a full and literal sense, to those who practised the opposite of this system, and went even further than that. The autocratic pilot, whether or not he was the senior in rank, held his crew in a strictly disciplined position of subordination. He motivated them, he gave them orders and, though he might sometimes take advice from them, he took all the decisions. Many who flew successful tours of operations used this system, and it was the method which the authorities expected in what, generally speaking, was a pilots’ air force.


The other extreme can be illustrated by a case, which in itself was no doubt extreme, and of which I had knowledge. This was an all-Australian crew, whose pilot, on one of their early trips, decided that the state of the aircraft was so bad and the conditions prevailing so adverse that he would abandon the sortie. He asked the navigator to give him a course for home. The navigator, supported by the rest of the crew, refused to do so. To resolve this deadlock, one of the crew knocked the pilot out and he was then removed to the casualty bed and strapped down. Flying the aircraft as best they could, this crew proceeded to the target, bombed it and returned to base. They then released the pilot and ordered him to land the aircraft, which none of them could have done. They told the pilot that if he promised never to turn back again, unless they all agreed to that course, they would say nothing about the incident. The pilot gave them that undertaking. They flew a very successful tour of operations; the pilot was awarded the DFC and the rest of the crew received no recognition, nor of course in so far as the authorities were concerned, was there any reason why they should have done.


The Givors sortie was not only the end of my tour of operations, but, though I had no idea of this, it also proved to be the end of my war. From 50 Squadron, I was posted back to my OTU at Westcott and Oakley as a staff navigator, that is, as an instructor. It involved lecturing on operational techniques and examining the navigation logs and charts of pupil navigators; it also involved a certain amount of flying, usually with pupil navigators who appeared to be making mistakes which did not show on their logs and charts. This comparatively easy life, which appeared at the time to be but an interval between one tour of operations and another – probably against Japan – turned out, however, to be the end of my career in the Air Force. As soon as the Japanese surrender took place, I was granted a Class B release on the grounds of my scholarship at Oxford. Instead of going to the Far East, I shed my Flight Lieutenant’s uniform, for that was what I had by then become, and went back to Trinity to resume the Oxford history school. All the history I was to make myself, had now been made. My future connection with the subject was to be academic.


I have recounted some of the experiences I had while serving in the Royal Air Force during the war, not to suggest that my part was of any great historical importance, but because it was a contribution to a great historical event. The strategic air offensive against Germany is uniquely interesting historically, as is the partly contemporary and partly subsequent offensive against Japan, in that it had no significant predecessor and is unlikely to have any successor. It is certainly important historically because of the results it achieved, the results it failed to achieve and the casualties it involved both among the German population and the Bomber Command aircrews. In the First World War, 38,925 British Army officers were killed in action, and in the Second World War, 38,205 Bomber Command aircrews, not all of whom were officers, were also killed in action. More than 7,000 more were killed during training or otherwise while not actually on operations against the enemy. I was part of this historic event.


It has become a truism that the Battle of the Somme, for example, was not just Robertson and Haig; it was also Captain Jones, Sergeant Campbell and Private Atkins. The strategic air offensive against Germany was not just Churchill, Portal and Harris; it was also Flight Lieutenant Milne, Flying Officer Pyle, Sergeant Sneddon and Flying Officer Frankland. Moreover, as I kept a diary at the time and have preserved several of my navigator’s logs and charts, my flying log-book and many of the letters which I wrote to my parents, I have various means of checking my memory, which I have now understood would often have been distinctly inaccurate without them. Thus my account is primary evidence of how one crew in Bomber Command operated and, in greater detail, it reveals something of my part in that undertaking. What then are the historically interesting main points that emerge?


First, it will have been noticed how little I have said about the targets to which I directed my crew. This is because at the time I knew little about them. In those days, a target to me was a latitude and a longitude and a precise time of the night, or occasionally the day. Naturally, I knew the difference between an area-attack on a great German city and a precise blow at an installation in France, Belgium or Holland, but I made no moral distinction between them. A German target was generally a more arduous undertaking than a French one, if only because it usually involved a longer flight and more intensive flak barrages. A French target, on the other hand, could be fully as dangerous as a German one in terms of the main threat, that is, the German night-fighters. In addition, the care which had to be taken to restrict French casualties to an absolute minimum, did involve greater risks in the target area, such as flying lower and staying longer, as I have said. I did not see these as moral differences. They seemed only to be distinctions between what was obviously due to the Germans, on the one hand, and the French, on the other. Nor, half a century later, do I see this issue differently. In other words, there seemed – and there still seems – to me to be no moral ground on which the Germans should have been, or could expect to have been, treated in the same way as the French.


The area-bombing offensive against German cities originated in the inability of Bomber Command at that time to hit anything smaller. Its aim was the dislocation of the industrial, economic and military foundations that lay beneath the German war effort. The fact that it involved the killing of German civilians, including women and children, has to be considered in the context of the German war effort and the need for Britain to find some means of diminishing it. This issue is similar to that involved in the naval blockade of Germany and Austria in the First World War, which, incidentally, involved the starvation of civilians to much the same extent as area-bombing was later to involve killing them. If the choice was between allowing Hitler’s war effort to develop unhindered towards a Nazi victory and undertaking the area-bombing offensive, the moral issue seems clear. As this was the choice after the fall of France in 1940 and the subsequent expulsion of the British army from the continent, the moral issue does appear to be uncomplicated.


The argument that area-bombing was immoral because later historical analysis, much of it my own, showed that it was less effective than had been hoped and that it absorbed a greater part of the Bomber Command effort than was strategically desirable after the means of making more precise attacks became available, carries no real conviction. Decisions about what to do in war can only be based upon the evidence available at the time and upon a consensus of those chiefly responsible. Among the latter, it is true, there were severe differences of opinion, especially with regard to the question of whether or not at least part of the effort devoted to the general area-attack on German cities should be diverted to more selective targets, such as, for example, oil plants, which – when the conditions were right – Bomber Command had the operational capacity to destroy in the later stages of the war. This, however, was not a moral dissension; it was a dispute about what would be most effective in speeding up the defeat of Nazi Germany and it was dependent on how the intelligence coming to hand was construed. To claim that one side or the other was morally right or wrong in the dispute is beside the point.


Looking back upon my part in the bombing offensive, and in particular the area-attacks on German cities in which I took part, I have no doubt that, in the light of what was then known and what was possible, there is no need for regret. As the subsequent historian of the campaign, I take a somewhat different view. That, however, arises from historical judgements of strategy and tactics and it is not a matter of morals.


The second historical point I make as a result of my war experience is about the unreliability of my memory and therefore probably of everyone else’s. In writing my account in this chapter, I have constantly been surprised to find how different things were according to my records by comparison with what I remembered. I remembered being attacked by a German fighter as we were running out of the target area in Munich. In fact the attack came considerably later when we were at least 150 miles on the homeward journey from Munich. I remembered making an emergency landing at Tangmere after the St Leu D’Esserent raid. The record shows that we landed at Ford. In a conversation with my rear-gunner, Keith Sneddon, in January 1995, he remembered that we got lost on the way home from Schweinfurt. Actually we did on our return from Munich, but when I told him this I do not think he believed me. And so on. While it is well recognized that memoirs are unreliable because of the prejudice of the authors, it is perhaps not so well understood that they are also liable to be highly inaccurate factually, even when prejudice is not involved.


Finally, I learnt from my war experience that the evidence of the eye-witness is unreliable, not only because it is inaccurate as to fact, but also because it is ignorant. It is not merely a question of the fog of war which often causes even the top commanders to have little or no idea of what is really happening; it is that the scale of things is too large and too terrible to be taken in.


These may seem to be elementary lessons, but for me they were a beginning.
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