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‘When we first arrived on 101 Sqn the intelligence officer told us: “You’re now on an operational squadron, your expectation of life is six weeks. Go back to your huts and make out your wills.” It was simply accepted that two out of three of us would be killed.’

Sgt Dennis Goodliffe, a 19-year-old flight engineer, who completed a thirty-three-operation tour in sixteen weeks in the spring and summer of 1944.




Prelude

As always for those who waited in the night across the flat fields of bomber country, the first faint droning they now heard in the southern sky was both welcome and worrying. First came relief at hearing the young heroes of the night return from raiding Germany, then the nagging question of how many there would be. In this particular, frosty dawn such anguish was acute. For this was the end of the first raid in 1944 in the Battle of Berlin, a campaign that was draining the lifeblood from Bomber Command.

As the Lancasters descended in the darkness, lurching up England’s eastern edge, pilots and bomb aimers peered fretfully into the gloom for the first uncertain glimmer of navigation beacons. Airframes creaked, whistled and whispered, advertising fresh flak holes from the target all crews feared. Engineers tapped fuel gauges and anxiously eyed oil temperatures as the ragged armada thundered on, swinging ever deeper into the blackness. And slowly, as altimeters wound back, the sense of unspoken unity that had kept this loose gaggle of airmen linked across miles of sky was lost. Now each individually coded contributor to the cacophony sought its own airfield. It was then that the reverberation of their passing rattled slates in sleepy villages as the Lancasters began the closing letdown to base, debriefing and fuggy billet.

On the airfields WAAF drivers waited by their trucks to pick up crews from dispersal, intelligence officers sharpened pencils and wits to pick from weary airmen the latest clues to Luftwaffe tactics, and beaming chaplains stood poised in ops rooms by tea urn and rum jar to dispense warmth and comfort for tension-stretched nerves. Crews not flying that night stirred beneath rough blankets at the sound of bombers touching, then gratefully holding, the glistening concrete of the stretching runway. First elements of the force of 421 bombers that had struggled into the  overcast at midnight, turned off the flarepath and trundled, power plants popping, into the open arms of dispersal bays and shut down. Hot engines cooled and ticked clock-like in contraction from the efforts of the night, as crews climbed down stiffly into the silence, then stood awkwardly, almost shyly, anticipating the crew truck driven by their welcoming WAAF.

In the chill of ops rooms, station commanders and other earthbound souls gathered anxiously to count the tally as the airmen trudged in, heavy-legged in their flying gear, and flopped into stiff-backed chairs ranged in rows before smart intelligence staff. The officers waited, bright-eyed and with pencils poised, as they faced the weary warriors, ready to interpret the halting accounts of the night. In fact, it was the same old story of attrition for insufficient return.

The ops boards would show a final toll of twenty-eight Lancasters missing, a percentage loss of 6.7 – the latest appalling statistic in an eroding campaign that seemed without hope of remission. The gloom of 1/2 January in this fifth year of war had seen Bomber Command raid the Reich capital for the ninth time since the Battle of Berlin had opened the previous November, and for the second time in four nights. Before the campaign began the Command’s C-in-C, Sir Arthur Harris, had promised Churchill it would cost Germany the war and Britain ‘between 400 and 500 aircraft’. It was not ending the war for Germany, but so far it had cost Bomber Command 211 aircraft and the crews in them.

The latest raid had been mounted despite little hope of Pathfinders being able to visually mark the target. The reality had been a reliance on uncertain skymarkers, which drifted above nine-tenths cloud and caused a scattering of bombs among the thickets of the Grünewald southwest of Berlin. Only one industrial building had been destroyed. In fact, it had been another encouraging night for the Luftwaffe. The operational plan had called for route markers, to keep the bomber force on track. The Luftwaffe’s seasoned Nachtjäger had then been able to orbit and swoop between these flares, which signalled the bomber stream’s progress to the target as clearly as a glaring window in the blackout. A total of 168 airmen who had climbed into the darkness nine hours before were now dead and thirty-four were prisoners. In Berlin itself only seventy-nine people had died.

Unknown to the aircrew, who now bottled up their terror and instead spilled out tales of frustration, the Battle of Berlin still had three months to run. The toll among the bomber boys on these raids and those on  other German cities in the period would be greater even than in the nineteen weeks of the Battle of the Ruhr in 1943. It would be the apogee of Luftwaffe success, demonstrated by the losses in the final operation of the Battle of Berlin, by Leipzig in February and by Nuremberg at the end of March. In February, 1,529 aircrew would fail to return; in March – which would see the highest loss by Bomber Command on any single raid by far – 1,880. But it was the month that had just begun which would prove the cruellest in that bleak winter. In thirty-one days a total of 2,256 aircrew were lost, only 464 of whom were later found to be prisoners of war. January 1944 was the worst period of the war to be an airman in heavy bombers.

It wasn’t just the likelihood of death but the method of dying that kept young aircrew awake in their billets. The choices were stark. If they didn’t perish from searing flak or fighter bullet, they might fall without parachutes from suddenly disintegrating aircraft, drown in the cold waters of the North Sea, or for a few, slowly suffocate from lack of oxygen. This was the year when the aircrew strength of Bomber Command reached its zenith and the time when a broader scythe than ever swished through its ranks. The cream of Britain and young bloods of the Commonwealth died in this period – well-educated youngsters with a desire to experience the adventure of flight who had stepped forward, then been subjected to rigorous physical and mental tests before being passed for aircrew training. The comparison with subalterns of the First World War who suffered an equal attrition has been made before and is worth repeating. The elite of the Second World War generation had volunteered to fly and, in the attrition of 1944, found the likelihood of survival in the bomber war so slim they were no more substantial than men of air, ghosts already, waiting to vanish this night or the next.

A grateful nation was well aware, hearing on the fireside radio just how many aircraft were missing after each raid, what sacrifices these young men were making. Girls were often anxious to be seen in the company of a winged airman. But to the young aircrew themselves it was an unglamorous, pitiless war, in which they pitched themselves against barrages of flak and other young, enemy flyers in the dark and freezing cold, as searching eyes grew heavy-lidded and limbs ached for rest. Death often came suddenly out of the darkness. Most of the men who lived to tell their tales in this book only did so because they vacated their aircraft within seconds of it being set ablaze, sometimes with  parachutes only partly attached. Those who hesitated, even for a fraction, were lost.

For the airmen involved in this battle against the Luftwaffe there was usually little cheer to be found on the ground. Just a few squadrons were based on pre-war airfields where brick-built billets and ablution blocks could provide some of the comforts of home. Only one unit of aircrew, those of 617 Sqn, were based in a requisitioned luxury hotel. The rest made do with draughty Nissen huts and the insanitary conditions of hastily constructed wartime airfields. It was the sergeants’ and officers’ messes and the village pub where they could find some solace and where many of their memories of the intoxication and impetuosity of youth are placed. They lived as if there was no tomorrow, because for many there wasn’t.

This is the heart of this book, the personal experiences of the airmen who fought the titanic battle of the RAF and Commonwealth bomber offensive through the winter, spring and summer of 1944. Much of it was a deadly, demoralising period to be an airman and some of it was the most intense of the war, as the bombing campaign progressed from the Battle of Berlin and other targets deep in Germany to the pre-D-Day containment of the enemy by attacks on transportation targets, through the invasion itself, to the demands of being asked to fight four campaigns at once. It was in this period as the Command raided communication targets, was called on to defeat the new menace of the flying bomb, to support army operations and also begin an onslaught on the enemy’s oil supply, that many aircrew found themselves in the new, unfamiliar role of evader, on the run in Occupied Europe, anxiously existing from day to day in the hope Allied troops would gain ground to find them before the Germans did. They would experience the same, lonely anxiety as their comrades from earlier raids, who weeks before had tunnelled through the Silesian sand of Sagan in what became known as the Great Escape.

But it was also at this time that the efficiency of Bomber Command would improve dramatically; several targets would be attacked in one night and the groups themselves would start the process of operating as separate entities, led by 5 Group and the resurgent 617 Sqn, who under W/Cdr Leonard Cheshire would develop their technique of low-level target marking.

The bomber boys’ experiences of ops were recorded within hours in the debriefings that formed the basis of their squadron operational record books, now part of the National Archives. But the ORBs only give the bare bones of the deadly, nightly game with the Luftwaffe. Sixty years  later in 115 private interviews spanning three continents I have been privileged to learn the true nature of what each of those traumatic tussles meant in personal terms, what the bomber war meant for the WAAFs who waited for the airmen to return, what it meant for the Luftwaffe pilots who opposed the bombers and what it meant for those on the ground in Germany and Occupied Europe beneath the bombs.

Many of the airmen’s accounts begin in January 1944, the month of greatest bloodshed for Bomber Command. That attrition lay ahead as the crews who had been to Berlin on the night of New Year’s Day told their tales of facing flak and fighter as they went through Berlin’s three rings of defences and out again. The intelligence officers had heard it all before. Some, more usually female, were sympathetic as they probed for more relevant details of target indicators seen, size of fires on the ground and new concentrations of anti-aircraft fire both en route and homeward. Others were impatient for information. When no more could be gleaned chairs were scraped back and the exhausted airmen, with one last glance at the names of the missing on the ops board, stumbled away to shed their heavy gear in the crew room, to bolt down the post-op bacon and eggs in the mess, then to gratefully sink on their beds in billets. For most sleep swiftly followed, but for some – on the edge of breakdown – it wouldn’t come. Within a few short hours in this bleak midwinter most of them would be called again for another raid.

Let’s join them then as the young men of Britain and its Commonwealth crowd noisily into briefing rooms in the alphabet of airfields sprawled along eastern England from Binbrook to Warboys, to hear what their brief futures hold on this bitter evening of 2 January 1944 . . .




WINTER




1

An Op Too Many

It was not a good night to die. Earlier in the day it had been snowing and the tired crews, whose memories of the Berlin defences had haunted their dreams, were sure as they stumbled into briefing rooms that commanders would come to their senses and call the operation off. There were fewer of them this time, 383 crews instead of the 421 dispatched the previous evening. More than 200 airmen who had sat on these same seats 24 hours earlier were now missing and only thirty of them were in the hands of the Germans. There was more than the usual nervousness as crews waited in each long room for the screens to be drawn from the map covering much of the end wall. The target it revealed would, after all, decide how many of them lived or died. There had been no easy targets since the Battle of Berlin began, even a diversion from the campaign to Frankfurt less than two weeks before claiming forty-one aircraft. But they could always hope against the odds for a mining operation or an op to a German city less of a haul than distant Berlin.

The airmen sat together in crews, seeking comfort in familiarity. They were identical in blue battledress, but that was as far as similarity served. Ranged before that mysterious end wall were a diverse range of characters from disparate classes, backgrounds and even nations. More than two-thirds of aircrew on any RAF Bomber Command squadron were from the British Isles, including a significant number from neutral Eire. The rest were from Canada, Australia and New Zealand and a few from South Africa, the West Indies and even farther parts of the Commonwealth such as India and Ceylon. A sprinkling were Americans, entrants to the  RCAF before Pearl Harbor, and now serving out their tours before the US Army Air Force claimed them. They sat there, close in their own thoughts – the callow and the cultured; the novice and the knowledgeable; the profound and the profane; all waiting for their immediate futures to be revealed. Cigarettes were passed round and the chatter rose. Occasionally there would be a burst of nervous laughter as a crewman recalled a raucous incident at the pub, a bumpy landing or a lucky escape on ops the night before.

There was often a theatricality about airmen’s lives in Bomber Command as step by step they prepared for their night’s performance over an arena of bright destruction, and no aspect was more histrionic than the lifting of the curtain to reveal the target. Eyes restlessly roamed the walls as tense pilots and fraught gunners waited for the drama to begin. Most of them were crowded into the cold of corrugated-roofed Nissen huts. The lucky few serving in pre-war stations spread out along their benches between the permanence of brick partitions in purpose-built operations blocks. But the view and the atmosphere were much the same. The uniform drab green paint on the walls, the identical Air Ministry posters urging stream concentration as in ‘Don’t be proud, stay with the crowd’; or in the likely event of bale out, ‘Remember tell them nothing but your name, rank and number’; the ubiquitous Station Standing Orders. It had a depressing familiarity. And all the time as the smoke swirled and the gossip flew back and forth, eyes kept flicking nervously to that curtained end wall.

P/O Dick Starkey, a 20-year-old pilot on 106 Sqn in the winter of 1944, recalls the atmosphere at hastily constructed Metheringham: ‘In the briefing room there was a table for each captain with his name on and during the Battle of Berlin if you got there early you could see as the other lads came in they only had eyes for the map at the end of the Nissen hut.’ And when the target was known, he remembers, ‘You could hear them saying, “Oh, no, not the Big City again.” ’1


It was with relief, therefore, that the airmen who had waited so impatiently at briefing rooms throughout bomber country were called to attention as their COs strode in. The waiting was over; for the final time talismans were nervously twiddled as the senior officer mounted the dais. Then, so slowly it seemed, he was handed his billiard-cue pointer and the target was illuminated. It was Berlin again. And this time there was more than the usual involuntary gasp of indrawn breath  as the target was revealed. Now there was open disbelief on many squadrons.

To add to the shock, Bomber Command headquarters at High Wycombe seemed to have abandoned any attempt to fool the Reich’s awesome defences and opted for a straight route all the way beyond Bremen, cutting north-west past Hamburg, then dog-legging through the target and south of Hanover before joining up with almost the same route out as in. The beginning and end of the track over the Zuider Zee, a favourite point for Nachtjäger to catch the unwary or plain weary, had been used seven times already. Eyes stayed riveted on the skein of crimson ribbon outlining the route as COs handed over to the section leaders for times on target, bomb loads, wireless frequencies and airfield marshalling procedure. Outside lowly aircraftsmen were sweeping snow from the runways.

Now the automatic preparation for the night’s perils began. The thoughtful crews assembled their own personal ephemera for what lay ahead, navigators shuffled charts, bomb aimers collected target maps, flight engineers packed fuel logs, wireless operators filed code flimsies. Then they filed out to their messes for the operational meal, which always included a fresh egg – a luxury virtually unknown to civilians, who were by now well used to cooking their ration from powdered form. Cynical servicemen referred to it as the propaganda meal, claiming it was provided so that they would be able to tell any Nazis they met after bale-out how well fed the RAF were.

What followed for the airmen as plates were picked clean was acknowledged as the most anxious time. There was a stirring, bustling energy about Bomber Command stations – each home to approximately 2,500 men and women and therefore the size of a township – as the fine detail of mounting an operation against the Reich capital entered its final stages. The fuel bowsers topped up the last of the 2,143 gallons each Lancaster would need for the return trip to Berlin; armourers checked bomb racks and the bombers’ eight individual machine guns; WAAFs prepared flying rations of coffee, sandwiches, boiled sweets and chocolate; chest-type chute packs were piled ready for collection in the high-roofed parachute store; escape kits with sturdy, silk maps for the correct area crews would be flying over, and perhaps coming down in, were stacked in locker rooms.

But the crews themselves had little else to do from pre-op meal to  take-off except think. Some ambled off to the mess ante-room to try to read, or play table tennis or bar billiards. Others went back to their billets to quiet their nerves and still their imaginations. Dick Starkey remembers:

 
I did nine Berlin trips and after we’d been briefed we often got a couple of hours rest in our Nissen huts. We’d lie on-our beds and not a word would be spoken. Instead we would all have our thoughts. When the time came to go up to the flights we were like men going to the gallows. In the locker room there might be a hundred of us putting on our kit and it was as quiet as anything. That winter was the lowest point for Bomber Command.2



 
F/Sgt Cliff Hill, a veteran rear gunner on 35 Sqn at Graveley who took part in the Battle of Berlin, recalled:

 
We went to the locker room about an hour before take-off, calling at the parachute section on the way. For me there was the lengthy process of getting into my flying clothing – silk and woollen underwear, shirt, heavy white roll-neck sweater, battledress uniform, electrical suit, white woollen knee socks, then the Irvin flying suit made of fleece-lined leather. Finally there were the fleece-lined, brown suede flying boots and a scarf – often different WAAFs’ scarves worn as a favour, so they could say this scarf has been over Berlin. The last act was to hang my lucky charm, a miniature pair of Dutch shoes given to me by my mother, from my B/D jacket.3



 
There followed the train of crew buses and utility trucks out to the frozen dispersals where the Lancasters – snow now swept from their wings – sat heavily on their huge, smooth tyres, brooding almost in silent anticipation, waiting for the first stab of a gloved finger on starboard inner engine starter button to begin the mechanical chain that would see each crew taking approximately 5 tons of high explosives and incendiaries to the Reich capital. For the airmen themselves, layered and lumbering in their bulky clothing, there was an opportunity for a final cigarette and a nervous pee against the tail wheel for luck, before they climbed aboard, some for the last time. F/O Dennis Thorman, a bomb aimer on 77 Sqn, later recorded how difficult that could be. ‘Our flying clothing, with all the parachutes and everything else that we carried, was  a terrific weight, which meant that we struggled up the steps of the aircraft, then inside to our various positions,’ he wrote. ‘I was in the nose where I laid flat on my stomach most of the time ... I had a marvellous view, but it could be a bit terrifying.’4


The tension of preparation was now released in a burst of sound, which rolled and echoed across the wide expanse of an airfield as engines were started at dispersal after dispersal in orchestrated succession and the snaking lines of Lancasters began their ungainly procession down narrow perimeter paths, barking and rumbling, each following the white tail light of the one in front. At runway thresholds the WAAFs and ground-staff officers were gathering to wave the boys off.

Dorothy Mason was a 20-year-old WAAF teleprinter operator at RAF Bardney, near Lincoln, and remembers the scene. Her boyfriend, Sgt Cliff Williams, was a flight engineer on 9 Sqn at the base and their courtship continued throughout the Battle of Berlin. ‘Working in the teleprinter office I used to get the instructions through that operations were on, giving the code for the German city Bomber Command would be going to: Berlin, for instance, was Whitebait. Security was such that I couldn’t tell my boyfriend where he was going that night even though I knew. It was very difficult,’ she remembers.5


The first of the processing Lancasters turned, tyres squealing, onto the active runway and waited, propellers whirling furiously in a yellow-tipped arc against the banks of cleared snow, as the pilot held the aircraft against the brakes. Inside the cold, dark, dripping and shaking fuselage, booming and echoing with the beating of four Merlin engines at full bore, the skipper sat, taut and captive in his seat harness, eyes locked in the direction of the Watch Office mid-way and to the right of the flarepath. It seemed a lot longer than 48 hours ago that new sooty footprints were added to the ante-room ceiling on New Year’s Eve, as pint after foaming pint was served through the mess serving hatch to slake throats dried by endless choruses of the popular air force ditty named ‘Bloody Hell’. It had been adapted to suit isolated, grim bomber stations throughout the country and ran: ‘This bloody town’s a bloody cuss, no bloody trains and no bloody bus and nobody cares for bloody us, bloody [East Moor, East Kirkby or wherever].’ It seemed almost like another age and many a poised pilot considered at this moment that nobody did in fact care for the airmen now locked in a battle of attrition with the Luftwaffe, in which more and more was being asked each night without it ever seeming enough.

There it was! A glaring green light flicked on, then as quickly disappeared. Now it could begin. Heart in mouth, the skipper snatched off the brakes and the first of the night’s bombers bounded away down the flarepath into uncertain fate. This was the most dangerous part of all until enemy territory was reached. A swing off the centre line, a missed beat from one of the four engines and the laden Lancaster would plough into the frozen mud, the undercarriage quickly collapsing and the resulting red flash and rolling boom from its thin-cased 4000-lb Cookie exploding, signalling the end of another crew.

The flight engineer called out the gathering velocity from the air speed indicator as the tail came up, his splayed out, gloved left hand holding in the vibrating throttle levers while the skipper now grasped both sides of the wide U-shaped control column, correcting each miniscule variation to port or starboard as the aircraft so rapidly approached the dark unknown at the end of the grey concrete. Reluctantly it seemed the wheels unstuck and as the aircraft lifted away the rear gunner waved rude signals to the waiting WAAFs. Dorothy Mason says: ‘I only went to wave Cliff’s crew off on an operation once. I saw them having a last cigarette before they got in their big, ugly heavy aircraft, then it roared off down the runway. I found it too sad to go again. They were all scared I know.’6


 
MIDNIGHT ticked away 2 January to 3 January as the bombers climbed over their airfields into the gloom and set course for Cromer and the North Sea. The Lancasters of 1 Group took longer to orbit base. Its squadrons were carrying an average of 330 lbs more bombs than those of other comparable Lancaster squadrons because of a policy of its commander, Air Vice Marshal Edward Rice, to load his bombers to a point just short of where the undercarriage oleo legs started to buckle. One aircraft of the group, from 460 Sqn, failed to climb and crashed six minutes later near Binbrook village, killing all its Australian crew.

As the rest of the stream headed out to sea the imperfections of aircraft that had returned from a gruelling operation only 24 hours before began to show up. The crews also found themselves in ten-tenths cloud and now low morale among those who had felt it an op too many competed with the press-on spirit so encouraged by group commanders. Not surprisingly sixty crews turned back, the highest rate of early returns in the whole of the Battle of Berlin. A quarter of those early returns were  blamed on a signals error giving a diversionary landing site for 1 Group’s Wellingtons out sowing mines. Fifteen 1 Group Lancaster crews later reported they thought it was a general recall and came home. There had already been telltale splashes of bombs being jettisoned over the water from 1 Group Lancasters in a bid to gain extra height.

The depleted stream of brave airmen going on to Berlin now began to string out as pilots battled with ice building up on airframes in the freezing conditions and static lightning flashing on windscreens. The weather had closed many Luftwaffe airfields but more than 150 fighters did manage to take off. Oberst Hajo Herrmann, who had formed the Luftwaffe’s Wilde Sau squadrons of single-engined night fighters the previous summer, had been given strict orders from the head of the Luftwaffe himself, Hermann Goering, not to fly operationally. But he felt he needed to show an example to his younger pilots in such poor visibility. He was airborne in his FW190 at 0130,1 breaking out of the overcast at 22,000 feet and heading for Berlin where flak crews were firing flares above the clouds to guide the Wilde Sau.

Only ten minutes later P/O Thomas Spink of 432 Sqn was attacked by a Focke Wulf not far from Bremen, where several fighters had been held to orbit beacon Marie. ‘The enemy aircraft opened fire from ahead slightly to starboard and 300 yards above,’ he later reported. ‘I immediately made a diving turn to port and the attack was broken off.’7 As his damaged Lancaster climbed out of the corkscrew and resumed course the enemy aircraft came into the attack once more. Spink dived into cloud and stayed there for the next fifteen minutes. He then called on his crew to check the aircraft for damage and found it had been considerable. The navigator reported that his oxygen had been cut off and the Gee2 set was wrecked, the bomb aimer had found the electrical bomb release was now unserviceable, and the rear gunner and mid-upper gunner reported several holes through the rear of the fuselage and tailplane. Far worse, the engineer reported a bullet through the instrument panel that had put a hole in the oxygen regulator, causing a leak. The engineer estimated the oxygen would run out in three-quarters of an hour. The crew would need to keep on oxygen until they had bombed at the required height of 20,000 feet or suffer anoxia, where a condition akin to drunkenness would be rapidly followed by unconsciousness, then probably death. Berlin, however, was an hour away. ‘Having arranged with my wireless operator to release our 4,000-lb bomb manually over the target and to collect all the oxygen bottles and bring them to the navigator I decided to carry on and hope our oxygen supply would last until reaching Berlin,’ Spink reported.

Aboard another Lancaster in the stream was a navigator who knew all about the dangers of lack of oxygen. F/O Jim Wright, a navigator with 630 Sqn, had reported at the East Kirkby base only two weeks before from the RAF hospital at Ely, where he had lain for five weeks recovering from frostbite and anoxia. The frostbite had occurred because he lost consciousness when pieces of cannon shell stitched across his navigation desk during an attack by three fighters over Kassel at 20,000 feet, clipping his oxygen tube away. After evading the enemy aircraft the crew had dumped him by the main spar, presuming he was dead. Wright remembers:

 
I eventually came to when the skipper, Ken Ames, lost height over the North Sea. I think they thought I was a ghost when I finally appeared as the aircraft went below 10,000 feet. My left arm was useless because it had become frostbitten lying against the cold floor of the aircraft. We had lost a lot of fuel and the crew didn’t know where they were and whether they should ditch. I managed to get the Gee box working and there was enough fuel left to get us into Coltishall, a fighter station at that time. We got down at the second attempt and ran out of fuel at the end of the runway. The aircraft looked awful, there were holes all over it.8



 
F/O Wright, his frostbitten arm a distinctive blue, was put to bed at Ely with an oxygen cylinder alongside, while doctors debated whether to amputate the limb. He managed to persuade them not to and when he was released rejoined his crew at East Kirkby, from where he was now flying his third Berlin trip in five days. Within an hour he would face a new ordeal from the Nachtjäger.

Over Berlin itself the Luftwaffe had now gathered, racing there after most of its fighters had failed to penetrate the stream near Bremen. The first of the Pathfinders were by then banking over the last turning point to the north-west, the Müritsee, which showed up well on radar sets, and starting their fast run-in to Berlin, chased by an 80 mph tail  wind, but early returns had cut their number from fifty to forty-two and the Wilde Sau fell on them, further reducing their number. As a result the marking was scattered and Main Force arrived to find no concentrations to guide it. Most of the bombs began to go down in open country.

The oxygen supply for P/O Spink and his crew ran out five minutes before they reached Berlin. He went on to bomb at 20,000 feet, risking anoxia. ‘We completed our detail except for dropping our incendiaries which would have had to be dropped individually,’ he later reported. ‘Immediately after leaving the target I descended to 8,000 feet at which height I managed to stay until reaching the enemy coast although each member of the crew was affected by lack of oxygen.’9


More than 150 Nachtjäger were now over Berlin as the bombers searched for target indicators to aim at. The flak had been ordered to fire no higher than 21,000 feet to give the Wilde Sau their chance and searchlights were sweeping the underside of the cloud base to silhouette the bombers flying above. Flares from Luftwaffe illuminator units were lighting the path of the bomber stream. Hajo Herrmann later wrote:

 
I saw our first illuminating flare . . . the second the third... and more. Splendid! In we go! I could see a ‘heavy’ approaching from the south. I swept in astern of it, throttled back, dived and fired into its wings and cockpit, a burst of several seconds. My aim was good. I pulled up over him and a large object flew past my aircraft. 0257 hours: I reported a probable kill. I turned into the bright, colour-filled arena. Just below me and between 500 and 1,000 metres away I saw another bomber silhouetted against the ‘shroud’. For a few seconds our flares dazzled me, then I opened up. The bomber caught fire. I gave a further burst. The bomber was blazing furiously; it was 0305 hours and I reported one bomber destroyed.


 
However, immediately afterwards the hunter became the hunted as Herrmann was caught by a Mosquito night fighter. He related later:

 
There was a loud banging, crashing noise all around me. I felt something hit my leg. There was a sudden loss of pressure in the cabin. Shooting past me and ahead and fading I saw the tracer of an enemy night fighter. I had become a victim of my own shroud; the blazing  bomber had made it even brighter. I lost all the feeling in my right leg. I looked down cautiously. It was there.10



 
Herrmann could not make contact with his ground station because his R/T was dead, so decided to fly west where he had been told the weather was better. He followed guidance flares, fired for the night fighters, to head towards Dortmund in a blizzard.

P/O James McIntosh of 432 Sqn, who had watched tussles with fighters on the Berlin raid of the night before, arrived later than planned over the Reich capital. His rear turret had developed a fault just before take-off and he had had to wait more than half an hour to get it working again, then after cutting corners to catch up with the stream his air speed indicator had packed up twenty minutes before the target.

McIntosh later reported:


 
I continued climbing and bombed from at least 23,000 feet. I had just turned for home and had gone about two minutes when the rear gunner [Sgt Andrew De Dauw] yelled: ‘Fighter.’ I was already weaving but really got going. Just as he gave the warning I felt the cannon shells hitting the kite like a sledgehammer and saw other tracers hitting the wings and passing by the cockpit. The first few shells did most of the damage. The control column jumped forward when a shell hit the elevator putting the aircraft into a vertical dive. All this happened within five seconds as the gunners had replied to the fighter and shot him down before he could finish us off.

 
We were going straight down and by getting both feet on the instrument panel and one arm around the control column and the other hand on the elevator trim I managed by giving it everything I had to force the aircraft out of its dive at 10,000 feet. I was heading in what I figured was the right direction, so I began calling up the crew to see if they were OK. When the kite first went into its dive it threw the crew about badly as well as scattering their equipment from one end of the kite to the other. The bomb aimer [Sgt Robert Elvin] answered OK, the flight engineer [Sgt Walter King] was beside me with his chute on and mine in his hand. I’d given the order to prepare to abandon when my controls were knocked out of my hands. The navigator [P/O Alexander Small] replied ‘OK’ as did the wireless operator [W/O Clyde Schell]. The rear gunner replied ‘OK’, but there was no response from the mid-upper gunner  [Sgt Leo Bandle], so I detailed the w/op to go back and see if he was all right. When he got plugged in he reported the mid-upper was OK, but he had become entangled in shot-away wires and a foot had stuck in the flare chute. He also reported the fuselage was full of holes and the floor covered with oil.

Having found the crew were all OK I detailed them to ascertain damage. The rear gunner reported cannon holes in his turret and the turret u/s, the mid-upper reported his turret u/s – his hydraulics shot away, and many large holes in his part of the fuselage. The w/op reported his wireless set still OK, but most of his equipment lost. The navigator’s equipment was scattered all over the floor, but he managed to approximate a course for me to fly. The flight engineer reported the instruments to the starboard outer engine as u/s except the tachometer which showed OK, so I left the engine going. The bomb aimer reported the bomb doors hanging open, so I detailed the flight engineer to try pumping them up. This failed so we knew the hydraulics had gone. The flight engineer and bomb aimer then tried reaching the bomb doors from the bomb aimer’s compartment, but they were unable to pull them up.

My compasses were u/s, the rudder controls had jammed and I could get very little response from the elevators. It necessitated both arms around the control column to hold my height. The P4 compass finally settled down well and I was able to steer an approximate course. The navigator was unable to fix his position so attempted astro navigation, despite the aircraft being unstable. His fix put him fairly well on track but with a very low ground speed, so I figured there must be more than the bomb doors dragging although there was nothing I could do except keep flying as best I could. We were now far behind the rest of the bombers and our only chance was to stay in the cloud tops despite the severe icing which was encountered. There were fighters’ flares dropping around us and the flak positions en route were bursting their stuff at our height, but because of the cloud cover the fighters were unable to pick us up.11




 
THE Luftwaffe harried the Lancasters past Hanover and along their route back to Holland, picking them off as the bombers bucked and plunged in the blizzard. The 630 Sqn Lancaster of navigator Jim Wright, who had suffered such an ordeal from frostbite, was attacked three times,  by an Me109, a Ju88 and an Me110, each time the gunners hitting back as the aircraft went into corkscrew after corkscrew.

The then F/O Wright remembers:

 
When you’re a navigator strapped into your desk with a night-flying curtain around you, you are cocooned, shielded from the outside. I heard the corkscrew call then just held tight and hoped for the best. I was trying to keep an eye on the instruments as the aircraft went sideways, downwards then upwards. I think it was worse for a navigator in many ways because you just had to trust in everybody else. There was absolutely nothing you could do except hope and pray that all the other guys were doing their job. The one thing to try to hang on to was where you were on the Mercator’s chart with the ground plot and air plot on it. Every six minutes we had to have something down there, whether estimated position, actual, forecast or whatever, with its associated air plot and the difference between the two is your estimated wind, speed and direction you hope.12



 
In his own Lancaster P/O Spink was able to reduce height further for his crew, who were sick for lack of oxygen over the target, as the battered and strung-out stream reached the Dutch coast. ‘But due to the condition of the weather and strain caused by flying without oxygen I found it necessary to land at an airfield before reaching our own base,’ he related in his combat report.

Oberst Herrmann hadn’t got home. Without radio and still gradually descending towards Dortmund he hoped to pick up the welcoming searchlights of an airfield, but at 600 feet as the snowflakes whirled past his windscreen he realised it was hopeless, so pulled up into the stars shining above the clouds, jettisoned the canopy and shoved the nose down. Herrmann wrote:

 
I was free. I pulled the ripcord quickly. My motion and the force of gravity took control of me. My head went forward, the parachute harness cut into me, and I was swinging from one horizon to another. Below me I heard the scream of an engine, then a dull thud when the aircraft impacted. Weak and half-conscious I fell into the clouds. It was cold and damp. Soon wet snow was falling before my eyes. All around me it was as quiet as the grave . . . a thump and a pain, I had landed.13



 
Herrmann had come down near Hagen and he crawled to an isolated house from where he was taken to hospital. While there he had a telephone call saying the Führer sent personal congratulations on his escape and would be decorating him on his recovery. A later message from Goering asked him in harsh terms to explain why he had disobeyed orders.

Jim Wright’s Lancaster came over the windmill at Old Bolingbroke and landed at East Kirkby as dawn was creeping across the sky at 0754. Within minutes his pilot, F/O Ken Ames, was sitting at a table in the debriefing room and reporting: ‘Target conditions ten-tenths cloud. Reflected explosions of 4,000-lb bombs seen. Fighters were active and three enemy aircraft claimed as damaged, an Me109, a Ju88 and an Me 110.’14


At Bardney Dorothy Mason was relieved to find all of 9 Sqn’s aircraft had returned safely. She remembers:

 
We worked three shifts in the teleprinter room and on nights I would listen for the sound of the Lancasters returning after an operation. Sometimes I would have to go over to debriefing with a teleprinter message for an intelligence officer and I would see the aircrew coming in. A friend of mine on the telephone exchange would tell me what crews were back and who wasn’t. I didn’t get to know a lot of crews, several would go missing on their first three or four operations and we put it down to inexperience, but you would get to know a few who went on for quite a number of ops and it was very sad when those didn’t return.15



 
At East Moor P/O McIntosh was sitting down in the debriefing Nissen hut relating his own adventures, and his fellow 432 Sqn skipper, P/O Spink, had already been accounted for, but missing from the ops board was another squadron mate, the married F/Lt John Allen, who had been making his third Berlin raid in three weeks at the start of his second tour. His was one of the twenty-seven bombers shot down that night. The previous night one of 630 Sqn’s pilots, 20-year-old Londoner F/Sgt John Homewood, who had seen two bombers shot down, had reported at debriefing: ‘The route was too familiar to enemy fighters.’16 That route had proved so again and Berlin would claim Homewood himself before the month was out. The loss rate for 2 January had been 7 per cent compared to 6.7 on New Year’s Day. There was little to show for it. The  bombing had been more scattered than the night before and the damage was disappointing. The Command was being drained away on what for some seemed a tide of despair.

 
BUT if the despondency in Bomber Command was increasing so too was the depression in Berlin. The last two raids had not achieved anything like the success that the planners at High Wycombe had hoped for. However, the Reich capital, the third largest city in the world at that time, was so vast that any bombs – concentrated or not – created changes in the landscape, and raids particularly in November had drastically altered the face of central Berlin.

On 3 January Marie Vassiltchikov, a Russian-born aristocrat who worked in the German Foreign Ministry’s Information Department, found herself looking at the fresh damage to her home city. She had left Berlin for Leipzig on 28 November after bomb damage to her home in the Lutzowstrasse in the heavy raid of 22 November, but had received an order to return to her job. On the night of 1 January her train had been held up outside Berlin for four and a half hours because of the latest raid. Dawn was approaching before she got to her home district. ‘Two mines fell on either side of the Lutzowstrasse and a third at the entrance to our little square and all the villas around ours are gone,’ she wrote in her diary. ‘I went through the house with old Martha, the cook. It is a dreary sight, the windows are gaping holes, the rain comes in onto the piano.’ Then at 2 a.m. the sirens had sounded again as Bomber Command made its second visit within 24 hours. ‘My nerves are not improving and I was jolly frightened when some bombs came whizzing down in our vicinity,’ she wrote. ‘Also having to sit up every night, sometimes for hours, is becoming exhausting.’

The next day she was at her office, reporting that nerves were so strained two secretaries had got into a fist fight. She wrote:

 
Work is pretty much at a standstill, with everyone leaving at 4 p.m. to be home by nightfall before the raids start. Some people travel several hours to get into town. One secretary takes seven hours to make the return trip, so she spends only about an hour at work. I find the harassed faces of the people more depressing even than the desolate aspect of the town. It must be this constant insomnia that never gives one time to recuperate, be it only a little.17



 
The Battle of Berlin had many weeks to run. For both airmen and those beneath the bombs there would be further ordeals to face and for the bomber boys the defences of Berlin in bitter January would leave a cruel scar no less obvious than the gaps evident in Berlin’s skyline.




2

The Cauldron

It was with some trepidation that surviving skippers checked into their flight offices in the early afternoon of 3 January. There was a genuine fear that they might be going to Berlin again. But the bad weather and the need to restore losses brought the more encouraging news of a stand-down. In fact, they and the other demoralised young men who made up their crews were rested for a full 48 hours, before many of them were called for another long-distance haul, to Stettin.

Leafing through the papers as a new week began, aircrew could take satisfaction in reports of what the last three out of five nights had meant to Berlin, though the more experienced were aware the information from the Air Ministry’s press department bent more towards maintaining morale than accuracy. ‘Fires started by the RAF in Berlin on Sunday morning were still burning early today when our bombers made another heavy attack on the German capital,’ the Yorkshire Evening Press reported under a headline of ‘RAF Strikes Again While Berlin Burns’. ‘An Air Ministry communiqué says a pilot reconnoitring the city after the raid reported two large concentrations of fires.’ But for those who could read between the lines there was a note of caution further down, stating, ‘The last three RAF raids on Berlin were all made under exceptionally unfavourable weather conditions with visibility on the ground nil, says the German Overseas News Agency.’1


There were the usual ads for married officers looking for accommodation for their wives near RAF stations – though it was not encouraged by most squadron commanders. Sometimes there was a reminder that not everybody in the RAF died as a direct result of Luftwaffe  action. The Yorkshire Evening Press reported on 3 January that Marie Hemingway, a 20-year-old WAAF, had fallen down the steps of the Railway Institute, in York, and died of a fractured skull. She had been leaving a dance, and had lost her footing in the blackout. In 5 Group’s area south of Lincoln the local paper carried a picture of a belly-landed Lancaster on its front page with the somewhat over-optimistic caption: ‘Ready for another trip ... Lancasters damaged in the hammering of Berlin are reconditioned and made airworthy again in a few hours.’2  Aircrew turned the pages, flicking over the ads exhorting savings schemes – not much point for those with a short future – and pausing perhaps over the one for teenage troubles such as acne. Then they and looked up what was on at the cinema as they planned nights out.

Ranks of blue uniforms crowded the streets of York, Lincoln, Boston, Cambridge, Doncaster and the other towns and cities of bomber country in the two-night stand-down. The Fred Astaire film The Sky’s the Limit, at the Odeon, proved a popular choice for the 4 and 6 Group squadrons stationed around York, and 5 Group crews flocked into Lincoln for a few restorative pints and to see Ann Mathew and Betty Johnson strut the stage of the Theatre Royal in the pantomime Robinson Crusoe.3  Squadrons based further south in Lincolnshire looked forward to a ‘Super Special Dance’ being advertised for the Assembly Rooms, Boston mid-month. The band of Frank Dey, ‘acknowledged as the best ever for dancing’, was promised, guaranteed to set toes tapping and skirts whirling from foxtrot to jitterbug.4


As the early weeks of January drizzled by the memory of what a cauldron Berlin had been lessened, though raids on Stettin and particularly on Brunswick on the 14th, made their own savage impact. In fact bomber aircrew would not be asked to return to the Reich capital again until the 20th. Their respite was not due to a sudden kindness of their commanders but to the moon period, a period four days before the full moon and four days after it began to wane, when it was considered at this stage of the war too dangerous to operate on a target such as Berlin. As operational airmen lolled in sergeants’ and officers’ messes restoring frayed nerves with warm beer, wads and banter, they could almost work out their future over the next few months of their tour. In early January several local newspapers had printed for the benefit of farmers the moon periods for the year. The current one would run until the 18th, the next would be from 1 to 13 February; the third from early March to the 17th and the fourth would begin on 30 March.5 Aircrew  could correctly forecast they would be over Berlin again at the end of the month, the middle of February and towards the end of March. It was certain the cycle of the moon would mean no ops on 30 March. They were wrong; in fact, that night would be Bomber Command’s apocalypse.

 
THE moon period also gave Harris and his planners at Bomber Command an opportunity to reflect on what the cost had been so far in the Battle of Berlin and to review strategy in the technical war with the Luftwaffe. The retrospection was made more bitter by remembrance of how encouragingly the campaign had begun. On only the second raid of the series, that of 22 November, bombs had tumbled through cloud onto the German Ministry of Justice, the Foreign Office, the Propaganda Ministry, the Treasury, the Ministry of Transport, the Gestapo headquarters, even the official residence of Himmler – and all for a loss rate of only 3.4 per cent. The Germans had made much of the fact that several embassies, including the British, had been hit, giving a huge clue to the fact the bombs had fallen around the administrative area of the Wilhelmstrasse. But it was not until 20 December that reconnaissance pictures were available to the RAF’s Photographic Interpretation Unit at Medmenham, near Aylesbury, as Mosquitos crossed the city in clear skies. There had been four more raids since then and there would be five more before the weather was kind enough for reconnaissance again.

Harris was now truly operating in the dark, to less effect and at mounting cost. Not only was the constant overcast preventing reconnaissance flights, that other source of possible intelligence, bomb-run photoflash pictures – as their bomb load impacted, all crews had to hold steady in the flak to record where their tonnage had hit – were showing nothing but cloud. It was impossible to tell what was being destroyed apart from Bomber Command itself. The Air Ministry had to rely for much of its information on British journalists based in Sweden – who got most of their news from Swedish businessmen travelling by train through Germany – or from broadcasts from Reich radio stations. For instance, readers learned from the newspapers of 3 January that ‘Travellers from Berlin confirmed that the Reich Chancellery was hit in Sunday night’s raid and three parts destroyed. The Leipzigstrasse in central Berlin was also hit.’6


The lack of intelligence was frustrating for a commander for whom  Berlin had always been the major prize. After the cataclysmic Battle of Hamburg the previous July, in which a firestorm had largely taken the city out of the economic equation and Hitler’s Armaments Minister, Albert Speer, had warned that six more city raids of such magnitude would probably bring the Reich’s total armament production to a halt, it was natural to turn to Berlin in the hope of administering the Hamburg treatment. Not only was it the administrative heart where the Reich’s leaders schemed and dreamed, it was also home to about 10 per cent of Germany’s industrial workers, had a rail centre in which twelve main lines converged and was Europe’s focal point for air transport. From north to south and east to west Greater Berlin housed factories, scientific and army institutions, machine plants and railway workshops.

The construction of Berlin, however, was not that of Hamburg. Where in Hamburg there were narrow old streets in which tongues of flame could leap and greedily seek out and devour the nooks and crannies of ancient timbers, Berlin was made of solid apartment blocks on wide thoroughfares where the twinkling flames of 4-lb incendiary bombs had little chance of linking into a howling firestorm sweeping all before it. The Pathfinder Force, too, was not up to the task at that stage, the long haul across fighter-infested skies in foul weather – usually carrying gremlin-ridden H2S airborne radar of inadequate precision – inevitably leading to scattered marking. The weather on most nights was so poor PFF had to drop a mixture of ground markers and skymarkers, which would evolve into a standard practice known as the Berlin Method.

There had now been ten raids in the campaign. Many more would be needed if Harris was to make good his somewhat rash promise by letter to Churchill the previous November that it would cost Germany the war. That promise had carried the condition ‘if the USA will come in on it’, thereby increasing the force available to at least half of the 4,000 bombers Harris had originally wanted for his bomber offensive.7 So far there had been little sign of the USAAF coming in on it, by night or by day. The Americans were not trained for night bombing and were still regrouping after the 20 per cent losses of the Schweinfurt raid of October, which proved the necessity of a long-range day fighter. A brave attempt had been made by briefing groups on 2 3 November, just after the opening of the Berlin campaign, but the mission had been scrubbed before take-off. 8 The Merlin-engined Mustang, the P-51B, which would transform the capabilities of the USAAF, would not arrive in adequate numbers  until the end of January and the Americans would not bomb Berlin until March.9


It was becoming clear Bomber Command was in this costliest of campaigns alone. The battle had already undergone many changes and would see many more, not least in the types of heavy bombers employed. Harris had had to withdraw his Stirling squadrons within less than a week of opening his campaign because their maximum ceiling of 14,000 feet made them easy meat for fighters. Before the end of February the older marks of Halifax, the under-powered Mk IIs and Vs, would also disappear from Bomber Command’s front line because they had become prime fighter bait in turn. These two reductions cost Harris about one-third of his total nightly strength of approximately 750 heavy bombers. It was fortunate the steady increase in Lancaster production and that of the excellent Halifax Mk III was able to counter the loss of the less useful older aircraft. But these reductions and the constant attrition meant Harris was constantly having to play catch-up in his campaign at a time when Bomber Command was building up to its peak of trained aircrew available for operations and efficient aircraft available to do the job.

He was also now conducting a campaign against a Luftwaffe at the zenith of achievement. There had been many improvements in Germany’s air defence since the Battle of Hamburg. That battle had seen the advent of Window, foil strips dropped in their thousands by the bombers, which effectively blinded the Würzburg radar sets controlling both the night-fighter interceptions and radar-laid flak guns. The strips had also swamped with false echoes the airborne Lichtenstein radar sets, which the night fighters used in the final stages of intercepting a bomber. It was a triumph for the RAF and a disaster for the Luftwaffe, as their defensive Himmelbett system of interceptions in controlled sky ‘boxes’ became permanently useless overnight. New systems had to be developed and it was these novel techniques that were now cutting a swathe through the ranks of Bomber Command.

First Hajo Herrmann had been allowed to fully form his Wilde Sau of single-engined fighters to engage the bombers over target cities, then the tactic of Zahme Sau (Tame Boar) was developed for the twin-engined fighters whose previously controlled interceptions Window had rendered obsolete. These Me110s, Ju88s and Do217s usually orbited beacons along the likely routes of the bombers, then were fed into the stream. Window, which had once proved such a protection to individual bombers, now often signalled the presence of the stream by its very  direction, fluttering across the sky in a formless glittering ballet.

A Luftreportage running commentary by the German controller of the likely target of the bomber force gave every Luftwaffe Nachtjäger crew a good chance of making an interception, not just the aces who had been favoured by the Himmelbett system. As the target neared, Ju88s would drop flares above and ahead of the stream for the bombers to fly through, lighting the way like a pre-war boulevard. If the Nachtjäger didn’t intercept before the target, there was another opportunity to do so as the Tommies flew home. The night fighters would be guided to the heart of the stream by the obscene multi-coloured splash of bombers exploding then burning on the ground.

Those pyres were there because of another Luftwaffe development, perhaps the most important of all in raising the attrition rate among the Men of Air and lowering their morale even further as they waited their turn for the chop, as they termed it. Its use was unsuspected by the Air Ministry for the first three months of the Battle of Berlin, and never fully fathomed, and it would not be officially revealed until the war was over to the bomber crews who saw its deadly effect.

It was called ‘Schräge Musik’, a brilliantly simple development in aerial gunnery consisting 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. Schräge Musik took much of the danger out of an aerial engagement for a Luftwaffe crew, allowing them to creep slowly into the blind spot below the RAF machine instead of tackling it from astern in full view of the rear gunner. Once the Nachtjäger pilot had confirmed his angled sight was positioned between the two engines on either wing of the bomber, he fired a quick burst of tracerless ammunition, which almost inevitably set fire to a petrol tank. The Nachtjäger  then dived away as the bomber plunged in the opposite direction and usually exploded within a minute or two. Hardly any Luftwaffe crews reported return fire. As the debriefing reports of more and more Bomber Command airmen featured stories of aircraft exploding without apparent cause the Air Ministry told base intelligence officers to explain them away as ‘scarecrow’ shells, fired by the Germans to lower aircrew morale by making them think they were seeing an exploding bomber.

But by no means all the recent developments in aerial warfare were on the side of the Luftwaffe. The Allies, too, had introduced many changes in the deadly nocturnal game of cat and mouse played above Germany, not least with the formation of the bomber support unit, 100  Group, in December. It was now controlling Beaufighter and Mosquito squadrons to fly Ranger patrols over the German night-fighter bases, to shoot down the Nachtjäger at their most vulnerable time of take-off or landing. It also dispatched Mosquito units equipped with the Serrate homing device to lock on to Nachtjäger radar transmissions by which the RAF aimed to make hunters the hunted.

Spoof raids were routine by January 1944. They could be mounted by a force of minelaying aircraft regularly dropping Window en masse as they flew out over the North Sea to give the appearance of many bombers and confuse the German controllers into thinking they were the night’s major raiders, or by large numbers of training aircraft droning towards the enemy coast then turning back before it was reached. Mandrel screens of airborne and ground-based radar jammers were set up to blank out the course of the real bombers. Mosquitos dropped Window and Cookies on German cities away from the main bomber stream to make the Nachtjäger fly there. And occasionally, to keep the enemy guessing, two major forces on the Luftwaffe radar screens would in fact be huge forces of bombers carrying out separate raids on German targets at the same time to split the defences. But as January advanced, and the Germans also had time to reflect in the moon period, it was obvious that any raid in force was more than likely to be on Berlin.

 
ON the night of the 20th the waiting was over for the men of Bomber Command and the sirens wailed again over the Reich capital. For the crews of thirty-five of the 769 aircraft that set out it was a one-way trip. The operation broke new ground for the Luftwaffe. More than 400 of the twin-engined long-range Me110s and Ju88s, which had been blinded in their search for encroaching bombers by the introduction of Window, had by now been equipped with a new radar set, SN-2, which could not be jammed by the metallised strips. Allied to the ground-based Korfu and aircraft-fitted Naxos radar, which locked onto the ground-tracking H2S radar emissions of bombers, it released the Zahme Sau fighters to patrol Germany for the bomber stream, then once located pick up individual aircraft for rapid dispatch by Schräge Musik cannon.

The operation also marked the return to the Battle of Berlin for the first time since 29 December of the less efficient Halifaxes. Their inability to climb out of trouble and the new radar aids of the Luftwaffe would have a lethal effect on some Halifax squadrons, 102 for instance losing five of the sixteen Halifaxes it dispatched on the raid and two more  crashing in England. From Croft, 434 (RCAF) Sqn would lose four of its Halifax Vs and three of 76 Sqn’s would not return to Holme-on-Spalding Moor; 77 Sqn at nearby Elvington would lose another two Halifaxes.

F/O Dennis Thorman, the bomb aimer on 77 Sqn who found clambering aboard a bomber so difficult in heavy flying clothing, was on his seventh operation that night. He had arrived at Elvington in a period almost as bleak for its weather as its losses. ‘As officers we lived in what was supposed to be the best accommodation, long lanes of hutments each with a coke stove,’ he remembered. ‘It always seemed to be raining or snowing in Yorkshire.’10 In the dismal late afternoon of 20 January F/O Thorman found himself smoking a last cigarette outside his Halifax at dispersal as it was prepared to join the 263 other Halifaxes bound for Berlin. He reflected on the chances of collision, with so many bombing within the space of fifteen minutes.

Sgt Alan Dearden, a 21-year-old flight engineer, was on the ill-fated 102 Sqn at Pocklington and remembers:

 
We had been on 102 about seven or eight weeks, after crewing up at HCU at Riccall, when we were called for the maximum effort on Berlin. We were as green as grass, but didn’t know it. The aircraft we were given was O-Orange, which had been left parked by the bomb dump for a couple of weeks and was rumoured to be u/s. Because the operation was a maximum effort the aircraft was resurrected as a bit of an afterthought and given to the spare crew, our crew, to go to the Big City. My strongest impression at the time was that with full fuel tanks plus an overload tank Berlin was obviously a long way to go. It was pretty outrageous that a new crew was asked to go to Berlin as their first trip, but we were full of enthusiasm as we rolled down the runway in the late afternoon and climbed out over Flamborough Head. It was a question of getting everybody airborne who could fly and you always think it will happen to the other fellow. We thought we were invincible.11



 
A pilot in another 4 Group squadron was also making his first operational flight. F/Sgt Joe Hitchman had arrived at 158 Sqn’s base at Lissett shortly before the squadron’s Halifaxes were changed for the much improved Mk III. Hitchman, whose entire crew would be commissioned and decorated by the end of his tour, remembers:


 
We arrived at Lissett as a crew on 10 December right in the middle of the Battle of Berlin. We knew it was going to be a little bit difficult as we finished our training. My navigator went on a trip with another crew to Berlin and was shot down so I then had to do a few cross-countries with another navigator before we operated otherwise I would have done a few more of the Berlin raids. I did my first raid as a second dickey on the Berlin raid of 20 January in a Halifax Mk III.

When I saw Berlin on the board at briefing I wasn’t surprised, I expected it. I was flying with our flight commander, S/Ldr S. D. Jones. Going into the target through the three rings of defences I just hoped for the best. Sometimes when there was a box-type barrage of flak in front of you at your height it was daunting, but you just had to fly through it. I thought the Mk III was wonderful, better than the Lancaster in my opinion. It could fly up to 26,000 feet without a bomb load.12




 
The Mk III Halifax was indeed a remarkable aircraft, but the reputation of the Mk IIs and Vs would be confirmed as death traps on the night of 20 January. Their inability to climb to the height of the Lancasters in the stream cost their crews dearly as the Zahme Sau were launched, with interceptions taking place at intervals along the bombers’ track from south of Kiel to the target. The straight route, which had proved so daunting to crews on the two Berlin raids at the beginning of the month, had been abandoned and spoof raids had been launched against Kiel and Hanover. But as the Mosquitos tasked with these raids did not carry H2S, the German controllers were not fooled. In fact, the British radio listening service identified that ‘freelance fighters’ were airborne forty minutes before the first of the bombers reached the north German coast. They also discovered the new Luftwaffe tactics being demonstrated with chilling effect, though bad weather again meant less than 100 Zahme Sau aircraft were out hunting.

The later analysis of Bomber Command’s Operational Research Section noted:


 
The controller directed the main effort into getting fighters into the bomber stream rather than identifying the main objective. In the target area conditions were particularly favourable to night fighters since a layer of cloud at 12,000 feet illuminated from below by searchlights provided a background against which aircraft could be silhouetted.

About 100 twin-engined fighters were sighted over Berlin (including 46 Ju88s), but only 10 of these attacked our aircraft; similarly only one of the 70 single-engined fighters observed in this area opened fire. The position of the bomber stream was plotted by the commentator until they had passed Magdeburg and fighters pursued our aircraft at least as far as Bitterfeld. Six aircraft were lost to fighters on the way out distributed evenly over the route; at least six over Berlin; and four more on the first leg of the homeward journey. One PFF Lancaster shot down an Me110 over the target.13




 
The 77 Sqn Halifax II of F/O Thorman came under attack four times, the first by an Me110. F/O Thorman held on as his aircraft corkscrewed clear with only superficial damage, but saw ‘an aircraft about 100 metres from us shot down in flames. I could see it all going on with aircrew struggling to get out of the aircraft,’ he related. The second and third attacks were over Berlin itself, where twin-engined Zahme Sau were evident. ‘We suffered from determined attacks by Ju88s. It seemed to me there were quite a lot of aircraft being shot down and I could see a number of aircrew in parachutes. Both our rear and mid-upper gunners were firing at the Ju88s and we were corkscrewing to get out of their way. It was getting quite hair-raising. I could see through the cloud all the various fires on the ground.’14 After leaving the target they were attacked once more by a Ju88, which slightly damaged the Halifax again before disappearing into the night. The fires F/O Thorman saw were not what Harris had hoped for. The bombs were falling in an 8-mile spread along the eastern side of the city, hitting railways, industrial premises and a power station, but many of them were also falling in open country.

Alan Dearden remembers what it was like that night over Berlin as a young airman.

 
There weren’t a great many searchlights over the target as the raid was very scattered and the visibility was atrocious, but I could hear the occasional crump of heavy flak nearby and see bits of light appearing in the Perspex on the starboard side as pieces of flak came through. It wasn’t very alarming because everybody was busy and it was all pretty hard work. Coming back we got off track and flew over Hanover. We got a bit of a buffeting from the flak, but we got out as quick as we could and we weren’t damaged. As we approached the North Sea I  could see we were pretty short of fuel as we had had to increase the power to give us the performance with that aircraft.


 
Of the 102 Sqn Halifaxes lost four were claimed by night fighters in the Berlin area, a fifth by flak over the target and two more crashlanding in Britain. One of those was Sgt Dearden’s.


 
I told our pilot, Sgt Richard Proctor, we seemed to be running on fresh air as we crossed the sea. We tried to land at the emergency airfield at Woodbridge, but we were refused and advised to try elsewhere. We got rejected at various other stations and I suggested we bale out, but eventually we got accepted for Hethel, a USAAF base, near Norwich. I was trying to keep the engines going by transferring fuel and even tried to get the last drops out of the overload tank, but the starboard outer packed up for lack of petrol as we were coming over Norwich. We must have crossed it at zero feet. We were on final approach and I was in the rest area juggling the tanks when we struck slightly rising ground.

There was an almighty crash. As the undercarriage was down it absorbed the initial impact, but the aircraft then disintegrated. Suddenly from all the noise in the world there was an eerie silence. I had been thrown backwards and was tangled up in the ammunition racks at the side of the mid-upper turret. It was pandemonium. The skipper got hold of the front of my Mae West and dragged me out.

The bomb aimer, F/O Jock Turnbull, had been killed. I think he was coming out of the front of the aircraft to get in the second dickey’s seat when we hit the ground. After the aircraft stopped he went on through the windscreen. I found him lying about 15 yards ahead of the aircraft up in the hedge at the edge of the field. He was bleeding badly from the skull and I covered him with a parachute. He was later reported as having died in the outpatients department of Norwich Hospital, but I think he had already gone when I found him.

As there was no fuel left there was no smell of petrol and no fire, but after we got out we could see a chap coming across the field smoking and we all bellowed out at the same time, ‘Put that cigarette out.’ The local ARP section came out to the crash and later the Americans from Hethel. I was put in the back of an ARP ambulance. My right elbow was broken, I had had a bash on the head and my knee and ankle were badly bruised. I also had tiny bits of the shattered  aircraft in my forehead. The wireless operator was also injured, his leg had been broken in two places. I remember going over a ford and a train went by at a level crossing. It must have been the midnight service from Norwich and I remember the sudden glow of the firebox being stoked up, which showed up a line of saplings. The crew was split up after the crash. I spent six months in hospital.15




 
The attrition had been heavy among the squadrons equipped with the low-ceiling Halifax. A total of twenty-two Halifaxes had not returned to base, almost twice the number of Lancasters lost. Sgt Montague Clarke, another 102 Sqn flight engineer, remembers the mind-numbing misery of serving in a flak-and-fighter-bait Halifax squadron in the Battle of Berlin.


 
That winter of 1943/4 aircrew were going down with flu and they were ordering maximum efforts, so to make up crews they used to take people from other crews. I flew two operations myself as a replacement. Our 19-year-old rear gunner, Sgt Hugh Addison, was killed on one raid operating with a different crew and then the next night the mid-upper gunner, F/Sgt Kermit Peterson, was killed after being called on for another crew. It was a blow to us all. I had joined the crew in August at a heavy conversion unit at Rufforth and we had gone out drinking together many times.

In January 1944 102 Sqn entered its worst period. I went to Berlin on the 20th and it was obviously a very bad raid for us. Several times I saw tracer in the sky, then fire as an aircraft was hit and started to go down. I knew losses were going to be particularly savage.16




 
IT WAS with relief, therefore, that the Halifax squadrons found themselves left off the battle order for the next Berlin raid a week later. Instead Harris sent out 515 Lancasters with fifteen Mosquitos and, having learned from the experience of the 20th that small H2S-bereft spoof raids didn’t fool the Luftwaffe controllers, mounted two large diversions. A mine-laying force of eighty Stirlings and Wellingtons was sent out to the north of the route where it crossed the Dutch coast and another force of H2S-equipped aircraft laid mines even further north around Heligoland.

There were further intelligent tactics in planning the Main Force  route itself. Instead of flying directly to Berlin, it headed south-east towards Leipzig then abruptly banked north-east towards the Reich capital, while Mosquitos droned on, dropping Window and dummy fighter flares. Another wrinkle was the introduction of extra Pathfinder ‘Supporter’ aircraft from 1 Group, equipped solely with high explosive bombs so as not to start fires, and accompanying the 8 Group Pathfinders, who were locating the aiming point and spreading a Window screen. On the previous two Berlin raids the Pathfinders – who stood out alone on radar, which made them prime targets for predicted flak – had suffered grievously. From Warboys 156 Sqn had lost five crews on the 2 January raid – with another five missing less than two weeks later on Brunswick, including the squadron commander – and the Wyton-based 83 Sqn lost three on 20 January.

This time there were fewer early returns – thirty-eight, just over 7 per cent of those dispatched – but the pressure of constant long-distance raiding of difficult targets in January was still showing up deficiencies caused by quick turnarounds in battle-bruised aircraft. In one of those aircraft, from 166 Sqn, was flight engineer Sgt Barry Wright, who would win the Conspicuous Gallantry Medal in February. He was coming towards the end of a tour that had included six Berlin raids so far and would require two more. He remembers:

 
We had been briefed for Berlin on the 27th but our Lancaster, Q-QUEENIE, was unserviceable and we had to take another, J-Jig. It had a lot of equipment we didn’t know about and a long way into the trip the batteries flattened and we lost all the electrics, including H2S. We had to jettison our bombs and put into Manston after being airborne for seven hours and fifty-five minutes, so we were a long way on. The same day they sent an aircraft down to Manston. We were back on ops the same night.17



 
After all the planning and tactical innovations there had been a whiff of victory in the air as aircrew were briefed for the operation of 27 January, pointing to a devastating raid of the like of 22 November. Instead, the weather drew a shroud over High Wycombe’s hopes, with Berlin screened by ten-tenths cloud once more. As the Pathfinders’ skymarker target indicators tumbled from bomb bays just before 2030 and blossomed over the stratus, a fierce tail wind blew them across the metropolis. More than fifteen communities in Berlin itself reported  damage, but more frustratingly so did sixty-odd in the countryside outside the city.

Lali Horstmann, the wife of a German aristocrat, whose ancestral home was at Kerzendorf, 15 miles from the centre of the capital, later described what it was like to live in a rural community as the capital underwent its siege that winter. Her home was one of those destroyed by stray bombs. Earlier she had been enjoying a relaxing dinner and had just gone into the garden with her pet dachshund when she looked up. ‘What I saw made me catch my breath,’ she later wrote. ‘In the stillness of the night gigantic globes of light were raining down from the sky, coloured like precious rubies or emeralds, more beautiful than anything I could have imagined. I stood transfixed not understanding the meaning of the magic fireworks when suddenly there was a terrible crash.’ The process had begun whereby Lali Horstmann became one of the bombed-out.18


W/O Bruce Sutherland, a Canadian navigator, was on his first operation over Germany, in a 622 Sqn, operationally tired Lancaster skippered by Scotsman, F/Sgt Hugh Craig. He remembers:


 
The aircraft was not able to climb to operational height and we fell far behind of the stream, unable to reach and bomb the target We had turned for home over Germany when we were suddenly hit hard by a fighter. The pilot was trying to evade with a corkscrew manoeuvre and as he went into the dive I found myself suspended from the ceiling. By the time I got back on the floor the fighter had gone and I heard the skipper telling us to put our chutes on.

I had clipped mine on when we were hit again and the front turret was blown off. The aircraft was spinning and the only way I could move was to crawl along the floor. I was heading towards the escape hatch when I think the aircraft exploded as shells hit the bomb bay I assume. At this point I passed out. I came to swinging backwards and forwards beneath my opened parachute. I managed to stabilise the swinging, then I tried to put my gloves on because I felt cold and wet. The next thing I remember I was in a wood on the ground.

I got rid of my chute, checked my escape kit and started walking generally westward. I walked all that night and throughout the next day. The following evening I came across a group of large buildings. I was pretty tired and I stepped inside one. I found myself at the head of a large corridor with many doors. The rooms appeared to be the female living quarters of some sort of industrial complex. Someone  got hold of me and took me to the factory canteen, but I was unable to communicate with anyone. Eventually a Nazi Party official came along and identified me as shot-down aircrew and took me into custody and I was taken under guard to Dulag Luft at Frankfurt.193




 
F/O James Hancock was an Australian skipper with 9 Sqn, halfway through his tour, and a veteran of raiding Berlin. Over the capital his Lancaster was hit by flak yet again, now becoming as much a routine as the inevitable fighter attacks over the target. Hancock remembers:


 
We did nine Berlin raids in all and had fighter attacks on each raid, but over the target they were only sharp firefights, not sustained attacks. We probably would average one sustained fighter attack on the way to the target, then two or more sharp exchanges over the target and two or so sustained attacks on the way home.

On one Berlin raid we were attacked by two Me109 fighters in combination. One stood just out of range of the rear gunner and flashed his navigation lights, thus obviously signalling a second fighter. The mid-upper gunner then focused to the starboard beam and saw the second fighter come in. It appeared in his sights as a non-deflection shot and it caught fire from his bullets. The rear gunner also hit the other fighter, which had then attacked at the same time, and it left, streaming smoke from its engine. We suffered considerable damage, but claimed one Me109 shot down and another hit.

On the way home, now that the enemy knew where we were and where we were going, they would be in the air waiting as we approached the French coast and we would get one or two sustained attacks. The reason we survived the sustained fighter attacks was due to the rigorous carrying out of the defensive corkscrew manoeuvre.20




 
Oberleutnant Wilhelm Johnen shot down four of the bombers lost in the raid of 27 January. He had reached the bombers’ route in with difficulty, seeing his new CO crash before his eyes as he took off in severe icing conditions from Parchim. Over Wismar the SN-2 radar antennae recently installed in the nose of his Me110 had found the first of his targets and he saw it spin through the clouds at 2036. Twenty minutes later a second crashed just outside the capital.

‘The British drew a square above the clouds with their parachute flares,’ he later recorded. ‘Thousands of flak bursts confirmed our arrival over the target. Wave after wave of bombers flew across the square of light and dropped their loads within.’ Johnen spotted two Lancasters directly above the city.

 
After a short attack the first bomber exploded and fell in burning debris through the clouds. The second banked steeply to starboard, trying to escape. The Tommies fired at me with all their guns, framing my aircraft with gleaming tracers. I pressed home the attack; the tail unit grew ever larger in my sights. Now was the time to shoot. The fire power of my guns was terrific. My armour-piercing shells riddled the well-protected wing tanks and the pilot’s armoured cockpit; the tracers set fire to the petrol and the HE shells tore great holes in the wings. Despite the valiant efforts of the crew the aircraft plunged to the ground in flames.21



 
The powerful tail wind, which had so helped the Germans by scattering the skymarkers, now helped them again as the bomber stream turned into it to fly home, slowing the heavy bombers down. The Luftwaffe was able to continue pecking away at the stream as it headed south-west to clear the Ruhr and the raid cost a total of thirty-seven Lancasters, an insupportable 6.4 per cent. The scythe had swung particularly heavily among the Canadian squadrons of 6 Group operating radial-engined Lancaster IIs. The pre-war station of Linton-on-Ouse, near York, lost no fewer than seven aircraft divided between 408 and 426 Squadrons in which all but seven of fifty crewmen died. The bar of Linton’s aircrew pub, the Alice Hawthorn in idyllic Nun Monkton, where a BBC programme had been made in November for beaming to Canada, was becoming a lonely and draughty place as bitter January ground deeper.

 
FRUSTRATED by the loss for little gain of the night before, Harris sent his force back to Berlin the next night and this time the Halifax squadrons, which had suffered so much previously, were called upon again. A huge force of 432 Lancasters and 241 Halifaxes took off around midnight and flew an unusual route, north-east over the North Sea then across Denmark and south-east over the Baltic, returning the same way. But as with the double blow of 1 and 2 January there was the inevitable  result of calling on aircraft that had taken the long haul only the night before and nearly 10 per cent made early returns.

Earlier in the evening Mosquitos had carried out their own nuisance raid on Berlin in a bid to convince the Germans the capital was not scheduled for a heavy raid that night and now sixty-three Stirlings went out mine-laying off Kiel aided by Pathfinder Halifaxes to further puzzle the Luftwaffe about where a major blow might fall. Mosquitos also bombed night-fighter bases in Holland to make the German controller think any bombers out that night would pass through there.

Serrate patrols by Mosquito night fighters were also sent out hunting for individual Nachtjäger radar transmissions. From 141 Sqn F/O A. R. Hurley found a back blip on his airborne interception radar at 12,000 feet as the bomber stream approached Berlin from the Baltic and asked his pilot, F/O N. Munro, to turn hard to get behind the contact. ‘The aircraft was travelling northwards straight and level and was recognised as an Me110,’ Munro reported back at West Raynham later. ‘After a two-second burst of 20 mm cannon it was seen to burst into flames and break up, one of its wings going past our aircraft which was hit by flying debris.’22


The contact was a sign the German controller had not been fooled by Bomber Command’s planning and had ordered the Nachtjäger to head straight for Berlin itself. The resultant gathering brought an attrition rate worse than ever, forty-six aircraft being shot down. The percentage loss chart was inexorably rising and now it hit 6.8. On the positive side the damage was considerable, particularly in the centre where the public buildings hit included the new Chancellery, but again there was a scattering of bombs outside the city on a large scale.

F/O Jim Wright, the 630 Sqn navigator whose Lancaster had been attacked three times in the Berlin raid of 2 January, was over Berlin that night and found himself under fighter fire again. He remembers:

 
We were attacked by a Ju88, but not damaged. We had experience by that time. We were used to being shot at, used to being hit by flak and used to being coned. By that particular time we had been to Berlin four or five times. Of course I was worried to death being shot at, but there was nothing I could do as a navigator. My main task was to make sure my pilot had the next heading.23



 
F/O Wright’s squadron, which had been formed at East Kirkby only weeks before, suffered a particular blow that night. Its new CO, W/Cdr  John Rollinson, had taken over from the American S/Ldr Malcolm Crocker, who had originally led the squadron, but was shot down and killed on his fifty-third operational sortie. Another 630 Sqn crew was also lost, no one surviving from a total of fourteen airmen.

As always the squadrons equipped with the older marks of Halifaxes had suffered most of all. The Canadian 434 Sqn lost five, 10 Sqn lost four, 466 Sqn had three missing, 77 Sqn another three and 102 Sqn, which was being battered out of existence, another two. One of those, captained by F/Sgt Dai Pugh, came down in the North Sea after flak had holed its fuel tanks over Berlin. The whole crew were able to take to the dinghy, but three were later lost as it capsized in the freezing, tumultuous waves. Pugh, the navigator, the wireless operator and the rear gunner were finally rescued by an Air Sea Rescue launch from Montrose after three days and two nights of being pitched around in the thin craft. The navigator died in the launch before it reached base and the remaining three crew suffered so badly with exposure and frostbite they never flew operationally again and were eventually invalided out of the RAF.24


Generally, the morale of Bomber Command was drooping by the day. Each time crews were called to the briefing room they saw the tape stretched across Europe to the Reich capital and each morning there were fewer at the mess tables to share the post-op bacon and egg. It was with sinking hearts, therefore, that aircrew were called to test the defences of Berlin again after only one night off. To add to the risks the lunar period was beginning and the bombers would fly out under a half moon. For those who still survived on the squadrons equipped with the old Mk II and Mk V Halifaxes respite had come at last and they were left off the battle order. It meant Harris was able to send only eighty-two Halifaxes to join the 440 Lancasters on the raid. It is some testimony to how much improved the Mk III Halifax was over its forebears that only one was lost on the operation, alongside thirty-two Lancasters.

The planned northern route was to follow virtually the same track to the target as the one of the 28th, then come back out over Holland, with a spoof raid by Mosquitos on Brunswick. The gremlins soon began to appear and forty-three skippers turned back, 8 per cent of those dispatched. However, the routing did fool the controller and it was not until the stream was nearing Berlin, by then under thick cloud, that any fighters were able to gather. As the TIs bloomed, signalling another  concentration of bombs on the city centre, the Nachtjäger swooped and the sky flared with the flash and crash of cannon. Again many subsequent bombs went down in open country and the Zahme Sau and Wilde Sau followed the bombers through the target and most of the way to the Dutch coast, burning aircraft turning the clouds red at cruelly regular intervals.

P/O Starkey of 106 Sqn was over Berlin for the third time in four nights. He remembers:

 
A Berlin raid had to be seen to be believed. The Pathfinders used to drop flares two minutes before the raid was to begin. Everywhere in the sky there seemed to be these sparklers of flares. Then there were hundreds of searchlights and the red flashes of the 88 mm guns. On the bomb run trying to fly straight and level the bursting of the flak would knock the aircraft over 90 degrees, but the wing would come back by itself. You were going up and down all the time and there were combats taking place around you. It was like being in an arena. Inside were all the pyrotechnics with the glow of the fires below on the wings and bellies of the bombers, coloured target indicators going down, searchlights coming across, the tracer of combats. It was no wonder bombing started falling short. Then you had to hold it steady for up to two minutes after your bombs went to take the photograph. Immediately afterwards you put on full power to get out of that arena and, of course, often you’d be followed into the darkness. There would be 600 miles to go before you got home. The German defences were fantastic.25
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