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Australian skipper F/O Bruce Windrim, wearing his good luck talisman of a chequered bowler hat, with his crew of Englishmen on 625 Sqn at Kelstern.

The 101 Sqn crew of F/O George Harris, pictured outside billets at Ludford Magna.

Kay Polley, newly married to navigator George Kirby. She would be a widow before she was 21.

F/Sgt Kirby with some of his 106 Sqn crew at their Metheringham dispersal site.

Sgt Peter Bone polishes his mid-upper turret at Wickenby.

F/O Reg Johnson, RAAF, on the far left, enjoying leave with the Narborough family at Carshalton under the Lady Ryder hospitality scheme for airmen far from home.

Flight engineer Sgt Edwin Watson with other crew members beside the last of the six unlucky G-Georges of 630 Sqn.

Flight engineer Sgt Frank Jones poses by the rear turret of his 76 Sqn Halifax at Holme on Spalding Moor.

Flight engineer F/Sgt Frank Etherington, of 166 Sqn.

Air gunner Harry Irons, who joined up at 16.

Sgt Henryk Drozdz, Polish flight engineer on 300 Sqn.

Sgt Ken O’Brien, pictured with mid-upper gunner Sgt Ron Poulson after O’Brien became the first air gunner to shoot down  a German jet fighter at night, winning the DFM.

The 408 RCAF Sqn crew of P/O Case line up by their aircraft at Linton on Ouse.

Wireless operator Kenneth Turnham, who was wounded by flak over Cologne, with his 115 Sqn crew at Witchford.

F/Sgt ‘Scotty’ Young, who baled out into Russian-held territory after the 5 March Chemnitz raid.

The ‘Ya Anglichahnin’ flag issued to airmen on both Chemnitz raids.

Airmen still recovering from their burns in 1946, play snooker with a staff member at Burley Hall temporary hospital, Rutland. Sgt Harry Stunell, whose bomber crashed in flames returning from Munich, is on the right. Centre is Sgt Haydn Price.

The leg burns Sgt Stunell received as he struggled free from his blazing Lancaster.

F/Lt Tony Brandreth with his Mosquito Q-Queenie.

Three English members of Australian F/O Warren Clarke’s 207 Sqn crew at Spilsby.

Rear gunner F/Sgt Elias Williams, sole survivor of his crew when their aircraft was shot down on a Lutzkendorff raid.

The crew of C2 of 460 RAAF Sqn, who bombed both Dresden and Pforzheim.
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Damage from 12,000lb Tallboy bombs on the Dortmund-Ems Canal after the raid of 23/24 September 1944.

The middle of the Hohenzollern Bridge at Cologne lies in the Rhine after it was finally wrecked by retreating German troops in March, 1945.

The blasted and burnt-out centre of Bochum after the raid on the night of 4 November.

The searing scene from an RAF film unit Lancaster as a firestorm sweeps Pforzheim, ten days after the one which destroyed Dresden.

Bomber Command maintained a constant pressure on Germany to force a surrender, despite appalling weather conditions at  RAF bases in the winter of 1944/45. Here aircrew of 630 Sqn join ground staff at East Kirkby in clearing the snow to mount another raid.

The glory of historic Dresden three years before Hitler came to power.

One of Dresden’s narrow streets, looking from the Brühl Terrace towards the Frauenkirche with the Landhaus museum tower in the distance.

The same scene weeks after the firestorm.

The gaping ruins of the historic Aldstadt, heart of the firestorm.

The Ruhr Express, the first Canadian-built Lancaster, arrives in Britain for a photo call with the press.

The wreckage of the aircraft in the snow after she ran off the runway at Middleton St George and caught fire in January, 1945.

P/O Wilson managed to bring this Halifax in to land after it lost its entire nose in a collision with a Free French aircraft after a raid on Saarburcken in January.

The most-destructive bomb of the war in Europe: Barnes-Wallis’s 22,000lb Grand Slam goes on display in Oxford St, London.

A fireman picks his way through the rubble of what had been a house in Nunthorpe Grove, York.

101 Sqn bombers hit a railway bridge at Bremen on 23 March.
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Raids on the Dortmund-Ems Canal (Ladbergen) and Neuss, 23/24 September 1944

14/15 October 1944: the complex night operations against Duisburg (Operation Hurricane) and Brunswick

Attacks on Bochum and the Dortmund-Ems Canal, 4/5 November 1944

Dresden: night operations on 13/14 February 1945

The Dresden firestorm, 13/14 February 1945

Raids on Chemnitz and Bohlen, 5/6 March 1945




To my grandchildren Nemone, Patrick, Tilly, Freya and Dominic in gratitude for the joy of their presence and in the hope they will never know war




OVERTURE

THE crews of Bomber Command, whose Lancasters rumbled and thundered away into the lengthening shadows of mid-September as a prelude to the badly orchestrated Battle of Arnhem, were metaphorically already in the dark. They were unaware they were ending one era in the bombing war and beginning a new phase of bright destruction that would be their legacy.

As they droned ever upwards that Saturday night over the flat fields of North Lincolnshire to the faint edge of coastline they pondered on their task of hitting the fighter airfields of the Luftwaffe in Holland and northern Germany, not knowing that they were in fact the spearhead for an airborne army campaign. The failure of that battle together with the stalling of Canadian and American advances in Belgium and along Germany’s West Wall, would mean the continuance of the war in Europe over the winter and into the spring. Many thousands more would now die, in khaki, in air-force blue and not least in civilian overalls and dresses. For Bomber Command would enter a third campaign to bring Germany to its knees by hammering its cities once more and the key industries and transportation links within them. It would do so with new techniques and with skills already honed in battle against a Luftwaffe now in steady decline, but by no means out of the fight.

Some of these techniques were demonstrated in this night before the Arnhem assault began. The crew of F/O Vic Farmer, a navigator coming to the end of his tour on 550 Sqn at North Killingholme, was among those detailed to attack German airfields to prevent fighters creating bloody chaos among the packed Dakotas  shortly to follow. Their particular target was Steenwyck. Farmer remembers:
We were told at briefing we were to bomb a German fighter base which, as bombed airfields could quickly be repaired, seemed to us a waste of time. We made almost a straight line for the target in darkness. The Gee packed up over the North Sea as usual and there was nothing for H2S to pick up except the Dutch coast. We crossed the coast on track and on time and as an experienced crew we were among the first to go over. Usually there would be a response as we crossed, with searchlights or flak or both, but on this occasion there was no activity at all, no flak, not even one searchlight. It was eerie just flying on into the darkness and of course it gave us no confirmation of where we were. As the estimated time of arrival approached we opened our bomb bay doors to be ready and almost at the same moment flares from PFF aircraft lit up the target straight ahead, no doubt directed by Oboe. The bomb aimer could see the airfield below and we dropped our bombs almost without any change of direction practically right on the intersection of the runways and turned for home. The following day we heard about the attack on Arnhem, so keeping German fighters on the ground even for a short time undoubtedly saved many lives.1






Arnhem signalled the dying of faint hope to end the war without the bloody attrition so well known to the fathers of the young men now flying in Bomber Command’s Lancasters and Halifaxes. So confident was Churchill’s War Cabinet that Armageddon, shortly to be unleashed from the air, would now be the fate of Germany’s cities where four years before it had been Britain’s, a ‘dim-out’ was ordered from 17 September to replace the blackout. The British bomber crews left behind a totally dark Britain for the last time as they crossed the North Sea in pre-emptive support of the paratrooper assault. Each householder and factory owner in the country from now until the war’s end would only have to institute a blackout if an alert was sounded, not as a nightly routine as it had been since 1939.2


Bomber Command’s chief, Sir Arthur Harris, would fight his  final campaign with resources undreamed of when he began his bomber offensive in 1943, or even for much of 1944. Close to 1,800 aircraft per night would now be available to the C-in-C, two-thirds of them the ruggedly reliable Lancaster with its capacious bomb bay.3 Navigation aids were at last based in mainland Europe to guide them. The crucible of war had forged technological improvements that turned bombing from an art into a science; new, bigger and at last aerodynamic bombs would be employed from the 12,000-lb Tallboy to the gigantic 22,000-lb Grand Slam. And finally there were improvements in aircraft defence, from introduction of .50 machine guns to gun-laying by radar. The weaponry would be used against a Luftwaffe that at the point of its decline had entered the jet age.

Bomber Command would wage war by night and also by day, the latter in conjunction with the USAAF’s Eighth Air Force in Britain - which had by this time outstripped the power of the RAF and Commonwealth squadrons in aircraft available - and the US Fifteenth Air Force in Italy. Day raids now became a routine for most RAF and Commonwealth aircrew and they brought fresh terrors. Airmen had been conditioned to seeing a fearsome flash in the sky signalling the end of another crew, but such victims were usually anonymous. The preponderance of daylight operations sometimes meant they were looking into the faces of pilots, engineers or gunners as they died on the edge of the stream.

It was these experiences that created other uniformed victims of the air war apart from the dead, the wounded and the captive. When aircrew returned from a particularly traumatic raid where they had perhaps seen a member of their crew die a horrible death or witnessed a fellow crew wiped out in a flash against the sky, they would usually be ordered to go again as soon as practicable so as not to lose their nerve, a test many in this age, where the necessity of counselling for post-traumatic combat stress has been recognised, might find hard to accede to. In cases where an airman had finally drained his well of courage and refused to go again he was harshly treated. By and large airmen sealed themselves in a  shockproof shell in which the loss of friends was dismissed with a joke and a smile. For some it would take years to escape from the cocoon and for a few the only release was in suicide.

It was ironic that many had considered themselves a fortunate elite to be starting their tours at all at a time when there was now an abundance of aircrew as pilots, navigators and bomb aimers poured ashore from the Canadian training schools and losses declined. Airmen in this final phase were aware the skill at wreaking terrible destruction they were now poised to demonstrate had been honed by the sacrifices of their colleagues in the operational expediency of the Battle of the Ruhr in 1943 and the Battle of Berlin in the winter of 1943-4.

The new sacrifices they were now called upon to make are at the centre of this history, the surprising attrition among some squadrons at a time when the Luftwaffe was in decline, the shock of taking on German jets in combat, the remarkable escapes from what seemed the certainty of death as bombers became tunnels of fire or exploded in the blackness, the fear of being on the run from vengeful enemies. Cynically the legacy for the teenagers and other young men who made up Bomber Command would be criticism after Dresden, not alone in 1945 in experiencing the horror of the firestorm. It represented what Bomber Command could now do, apparently almost at will. Yet there were valid reasons for Churchill to order the bombing of the city and his deputy Clement Attlee to agree; the war was a long way from over when the raid was mounted; and hundreds more bombers would fall before victory was achieved. But the ingratitude of peace had yet to be spawned as the hopeful young airmen of Bomber Command prepared to use their new equipment and techniques of war to finish the job they had begun in earnest at the start of 1943.

It is now September 1944 and as the third phase of the bomber campaign begins London itself is suffering under a new onslaught, plunging from the skies without warning as the leaves of hopeful summer begin to wither and die . . .




AUTUMN




ONE

A NEW AGE OF WARFARE

THE final stage of the air war, which would see Bomber Command revive its campaign against the industrial capacity of the Reich’s cities, began with a bang that was not of Britain’s making, but of the Germans themselves.

The unique sound of a V-2 arriving in Staveley Road, Chiswick, on 8 September, in which the boom of its descent from the stratosphere and through the sound barrier was followed a split second later by the roar of the ¾-ton payload going off, heralded the rocket campaign against Britain which had been dreaded since the pre-emptive RAF strike against the German’s Baltic research site at Peenemünde over a year previously.

To a War Cabinet which only the day before had heard Duncan Sandys, head of its Crossbow sub-committee dealing with the V- 1 flying bomb menace, announce, ‘Except for a few shots the battle for London is over,’ there was a sense of shock. So much so that an immediate news blackout was ordered which lasted until 11 November. It wasn’t just to deny the enemy any intelligence about where the rockets were landing; the fear was that the content of the weapon was unknown - perhaps the seeds of a new biological warfare. And it could not be determined for sure whether the new weaponry might soon be carrying atomic warheads. The Americans were after all developing the atomic bomb at this time, only because the Allies had been warned by the philosopher-scientist Albert Einstein in 1941 that the Germans were already working on one. All that was known was that the blinding bright blue flash and ear-splitting bang-bang signature of the V-2 resulted in a deep crater and lateral blast that could immediately destroy a  whole terrace in densely populated areas and spread out to demolish walls and slate roofs up to a quarter of a mile away.1


The first V-2 killed 3 people, injured 22 and flattened 6 houses after landing in the roadway of the tree-lined suburban avenue. Rosemary Clarke, aged 3, was killed in the front upstairs bedroom of No. 1 Staveley Road when the payload ripped the house apart just before 7 p.m. Her brother John, aged 6, was in the bathroom at the rear and survived. ‘There wasn’t a mark on Rosemary,’ he later remembered. ‘The blast goes up and comes down in a mushroom or umbrella shape. In the process of that my sister’s lungs collapsed. I got a piece of bomb casing in the back of my hand which has created a scar . . . The bathroom didn’t collapse but one of the bedrooms next to it did, which I found very strange as a boy.’2


The V-2 had been launched in Holland five minutes before, from a mobile platform because 617 Sqn of Bomber Command had proved decisively with Tallboy bombs on the huge Wizernes bunker in the Pas-de-Calais in July that permanent rocket sites would be destroyed. The dawn of a new age in aerial warfare, of country-to-country ballistic missiles, had begun. Unlike the reaction to the doodlebugs, shot down by anti-aircraft shell and fighter cannon, this time there was no defence.

It was hoped that one of the benefits of the Arnhem campaign, which began nine days later, would be to seal off the rocket sites. The failure of that campaign and the knowledge that the army would have to wait until spring to launch a major offensive meant that Bomber Command would now be required to contain and demoralise the enemy. Until then it had seemed that the war might be over by Christmas. In fact imminent German collapse had appeared so certain to Allied staffs in August that a plan codenamed En-Dor had been set up to process released RAF and army POWs as quickly as possible.3 The first indications of that expected flood had been the return of the first RAF and Commonwealth Air Force POWs from Germany, who had been deemed by the Red Cross too sick to remain behind the wire.

Among them was pilot Nathaniel Flekser, a lieutenant in the South African Air Force, who had assisted in digging the tunnels  for the Great Escape from Stalag Luft III in March, then had developed a duodenal ulcer, his weight falling from 205 lbs to 136. He had been handed a Heimkehrberechtigung bejaht (Repatriation approved) slip by the Germans, told he was among a batch of 200 prisoners being exchanged with similarly sick German POWs in Britain, and taken to a special unit near Dresden. ‘Sick and wounded prisoners began to arrive from POW camps all over Germany,’ he later recorded. ‘Several were carried on stretchers. In all about 200 were assembled . . . some suffered from burns which had melted the flesh of their hands and faces, their lidless eyes sightless.’4 In early September the party of home-bound prisoners were taken by train to Stettin, then by ferry to neutral Sweden and finally were shipped to England in the SS Drottingholm  , accompanied to a point mid-way across the North Sea by a German destroyer which then handed over its charges to a warship of the Royal Navy to ‘raucous yelps from their horns’ rather than gunfire. Back in London Flekser, who had been shot down in 1942, discovered he had £13,000 in back pay and decided to take a suite at the Savoy. It was there he learned all about the new V-weapons, from a WAAF radar operator on leave he met in the bar. He wrote:
We ate a pleasant dinner in the elegant Savoy Grill Room. Agnes was sharing a pokey room in Soho with two girls. With as much nonchalance as I could muster, I said, ‘You are welcome to share my suite.’ She looked at me, green eyes probing, hesitated and said, ‘Thank you, I would like that.’ And so began a whirlwind romance, a time of touching, a time of joy, a time of regeneration. That night as Agnes lay in my arms I experienced, for the first time, a nightmare which was to return for many years. I dreamt I was back in Stalag Luft III, digging an escape tunnel. The acrid smell from the smoke of the lamp mingled with the must of the soil and irritated my nose. I sneezed and heard the roar as an avalanche of sand ripped down and engulfed me . . . I awoke shivering.





Over the next few days as the V-weapons continued to fall, Flekser’s rehabilitation continued, his WAAF girlfriend introducing him 
to London’s monuments, museums, galleries and places steeped in history. We fed the pigeons in the shadow of Nelson’s Column, strolled through Hyde Park and punted on the Thames in the late summer sunshine. The theatres were in full swing, featuring artists who I had listened to on records and read about. We saw Noël Coward in Blythe Spirit, Gracie Fields and Vera Lynn in variety shows . . . we danced in the Savoy ballroom to the music of my favourite jazz band - Carol Gibbons and his Savoy Orchestra.’5






It was a long way from Stalag Luft III in Silesia, despite the sound of V-2 rockets arriving, including one on the Thames in September which blew out the windows of the Savoy Grill Room for the seventh time in the war.

F/O Douglas Jennings was another airman enjoying leave in London, who also had just returned to freedom. Jennings, a 22-year-old bomb aimer, had been liberated by the American Army near Liège after being hidden by the Resistance since he had been shot down on 21 June on his way with 57 Sqn to bomb the Wesseling oil refinery near Cologne. After a couple of days in Paris he was put aboard a Dakota carrying the King’s Messenger. He remembers:
I was flown back to Hendon from Paris on 17 September 1944, the day Arnhem began and of course all the newspapers were full of it. I was taken straight off to MI9 at the Marylebone Hotel for debriefing. There was a lot of damage in London from the V-weapon offensive and while I was on survivor’s leave at my mother’s home in Pinner I heard a V-2 actually explode about a quarter of a mile away. There was a huge bang as it arrived without any kind of warning and it knocked down a block of flats. I think people had the attitude, ‘If it’s going to happen to you, it’s going to happen.’6






Sgt Laurie Boness, an evader since being shot down in late June bombing a V-1 site at Prouville in France - his first operational trip - was in London after being flown back from Paris the same way as F/O Jennings, but two days before. He savoured each  moment from stepping out of the Dakota at Hendon with other RAF aircrew now safe from the Gestapo.


Shortly after landing we passed an American PX van where doughnuts were being sold. They smelt so good and were particularly inviting because we had had no breakfast that morning and it was almost noon. ‘Why don’t you buy some?’ asked the girl in the van. We quickly explained our situation - importantly, that we had no money. She disappeared for a few minutes then returned and handed each of us two doughnuts. They were delicious.7




That night the young flight engineer, wearing a brand-new uniform stuffed with back pay and adjusting to hearing the unexplained boom of V-2s, was in a hostel in London specially set up by the Air Ministry for returned evaders. He remembered:
Late in the evening a group of us went for a quick drink in a nearby London pub. In returning to the hostel we somehow missed a turning . . . suddenly one of our group panicked. ‘We’re lost! We’re lost!’ he shouted and big tears rolled down his cheeks . . . fortunately a local man, realising who we were, and having overheard the incident, walked up to the distressed fellow, put his arm on his shoulder and said, ‘Don’t worry, lad, I know where you are heading for,’ and guided us back to the hostel.8






Within days Sgt Boness was back at his base at Waddington near Lincoln and reporting to ‘Dixie’ Dean, the engineer leader of 463 RAAF Sqn he had last seen before he took off for Prouville. ‘I walked into his office, saluted, went to the operations board and picking up a piece of chalk wrote my name on it once again. Everyone laughed,’ he remembered. ‘Re-chalking my name up on that squadron ops board was one of the greatest moments of my life.’9


But others returning from life under the jackboot found their welcome could have a bitter twist. Sgt George Stewart, a 50 Sqn bomb aimer, was the sole survivor of his crew. He had clipped on his chute as flak began pinging through his Lancaster over Bochum in June 1943. Seconds later the aircraft exploded, hurling the seven  men into the night sky. Only Sgt Stewart was wearing a chute. He says:
I got a big wound in the front of my head which left an indentation. When I got back home after being repatriated I was only about ten minutes in front of an RAF debriefing officer and he didn’t want to know anything. I could have been the bravest man in the crew and he didn’t want to know what happened. He just said, ‘Oh, you got a direct hit, right.’ I was bitterly disappointed by his attitude. He just didn’t want to know and I thought: I’m just another number.10






THERE was a sense of regrouping in Bomber Command as the weeks unfolded in September, a time for reflection among senior officers after the successes of the summer in which the bomber boys had supported the invasion by knocking out Transportation Plan targets to keep the German Army bottled up in Normandy, by mounting the offensive against oil targets, by directly assisting the armies in the field in taking out strong points, and even by blitzing the Reich’s cities at night to keep the night fighters and flak guns in Germany. It was a period of both change and preparation before the bomber crews were launched into the final assault of flak, fighter and the multi-coloured fury of German targets. On twenty-four days out of thirty there were raids by the heavies of Bomber Command, either in daylight or at night, sometimes by as many as nearly 900 on one target.

Tours ended and tours began with fresh blood for the new time of testing. F/O Vic Farmer, the 550 Sqn navigator whose crew raided a German fighter airfield before Arnhem, was one of those now released from operations who had reasons to be grateful to a pilot for bringing them through. He had met his new skipper at Heavy Conversion Unit after he and the rest of the crew refused to fly with the previous one because he had ground-looped his aircraft on landing. F/O Farmer remembers:
I was the first to meet him, F/O Rhys Thomas. My heart sank. He had a paunch, a twitch in the eye and he was over 30. My first  impressions proved unfounded. He was an ex-flying instructor, a competent pilot and in fact a superb bomber pilot. He didn’t go rushing into anything and as an ex-instructor it was ingrained in him to teach people every detail had to be right before taking off. On two occasions in my opinion F/O Thomas saved us and at the end of our tour he was awarded the DFC, thoroughly deserved especially as he elected to fly operationally, a risk he could have avoided at his age by continuing as a flying instructor. The crew referred to him as Skip; in fact we never knew his first name. We went to Zoutelande on 17 September to complete our tour and the crew broke up as we went our separate ways. We never met again as a complete crew.11






There was little opportunity at this time on the RAF bomber bases, which stretched from Cambridgeshire to County Durham, for pilots or their crews to relax. Little chance to laze in station intelligence sections leafing through the latest reports on Luftwaffe techniques, barely time for gunners to carry out their daily inspections at dispersals surrounded by fading wild flowers, or for flight engineers to compare notes in their sections about fuel and engine management which might just save their lives.

When an opportunity arose to get off station as operations were scrubbed it was snatched. Sgt Frank Jones, a 20-year-old flight engineer who was also coming to the end of a tour, had the means of making a quick dash to the pub from his 76 Sqn base in East Yorkshire. He remembers:
We were two crews to a hut and the navigator in the crew we shared with had a Norton motorbike which we won on the toss of a coin when he was screened. We used it to ferry ourselves backwards and forwards to the pubs in Holme-on-Spalding-Moor and Howden. One night coming back with one of the gunners I think we both fell asleep on the bike because we woke up in a duck pond near where the road curved. The bike started again at first try and we got back to camp, though soaking wet.12






Throughout September there was the now routine tabulation of  attrition at the RAF accounts centre at Uxbridge, where daily reports of missing aircrew were filed, as the pressure on Bomber Command to keep squeezing the enemy continued. And occasionally the drama of the war would be brought home to the majority of the personnel on the bases, the 1,500 ground staff at each airfield who never flew, as Lancasters or Halifaxes crashed within sight of them.

Sgt Jack Morley, a wireless operator on 101 Sqn, remembers such a day that month at Ludford Magna, when erks and WAAFs saw three Lancasters crash-land within minutes. The aircraft were returning from a raid on German strong points at Le Havre with a full bomb load because poor visibility and the possibility of hitting Allied troops had caused the master bomber to abandon the raid. Sgt Morley remembers:
We were first back in the Ludford circuit in the late evening and flying control ordered us to land on a particular runway, 02 I believe. We reported back to them that we could see the windsock and it would have meant landing downwind instead of into it. There then came a voice which we knew was the station commander’s saying, ‘You will land as ordered.’ We knew that with 13,000 lbs of bombs on board it was going to be practically impossible to stop. The skipper told us to take up crash positions. I moved to sit on the floor in front of the main spar with my hands round my head. We were sure we weren’t going to make it with the wind behind us. The pilot landed in good time on the runway but could see we weren’t going to stop before we ran out of concrete with the full bomb load on, so he ordered the undercarriage up. There was a horrible noise as the belly was being ripped away. A cloud of dust came up and there were sparks everywhere. I thought we were finished. There was a dip at the end of the runway and we came over the top of it, taking all the Fido pipes with us, and crashed down the other side, coming to rest in the bottom just behind the Black Horse pub in Ludford village. By that time the floor of the aircraft had gone.

As we got out we could see another wrecked bombera wavering on the top of the bank as if it was going to come down on us. The two gunners and me were the first out, as quickly as we could. Don Dale, the mid-upper gunner, was first to go and I followed him. Ginger Congerton, the rear gunner, had done what he was supposed to do by turning his .50 guns to the side and trying to roll out above them. But he was 6 feet 2 inches tall and his harness got caught on the guns, so while this other bomber was still wobbling above us Don and me ran up and I banged the quick release on his harness for him to drop down. The three of us then took off for flying control without waiting for anyone else. We had already had our cup of tea before the rest of the crew turned up in the crash tender. The aircraft was completely wrecked and struck off. It wasn’t until the next day we realised how close we were to the Black Horse. A little plaque was put up in the pub years later saying what happened.

Another aircraft also crashed on the aerodrome at about the same time that evening. It ended up in the area of a building known as the White House at the other end of the village beyond our own pub, the White Hart. We lost three aircraft due to the station commanding officer. Shortly afterwards he was moved away.13






THE intense effort on a variety of targets throughout September now meant an increasing group of aircrew were experiencing war from a new viewpoint: that of the fugitive from the enemy. As was evidenced by the establishment of the sizeable London hostel for returned evaders, the chances of an airman avoiding capture had soared throughout the summer as Bomber Command was called on to raid targets in France and the Allied armies pushed forward, liberating previously occupied territories. By the early   autumn even airmen downed on raids in Germany itself stood a fighting chance of avoiding capture. Several did so after a raid on the Dortmund-Ems Canal on the 23rd of the month.

The canal, which carried much of the Ruhr’s war material along its 165-mile length from the river port of Dortmund to the North Sea city of Emden, had vulnerable points where the water was carried over long aqueducts and so was judged a prize target by the Air Ministry. But it was always a costly one. It had been attacked four times beginning in 1940 when F/Lt ‘Babe’ Learoyd had won a VC for leading an assault which saw one-fifth of the bombers destroyed by flak units in the fields lining the canal. In September 1943, 617 Sqn - whose aircrew had seen nearly half of their comrades vanish in the raid on the Ruhr Dams four months before - lost another five crews of the eight that set out to try to demolish the banks of the canal at Ladbergen with a crude 12,000-lb blast bomb.

A year later the Dambusters were asked to try again in the same area north of Münster, and not far from the flat lands of Holland, where lay the aqueducts carrying the canal water in parallel branches. This time they were equipped with the 12,000-lb aerodynamic Tallboy bomb which Barnes Wallis had designed and the squadron had used to great effect bombing V-weapon targets in the summer. Their new leader, W/Cdr Willie Tait, would act as master bomber, usually known as MC, for a total force of 136 Lancasters from 5 Group. The force would include Lancasters from 9 Sqn, the only other squadron apart from 617 that had a bulged bomb bay on its aircraft allowing them to carry the Tallboy. Tait had just returned from leading an attack by 617 Sqn on the German battleship Tirpitz in Kaa Fjord in northern Norway, from a Russian Air Force base near Murmansk. The last of his crews were still arriving back at Woodhall Spa up to three days before the canal raid.

There was one huge problem in attacking the canal at Ladbergen. Only a few miles away lay a German night-fighter airfield at Hansdorf, near Münster. Any bombing of the canal would inevitably bring them into action, so 5 Group - whose plan it  was - briefed the crews of 107 of its Lancasters to bomb the Luftwaffe airfield at the same time as the attack opened at Ladbergen to prevent the Nachtjäger taking off. The raid was laid on for a night when most of the other groups of Bomber Command, 549 aircraft in all, were attacking the Ruhr port of Neuss, on the opposite side of the Rhine to Düsseldorf. It was hoped this air fleet to the south would attract most of the night fighters called to orbit their beacons across Germany. To compound the confusion for the Luftwaffe controller, forty-two Mosquitos of the Light Night Striking Force would attack Bochum in the Ruhr at the same time. A spoof raid would also be carried out by a small force of Mosquitos on Rheine, a few miles to the north of Ladbergen. All the attacks were timed to open at 9.20 p.m.14


The operation, like most laid on by Bomber Command at this stage of the war, lacked nothing by way of bluff, counter-bluff and downright devious planning and most of the scheming worked well, the much larger raid, on Neuss, creating considerable damage in dock and factory areas for the loss of only seven aircraft because few fighters reached the inland port on time in the German controller’s confusion. But as so often happened it was the most imponderable, the target-area weather, that spoiled the carefully laid plans made hours before and now cost the lives of crews on the Dortmund-Ems Canal raid.

Bomb aimers of the Dambuster squadron Lancasters who arrived over the area of Ladbergen where they expected to see the aqueducts carrying the canal, met the kind of conditions that had prevented a successful attack by their squadron in the past: thick cloud. In this case it blocked any sighting of red spot fires that had been dropped by Mosquitos. F/Sgt Peter Whittaker, a mid-upper gunner in the crew of F/Lt Geoffrey Stout, one of those who had just returned to Woodhall Spa from Russia, later reported to intelligence officers: ‘Over the target there was 10/10s cloud. We were to bomb on the red marker, but after tooling around for about five minutes the MC told us to try and make individual runs over the area to try to identify the target . . . we were unable to locate the target and we received orders to abandon the search and return  home.’15 Fortunately others of 617 and 9 Sqns, who like Stout had descended to 7,000 feet to try to find the red flare, did spot a marker and two dropped their Tallboys accurately enough to breach each branch of the canal and others of Main Force then cratered the area, which would make repairs difficult.

[image: 001]

Raids on the Dortmund Ens Canl (Ladbergen) and Neus, 23/24 September 1944

But the fatal delay as most of the Lancasters milled around the area of the aqueducts searching for the TIs gave the night fighters time to arrive. The raid on the Luftwaffe airfield of Hansdorf nearby had suffered for lack of a master bomber, who failed to reach the target. There was intense highly accurate light flak hosing in flashing white streams across the airfield and only twenty-three aircraft attacked, most in fact bombing Münster itself. The diversion to keep the night fighters away from the Dortmund-Ems Canal had failed and the Luftwaffe now had its revenge. The night fighters were equipped with Schrage Musik, a development in aerial gunnery which consisted of two machine guns, or more usually cannons, installed in the roof of a twin-engined German night fighter at an angle of 70 to 80 degrees. It allowed the night fighter to creep slowly into the blind spot below the RAF machine and fire, usually with tracerless ammunition, between the glowing exhausts on either wing, thereby setting fire to a petrol tank. After a quick fatal burst the night fighter dived away from the roaring red and yellow glare of the now furiously burning bomber and looked for another victim in the blackness of the night. Schrage Musik accounted for most British bombers lost on night raids at this time and its use was never fully fathomed by the Air Ministry until the war was closing, though they realised by interrogating lucky crews who survived such attacks that aircraft were being fired on at a strange angle by unseen machines.

F/Lt Stout’s aircraft became the Luftwaffe weapon’s latest victim as he climbed away from the target and the later written report by F/Sgt Whittaker to intelligence officers makes it clear Schrage Musik was used although Whittaker, like the rest of Bomber Command’s airmen, hadn’t been told about the Luftwaffe’s secret weapon. ‘Shortly after leaving the target area I heard cannon shells hitting the plane, the intercom went dead and the  pilot started corkscrew action,’ Whittaker reported. Crucially, he continued:
I saw no enemy aircraft about, but also saw no flak. I think we were attacked from below.

I climbed down from the turret, saw flames coming from the bomb bay and with the bomb aimer [F/O W. A. Rupert] went to the scene of the fire which had burst through the bomb inspection window and flames were licking into the fuselage. There was much smoke. I ran into the navigator [F/O Clyde Graham] who seemed to be terribly wounded - he was yelling and searching for parachutes at some of which he was tugging and pulling the rip grips. He ran forward and the bomb aimer handed me a large fire extinguisher which however did not function and there was nothing we could do.

We went forward after putting on our parachutes and found the navigator had collapsed on the forward hatch. We pulled him on one side, freed the hatch, and after fixing a chute to him - he was now unconscious - pulled his ripcord and pushed him out. I spoke to the pilot as I passed him. I do not know whether he had been hit, but he seemed a bit strange. He was groping around for his parachute unsuccessfully and I went back to find one for him. I heard a yell and thinking he had found his chute I returned. As I started to ask the pilot about it he pushed me away and said, ‘Get out!’ As I baled out I could see two chutes below me.16






The aircraft had passed over the border with Holland, but F/Sgt Whittaker’s traumas were to continue on the ground.

S/Ldr Hugh Horsley was the skipper of a 61 Sqn Lancaster lost, K-King. He also was an unwitting victim of Schrage Musik, though in fact, unlike most others, shortly before reaching the Dortmund-Ems Canal. After evading and getting back to Britain he reported:
We did not bomb because on our fourth leg we were hit, probably by flak (which was not seen). Both port engines were put out of commission and the aircraft could not be controlled . . . I gave the  order to put on parachutes and turned the aircraft west, heading for the English lines. I commanded the crew to jump, but at 6,000ft turned the aircraft east heading back for the German positions in case the aircraft should come down on British lines. At 4,000ft I went down to the front hatch to bale out . . . I landed safely, but I am not sure where, I believe it to be due west of Duisberg, west of the River Meuse. I decided to make a North West course towards the British lines between Eindhoven and Nijmegen. After burying my parachute and harness I carried on until the next morning and finally reached British lines about 1920 hours on September 24.17






The keen and resourceful officer made the most of his trek through enemy territory. ‘During my walk I made a recce of everything which might be of value to the army intelligence,’ he reported, ‘and gave details of results to various commands and intelligence officers and to Major Warren of the Inns of Court Regt, who was likely to make a recce of the area I traversed.’ Horsley’s 22-year-old flight engineer, P/O Charles Cawthorne, also evaded, narrowly avoiding capture by German troops. Back in Britain he reported:
After giving the skipper his parachute I baled out and above I could see another parachute coming down. I landed heavily on my left knee and my parachute caught in some barbed wire and was billowing out as a big white cloud. This evidently attracted unfriendly attention because I heard people and dogs approaching and then some shots whistled in my direction. I abandoned my parachute and ran for it.

Coming down I had more or less orientated myself by the river and gun flashes and so made off in a generally south west direction, I stopped for a breather after a couple of hours running, by which time my knee was giving me trouble. I had decided to stop in a ditch which had some straw in it and as I burrowed underneath I found another evader’s parachute harness. It seemed wise to carry on a bit further. There were no woods or cover at all until finally I came to a barn at about 0400. Here I laid up. In the morning I heard voices, but shelling started in the area and drew the people  away. After a time I came out of my hide and made a recce to try to fix my position. A few fields away some two truck loads of Germans were laying mines or doing some sort of wiring. I set off then down the road, but came on more Germans so returned to my barn.





P/O Cawthorne realised that German troops might soon enter the barn and even though it was now full daylight he would have to flee its beguiling security. To disguise his appearance he took off his white aircrew roll-neck sweater, soiled it with mud, and put it on again over his battledress. He found an old bucket in the barn, filled it with grass and walked out holding it, hoping he looked like a Dutch farm worker. ‘I went off to the nearby village passing Germans and villagers with a “Ja”,’ he wrote. ‘I nearly ran into a German tank.’ After an hour and a half of walking, expecting to be found out at any moment, he came across a shack occupied by a young man and his mother. They hid him in a small plantation until the Germans left the area and a few hours later he was able to make contact with a British patrol.


I was given the choice of waiting for the main body to come up or to go forward with the recce unit. I chose the latter and remained with them until September 24th. While with the British troops the villagers took me to be a Hun prisoner. They cheered the army and booed me. It would have been risky to have moved out alone, although when it was known I was RAF my popularity transcended that of the army!18




From S/Ldr Horsley’s crew two were killed, two became POWs and three evaded, the third being the rear gunner Sgt R. Hoskisson. Within days Horsley and Hoskisson were back with their squadron at Skellingthorpe, on the southern edge of Lincoln and within four months one of them was dead. On 1 February Horsley was taking off from Skellingthorpe’s main runway for a raid on Siegen with Hoskisson and a new crew when the port outer of his Lancaster cut. He force-landed on the airfield, but  the aircraft caught fire. Before it exploded the injured Hoskisson escaped from the turret, a survivor again.19


For most crews whose aircraft were shot out of the sky by hunting Nachtjäger on the Ladbergen and Hansdorf operation on 23 September there was little chance to react before accurately aimed Schrage Musik cannon set wing tanks ablaze, rapidly ending in an explosion of orange and scarlet, killing all on board in an instant or tossing them out into the black sky without parachutes. For a few who did bale out and then evade, their attempts to get back to England would continue almost until the end of the war. One of them was F/O Oliver Korpela, a Canadian lumber-jack. The 24-year-old 50 Sqn pilot had bombed the Dortmund-Ems Canal and was on his way back across Holland when his Lancaster appeared as a blip on a night-fighter radar screen. ‘A cannon shell exploded in my aircraft setting it on fire,’ he reported months later. ‘I tried to corkscrew, but the aelirons had been shot away. I then tried to give the command to jump, but the intercom was out of action, so I signalled to the flight engineer (Sgt H. Macfarlane) to jump and then abandoned the aircraft.’ In fact the bomb aimer, F/O Charles Lucas, whose position was over the forward escape hatch, had already baled out as whirling flame roared through the Lancaster and the intercom went dead. They were the only members of the crew to escape before the glowing, twisting wreckage hit the ground not far from the Zuider Zee twenty minutes before midnight. Korpela continued:
I landed in some bushes close to Oudleusen. After burying my parachute and Mae West I started walking south, I came to a river and walked along the bank until I came to a dam which I managed to cross when the German sentry was not looking. I continued on my way until daylight when I found a hut in a field and tried to sleep. However, I was too cold so approached a farmhouse and after considerable difficulties made the farmer understand who I was. He took me in and gave me some food while his wife went and brought back five members of the Underground movement. Later a member of the Dutch police  arrived and took me to a house in a field about two kilometres away where I stayed for six days.20






F/O Lucas had come down at Dalfsen, east of Zwolle. After burying his parachute he also made for a farmhouse, which he watched until daylight for any sign of the enemy before making himself known and being given food. ‘About mid-day a Dutchman who spoke English was brought to me and I was told I would be helped and was advised not to make for the fighting at Arnhem,’ he reported in his intelligence debriefing. ‘That night I was taken to the house of a policeman, where I met my flight engineer, Sgt Macfarlane, with whom I remained until liberated. We remained here in hiding for eight weeks.’21


F/Sgt Whittaker, the 617 Sqn gunner shot down shortly after the raid began, discovered as he hit the ground that, like the unfortunate navigator F/O Graham, he also had been wounded, in the head and the right elbow. He later wrote:
I decided to make for the south west [the Arnhem direction]. After about an hour I came to a farm at which I sought help. It was about 2300 by my watch. The door was opened by a young girl. My reception seemed a bit odd, but I was invited to come into the living room where there were some people. I was in my battledress and my air gunner insignia was clearly visible, also I said ‘Englander’. While I was applying my field dressing to my elbow I noticed one of the men leave the room. It seemed to me that he might be off to fetch the Germans and I got up to leave too. The other man in the room got between me and the door and held me up with a pistol. I got him to look over his shoulder and at that moment kicked him hard in the stomach. While he was on the ground I grabbed his pistol and bolted. I ran and walked for a time, still heading south west, when a car came along heading for the farm I had left. From what I gathered later the farm in question was owned by noted NSB (Dutch Fascists) and quite possibly the car contained Germans fetched by the man who had left the house. I understand the family were ‘taken care of’ by the underground movement.22






F/Sgt Whittaker then found a farm building and fell asleep in straw, coming out the next day to the new farmhouse and ‘receiving a very friendly welcome. I was given food and my wounds were dressed. A doctor was sent for. He did something to my arm. There was a crack and it was freed from the stiff, fixed position, so that the doctor could strap it up. I gather a shrapnel shard had hit the elbow, also the doctor pulled a piece of splinter from my head.’ A few days later a note was smuggled to Whittaker from F/O Rupert,b the bomb aimer in his crew, asking him to join him in his hiding place, a barn in the grounds of a large farm. There Whittaker witnessed a successful arms drop to the Dutch Resistance and was joined by three Arnhem evaders, two sergeant escapers from Stalag IVB near Munich and a private from a Polish tank division. Eventually he was told he was being moved, given a bike and ‘went off in a convoy of some 80 to 90 Dutchmen on the run to a marsh in the middle of which was a small island where some sort of camp had been prepared. This camp was a kind of arsenal to which supplies were brought daily.’ Inevitably such a large camp was surrounded by the Germans and Whittaker was handed over to the Gestapo. His ordeals and adventures before were nothing to what would happen to him over the next months and for F/O Korpela, F/O Lucas and Sgt Macfarlane too a new, strange, terrifying war was just beginning.

 



IN the days following the raid on the Dortmund-Ems Canal as WAAF interpreters examined reconnaissance pictures it was obvious it had been a great success. Two Tallboys of 617 Sqn had breached each branch of the canal and caused it to drain over a 6-mile stretch. The barges that had carried a succession of coal and iron ore to and from the Ruhr were now stuck. When the Germans finally repaired the embankments Bomber Command returned in   February to drain the canal again. As Bomber Command turned once more to attacking German industry the Reich coal heaps grew higher as a result of its inability to move the fuel the war factories craved. Between August and February as coal production in the Ruhr fell from 10,417,000 tons to 4,778,000 tons actual coal stocks in the Ruhr rose by 415,000 tons to 2,217,000, much of it piled up uselessly for lack of the means to move it to the furnaces.23  It was a sign of the total breakdown that would eventually overtake the Reich.

But the cost of canal raiding was always high and none more so than on the raid of 23 September. The chop rate had been eleven Lancasters, nearly 10 per cent of the Ladbergen force, including one of the Dambuster squadron’s aircraft. The losses were felt most keenly at Skellingthorpe, where both 50 and 61 Sqns were based. Two of 50 Sqn’s dispersals were empty the next day and so were four of 61 Sqn, which also lost three Lancasters attempting to bomb the canal and one on the Hansdorf raid.c The next night 50 and 61 Sqns each lost another aircraft on a raid on Calais. The crews of both squadrons were used to spending much of their time in Lincoln, the centre of which was just a short bus ride away from the airfield’s main gate and the gaps were noticeable at the bar of their favourite drinking spot, the Saracen’s Head Hotel, known as the Snake Pit to Bomber Command.

Within days new fresh-faced airmen arrived at guardrooms to fill the crew rosters. There was no shortage for what lay ahead. A profusion of aircrew was now available to Harris, the anxious search for replacements finally over as average losses fell to 1 per cent because of the Luftwaffe’s decline as a result of a lack of fuel and materials, denied by the attacks of Bomber Command and the USAAF. Sgt Boness, for instance, remained on 463 Sqn, but   never took off to engage the enemy again because so many complete crews were now arriving, his operational experience for the war remaining at half a trip. There were now so many pilots docking from the training schools of the Commonwealth Air Training Plan in Canada that there were too few crews to go around and many would-be bomber skippers found themselves remustered. Bomb aimer Sgt Frank Tolley, who was at an operational training unit in September before finally joining 625 Sqn, remembers: ‘Our flight engineer, Joe Platt, was a pilot. When he finished his pilot’s course there was a surplus of them and he like a number of others was sent down to St Athan to do an abridged engineer’s course. He was a very good flight engineer, he could almost tell you to a pint how much petrol we had. He was a bit miffed about not having his own crew, though.’24 The result of now having an influx of pilot-engineers also dramatically altered the futures of those flight engineers already in training. Many found their courses cut short as they were transferred to the army, to make up shortages caused by post D-Day casualties.

The wealth of aircrew was matched by an abundance of aircraft available to Harris now that the Luftwaffe was in retreat and he was no longer playing catch-up as the scythe was swung nightly among his squadrons. The commander who always believed the war could be won by bombing alone was itching to return to hitting German industry in the cities of the Reich. Since 1 April it had been the staff of Dwight D. Eisenhower, head of the invasion armies, who had called the shots at Bomber Command. As Arnhem came and went and the armies’ needs for heavy tactical support lessened there were various factions putting forward different agendas for what direction the now huge RAF and Commonwealth bomber force should take.

Two days after the Dortmund-Ems Canal raid control of Bomber Command was handed back by Eisenhower to Sir Charles Portal, the Chief of the Air Staff, and thereby to Harris. Harris did what he always intended and returned to raiding the Reich’s industrial base in its cities, to destroy again what the Germans had managed to repair in the interim of the bomber boys supporting the  invasion armies. ‘I was seriously alarmed by the prospect of what the enemy might have been able to do during this six months respite,’ Harris explained in his post-war memoirs. ‘It was, moreover, a period of critical importance when the enemy was getting into production a whole range of new weapons from jet-propelled aircraft to submarines which could recharge their batteries under water.’25


There had been many changes in Bomber Command since last he had conducted a campaign against German conurbations. Not least that techniques had improved so much single groups were now able to operate almost as independent air forces, carrying out devastating attacks on one key community at the same time as the rest of Bomber Command hit another Reich industrial city many miles away. Two aerial armies in particular, 5 Group and 3 Group, demonstrated in October how effective they now were with their own individual style of attacks. They each raided Bremen and Bonn, burning out the heart of both cities. Among the aircrew carrying out the raids there would be the usual tales of tragedy amid the awesome terrible triumph of turning the Nazi dream to ashes.




TWO

FROM ATTRITION TO PRECISION

THERE was no force dearer to Harris among his disparate troops than 5 Group, led by Sir Ralph Cochrane, a flight commander to Harris when he commanded 45 Sqn in Iraq in the 1920s.1 Indeed so close had the men become twenty years later, as Cochrane was allowed to practise different techniques from the rest of Bomber Command, sometimes to the chagrin of other group commanders, it had led to a joke currently circulating among the bomber boys’ messes. It was said that Harris had been speculating among a large group of his more junior colleagues about whom Princess Elizabeth would marry after the war. No one could give an answer, then from the back came the muffled verdict: ‘I bet it will be someone from 5 Group.’

So high did the crews of the group, based south of Lincoln, now stand in the C-in-C’s opinion that since April Cochrane had been operating almost his own air force with its own Pathfinder squadrons, wrested from Don Bennett, the 8 (PFF) Group commander, because Bennett did not believe it was possible to mark targets successfully at low level. The brilliantly daring W/Cdr Leonard Cheshire had triumphantly shown throughout the summer with the 5 Group 617 Sqn that it was not only possible but the path to success.2


Now for the return to Germany Cochrane had other techniques to display, notably a development of the group’s offset-marking method, whereby a point was marked short of the actual target and crews were ordered to overshoot it, thus avoiding smoke from explosions obscuring the actual aiming point. So keen was Cochrane that his crews be individually tutored in the 5 Group  methods that since February he had operated a special Lancaster Finishing School at Syerston in Nottinghamshire where airmen who had just left Heavy Conversion Units, usually the last stop before a front-line squadron, underwent a further intense course before being judged fit for battle among Cochrane’s select. It could be gruelling. Sgt Harry Stunell, a 21-year-old wireless operator who shared radio lectures with George Thompson, later to win a posthumous VC, found the risks high-altitude flying could bring put him in hospital. ‘I was in the sick bay in October with a suspected perforated ear drum when the rest of my crew were posted,’ he remembers. ‘My Australian skipper, F/Lt Jack Barlow, who we called “Pop” because he was getting on in age for aircrew and had shaggy grey hair, went with the rest of them to 106 Sqn at Metheringham.’3


Metheringham was not among the choicest postings in Bomber Command. It had been constructed to wartime economy standards less than a year before, its uniform black Nissen huts marching into the mist of the Lincolnshire Fens. The airfield’s three concrete runways lay between the hamlets of Martin and Metheringham itself and the impact on village life of 1,500 men in air-force blue had been dramatic. Kay Kirby was one of the few civilian incomers. She had arrived in Metheringham in July as the bride of a 106 Sqn navigator, unaware that Harris strongly disapproved of wives living near their spouse’s stations because of the likelihood of husbands being killed. Now Kay, barely out of her teens, had been married just over a year and the thirty-operation tour of her 22-year-old husband George was almost over. She remembers:
I met George when I was 17. I had gone with my family to a cousin’s wedding at Ashford in Kent and stayed for a holiday and he was a friend of the bride’s family. We went to a roller skating rink and he asked if he could write to me when I went home to London. We were engaged when he went out to South Africa to train as a navigator and we got married in September 1943 after he came back. The garden of my parents’ home near Stockwell backed onto the church, but it had been bomb-damaged and we got married  in the church hall. I had a full white wedding. I worked in the office of a big jeweller’s and a lot of the older women I worked with gave me clothing coupons for a wedding dress. They were like mother hens. I had leave due to me so asked a manager if I could take time off unpaid to get married and he was most indignant. He never said yes and he never said no, so I took the leave and when I got back I had been given my cards. I then went to work for a silversmith’s in Regent Street. They were doing a lot of contract work on clocks for aeroplanes.

We had our honeymoon in Torquay at relations of George’s and I brought back a very pretty dress. When he was posted to Metheringham I went too. He asked me to meet him in the sergeants’ mess and when I went in wearing the dress I brought back from honeymoon I found everyone else was in uniform of course. There was a sort of gasp of ‘What’s this that’s come in.’ My sister’s husband, who was aircrew in bombers, had asked her to come up to Lincolnshire because she had been bombed out of their flat in London and she was pregnant then. I think she probably put the idea in my head that I would move to Lincolnshire to be near George. I used to go up to Lincoln from Metheringham about once a week and my sister and I would meet for lunch. I lived in the village as a lodger in the house of a large farming family, named Holvey. They had a pair of council houses that had been made into one. One of the sons was in the army, but there were another four sons, ranging from teenage to early twenties, there were two daughters, who also worked on the land, then the farmer and his wife. The two daughters were about my age.

My husband was able to visit me most days. If he didn’t turn up I knew there was a briefing. When he was visiting me if anything was laid on in a hurry the others in the crew would tell him because it was only three minutes by bike from the airfield. When he was operating I could hear the aircraft revving up then the sound of them taking off. I saw them climbing above the airfield, their navigation lights showing as they set out. Then hours later as I lay in bed I heard the noise of them returning. That seemed to go on for a long time. I suppose I was a bit naïve, but I never thought he  would not come back. There was a WAAF on the camp, also a London girl, who was the girlfriend of one of the men in George’s crew. She and I were quite friendly and she would come and tell me they were back. Towards the end of George’s tour I asked him if he wanted me to go home to London to hear where he would be posted. But he said ‘No’ because my being at Metheringham got him away from the realities of what he was doing. He came from a very good-living family and it was very much on his conscience that he was killing people.4






The final operation of F/Sgt Kirby’s tour would be to Bremen. The inland port on the river Weser had always been a high-priority target for Bomber Command. Bremen had been attacked in force a total of thirty-one times, beginning with a leaflet raid on the very first day of the war and in fact had been the final target city in Harris’s three 1,000-bomber raids of mid-1942, causing considerable damage. But as techniques improved and defences declined, by late 1944 vastly more destruction could be inflicted on a target involving much smaller forces of aircraft. On the night of 18 August 274 Lancasters and Halifaxes of various groups devastated Bremen’s port area and much of the centre and north-west of the city for the loss of only one aircraft. On 6 October 5 Group, assisted by 1 Group, was asked to return and take the ancient Hanseatic city out of the war for good. It was a night of a three-quarter moon, unthinkable conditions for Bomber Command to raid in during most of the previous spring when the Luftwaffe was at its peak of efficiency.

As F/Sgt Kirby went into briefing in the ubiquitous, semicircular-roofed Nissen hut in the early afternoon of that brisk autumn day, he discovered his pilot F/Lt Douglas Stewart would be taking an extra crew member to Bremen. Harry Stunell’s skipper F/Lt Jack Barlow, who at 35 would be the oldest man on board, had found himself on the battle order to fly his mandatory raid as a second-dickey pilot, gaining experience before he operated with his own crew. As the airmen lined up on the hard benches, leaning forward attentively, they heard their squadron  commander tell them most of Bomber Command would be going to Dortmund that night, a total of 523 crews. But 106 Sqn and the other squadrons in 5 Group would be taking part in an exclusive attack to demonstrate how effective the group’s new marking and bombing techniques could be.

Early illuminator aircraft from 5 Group’s own Pathfinder squadrons, 97 and 83, would identify Bremen on their H2S sets, then by the light of the flares they had dropped the crews of seven Mosquitos following immediately behind would identify separate aiming points downwind of the actual targets Bomber Command wanted attacked and mark them with 1,000-lb target indicators. The master bomber would check the position of these and drop target indicators of a different colour to cancel any that might be wide of the mark. Finally the rest of Sir Ralph Cochrane’s boys would approach the marking points on several different tracks and release their bombs by predetermined seconds after an aiming point appeared in their bomb sights. This was 5 Group’s famous offset-marking method which prevented the actual target Bomber Command needed to hit being obscured by smoke. Having squadrons approach on different tracks allowed bombs to be distributed more evenly, fanning outwards, producing fires that quickly linked up and spread out of control. In the bomber offensive of 1943 the idea was to concentrate bombs in a circle, thus inevitably wasting a great many towards the edges of a target by crews bombing short as they were faced with walls of groping white searchlights and bursting red flak. The new 5 Group technique of area bombing would hopefully mean one single group could achieve the same destruction rate as several groups in 1943 and the early part of 1944. It had been tried on the virtually virgin target of Bremerhaven three weeks before and had struck a knock-out blow. Now it was hoped the new methods would achieve the same at nearby Bremen itself with its important three Focke Wulf aircraft factories and extensive shipbuilding yards.

At Metheringham shortly after 5 p.m. the fourteen aircraft assigned to bomb the north German city lumbered down the perimeter track, their engines snarling and barking, then one by  one lined up for the quickly flashed green signal from flying control and thundered away down the main runway and into the rapidly chilling autumn air. As they climbed in wide circuits over the airfield, the sound of their Merlin engines booming and echoing in the villages below, other luckier airmen were preparing to go to a concert on the base. It was provided by a troupe of entertainers from ENSA, initials that aircrew and others liked to say stood for Every Night Something Awful, but in fact were an acronym for Entertainments National Service Association - actors, singers and comedians who toured air force and army camps bringing light relief to the troops.

F/Sgt Kirby’s wife Kay received an informal invitation to attend. She remembers:
The WAAF I was friendly with came to tell me, ‘They are flying tonight, but I’m going to the ENSA concert on the camp and about the time it’s over they’ll be back. Would you like to come to the concert and we’ll meet them in the sergeants’ mess afterwards?’ I had been to one or two ENSA concerts on the base or even concerts the RAF people had put on themselves, so I went to the concert with her. The crews had already taken off when we got there. I knew before that this was the last trip of George’s tour. I was told it would be about midnight when George would come back to the mess. We had made plans for the future.5






The force now flying east would do so in daylight for more than two hours; only the leg as they approached the Frisian Islands would be in twilight though Bremen itself would be reached in darkness as navigators followed on their H2S sets the narrowing line from the North Sea of the river Weser. It was hoped that diversionary raids by high-flying Mosquitos, including a small number over Berlin, would distract the German night-fighter controller from both the Bremen raiders and the larger Dortmund force. That was exactly what happened, Bomber Command’s Operational Research Section later recorded with some satisfaction: ‘The enemy’s fighters seem to have had little foreknowledge of the attacks.’6


The force tasked with putting 5 Group on the map by taking Bremen off it arrived over the city in clear skies shortly after 8 p.m. Looking down from 16,000 feet, crews could see the converging roads of the city standing out in the moonlight. Bombing began immediately and accurately. More than 1,000 tons of bombs, of which four-fifths were incendiaries, went down within twenty minutes. So close was the rain of firebombs that S/Ldr J. E. Grindon’s Lancaster from 106 Sqn was badly damaged by falling incendiaries and he had to nurse his crippled plane homewards to land eventually at the emergency airfield of Woodbridge in Suffolk. An inferno soon raged throughout Bremen town centre, spreading out as planned under the 5 Group method, to engulf factories and nearly 5,000 houses. Yet only sixty-five people were killed, suggesting an efficient shelter system and wholesale evacuation of the city after the previous raid in August. ‘Great fires were started and those at Bremen were commented on by Mosquito crews returning from Berlin,’ the ORS boffins later reported .7



The weight of the attack was shown to have fallen on the town centre, large areas of which, having escaped unscathed, were devastated. Neustadt and Alstaat were particularly badly hit, seven of the primary industries were severely damaged; [as were] the three factories of Focke Wulf Flugzeugbau, each priority; two motor transport factories; a ships pump manufacturer and two engineering works. Several unrated industries were also affected and thermal power stations and gas works, four hutted camps and the tramway depot was hit and many warehouses gutted.8




The economical methods of destruction by 5 Group were vindicated and Bremen was finished as an industrial and shipping centre; it would not be attacked again until the war was nearly over and it was about to be occupied by British troops. In fact so economical of Bomber Command’s aircraft was the raid that only five Lancasters were lost, two to target flak, two north of the Frisians on the way out and a fifth to a fighter west of Emden. Unknown to Kay Kirby, awaiting her husband’s return and a worry-free future as the ENSA programme unfolded at  Metheringham, her husband was in one of the last three.d


Kay Kirby remembers:
That night the WAAF and I hung around a bit after the show and she went to make some enquiries. Then she told me, ‘They’ve not returned yet.’ She came with me back to the house and we stayed up half the night. The girls in the house stoked up the fire and made cups of tea. We sat there for hours then finally went to bed and the next morning she went to the camp and came to tell me they were definitely missing. My sister’s husband Jimmy had finished his tour in Bomber Command and was on leave with her at my parents’ house near Stockwell. In the middle of the morning I went to the post office in Metheringham and sent a telegram to them and to George’s parents saying he was missing. The lady in the post office, who saw the contents, looked at me and said: ‘If you want to send a telegram any time of the day or night, dear, just come down to me.’ I got a wire back to say Jimmy was coming to bring me home and he did so. He went in his uniform to see someone on the camp and they told him, ‘We didn’t know she was here, we’ve got her down as being in London.’ They had sent the ‘Missing’ telegram there. They apologised and said if they had known I was in Metheringham they would have sent someone up to me. I packed my bags and came back to my parents’ house in London. My sister’s baby was born in the December two months after George was lost and they named her Georgina.9






Mrs Kirby, not yet old enough to vote, had become one of the thousands of war widows left behind by the scythe that swept through the junior ranks of Bomber Command. Of the eight men   aboard her husband’s aircraft six were married. Sgt Stunell was released from sick bay at Syerston shortly after the Bremen raid and reported to 106 Sqn. ‘I arrived at Metheringham to find my skipper had not come back,’ he remembers. ‘Our crew was broken up after he went missing and I joined the crew of F/O Jim Scott who had arrived at Metheringham short of three crew members.’10  Sgt Stunell’s own terrible operational ordeal with his new crew would come in January.

Just over a week after the devastating raid on Bremen 5 Group demonstrated again how effective their new bombing techniques were. Cochrane sent 233 Lancasters and 7 Mosquitos to Brunswick and once more completely destroyed the centre of an old city. Brunswick had been attacked four times before by Bomber Command in 1944, often at great cost for little gain - losing for instance 38 Lancasters out of 496 dispatched to the target on 14 January. On this occasion just one Lancaster was missing and Brunswick and its factories which fed the Luftwaffe armaments machine had been so effectively smashed that Bomber Command was able to take it off its target list. Air-raid officials in Brunswick thought as many as 1,000 bombers had been used, the damage was so extensive. Yet all this was achieved by just one group, on a night when the rest of Harris’s forces were wrecking Duisburg for the second time in 24 hours.11


 



ARMAGGEDON from the air was now being visited on the Reich and in October yet another group showed how effective it could be when operating independently; 3 Group had long been the poor relation when it came to resources from Bomber Command headquarters. When the bomber offensive had begun in earnest in 1943 the group had been equipped with the Stirling, an aircraft that had its wingspan limited to 100 feet by the Air Ministry in its original design in 1936 so that it could fit in the then available RAF hangars. The aircraft’s resulting 14,000-foot ceiling made it such easy meat for fighters Harris had had to withdraw his Stirling squadrons from Germany within a week of opening the Battle of Berlin in the winter of 1943-4.12 Stirlings  had then been used in mining and spoof operations and on the short-haul targets to France. In fact the last major bombing operation of the war in which they were employed had been on the marshalling yards and locomotive sheds at Laon on 22 April.13


But by the autumn of 1944, 3 Group was a different force indeed. Not only was it fully equipped with the Lancaster by this time, it had a new bombing aid, GH. Its squadrons would now show how successful they were at using it. GH was a combination of the navigation aid Gee - radio pulses to a positioning screen on an aircraft receiver - a system that Bomber Command had been using since March 1942, and the target-finding device Oboe. The latter had enabled high-flying Mosquitos to mark selected areas to within a 120-yard error and led to devastation of much German industry in the Battle of the Ruhr in the spring of 1943. Oboe worked by transmitting pulses from a pair of home- based ground stations to a suitably equipped aircraft and then registering, by its automatic responses, the aircraft’s position over enemy territory. One station controlled the track of the aircraft over the target while the other calculated the point on the track when the target indicators should be released. However, for much of the bomber offensive only one aircraft at a time could be controlled by each pair of ground stations, so Harris encouraged scientists to find a new system. It became known as GH where, unlike Oboe, instead of the active components being on the ground they were in the aircraft, a transmitter and receiver, which enabled ranges from two ground stations to be measured. Its big advantage was that it could be used by a number of aircraft at the same time, but it required a good navigator to work out and stay on the right track.

F/Lt Philip Gray, a pilot on 186 Sqn at Stradishall, was aware the reason his crew were selected for the week-long GH course at Feltwell in Norfolk was because, as he had been told, ‘That navigator of yours is dynamite.’ He remembers:
The system was accurate and relatively easy to operate. Once in the air the navigator fed the target co-ordinates into his GH radar set. With the bomb doors open for business over the target city the  navigator could then release our little bundles of deadly joy from his navigation table. He need never actually see the target. In fact Gerry [Merrick], our very capable navigator, once admitted to me that he never did see an enemy target. Lucky him!14






However a pair of GH stations could only service up to eighty bombers at one time and in practice most 3 Group crews found themselves in the position of supporters in V-formations of three bombers, the lead one - its tail painted with distinctive yellow stripes for other aircraft to recognise and formate on - being the only aircraft that would actually use GH. ‘When he dropped his bombs in compliance with the co-ordinates supplied, the air bombers in the Lancasters on either side of the lead machine would then release their loads of destruction when they saw the second bomb leave the leader’s bomb bay,’ F/Lt Gray remembers. ‘That was the basic plan.’15 It hadn’t always worked. In an initial trial by one Mosquito on the night of 4 October 1943 GH had proved unable to find the aiming point in Aachen. Twelve days later another GH-equipped Mosquito was sent to attack Dortmund, but its equipment failed and it had to bomb by dead reckoning. Bomber Command tried once more, in a large raid on the Mannesmann steel plant at Düsseldorf on the night of 1 November. This time about half of the sets failed, leaving only fifteen aircraft of 115 and 514 Sqns to bomb the factory on GH, but those GH-aimed bombs wreaked encouraging damage to the plant. Harris - now aware that the new equipment might overcome many of the problems of Bomber Command in finding and hitting key targets in foul weather and fearful that before its potential could be fully realised such a valuable piece of equipment might fall into the hands of the Germans, allowing them to create a countermeasure - halted its use.

He wanted all the snags ironed out before a large force of bombers was fitted with the new bombing device, then in short supply. After D-Day and the possibility of establishing GH stations in France, which would greatly increase its range, it became obvious that GH would become a valuable aid for tactical  bombing of small targets, such as V-weapon sites. ‘It was indeed for tactical bombing that we now intended to use GH, not primarily for precision attacks on German industrial targets, and it was for this reason that in June I made an urgent request for enough GH sets to equip one bomber group. I chose No 3 Group for this,’ Harris wrote in his immediate post-war memoirs.16 By October a third of 3 Group’s Lancasters had the device, enough to allow other bombers to formate on them in daylight. ‘In September, 1944, the air defence of Germany crumbled to pieces; the German army was driven out of France and the enemy’s early warning system was lost,’ Harris wrote.17 At last conditions were ripe for an operational GH daylight experiment without advantage falling to the Luftwaffe.

The commander of 3 Group, Air Vice-Marshall Richard Harrison, asked to be allowed to choose a virgin target, a city entirely or relatively unbombed, to be able to show in post-raid reconnaissance that any devastation was entirely down to GH and the skill of his crews. Harris agreed. There were several towns or cities Harrison could have chosen, but in the caprice of war the dice fell on Bonn, the home of Beethoven, with its university dating from 1818 and many architecturally important buildings. Bonn had no significant war industry; its candidacy for annihilation lay in the fact that it was on the Rhine and a major railway line went through it, both making it part of Germany’s north-south transportation axis. It also had hardly been touched by war so far, only being bombed once previously, by the USAAF in August 1943.

In the early hours of 18 October airmen in the string of RAF stations south of the Wash from Mildenhall to Methwold were roused from their beds with orders for a short dawn briefing. They were told they would be the only Bomber Command crews operating that day and the GH experiment was about to be launched in force. A total of 128 Lancasters drawn from nine squadrons would be hitting Bonn without benefit of pre-attack marking from the Pathfinders of 8 Group or indeed any other group. Instead the entire force would strike at Bonn just after  11 a.m. in Vics of three, the lead aircraft in each trio being the one with GH equipment. Crews were told they wouldn’t necessarily be formating on aircraft from their own squadron, instead they would pick up the GH leaders, with their yellow-painted tail fins, at pre-designated rendezvous points. As in most ground-breaking forms of warfare, part of the plan went well and some of it didn’t. For instance F/O J. G. Benson, an Australian pilot serving on 622 Sqn, later reported: ‘The GH leader was not at the rendezvous point, but I picked him up at Bradwell Bay.’18 From Mildenhall, 15 Sqn had dispatched fourteen Lancasters. ‘The aircraft attacked the target in pairs, each pair being led by an aircraft of 218 Sqn carrying special equipment,’ the squadron adjutant later recorded. ‘The attack was carried out in clear conditions, but owing to the failure of some of the aircraft special equipment the attack appeared to be rather scattered.’19


In fact approximately half the GH-equipped aircraft in the stream of bombers, extending in a long line back along the Rhine and stacked in groups of threes between 17,000 and 18,500 feet, experienced fading of the release pulse on the run in to Bonn as they approached from the south just after 11 a.m. They decided to bomb visually, the weather being better than forecast with only three-tenths to five-tenths cloud. ‘The decision was possibly premature and unfortunate as in some cases the release pulse picked up sufficiently for bombing,’ 3 Group’s raid analysis later found. ‘Those crews who persevered were able to bomb satisfactorily. ’20 The force was carrying a total of 50 medium-capacity 4,000-lb bombs - shaped quite unaerodynamically like a huge dustbin and known to aircrew as Cookies and to the press as Blockbusters - 200 high-explosive bombs of 500 lbs each and more than 80,000 4-lb incendiary bombs. The latter were each designed to start a fire after the Cookies and other high explosive had turned buildings to combustible debris and blown the roofs off others.

As the GH leaders released their loads from gaping bomb doors the others followed, a rain of explosives and fire heading for the French rococo-style buildings of the town centre. There were no fighters, but heavy radar-predicted flak was sending up a barrage  which pilots, intent on holding their aircraft steady on the long bomb run, had to ignore, minds whirling and bowels churning, as it seemed each angry black puff that exploded around their aircraft was the signal for the final fatal blast into oblivion. Seeing the growing, closing pattern of red flak flashes at night as aircraft bored on towards a target was unnerving enough, but the increasing number of daylight raids brought a new dimension of fear to aircrew. It was particularly stressful for pilots, watching death approaching across the sky on the bomb run as an anti-aircraft unit marked them and steeling themselves not to twitch on the controls. The Bonn anti-aircraft units were deemed to be efficiently fearsome - there was a flak training school there. It was easy for ground-based researchers in the comfort of a quiet office later to criticise those who had made a rapid decision to bomb visually as their GH signal faded, or others who had left the formations of GH leaders in the fierce flak to bomb alone, but the dangers of continuing or perhaps making another run in the hope the signal would pick up were not to be contemplated if one hoped to return.

Those bomb aimers who did make a visual attack now had to cope with a westerly wind stronger than forecast. It caused many aircraft loads to fall east of the Rhine, away from Bonn, which lay on the opposite bank. The outspoken Australian F/O Benson cryptically stated at debriefing back at Mildenhall, as stomachs rumbled for lunch: ‘Bombed on GH leader at 1103 from 17,000ft, heading 316. On the run up one stick went down in the centre of the town. Unable to see our own bombs hit . . . The speed was too great, 50 per cent of the aircraft were in threes, the rest flying singly over the target.’21 But F/O W. Mason, a 15 Sqn skipper, reported: ‘A good concentration in the centre of the town [with] smoke to 3,000ft.’ He was one of the lucky ones able to follow a GH leader with effective equipment though it didn’t do him much good. ‘Own bombs seen in river,’ he told the intelligence officer.22  Bomber Command’s research section prepared a post-raid analysis which ran, ‘The bombing hit mostly built-up areas,’ then added in the light of crew debriefings, ‘The result was disappointing for a GH raid.’23


It was true that fading of the GH signal in many of the leader aircraft had led to scattered bombing and other bomb loads had fallen uselessly in the Rhine, but the tonnage from the gaping bomb bays of the Lancaster Vic formations, where the system had worked, had wreaked enormous damage in the centre of Bonn and the fluttering thermite sticks that went down with them caused raging fires. The heart of old Bonn was destroyed, the Prussian Rhine University and many cultural and public buildings were burned out, as was a large residential area. More than 700 buildings were destroyed and 1,000 seriously damaged though the cellar-shelter system and large theatre bunker near the Rhine bridge kept casualties in the town down to just over 300.24 RAF crews had reported at debriefing seeing four Lancasters falling to Bonn’s fierce flak barrage, but it was likely that amid the red shock above the target the identical image of the same Lancaster vanishing in a puff of rolling, oily black confusion had imprinted itself on the minds of many. Only one aircraft of the 128 that had set out after dawn had been lost. F/O Kenneth Smith of 115 Sqn, a 21-year-old from New South Wales, disappeared with his entire crew.

In pure statistical terms of profit and loss the raid had been a great success for GH despite its temperamental performance. For AVM Harrison and 3 Group it meant he was now released from the general daily and nightly demands of Bomber Command headquarters at High Wycombe to pursue, like 5 Group, a virtually independent war for the C-in-C. Harrison would carry out group-strength raids with GH until the end of hostilities. They would have their own crushing effect on key German industrial targets and Reich transport links as well as splitting the enemy’s defences, while 5 Group carried on its own singular campaign and the other groups of Bomber Command combined to pound the Reich’s cities.

Wrecking the Reich from end to end causing collapse from within was how Harris considered the war would be won, thus removing the need for the Allied armies to storm Germany’s final defences. The turning point at which Bomber Command had  found itself that autumn after its support for the breakout from Normandy and the rush to the Scheldt estuary and its ports, was at first resolved with a personal decision by Harris to return to his old campaign of eroding the industrial production of Germany’s cities and the spirit of the people who lived and worked in them. He recorded in 1947: ‘From October 1st until the end of the war, Bomber Command dropped 153,000 tons of high explosive or incendiary bombs on the industrial cities of Germany, many of them new targets, and many other targets that had often been attacked before. In 1944 the heaviest attacks were made in October.’25 The target cities that Harris related had ‘often’ been raided previously by his Command were those in Germany’s industrial heartland, the well-defended conurbations all crews feared. They would face up to their terrors again in the chilling nights of autumn as Harris began a second Battle of the Ruhr.




THREE

RUINING THE RUHR AGAIN

THE towns and cities of the Ruhr that much of Bomber Command returned to in October and November were familiar territory to Harris both geographically and ideologically. The Battle of the Ruhr he had conducted in the spring and early summer of 1943 was the major opening round in his mission to prove that the war could be won by bombing alone. It had cost the Germans serious losses in coal, iron, steel and other vital war requirements as the Reich Armaments Minister Albert Speer told a conference of Gauleiters at the time. The nineteen weeks of the campaign had also debited 872 British bombers and their crews. Another 2,126 aircraft were damaged, some so seriously that they didn’t fly again.1 There were never any easy targets in the Ruhr, even though in the autumn of 1944 the Luftwaffe was now nothing like the force it had been earlier in the year and in 1943. In fact Guy Gibson, hero of the Dams Raid, had just been killed while returning from a Ruhr operation to Mönchengladbach/Rheydt where he had acted as master bomber.
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