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‘Wilson tells a gripping tale’ Scottish Legion News

      ‘Kevin Wilson’s excellent new book … is a fine tribute to the men who fought and died’ Sunday Express

      ‘It’s well worth reading … a great deal of work’s gone into this book, which is clearly a labour of love’ British Army Review

      ‘This gripping narrative collection is a heartfelt salute to that dwindling band of veterans and a moving memorial to the
         ones who didn’t make it home’ Manchester Evening News

      ‘Kevin Wilson’s compelling new study charts the fortunes of Bomber Command during its most critical year … Wilson plots the
         technical developments which transformed the bomber offensive, but focuses primarily on the experiences of the men who took
         part’ Eastern Daily Press

      ‘Wilson has put together an incisive history of a phase of war … through the testimony of former air crew and prisoners of
         war he relates what it was like’
     

      Good Book Guide

      ‘… this exhaustively researched book … crew members faced several grim means of meeting their death. They could be struck
         by flak or Luftwaffe cannon, burned alive, vaporised as the plane exploded, drowned in the North Sea or forced out without
         a parachute … What amazes from this book is the amazingly youthful nature of these heroes’
     

      Glasgow Evening Times

      ‘The author is to be congratulated because he has been at pains to interview and research the ordinary “Joes” of Bomber Command
         … a stark testimony to heroism in all its forms’ Flypast

      ‘This is a gripping account of everyday heroism … a fascinating account of what it was like in the 1943 night air war. I highly
         recommend this book as an excellent read for all aviation historians. It shows the true nature of air warfare in a sometimes
         ugly light’
     

      Cdr Doug Siegfried, USN (Ret), the US Navy aircrew journal The Hook,
Winter 2005
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‘I’m not terribly surprised to hear that Willie has won the VC. He’s always been a very determined boy.’

      

         The mother of F/Lt William Reid quoted in the Daily Express after the blacksmith’s son won the Victoria Cross for flying his crippled Lancaster to Düsseldorf and back again despite
            serious wounds.
        

     



      ‘We got to the squadron on 21 August; the first raid I went on was two days later and within eight days I had done another
         five and been shot down.’
     

      

         Flight engineer W/O Lew Parsons of 75 Sqn, forced to bale out on the Berlin raid of 31 August 1943.

     



      ‘Picked up £6 pay then rushed away as member of a funeral party for a rear gunner killed in action. Ghastly business funerals,
         weeping relatives all over the place. Went to pictures afterwards.’
     

      

         From the diary of bomb aimer Sgt John Gilvary of 419 Sqn, killed on the Peenemünde Raid twelve days later.

     



      ‘My throat became parched and I considered whether to cut myself so that I could drink some of my own blood to alleviate the
         terrible thirst.’
     

      

         Air gunner F/Lt Eric Hadingham, DFC and bar, who spent six days in a dinghy after his 166 Sqn Wellington ditched en route
            to Mannheim on 16 April 1943.
        

     



      ‘It was amazing how often a navigator would say to me, “Well cheerio, sir, I’m not coming back” and they didn’t. One night
         I was briefed for Cologne and it was scrubbed. I was never so thankful because I knew if I went that night I wouldn’t return.’
     

      

         Navigator S/Ldr Alex Flett, DFC and bar, who completed a tour with 460 Sqn and a second as navigation leader with 625 Sqn.

     












      BEGINNINGS

      THE dawn of Bomber Command’s year of attrition began beguilingly with a whisper. The seductive sound was carried in the tendrils
         of mist which both enclosed and linked billet to hangar on airfields from north to south and it held the promise of life continued.
         It was the soft, sibilant hiss of drizzle.
     

      The rain crept and swept the length of eastern Britain from the flat fens of Cambridgeshire and Lincolnshire to the soft contours
         of Yorkshire and up into County Durham, dribbling from the wings of hooded Halifaxes, Stirlings and Lancasters poised at dispersals,
         glistening the grey of concrete runways lost in the fog, and carrying its damp promise into the austerity of crew huts beneath
         dripping trees.
     

      Its message was that tonight there would be no war. The crack and thump of exploding flak, the urgent tearing flash of cannon
         fire, the shriek of plunging aircraft which would echo through the months of the great bomber offensive to come hung still.
         The young aircrew – from spotty-faced 18- and 19-year-olds just out of school to bloods fresh from drawing office and workbench
         – turned on that first morning of 1943 and slept on.
     

      Before New Year dawned again 15,832 operational Bomber Command aircrew would be dead and 2,898 prisoners of war. Another 1,500
         or so would die in training accidents on OTUs and HCUs; the rest of the doomed would be lost in the variety of horror that
         was the air war’s speciality. Some would die instantly or agonisingly by direct contact with flak or Luftwaffe bullet or cannon; others would vanish as if they never existed in a boiling flash of oily red and orange flame as their aircraft
         exploded against the night sky; some would be burned alive, pinned helplessly by centrifugal force, as their stricken bombers
         spiralled earthwards; a number would drown in the cold waters of the North Sea as their damaged or fuel-starved aircraft failed
         to make the long journey home. And for a very few there would be the horror unique to their service of falling helplessly
         without a parachute, after being tossed from their disintegrating aircraft before they could reach for and clip on the means
         of survival.
     

      In the target areas below, death would also come in a kaleidoscope of chaos never visited in such scale on non-combatants
         – from the blast of blockbuster bombs which could collapse the lungs without leaving a scar on the body to firebombs which
         threw out pats of benzol and rubber to begin conflagrations which greedily gulped oxygen from the air.
     

      But for the moment drizzle and fog meant reprieve. The bomber boys dreamed on of the station dance the night before when they
         sang ‘Auld Lang Syne’ and held hands in a circle with the pretty WAAF they’d had their eye on for weeks or the snood-haired
         girl from nearby town or village, pert in her 10-shilling dance frock, seams pencilled on her coffee-stained legs to make
         up for stockings so hard to acquire in this fourth winter of the war. The most requested tune for the all-important last waltz
         had been ‘White Christmas’. It was said that the new number was selling so well it could become a classic. On a few stations
         the more daring had tried out the burgeoning dance craze of the jitterbug, part of the cultural shock wave from the arriving
         American troops.
     

      Now in the dawn as the chill drizzle with its accompanying fog seeped through blanket to the bone some aircrew would stir
         for an early morning raid on the coke store, waiting for the guard to disappear round the far reaches of his beat before rapidly
         climbing the chain-link fence and throwing shovelfuls of fuel to a comrade loitering with a kitbag on the other side.
     

      The search for warmth from the rationed discomfort of Nissen and Maycrete billet would drive others to the sergeants’ mess
         where at least there was a degree of constant heat from the well-supplied mess fire as men sprawled in the sagging leather of battered armchairs and leafed through the latest issue of the Air Ministry’s Tee Emm magazine for aircrew, with its illustrations of what not to do as demonstrated by the hapless Pilot Officer Prune.
     

      The more senior among the officers were in their flight offices working their way through log books to be signed, requisition
         orders to be processed, training to be organised and recommendations for promotion and gallantry awards to be forwarded. Occasionally
         a pilot or navigator would pop his head round the office door to ask a flight commander: ‘Are we working tonight?’ But the
         weather would keep German cities safe from major attack for a while yet.
     

      THIS then was the scene for the ordinary aircrew of Bomber Command who would be called on to demonstrate extraordinary courage
         in 1943. This was the year that the resolute commander-in-chief Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur Harris had designated for his
         great bomber offensive, taking war home to the enemy as never before in the history of Germany or the world. It was a year
         of growing success in which Harris would come close to proving his theory that the war could be won by bombing alone. In the
         first month of the year operations would be considered mighty indeed if the Command had managed to find 200 aircraft. By the
         end of 1943 air fleets of 500, 600 and 700 would be routine. Within twelve months the towns of Germany’s industrial power
         base in the Ruhr would have been devastated one by one; a new, untried squadron would raid the region’s dams, showing that
         the RAF could now make a precision attack at night; the Reich’s second largest city, Hamburg, would virtually cease to function
         following the advent of a firestorm which would shake the Nazi leaders to the core; the Peenemünde V-weapon programme that
         could have threatened D-Day would be vitally delayed because of a remarkable night raid; and the Battle of Berlin, designed
         to turn the Reich capital into a Hamburg-like wilderness, would begin. It was only in the final days of 1943 that the first
         doubts of Bomber Command’s ability to fight the Battle of Berlin to a conclusion would appear.
     

The year was one of innovative technical achievements by the aerial armies on each side. Remote radio signals would precisely
         direct Pathfinder Mosquito crews to drop their new marker bombs in the heart of Ruhr targets; a development in radar would
         guide Pathfinders and later Main Force crews to their aiming points; clouds of aluminium strips known as ‘Window’ would blind
         the radar sets of night-fighter pilots and their controllers. However, the advantages gained by the RAF would be swiftly met
         by the Luftwaffe in the game of cat and mouse above the skies of Germany and both sides would rapidly build their forces as
         the year progressed.
     

      Gone were the haphazard RAF raids of 1940 and 1941 which had led to the Butt Report of August 1941 by a member of the War
         Cabinet Secretariat. It showed that of all the RAF bombers so far dispatched in the war recorded as hitting their target only
         one in three had in fact bombed within 5 miles. Now there was indeed a new dawn for Bomber Command and Harris could look forward
         to the coming year with confidence. He had honed his force in the ten months since he had taken office into a cohesive, united
         weapon from the remarkably ineffective sledgehammer it had been in the first three years of war. Since the three 1,000-bomber
         raids of the previous spring and early summer against Cologne, Essen and Bremen which had effectively saved Bomber Command
         as a separate entity the war factories were now pounding out four-engined aircraft in ever-increasing quantities and the Empire
         Air Training Scheme was at last producing the crews in the great numbers Harris would need in this war of attrition.
     

      On New Year’s Day 1943 Harris had received a significant gift to help him achieve the War Cabinet’s aim of bringing the war
         to the enemy’s fireside. The Canadian government had put under his control an entire heavy bomber force, 6 Group, all of which
         would be paid for by Canadian taxes and domestic loans, even down to the fuel and ammunition. From midnight it was his to
         use as he wished. His vision was for the enemy to reap the whirlwind they had sown in the 1940–41 Blitz on London and other
         great industrial cities of the United Kingdom. In 1943, as compared to 1942, 1944 or 1945, he would have unrestricted power
         to achieve that.
     

THIS book, however, is not about Harris or any of his senior commanders. It’s about the young aircrew who fought and died more
         than sixty years ago in the service of Britain and her empire and about those whose lives they touched. They joined their
         nation’s air forces for the joy of flying and to defend their families against the terrible evil of a Nazi regime which enslaved
         millions and week by week directed men, women and children into gas chambers, and would undoubtedly do the same with Britons
         should Germany win the war. In 1943 there was no certainty of victory against such wickedness, only the hope it could be achieved.
     

      The bomber offensive was considered by the vast majority in Britain to be, if not the way to total victory, at least the foundation
         for any future invasion. For a long time Britain had been losing the war, then containing it. El Alamein, the turning point,
         had taken place barely three months before.
     

      The airmen who would fight this great offensive, many of whom had volunteered to be fighter pilots and now found themselves
         as bomber pilots, navigators, bomb aimers, flight engineers, wireless operators and gunners, rapidly realised as they began
         their tour of thirty operations that it was unlikely they would get more than one-third of the way through. That they, almost
         without exception, continued their tours until death beckoned or occasionally a capricious Lady Luck smiled shows a strength
         of purpose which is difficult for us, who have inherited the gift of peace, to comprehend.
     

      How hard then that in recent years they have had to suffer the harsh criticism of themselves and their campaign expressed
         by those who enjoy the luxury of free debate bequeathed by the sacrifices of others. Quite simply, the war had to be won and
         in 1943 bombing was the way to win it. It would not be until the second half of the year that the USAAF would be able to play
         its full part in bombing by day with heavily armed formations and growing fighter escort. The bombing war would have to be
         fought by the RAF and that meant night attacks against cities because individual targets could not be guaranteed to be hit
         in darkness – a problem which persists today. The protection of night was considered the only way by Harris, after the harsh
         lessons of suicidal daylight raids by the RAF earlier in the war.
     

The responsibilities for taking the war to the enemy homeland would fall on the young men of Bomber Command – men from Britain
         and the far reaches of the empire, from Canada, Australia and New Zealand. In these pages you will meet men from all those
         countries. In most cases their tours were short; in a few they were long, as they appear and reappear throughout the book.
         All were the stuff of heroes, but some of those interviewed were officially recognised as such, waking up one morning to find
         themselves on the front pages of newspapers.
     

      This book charts the bomber boys’ achievements through their tours in the winter, spring, summer, autumn and winter again
         of 1943. It would be pedantic to follow each of the 125 major raids in the year in strict chronological order and repetitive
         to cover every one, but the operations that meant a new shift in the air war, large or small, are all here, remembered individually
         by the 137 ex-aircrew interviewed for the parts they played.
     

      A TOTAL of 55,500 Bomber Command men would be killed in the six years of war and 8,403 wounded of its aircrew strength of 125,000.
         Many of those who survived the terrible strain of answering without equivocation the needs of their nation are now in failing
         health and squadron associations are being wound up.
     

      They have had little thanks since the war and recently much censure. Day by day they remember with clarity the stomach-churning
         tension of a bomb run, the waving searchlights waiting to ensnare, the red shock of bursting flak, the sight of comrades’
         lives swiftly snuffed out in the night sky.
     

      To all of them, today in their eighties, it was but yesterday. Surely there is no better time than now to say thank you to
         them all for bravely bearing the flame for later generations as we roll back the years to January 1943 … 
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      CHAPTER ONE

      
      TO THE HEART OF DARKNESS

      
      THE year’s campaign began as it would end: with the fury of flak and flame over Berlin. It was a desperate way to fight a war.
         Crews were briefed in the short winter days and in the dark would climb through cloud so cold that even the hydraulic oil
         to operate gun turrets was likely to freeze. Perilous ice often formed on wings and tailplanes, turning the science of aeronautics
         into the simple art of staying alive. When the crews finally reached the target area they had to tackle three rings of flak
         and searchlights one after the other, then face the same again fighting their way out. It was a nine-hour journey at 20,000
         feet in temperatures of 30 degrees below zero, most of it over enemy territory where fighters could pounce at any moment,
         death winking its inevitability in the darkness. But at least in the beginning of the year there was hope.
     

      
      Berlin was the key political target and the two biggest operations of January were mounted against it with 201 and 187 aircraft
         respectively. An impudent nuisance raid by Mosquitos at the end of the month would signal RAF intentions that in 1943 the
         Nazi leaders could expect their capital to be raided often.
     

      
      Berlin was first attacked by Bomber Command at the height of the Battle of Britain on 25 August 1940. For almost a year the
         War Cabinet, initially reluctant to risk the loss of civilian lives, had refused to sanction operations against the capital.
         But after bombs were dropped randomly on London on 24 August fifty-plus bombers were dispatched to Berlin in retaliation.
         The navigation problems that beset Bomber Command, as the Butt Report so aptly pointed out, meant the raid was a failure.
         The only bombs to fall within the city limits destroyed a summer house.
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      Bomber Command returned nine more times throughout 1940 and 1941 with negligible results and at increasing loss. Finally in
         November 1941, 169 Wellingtons, Whitleys, Stirlings and Halifaxes had set out, but only seventy-three aircraft had reached
         the general area of the Reich capital and bombed the outskirts. A total of ten Wellingtons, nine Whitleys and two Stirlings
         had failed to return, a horrifying 12.4 per cent. For the time being Bomber Command withdrew.
     

      
      After he took over the Command in February 1942 Sir Arthur Harris had come under constant pressure from Churchill to return
         and indeed it was a point of some embarrassment that the Nazis could boast they had devastated London for ninety-two nights
         running yet the RAF could not repay. Harris was unwilling to risk aircraft of uncertain merit and decided only Lancasters
         could be used with any degree of safety. Furthermore, the design of this huge city of four million people, with its central
         Tiergarten and wide streets lined with apartment houses, meant that only a substantial force could produce significant damage.
     

      
      The C-in-C had husbanded his resources until he had enough Lancasters hopefully to overwhelm the strong defences of flak and
         nachtjäger. By January the need to attack was becoming imperative. General Chuikov’s final Soviet offensive on the Stalingrad front
         had begun on 10 January and von Paulus’s Sixth Army would soon be overwhelmed. An attack on the Reich capital would demonstrate
         Bomber Command’s growing potential to the impatient Stalin, to Hitler and to the rest of the world.
     

      
      The Air Ministry publicity machine wasn’t slow to take the point. News organisations were desperate to put reporters aboard
         bombers for eyewitness accounts. Among the reporters granted passes for the first available Berlin raid, expected to be around
         the middle of the month, was the BBC war correspondent Richard Dimbleby. He would experience at first hand what it was like
         to be shot at over the German capital and tell an expectant nation about it afterwards, safe in their armchairs in pinnies
         and business suits, feet firmly planted on the lounge linoleum, eager ears leaning towards the corner radio. Who better to take him to
         Berlin and bring him back safely than that superb exponent of operational flying, the 106 Sqn CO Guy Gibson, then with sixty-six
         operations behind him?
     

      
      Dimbleby had arrived at 106’s base of Syerston, near Nottingham, on 10 January, waiting in the officers’ mess in his army
         major’s uniform with justifiable nervousness for the Berlin op to be laid on, as all around him he heard blue-battledressed
         young pilots, navigators and bomb aimers, tankards in hand, discuss the relative frightfulness of the Essen, Stuttgart or
         Frankfurt flak, or which airman they’d known in training had just ‘gone for a Burton’.
     

      
      The 16th dawned fine and teleprinters at RAF stations throughout 5 Group began chattering out bomb loads, fuel capacities
         and time on target for Operations Whitebait, the Air Ministry code for the Reich capital. At Syerston 106 Sqn’s adjutant would
         later record: ‘Thirteen aircraft were detailed for a raid on Berlin – this being the big show for which Major Dimbleby was
         waiting.’1

      
      Syerston was a huge, two-squadron station, with 2,500 ground staff, most of whom would be employed in getting its aircrew
         ready and Lancasters airborne. As the day wore on, WAAFs and airmen went through the minutiae of preparation. Escape kits
         with silk maps correct for the hostile area were stacked ready by the crew room and WAAFs checked CO2 bottles on Mae Wests for signs of corrosion and leakage and parachutes for damp which would prevent the chute unfurling properly
         and leave its unfortunate recipient ‘roman-candling’ through the searchlights.
     

      
      Armourers in the bomb dump, placed far away from the airfield perimeter in case of accident, fused the bombs ordered by the
         station armaments officer, their bare fingers blued by the cold, and loaded the weaponry onto low bomb carriers to be towed
         by tractor to the silent aircraft waiting at dispersals. Around the perimeter track the pregnant petrol bowsers were cruising,
         turning into each hoar-frosted rural dispersal to link the Merlin engines with their lifeblood. Tonight a full 2,143 gallons
         of high octane would be needed to take the aircraft on the testing journey to the Reich capital and back.
     

      
      
      At the flight offices crew lists were being pored over and a battle order prepared, working back from the purpose of all this
         effort by so many unknown airmen and WAAFs, the time on target. The first briefing for navigators was just after noon, the
         main briefing an hour later, the operational meal of bacon, beans and the cherished egg at 2 p.m. and final briefing one hour
         before take-off. A chain and padlock had been put round the base public telephone boxes immediately the target was known,
         sealing the airmen in from those in that world of certainty and sanity to whom they hoped to return.
     

      
      And finally, in a pathetic parody of the domestic routine, overalled WAAFs had prepared the flying rations of sandwiches,
         orange juice and barley sugar, a reminder to many aircrew of that short time before when they had been boys carrying their
         picnics on a school treat. WAAFs would hand the rations to crews with their escape kits as they went to don Irvin jackets,
         flying helmets, oxygen masks and parachute harnesses in the electric, ribald atmosphere of the crew room. It would also be
         a WAAF who would drive the men in utility trucks to their aircraft, often the last female face aircrew would ever see. As
         the truck halted, the WAAF would hold open the door and stand, one foot on the running board, her pretty face and bobbed hair
         framed by the round and pleated soft-peaked cap and gently call ‘Good luck’, breath holding still in the cold night air.
     

      
      The Whitebait stage had been set. All that was now needed was the performers. One of them was Sgt Gordon McGregor, who was
         being taken on a familiarisation trip in Gibson’s aircraft, with Richard Dimbleby aboard. It was a role known as ‘second dickey’
         in which a raw pilot was introduced to the flash of flak and whiff of cordite before operating with his own crew. McGregor
         had arrived with his crew at Syerston just days before.
     

      
      His flight engineer was Sgt Graham Allen – who within 24 hours would discover for himself the terrors of a Berlin raid – and
         his rear gunner was Sgt Albert Bracegirdle, a former Manchester baker and at 21 the second oldest in the crew. McGregor’s
         tour would take his crew safely through the Battle of the Ruhr for a minimum six months’ rest at an operational training unit.
         But before the year was over Sgt Bracegirdle would be called again for a second tour as losses mounted during November and December in the chilling campaign that would become known as
         the Battle of Berlin. Bracegirdle remembers:
     

      
      

         We had met up as a crew at 19 OTU at Kinloss at the end of July 1942. They put all the aircrew in a hangar together and we
            all milled around. Someone would come up to you and ask: ‘Are you looking for a wireless operator or a pilot or whatever?’
            You had no idea what the person you were talking to had done, but it seemed to work.
        

         We joined 106 on 7 January from Swinderby where we had converted to four-engine heavies from Whitleys. McGregor met Dimbleby
            at the briefing on the 16th and found out then he was going with them on the Berlin raid.2

     



      
      Another of the reporters with a ticket for Berlin was Australian Keith Hooper. He would be flying with a fellow countryman
         in a Lancaster of 57 Sqn from Scampton. In his subsequent report in the Daily Express he revealed the reaction among crews as they were called to main briefing in pre-war Scampton’s purpose-built operations
         block:
     

      
      

         Our eyes instantly flicked to a huge map on the wall, across which was tacked a red woollen thread from our home station to
            ‘Look fellows, look – BERLIN!’ A tingle of more than ordinary excitement showed in everyone’s face. ‘Boy, oh boy,’ said a
            sergeant pilot. ‘I’ve always wanted to prang that dump.’3

     



      
      It wasn’t just newspaper hyperbole. There was genuine excitement that after fourteen months Bomber Command would be taking
         the war to where the Reich leaders lived. The adjutant’s office at 9 Sqn recorded that ‘the target had been received with
         delight’ when revealed at briefing.4

      
      News had been released within the past 48 hours of a Bomber Command VC, albeit a posthumous one, bang on cue to inspire crews.
         Australian F/Sgt Rawdon Middleton had been badly wounded by flak bombing the Fiat works at Turin at the end of November. He
         managed to bring his Stirling back to the Kent coast where he ordered the crew to bale out. Five did so before the plane plunged into the sea with Middleton still on board.
     

      
      Gibson’s aircraft was the first off from Syerston’s 2,000-yard main runway at 1635 as the green of the controller’s Aldis
         lamp flashed from the Watch Office and twelve other 106 Sqn Lancasters trundled between the blue perimeter lights, noses poised
         to follow. In all, 190 Lancasters and eleven Halifaxes were to take part in this important raid. Stirlings were originally
         to join in the operation, but had been withdrawn because it was feared their 14,000-feet service ceiling would mean them catching
         most of the flak. The Berlin force now represented 4 and 1 Groups and, predominantly, Sir Alec Coryton’s 5 Group. Coryton
         had only weeks to serve as group commander. He would be sacked by Harris in February for refusing to send a small force of
         Lancasters on a sneak raid to Berlin in bad weather.
     

      
      As the aircraft droned across the North Sea and crew members settled down at their stations for what lay ahead, skippers soon
         began to experience problems with the weather. Thick cloud built up and over the Low Countries and in Germany itself there
         were snow showers, hindering navigation.
     

      
      W/Cdr Gibson was a wizard at weaving over enemy territory, rolling the aircraft slowly from side to side over its lateral
         arc to throw off the aim of any stalking night fighter and giving his mid-upper and rear gunners a chance to search the area
         below. Weaving was one of the reasons he had lived so long. But for a passenger unused to the motion in a reverberating, oily
         Lancaster it could be too unsettling. Says Albert Bracegirdle:
     

      
      

         When McGregor came back from his second-dickey raid he told me that Dimbleby had been terribly ill. He had been very sick
            for most of the journey. With Dimbleby there it meant they had eight on board. He was at the front with McGregor there as
            the flight engineer and McGregor said it was a bit of a nuisance because there wasn’t that much room to move around.
        

     



      
      After a fourteen-month absence Bomber Command caught the Berlin defences by surprise. The first sirens went off as the initial
         bombing by Pathfinders aiming for the Alexanderplatz railway station began and there was close to panic in the streets until block gauleiters were able to guide people to shelters. At the 10,000-seat Deutschlandhalle
         the crump of bombs and whump, pock and crack of exploding anti-aircraft shells interrupted the evening show of the annual
         circus in the hall, an event Berliners looked forward to for months.
     

      
      Gauleiters evacuated the building so rapidly that twenty-one people were injured in the crush. They were led to open ground
         nearby and watched as the show’s animal trainers calmed their charges, the frightened creatures nervously tossing their heads.
         Moments later sticks of incendiaries pattered across the roof of the building and because there was no one left inside to
         combat the fires it burned out, becoming Berlin’s largest ruin so far.
     

      
      The Air Ministry had high hopes of this raid. Pathfinders were using for the first time the new target indicator bomb, detonated
         by barometric fuse at a predetermined height and spilling unmistakable clusters of red, green or yellow candles, dripping
         brilliant fingers of fire against the black backdrop of the sky. German civilians were soon to christen them ‘Christmas trees’.
         But the crews of the Lancasters droning across the city’s wide expanse braving the bursting flak found it difficult to identify
         aiming points through the haze. The determined Gibson made three runs over the city as his bomb aimer, Sub-Lt Gerard Muttrie,
         on secondment from the Royal Navy, tried to pick up a TI. Finally as flak rocked the aircraft Muttrie spotted a red marker
         flare and released the load, an 8,000-lb bomb. As Gibson dived away the results could not be seen and at debriefing the CO
         reported: ‘It was believed the bomb fell on Berlin, but the trip was disappointing due to the weather.’5

      
      Most other skippers, including John Searby, 106 Sqn’s B-Flight commander, who in August as CO of 83 Sqn would be master bomber
         on the important Peenemünde operation, found the raid ‘rather unsatisfactory’ due to the poor visibility. One 106 Sqn skipper
         reported that he had had to drop on an ‘estimated position of Berlin coinciding with the flak concentration’.
     

      
      Sgt Claremont Taylor, navigator to Sgt Bill Wendon of 460 Sqn, had come from Australia to fight the empire’s war. His tour,
         which would end with a minimum-height moonlit operation to Stettin in April, had begun with another low-level raid in the moon period of November to Stuttgart. He remembers:
     

      
      

         Then we were so low coming home we were able to read the time from a church steeple just off the port wing. 16 January was
            my first trip to Berlin and like everybody else I was wondering what it would be like. It was ten-tenths cloud en route with
            the target clear for us and Bill Wendon taking evasive action all the way with an up and down movement. A Ju88 approached
            us from underneath, but he was seen straight away and Bill dived viciously. The bomber escaped into the night without damage.6

     



      
      The Australian war correspondent Keith Hooper told his readers that as shells burst beneath his aircraft with poisonous red
         flashes he thought the trail of black puffs behind them was a balloon barrage and called to warn the pilot. ‘Take it easy,
         pal,’ he was told. ‘It’s only flak.’
     

      
      At 9 Sqn the operational assessment was that the raid had not been a success because of cloud over the target area and the
         fact that ‘PFF failed to conform with the technique expected of them’. The report said many decoy fires had been seen in the
         target area and the bombing had varied from ‘bombed marker incendiaries’ to ‘bombed on ETA through 10/10 cloud’.7

      
      F/O Les Munro was another who had travelled far to fly with Bomber Command. The New Zealander was flying his seventh operation
         and within months would take part in the Dams Raid with 617 Sqn, ending the war with a DSO and DFC, and becoming a national
         hero back home. But his first trip to Berlin was a frustrating one. ‘We opened the bomb bay doors on the run-in, the bomb
         aimer pressed his switches and nothing happened,’ he remembers. ‘We were at 24,500 feet and the gear just iced up. It was
         a problem at that time because Bomber Command had just started flying these high-level operations.’8

      
      Experienced skippers on most units had found the flak not to be heavy for Berlin and this, together with the poor weather
         and late identification of the target, kept the night fighters away. Only one aircraft was lost.
     

      
      Stewart Sale, a Reuters correspondent on the raid in a 57 Sqn Lancaster, described in the Daily Express how the pilot called out ‘Big City, here we come’ on the intercom as the aircraft climbed on course out of Scampton. The
         squadron’s intelligence officer had told crews that Berlin, with its industries reaching out far and wide, ‘has had this coming
         to it for a long time. Now it is going to get it.’ Over the target, Sale reported:
     

      
      

         The fires below spread and brightened. Incendiaries streamed across the city in glittering lanes. Looking down on this furnace
            I remembered nights on Fleet Street roofs when the German bombers were over. ‘Pranged ’em’ bawled the captain and he began
            to sing, not very tunefully, ‘It’s a Hap-Hap-Happy Day!’ The navigator joined in and so did the rear gunner. I expected banks
            of searchlights. I saw not more than half a dozen tapered down to fine points.9

     



      
      The flak and searchlights had indeed been lighter than normal. It had been so long since the RAF had visited the city that
         half of the Berlin flak personnel had been sent away on a course. Goebbels, who combined his duties as Propaganda Minister
         with that of Gauleiter of Berlin, was said to be furious at the poor reaction and ordered an overhaul of the system. Because
         so many people were on the streets, 198 were killed, including one Englishman who was among fifty-three prisoners of war who
         lost their lives. Prisoners of war came low on the pecking order for shelter space.
     

      
      As for Richard Dimbleby, his broadcast went out to a fascinated public a few nights later. He told them of the silent, yellow,
         winking flashes of the flak over the enemy coast as Gibson sat straight in his seat ‘as cool as a cucumber throwing the great
         Lancaster around like a toy’. He told them of the ring of searchlights around the city as Lancaster W for William approached
         Berlin and of ‘a shell burst under the tail heaving us up as though a giant smacked us under the belly’.
     

      
      Then he described a Lancaster underneath them releasing its load and ‘a great silver carpet of fire unrolled itself. It was
         a retinue of brilliant lights revealing the outlines of the city. Thousands more fire bombs were released and all over the
         face of the German capital ran the streams of fire until the city looked like a garden filled with incandescent flower beds.’
         Dimbleby said he reflected as W for William droned over the Reich capital that Hitler, Goering, Goebbels and Ribbentrop a few thousand
         feet below might be hiding in their shelters.
     

      
      The public – too well aware of what it had been like over four years to hide in a shelter and some of whom had sons and husbands
         in those same RAF bombers – loved it. For Dimbleby it was only the first of many experiences at the sharp end of Bomber Command.
         He was to make several more operational flights during the war.
     

      
      Back in civilian clothes an exhausted Dimbleby had pushed his way into the crowded, cold early-morning express from Nottingham
         to London to record his eyewitness account. As the train slowly steamed out of the drab station with its Ministry of Information
         posters pleading: ‘Is your journey really necessary?’ Dimbleby settled into a compartment where he was the only one not in
         uniform apart from an elderly woman. She looked at the soldiers wearily leaning on rifle and pack in the corridor, then back
         at Dimbleby and said: ‘I should have thought a lucky young man like you would have given up his seat.’ Dimbleby was too tired
         to reply.10

      
      THE next day the teleprinters chattered out Whitebait again as Harris put his boys back on Berlin in the hope of doing better.
         They didn’t. Weather conditions had improved on the night before, but the raid would be carried out in a full moon and this
         time the Luftwaffe flak and fighter units weren’t going to be caught unprepared. And Harris was using the same route out and
         back.
     

      
      Les Munro was back over the target experiencing ‘a terrific amount of searchlight activity and flak. If the flak burst no
         nearer than a couple of hundred metres away you just felt the thump of the explosion,’ he says. ‘You would feel the vibration
         of the explosion through the controls if it was close enough.’ Munro bombed from 23,000 feet, among the highest on the raid,
         and on return was diverted to Harwell.
     

      
      The Pathfinders had been unable to mark the centre of the city and as on the previous night the following 170 Lancasters and
         seventeen Halifaxes mainly bombed the southern areas of Berlin and there was no significant damage. Incendiaries fell on a BMW factory at Spandau.
     

      
      It was one of several operations at this time where more RAF men were killed than those on the ground. Only eight Germans
         died and forty-one were injured, but nineteen Lancasters and three Halifaxes crashed, an unsupportable loss rate of 11.8 per
         cent. A total of 126 aircrew died and only nine became prisoners of war. Four Lancasters were lost by 9 Sqn at Waddington
         and another four by 12 Sqn at Wickenby, terrifying statistics for aircrew on either of those squadrons trying to calculate
         the chances of completing a tour of thirty operations.
     

      
      Graham Allen, who had been posted to Syerston as a member of McGregor’s crew only ten days before, found himself suddenly
         drafted onto the battle order. He recalls: ‘Sgt Edward Markland’s engineer went sick and I was called on for the Berlin op
         at a couple of hours’ notice. It was some surprise.’ He didn’t know New Zealander Markland or any of his mainly British crew
         including the two gunners, 19-year-old Sgt Bob Greep and 24-year-old Sgt Ted Parry. Markland’s bomb run over Berlin was uneventful,
         but as the Lancaster approached the Kiel area at 20,000 feet on the way back from the target a Ju88 closed in.
     

      
      Allen remembers:

      
      

         The first I knew we were in trouble was hearing one of the gunners shout a warning. At the same time yellow tracer shot over
            the top of the cockpit. Then I saw our starboard outer engine burst into flame. It was really blazing. Markland was by that
            time trying to corkscrew out of the way of the fighter and it was getting worse.
        

     



      
      Markland’s gunners, Greep and Parry, blasted away with their .303 Browning machine guns at the heavily armed attacker and
         saw the fighter spin out of control and hit the ground. But Markland still had to deal with the burning engine, spurting flames
         with blow-torch efficiency back over the starboard wing.
     

      
      Allen recollects:

      
      

         He put the aircraft into a steep dive, but it still wouldn’t go out. We went down to about 5,000 feet and when he tried to
            pull out of the dive he had to shout to me to help him. We were both on the control column before it came level.
        

         The fire was still blazing and Markland ordered us to bale out. The bomb aimer, who would have been first, grabbed his chute
            out of its clamp to put it on and pulled the ripcord by mistake. I could see it had spilled out right over the escape hatch.
        

         Fortunately just afterwards the fire died down and I operated the extinguisher and feathered the engine, so we could get home
            on three. But we then ran into a lot of light flak as we were only at 5,000 feet. Markland weaved and we managed to get out
            of it; we could see it gradually falling away behind us and shortly afterwards we were over the sea. We had to land at an
            emergency airfield and were very glad to get back. I wondered if all my ops were going to be as bad as that. For a first operation
            it was a bit nerve-racking.11

     



      
      The next day as fitters replaced the burned-out engine they gave the heat-twisted inlet and exhaust valves to Sgt Allen as
         a souvenir of his first operation.
     

      
      OF the Halifaxes on the raid, seven were supplied by Leonard Cheshire’s 76 Sqn at Linton-on-Ouse, taking off one by one in continuous
         slight rain. Two of them failed to return. Cheshire himself hadn’t been on the raid, but he had been there the previous night,
         his seventh Berlin operation.
     

      
      There had been nothing in the press the next day about the raid of the 16th as another operation on the capital was being
         planned for that night, but Berlin was big news in the newspapers of the 18th and the two raids were reported as if they had
         been one. Cheshire, who already held the DSO and DFC and was to win the VC with 617 Sqn in 1944, had a reputation for keenness
         with the British public and throughout the Command. On New Year’s Day when most airmen were sleeping off their hangovers he
         had ordered all 76 Sqn aircrew to parade for a cross-country run in the rain. And to make sure no shivering gunner or flight
         engineer escaped he told them he would lead them. On 18 January as the Berlin media blitz broke, Cheshire was pictured on
         the front page of the Daily Express quaffing a pint. Air Reporter Basil Cardew told readers under a story headed ‘Four-ton bombs blitz Berlin’ that the experiences of crews were
         best expressed by ‘one of their aces’. Cheshire told him: ‘Berlin used to be the hottest place in Germany with hundreds of
         guns and searchlights, but instead of a wall of anti-aircraft fire the flak was negligible compared with my previous experiences
         over there and I saw only one searchlight.’12

      
      That may have been the experience of Cheshire and all the crews who flew on the raid of the 16th, but the next night’s operation
         had been a far different story as the defences recovered from the debacle of the first raid. Again Berlin had cost unsustainable
         numbers of aircraft and crews. A percentage loss of 11.8 per cent was one which would put Bomber Command out of business in
         short order if allowed to continue.
     

      
      There would be one more Berlin raid before the month closed, but it would be by high-flying Mosquitos, stinging Nazi pride
         in style. In the meantime the Main Force crews were rested when fog closed many airfields to flying. As Bomber Command’s Operational
         Research Section at High Wycombe analysed the debit and credit of the two raids on the Reich capital, crews sought relief
         from the stress of operations in the pubs of Lincoln, Nottingham and York.
     

      
      Among squadrons in the Yorkshire-based 4 Group, Betty’s Bar in York was usually the target for the night. Tipsy aircrew fuelled
         up in other York pubs would weave their way past the Minster into cobbled Davygate where the feverish atmosphere of Betty’s,
         opposite the thirteenth-century St Helen’s church, guaranteed a memorable evening. The subterranean wood-panelled bar boomed
         with the accents of young men wearing the shoulder flashes of Canada, Australia, New Zealand and more exotic parts of the
         Commonwealth. Aircrew anxious to leave a mark in the world before they exited in the next few days, weeks or months scratched
         their names in the mirrors lining the walls.*

      
      Reid Thomson was a 21-year-old rear gunner on 102 Sqn at Pocklington near York and a regular at Betty’s. He was one of the
         surprisingly large number of Americans in Commonwealth air force blue, leaving his Tennessee home in August 1941 to enlist in the RCAF. He joined thirteen young Canadians on Air Gunners’ Course 25 at Mountain
         View, Ontario. They lined up for a group photograph in prickly, stiff new RCAF greatcoats and, proudly displaying the white
         aircrew-under-training flash in their forage caps, stared hesitatingly at the camera, wondering whether they were allowed
         to smile. By the war’s end only two of them would be alive.
     

      
      A year after enlisting, Reid Thomson was flying his first operation, to Düsseldorf, from 22 OTU at Wellesbourne Mountford,
         near Stratford-on-Avon. Now he was rear gunner to S/Ldr John Marshall, with five trips in and a growing realisation that it
         was unlikely he would finish his tour. He remembers:
     

      
      

         When I arrived on 102 Sqn I met up with Art MacGillivray who had been commissioned at the end of our air gunners’ course.
            I said: ‘Let’s go get a beer.’ He told me: ‘I can’t, I have to fly tonight.’ So I suggested the next night. He said: ‘I won’t
            be here’ and sure enough he went missing that night.* 13

     



      
      Sgt Thomson remembers that sometimes the eclectic mixture of youth, alcohol, operational strain and international temperament
         at Betty’s Bar flared into fights.
     

      
      ‘It was dimly lit and smoky and it was mostly air force who were in there,’ he says. ‘I was in there and I heard a guy bragging
         who I knew had never completed an operation. I went over with a beer mug and told him he was a liar and a coward. I never
         saw him in there again.’ In fact Sgt Thomson’s future visits to Betty’s Bar would be few. A raid on Düsseldorf described in
         the next chapter ended his operational career.
     

      
      THE final Berlin raid of the month was staged with precision timing during daylight by six Mosquitos of Don Bennett’s 8 Pathfinder
         Group. The date 30 January marked the tenth anniversary of the Nazis’ seizure of power and festivities were planned at the
         ceremonial hall of the Air Ministry at which Goering was to speak in the morning, followed in the afternoon by Goebbels. Both speeches would be broadcast live throughout Germany.
     

      
      Fortunately for the British there had been ample advance propaganda by the Nazis, including timings. The first three aircraft
         of 105 Sqn flew out across the North Sea at low level and achieved complete surprise as they crossed the enemy coast and sped
         on over the Low Countries and northern Germany. The sirens went off at the exact time Goering was meant to give his broadcast
         message. He had planned to tell the German people of the courage of the sixth Army at Stalingrad – in fact besieged because
         of Hitler’s intransigence – comparing them to the Spartans at Thermopylae. Berlin Radio announced that the speech had been
         postponed for an hour. The three aircraft all returned safely.
     

      
      As they landed, three more Mosquitos of 139 Sqn were already on their way to perform the same trick again with Goebbels’ speech.
         By this time there was ten-tenths cloud and the aircraft in the small formation were soon lost to each other. As if by the
         conjuror’s art the cloud ran out exactly as the aircraft reached the German capital.
     

      
      Goebbels, who would be reading words prepared for Hitler, had just risen to address the party faithful with rhetoric which
         glossed over the approaching defeat at Stalingrad in one sentence as the sirens sounded once more and the Mosquitos individually
         released their loads. As his audience, from hausfrau across Germany to wounded in the cellars of the Volga city, listened,
         they heard the crump of falling bombs over the airwaves. Tellingly the single sentence exhorted the German people to do their
         maximum in the struggle ‘for the nation’s future’. It was an admission that from now on Germany would be fighting to prevent
         defeat.
     

      
      For the RAF the raid was not the complete coup of the earlier Mosquito attack. This time the defences were alert and shot
         down one of the aircraft, killing its crew. Navigator Sgt Richard Fletcher saw no activity, however, as he released his bombs.
     

      
      The 31-year-old Londoner reported later:

      
      

         We all felt the Germans put up a poor show in defence. Our bombs went down at 4 p.m. dead, just when Goebbels was going to
            speak. That night we had a pretty good do in the mess. I think I hit the hay at about 2.30 a.m. It was beer and Berlin all the way.14

     



      
      The message to the Nazi hierarchy and to Berliners must have been clear – Bomber Command’s raids on the Reich capital and
         on Germany as a whole were just beginning. The tide had turned for the Nazis, as was demonstrated in graphic terms the next
         day when Stalingrad finally fell to the Russians with the loss of 330,000 men. The aggressors were now the defenders. Harris
         had his finger on the pulse of Nazi fears with a signal to 8 Group headquarters after the Mosquito attacks. ‘Please convey
         to all concerned, especially to the aircraft crews, my warmest congratulations,’ it read. ‘Their bombs cannot have failed
         to cause consternation in Germany.’
     

      
      The first raid on the 16th had already stung the Nazis sufficiently for them to order revenge attacks on London and other
         towns in southern England the next day and night, the sound of RAF bombers returning across the Channel from the second Berlin
         raid being heard between Luftwaffe alerts. A few days later German air expert Major Wulff-Biel had announced in a talk on
         Berlin radio: ‘The raid on London has again shown the decency of the methods of the Luftwaffe as opposed to the terror tactics
         of the RAF since the German bombers attacked military objectives only.’ In fact a London school had been hit in daytime on
         the 17th, killing five teachers and forty-two children.
     

      
      Allied attacks on Berlin would continue over the next two and a half years, with more than 340 raids by the RAF, USAAF and
         Soviet Air Force, thirty-five of them heavy. The kellergemeinschaften, as the cellar communities of Berlin became known, would endure alerts lasting a combined total of 432 hours, or eighteen
         full days and nights.
     

      
      The next time the RAF’s heavy bombers would visit the city would be on 1 March and by then it would be with newly available
         radar equipment, H2S, designed to take aircraft accurately to their aiming points. It and, more particularly, the Oboe blind-bombing
         device would devastate the cities of Germany in the next eleven months. The science of bombing was about to begin in earnest.
     

  



      
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      A SIGNAL SUCCESS

      
      THE Berlin raids on which the British public had seized so enthusiastically as they braved the bitter winds, snow showers, rain
         and gales that lashed their heat-rationed homes in January came as a diversion from Bomber Command’s main effort to experiment
         with Oboe and H2S on German targets. Nor would they be the only deviation the Command would experience in the first two months
         of the year. Harris, itching to get on with the Battle of the Ruhr, would find his command called to the aid of the Admiralty,
         an interruption he would find intensely irritating in a cause he considered pointless. However, for the first half of January
         he was allowed to carry out the bombing experiments that within six months would cause the Ruhr to be devastated.
     

      
      Germany’s leaders must have considered it a cruel irony that the Knickebein and X-Gerat blind-bombing equipment their scientists
         developed and the Luftwaffe employed to wreck Coventry and other British cities should spawn Oboe, the device with which the
         RAF would now locate and destroy the Ruhr’s industrial cities.
     

      
      The first Oboe-equipped Mosquitos in Bennett’s Pathfinder force became available on 20 December 1942. On New Year’s Eve itself,
         as the rest of Bomber Command was dancing and drinking the old year away with impressive abandon, the crews of two Mosquitos
         had released on an Oboe signal six high-explosive bombs on night-fighter control headquarters at Florennes in Belgium. There
         were rumours one bomb had gone straight through the front door of the HQ. It had been dropped from 5½ miles above, through ten-tenths cloud in complete darkness.
     

      
      The Germans had developed Knickebein from the Lorenz airfield approach system. Knickebein consisted of dots and dashes broadcast
         to an aircraft from a powerful transmitter. If the pilot kept to the middle of the beam he heard one continuous note. A second
         transmitter sent a signal just ahead of where the bombs should be dropped and the point at which the two sounds intersected
         was where the German Pathfinder dropped his bombs for the rest to follow. Because Knickebein was easily jammed, X-Gerat was
         devised in which a special receiver and four beams were used. The first directed the bomber pilot along the route to his target;
         the second crossbeam was a check to make sure he was flying accurately. A subsequent intersecting beam cut in 20 kilometres
         from the target and the observer activated the timer of an automatic bomb-release mechanism. At the sound of a fourth beam
         crossing, the observer pressed the button again and the bombs were automatically released.
     

      
      The Air Ministry ordered development of a similar blind-bombing device for the RAF. The Telecommunications Research Establishment
         at Worth Matravers, near Swanage, working with 109 Sqn during 1941 and 1942, came up with a radar scheme more accurate than
         the radio of X-Gerat. It was a precise system whereby its host aircraft could be tracked over a target by two ground stations
         in England emitting pulse signals, one station codenamed Cat, the other Mouse. As they were picked up by the aircraft the pulses were automatically sent back to the ground stations by transponder. The
         receptor Pathfinder aircraft used the signals to keep itself on the proper track – like X-Gerat – to pass over the exact target
         co-ordinates. Its navigator did so by setting a course to intersect an arc of a circle. The arc’s centre was at Cat and its
         radius the distance from Cat to its aiming point. To the west of the arc the aircraft’s navigator heard a series of Morse
         dots, to the east dashes. When on the exact arc the signal in the navigator’s earphones was an unbroken tone. It was experiments
         with the appropriate left, right and steady tones which gave the device its name. A music-loving lab technician at Worth Matravers
         said they sounded like an oboe.
     

      
      
      Under the system the Mouse operator transmitted specific Morse signals as the aircraft approached the aiming point to tell
         the navigator how far he had to fly. They ended in a brief series of dots followed by a dash. At the precise moment the aircraft
         was over the aiming point the dash would end and the TI would be released.
     

      
      The drawback to Oboe was that its signal was affected by the curvature of the earth. The higher the aircraft the more accessible
         the signal. Originally the RAF planned to use a Mk VI Wellington with a pressurised cabin, but there were problems – one of
         them being that an emergency exit could only be made from the aircraft by unscrewing the floor. Then at the right time along
         came the 30,000-feet Mk IV Mosquito, as target indicators were developed which would fill its bomb bays. A war-winning combination
         was born. The Mosquito would extend Oboe’s range to 300 miles – enough to cover the important Ruhr targets. Oboe had its drawbacks
         in that initially a pair of ground stations could only control one aircraft at a time, but it was enough for the time being
         as the art of target marking was developed in January 1943.
     

      
      Guy Gibson had hoped his Lancasters would be used as part of the Main Force in an Oboe-marked experiment on the first day
         of the year. As others lounged before the mess fire reading details of the New Year’s Honours List knighthood for 3 Group
         C-in-C John Baldwin, he had the crews of five aircraft alerted for an attack on the Krupps works at Essen. But to the disappointment
         of the determined Gibson showers blanketed visibility and all flying was cancelled.
     

      
      It was not until the third day of the year that the weather improved enough for Gibson’s squadron to operate. They put up
         five aircraft of the nineteen Lancasters of 5 Group which would bomb on the marker flares of three PFF Mosquitos. Others were
         provided by 61 Sqn – which shared the airfield at Syerston with 106 – by 207 Sqn and by 9 and 44 Sqns. Among the aircrews
         on 9 Sqn’s battle order was that of F/Lt Douglas Lonsdale. His men included Canadian air gunner F/Sgt Robert Dickie, 23, and
         his friend RCAF W/O Robert Moore, a 20-year-old wireless operator.
     

      
      The two Canadians had been brought up in the small Vancouver Island fishing and logging town of Duncan. One day they had each taken the train from Duncan’s wooden railway station down to Victoria,
         caught the ferry to Vancouver and begun the long journey that now had Dickie complaining to himself of the cold as he prepared
         to test his guns in the pre-arranged area 25 miles out to sea while his fellow townsman protested at the flow of cabin heat,
         which on Lancasters came out underneath the wireless operator’s table.
     

      
      Waddington had proved an attractive posting for the Dominion airmen. As a pre-war station it had the comforts of hot showers
         and purpose-built billets, and nearby Lincoln’s eleventh-century cathedral and castle at the top of cobbled Steep Hill had
         offered a fascinating insight into a world they had only read of at school in rural British Columbia. A couple of weeks previously
         there had been even more to write home about when the king visited their RAF station.
     

      
      In the nose of Lonsdale’s A-Apple was a Canadian born in Victoria, only 36 miles south of Dickie and Moore’s home. F/O Kenneth
         Smith had been trained as a navigator, but was now operating as a bomb aimer in Lonsdale’s crew. The other three crewmen were
         engineer Sgt Bert Riley, 22, from Norbury, Surrey; navigator Sgt James Morris, 22, from Kidderminster, Worcestershire; and
         mid-upper gunner Sgt Arthur Smitherman, 21, from Tunbridge Wells, in Kent.
     

      
      As Lonsdale’s aircraft slowly turned from its hard-standing and rumbled along the dimly blue-lit perimeter track following
         the tail light of another Lancaster, his flight engineer juggled throttles and Lonsdale peered through the rain-spotted windscreen
         nervously tapping brake and rudder port and starboard to keep the lumbering giant on the centre line.
     

      
      This raid would take him and his crew within thirteen trips of the required thirty to be screened. He hoped there would be
         no repeat of the raid four weeks before when, as he released his bombs on Turin, an incendiary from an aircraft above penetrated
         his aircraft immediately in front of his windscreen and wrecked the autopilot. The bomb hadn’t caught fire, but a second which
         went through the roof of the airframe just behind the rear turret had, and Dickie, Moore and their flight engineer had fought
         to put the fire out. Lonsdale had then flown all the way back to the emergency airstrip at Woodbridge in Suffolk staring at the 4-lb
         incendiary lodged in the fuselage just in front of him, hoping the slipstream whipping through wouldn’t suddenly cause it
         to burst into flames.
     

      
      As the grey runway faded beneath his turret and the mass of Lincoln Cathedral receded in the darkness, Dickie had time to
         reflect on those stomach-churning operations stretching over the bitter months. In Bomber Command’s terms this trial raid
         on Essen of 3 January was an undoubted success as Oboe proved its accuracy. Bombs were reported to have hit the city centre,
         killing six. But the small numbers of aircraft involved made those taking part easy targets for the German night-fighter force
         and it was to be one of those nights for Bomber Command when more of its men were killed than those on the ground.
     

      
      Three Lancasters were lost and the first was that of Robert Dickie and Robert Moore. They died on the way back from Essen
         at 8.14 p.m. when F/Lt Lonsdale’s aircraft crashed in the Overhagense Weide on the north-east outskirts of Arnhem, after being
         attacked by an Me110 flown by Unteroffizier Christian Koltringer of III/NJG1 based at Twente in Holland. F/Lt Lonsdale and
         his crew were therefore the first of Harris’s men to be killed in action in 1943, a year of escalating attrition.
     

      
      At 31 Lonsdale was older than most aircrew and married. His wife, Patricia, received the news he was missing by Air Ministry
         telegram next day at their home in Westham, Sussex. A few days later it was followed by a letter from the squadron commander
         expressing sympathy for her anxiety. Then in the familiar litany of official unease there would follow the standard letter
         from Air Ministry ten days later telling of the ‘Air Council’s deep regret on learning that your husband F/Lt Douglas Herbert
         Scott Lonsdale is missing as a result of air operations ¾ January. If he is a PoW he should be able to communicate with
         you in due course.’ In two weeks the Red Cross would inform the Air Ministry from their regularly updated prisoner-of-war
         rolls that no one of the name F/Lt Douglas Lonsdale was in German hands and the official letter would go out to Mrs Lonsdale
         that her husband, previously reported as missing, must now be presumed to be dead.
     

      
      
      Within 24 hours Bomber Command returned to Essen with four Pathfinder Mosquitos and twenty-nine Lancasters of 1 Group to continue
         the Oboe experiment. Crews were briefed to attack from 23,000 feet on a constant speed and course, to test the new tactics
         on the two-mile-square Krupps complex in the centre of the town.
     

      
      The altitude was approximately twice that which aircrew had been used to bombing from in the previous year and reflected the
         changing tactics that would be so much a pattern of the bomber offensive of 1943. As it was, crews reported that the target
         was cloud covered and follow-up marking was on skymarkers, but again the attack was rated reasonably accurate with concentrated
         bombing north of the city centre, destroying forty-two buildings, damaging sixty-four and killing fourteen people. Two Lancasters
         were shot down, one of them from the Australian 460 Sqn – then at Breighton, near Selby – which was to lose more aircrew than
         any other Bomber Command squadron during the offensive.
     

      
      In four days the Oboe experiment would be carried to Duisburg with three Mosquitos marking for thirty-eight Lancasters of
         5 Group, then over the next five nights Essen would be raided four more times. The operations would find mixed success. On
         the night of the 12th, for instance, the Pathfinders failed utterly. The blind-marking equipment of the first PFF Mosquito
         became unserviceable, and the other three Pathfinder aircraft were late. Essen was not a target to hang around on and many
         Main Force bomb aimers released on dead reckoning. Some bombs fell on Essen, but others dropped on Remscheid, Solingen and
         on Wuppertal, from 12 to 20 miles south of the Krupps complex. The attack came only four days after PFF had been raised to
         full Group status and its commander, Don Bennett, then an air commodore, must have been an irritated man indeed.
     

      
      The introduction to the next operation on Essen, the following night, was little better. Two of the Oboe aircraft had to return
         without dropping their marker bombs. The third did manage to release, but its skymarkers failed to ignite and plunged through
         the cloud. Without help the sixty-six Main Force aircraft, all Lancasters again, came through and by luck a small concentration
         developed. A total of fifty-two buildings were destroyed. Among those killed were eleven French prisoners of war and six other foreign workers.
     

      
      It was a bad night for Guy Gibson’s 106 Sqn. Two of the missing four aircraft were from Syerston. Another of Gibson’s aircraft,
         piloted by Sgt P. N. Reed, came back to Britain with a dead gunner. Soon after releasing his bombs and leaving the target
         area his aircraft was attacked by an FW190 which raked the aircraft from tail to nose, then swept round for a frontal attack,
         its cannon shells blasting the aircraft from fore to aft. The mid-upper gunner was killed and the rear gunner wounded. Reed
         managed to shake the fighter off and nurse his badly damaged aircraft to land at a USAAF base at Hardwicke, Norfolk.
     

      
      Reed’s squadron comrade F/Sgt Lewis Burpee also had a frustrating night. Burpee had had to abandon the raid of the 8th because
         of an engine failure, abort that of the 11th because of a rear turret malfunction and on this occasion had to turn back again
         because the bomb aimer, Sgt James Bonson, had inadvertently jettisoned the entire bomb load while testing the bomb bay doors
         off the English coast. The air must have been blue as 25-year-old Burpee, known as a press-on type, felt the Lancaster leap
         upwards when the Cookie and incendiaries fell harmlessly in the sea.
     

      
      With this fourth raid on Essen in a row Harris and Bennett decided they had discovered enough and ended the Oboe trials. Bomber
         Command’s Operational Research section had been able to estimate that Oboe was likely to be accurate over enemy territory
         to within 650 yards. Much else had been learned. Timing was obviously the key for Main Force to follow up on the Oboe flares,
         and development was needed on a ground marker. Too many of the parachute skymarkers dripping their candles of light against
         the blackness had drifted off the aiming point in the strong January winds before the ‘heavies’ could bomb.
     

      
      There had also been maintenance problems with the new Lancaster, and other aircraft had shown their shortcomings as squadrons
         were now ordered to fly routinely at up to 20,000 feet – twice the height most had been used to – to give crews a chance of
         escaping the marksmanship of the increasing flak battalions.
     

      
      
      With the two Berlin raids out of the way Harris was ready to turn to the Ruhr in earnest and rapidly ruin its armament industries.
         But there now occurred what he described in his memoirs as ‘one of the most infuriating episodes in the whole course of the
         offensive’.1

      
      He was diverted from his aim by Admiralty requirements to wreck the U-boat bases of Lorient and St Nazaire. Average monthly
         sinkings of British shipping by U-boats throughout 1942 had been 289,000 tons, a figure far higher than could be replaced
         by launching new vessels. Britain’s ability to continue the war was approaching crisis point. Torpedoing of transatlantic
         supplies would peak at 385,000 tons in March 1943, then rapidly decline, largely as a result of the courageous capture of
         an Enigma machine from the sinking U-559 off Egypt on 13 December 1942, which meant the cryptographers at Bletchley Park were
         able to break the new Kriegsmarine codes. For the moment, however, the lost tonnage rate was crucial and an extremely worried
         Churchill provided a willing ear to Admiralty demands that Bomber Command help to stop the rot.
     

      
      Lorient and St Nazaire were the two main U-boat bases being used in the Battle of the Atlantic and the Royal Navy wanted these
         two French towns bombed flat. Harris could understand the desire, but took the view that the Germans weren’t fools and would
         take proper precautions to shelter any personnel who had to remain in port and disperse any vital workshops out of built-up
         areas. As for the U-boat shelters themselves – which Harris saw as the only worthwhile targets – they were protected by several
         feet of reinforced concrete, which in fact would prove bomb-proof.
     

      
      The Chief of the Air Staff, Air Chief Marshal Sir Charles Portal, also took the view that the bombing would have no effect
         except the destruction of old French towns. The First Sea Lord had his way, however, and on 14 January Harris received his
         orders to bomb Lorient, St Nazaire, Brest and La Pallice in that order and to cause the ‘effective devastation of the whole
         area in which are located the submarines, their maintenance facilities, and the services, power, water, light, communications
         and other resources on which their operations depend’.2

      
      That night 122 aircraft attacked Lorient. Pathfinder marking was accurate, but Main Force bombing became haphazard. It was the first time the new Canadian 6 Group put up aircraft for a bombing
         operation and they had nine Wellingtons and six Halifaxes on the battle order. It was also the night of the group’s first
         loss. P/O George Milne and his crew from 426 Sqn at Dishforth are thought to have gone down in the Channel.
     

      
      The next night Bomber Command were back over Lorient with 6 Group increasing their effort, supplying Halifaxes from 419 Sqn
         at Middleton St George and Wellingtons from 427 Sqn at Croft. Almost 800 buildings were destroyed in the attack, but casualties
         were light as the inhabitants had fled the town after the previous raid. The American gunner Reid Thomson was in an aircraft
         of 102 Sqn. He remembers:
     

      
      

         Our main load was incendiaries for that operation. When we landed and taxied to dispersal the ground crew came aboard and
            one of them opened the bomb bay doors. A lot of incendiaries we thought we had dropped clattered onto the tarmac. Luckily
            none of them went off. It was the only time I ever saw our pilot, S/Ldr Marshall, get mad. He really chewed that ground-crew
            guy out.3

     



      
      Bomber Command would be returning to Lorient seven more times in the next few weeks and eventually Grand Admiral Dönitz would
         report that it had been ‘rubbed out as a submarine base. No dog nor cat is left’. Crucially, as Harris predicted, Dönitz added:
         ‘Nothing but the submarine shelters remain.’4

      
      The Lorient raids were often carried out in appalling weather in January and February and the only successes Bomber Command
         could see for so much expenditure of effort and courage were damage to the U-boat slipways and power supplies – temporary
         disadvantages. On the debit side the Luftwaffe quickly responded to the threat by moving an extra eight units of heavy flak
         to Lorient, plus flak ships for the run-in.
     

      
      The worst weather would be experienced two days before the end of January. A total of 111 aircraft of 1, 4 and 6 Groups were
         dispatched to bomb Lorient’s U-boat pens, but few were able to find the target. New Zealander George Barclay had just become
         a member of 166 Sqn at Kirmington after it had been formed from the remnants of 142 and 150 Squadrons. He was a 19-year-old veteran Wellington pilot
         of both, having lied about his age to join the army at 15, then transferred to the RNZAF for aircrew training.
     

      
      Of the twelve crews 166 Sqn dispatched to Lorient on the 29th only six reached the target. There was no Pathfinder marking
         and that and the weather resulted in scattered bombing. F/Sgt Barclay remembers:
     

      
      

         The night was stormy with a north-east wind of about 70 knots at 18,000 feet. I had been to Lorient and St Nazaire before
            and classified them as easy, so the intense flak this time was a shock. We arrived early over the target because of the strong
            tail wind.
        

         The return trip was far longer than usual. I went out to sea for about 100 miles and then resumed course for base. This dodged
            the wind, but it took one and a half hours longer to get home. My navigator, P/O Bert Marion, RCAF, got a rocket because he
            plotted a course off the map, onto the chart table and back onto the map – about 150 miles up the edge. The navigation leader
            was not amused and gave him the Pilot Officer Prune award.5

     



      
      One unofficial 419 Sqn crewman was on the raid. F/Lt Alec Cranswick, newly posted to the squadron, took his pet Alsatian,
         Kluva, along. Cranswick, like all the other airmen on the operation, found the conditions to be appalling. He lifted off from
         Middleton St George’s glistening wet runway at 1654 and climbed out to sea in lashing rain.
     

      
      An electrical storm battered his Halifax, then the aircraft drifted over Guernsey where flak positions opened up. Over the
         target itself he found the guns ‘heavy and accurate’ and when he finally got back to base seven hours and fifteen minutes
         later his undercarriage collapsed as he rolled to a stop. Cranswick, whose dog had over twenty-five hours of air time, vowed
         he’d never take him flying again.*6

      
      By the middle of February Bomber Command had made 2,000 sorties to Lorient and even the Admiralty were beginning to accept that nothing more could be achieved. In February and early March
         three heavy attacks, the first by 400 aircraft, would be carried out against St Nazaire. It was only after furious arguments
         that the Admiralty failed to gain acceptance for their demand that Brest and Bordeaux also be eradicated. Churchill, as Minister
         of Defence, backed Harris.
     

      
      The C-in-C was by now fuming that the Germans had had time to prepare for his industrial bomber offensive. Harris wrote in
         his peacetime memoirs about the attacks on Lorient and St Nazaire: ‘The only effect that they had on the course of the war
         was to delay the opening of the Battle of the Ruhr and the main bomber offensive against Germany by nearly two months.’7

      
      However, he had been able to raid Germany seven more times in January, including the three Berlin operations, after the order
         to come to the Admiralty’s aid. On 21 January he had experimented by sending seventy-nine Lancasters to Essen to see how they
         got on without the aid of Oboe marking. But ten-tenths cloud over the target meant bomb aimers dropped blindly on only an
         estimate of where their aircraft was. Four Lancasters didn’t come back, two of them from 103 Sqn at Elsham Wolds. Ted Laing
         was the plump, fresh-faced Australian skipper of one of them, F-Freddie.
     

      
      His crew of three Australians and three Englishmen had been due to go on leave that day, but it had been scrubbed because
         the squadron was short for the Essen raid. As fellow Australian airmen watched him and his crew prepare for the op they had
         a premonition he would not be returning. Laing, a former teacher, lifted off from Elsham in F-Freddie at 1743. He was caught
         by a night fighter shortly under two hours later, as he neared the German border from eastern Holland.
     

      
      The night-fighter pilot, Feldwebel Theodor Kleinhenz,* had taken off from III/NJG1 in Twente, north of Enschede, Holland, a short time before in his Me110. In his report later
         he said: ‘We were asked to go to Enschede where a British plane was coming from the east. We saw the plane and it suddenly started to weave. We were below it, pulled up our machine vertically and fired into the left wing between the
         two engines.’8

      
      In Enschede an 8-year-old boy saw F/Sgt Laing’s Lancaster shot down. Gerrit Zijlstra recalls:

      
      

         It was about 7.30 at night when I heard the RAF going over. I stood outside our house in the garden when I saw tracer in the
            north-east from right to left. Suddenly the flashes turned into a fireball heading in our direction. I ran into the house
            to warn my parents: ‘A burning plane is coming straight for us.’ My family and our neighbours all came out and started running
            down the street heading towards some open meadows. As I looked behind, the burning plane made a sharp turn then hit the ground.
            Later I was told the Lancaster crashed in a field near a factory. The plane was burnt out and the crew are buried in the local
            cemetery.9

     



      
      On the other side of town someone took a photograph of F/Sgt Laing’s Lancaster exploding, with the four blazing fuel tanks
         fluttering down behind the burning fuselage, and later gave it to Gerrit Zijlstra.
     

      
      HARRIS would undoubtedly have preferred to raid Essen with more aircraft than a mere seventy-nine, his experiments with Oboe skymarkers
         having ended, but a combination of bad weather, the two Berlin raids and continuing mechanical problems from operations now
         being flown at twice the average altitude of the previous year had strained his resources. For instance, 50 Sqn put up six
         aircraft, but four returned after jettisoning their bombs, one with W/T failure, a second because the rear turret was unserviceable,
         a third with intercom problems and the fourth because of gun and oxygen gremlins.
     

      
      57 Sqn, which was operating off grass runways at Scampton, was having a miserable month because the airfield was waterlogged
         more often than not. Operations ordered on four occasions had been cancelled because of the state of the runways. For the
         Essen raid on the 21st six aircraft managed to take off, but three aborted – one with oxygen failure within 50 miles of the
         target.
     

      
      
      While aiding the Navy by hitting the U-boat bases Harris was also called on to help the Admiralty by providing crews for regular
         mine-laying sorties and on the same night as the Essen raid his staff alerted Wellington and Halifax bases to put up seventy
         aircraft for a very large-scale mining operation off the Frisians. It met with heavy opposition from flak ships and six aircraft
         were lost.
     

      
      F/Sgt Edwin Jury, a 20-year-old RAF mid-upper gunner on 419 Sqn, had begun his operational career over Lorient only six days
         before, but found laying mines much more terrifying. He recalls:
     

      
      

         It was the only time on ops I prayed to the Good Lord to get me out. As we flew in to drop the mines at about 800 feet five
            or six flak ships opened up and I could see these tennis balls of flak whizzing sideways across the water towards us.
        

         We were so low they had to depress their guns and all this stuff was going over us. I knew if we got hit we’d go straight
            in without a chance. We didn’t fire back. We were always told not to unless you had to. There was certainly no future in pointing
            yourself out to a flak ship.10

     



      
      On the 23rd, 121 aircraft were sent to Lorient but another eighty aircraft went to Düsseldorf with three Mosquitos to lead
         the way. Two Lancasters were lost after bombing through the ten-tenths cloud and the bad weather meant diversions for many
         aircraft on return. The pilot of a 207 Sqn Lancaster was the victim of oxygen failure, one of the continuing problems as engineering
         officers tried to adapt aircraft to the new requirements of high-level bombing. P/O E. M. Thompson was on his way to Düsseldorf
         at 22,000 feet when he passed out. As the aircraft went into a dive he came to, but anoxia meant he couldn’t see his instruments.
         The flight engineer guided him down to 8,000 feet where the bomb aimer jettisoned the bomb load. The shocked pilot managed
         to get the aircraft home, but on landing away from base at Scampton failed to flare in time over the threshold and bent the
         starboard outer propeller.
     

      
      For four nights Halifax and Lancaster crews were rested. Reid Thomson went to a dance and found that not everybody in blacked-out Britain was prepared to forgive the naivety of young men a long
         way from home. He recalls:
     

      
      

         I got high in the sergeants’ mess with another guy I flew with and we decided to walk into Pocklington to a hop. My buddy
            Mitch had a flashlight in his hand and a policeman stopped him and told him to turn it off. Mitch asked: ‘Why? There’s nothing
            here the Germans would want to blow up and we would know an hour before.’ The cop grabbed Mitch by his shirt and tie. I grabbed
            the cop and said, ‘Get your cotton-picking hands off him, he came with me and will go back with me.’
        

         The cop turned him loose and we went to the dance, but another night the same policeman got my buddy about some infraction
            with his bike. He called at the squadron three times to serve a summons before they would let him in and Mitch eventually
            had to pay a fine.11

     



      
      The hop would be Sgt Thomson’s last social engagement until after the war. He was about to take part in an operation to test
         the effectiveness of Oboe ground markers for the first time, which would cost him his freedom and three crew members their
         lives.
     

      
      There were two new elements to this Düsseldorf raid which would set the pattern for future raids on German cities. First –
         after the disappointment of seeing skymarkers drift off their aiming points – Mosquito crews would drop ground markers to
         burst and cascade just above the aiming point and secondly Pathfinder Lancasters would back up the TIs with flares and high
         explosive to keep the centre alight for Main Force rumbling and roaring along behind.
     

      
      For the period the Düsseldorf operation was a major effort, calling in 124 Lancasters and thirty-three Halifaxes. The Halifax
         was now showing its limitations compared to the Lancaster. It couldn’t reach the 20,000-feet height band required to avoid
         the worst of the heavy flak. Unlike the Wellington and the Stirling the aircraft would be needed as an alternative to the
         Lancaster for much of the rest of the bombing war and would eventually undergo more changes than any Allied heavy bomber.
         But as a stop gap in the first winter of 1943 the Mk II Halifax was having its front and mid-upper turrets removed at aircraft factories or on
         station in a temporary attempt to give extra height for what was lost in firepower.
     

      
      Reid Thomson found himself drafted in as a spare gunner on one of the newly adapted Halifax Mk IIs with one turret. It was
         the first time the adaptation was being used by 102 Sqn and Thomson had a premonition his trip to Düsseldorf would be one-way.
         ‘I gave a buddy all my money before we went,’ he says, ‘and I told him: “If we don’t make it, get drunk on me.” I had never
         worried about a particular operation before, but that time I had a strong feeling something would go wrong.’12

      
      Thomson’s pilot, F/Lt Bruce Lindsay, had been briefed to go in in the first wave of Main Force then orbit the target to report
         on results of the bombing. Lindsay hoped for an uneventful op. He’d made a date with a WAAF on the base for the following
         night.
     

      
      As Thomson settled in for the bomb run with a crew of strangers, flak began to rock the aircraft. In the blacked-out streets
         below, the sirens wailed and a Wehrmacht unit prepared to disembark from a train at the main railway station. But the station
         was among the first buildings to be hit by high-explosive bombs blasting a path for incendiaries, and twenty-three soldiers
         died and nearly 170 were injured, lying trapped in the wrecked train.
     

      
      Thomson’s Canadian bomb aimer, F/Lt Gerald O’Hanley, released the Halifax’s load, then a flak shell burst in a red ball close
         by, peppering the fuselage and wounding him. F/Lt Lindsay banked and dived away to observe the results of the raid, but in
         the confusion as smoke drifted through the fuselage the bomb aimer and navigator clipped on their chutes and jumped out. The
         wireless operator saw them go and thought the pilot had ordered a bale-out, so rapidly followed through the front hatch. Of
         the three, only two opened their parachutes successfully. F/Lt O’Hanley died as he hit the ground, his chute still intact
         in its chest pack.
     

      
      More bombs were now tumbling down on the Ruhr town, hitting ten industrial firms and nine public buildings including the opera
         house, spreading blooms of red and white fire across the streets amid the crash and thud of falling masonry. The ground markers dropped over a thin cloud layer were helping to concentrate bombing in the
         south of Düsseldorf.
     

      
      F/Lt Lindsay called the navigator for a course and discovered only he, the flight engineer, Sgt Bill Bennett, and tail gunner
         Thomson were still on board. Thomson remembers: ‘The flak was still bursting and we flew up the Ruhr valley all the time being
         shot at.’
     

      
      Some of the flak over the target hit the aircraft of F/Lt Henry Maudslay, of 50 Sqn, who had begun his second tour on New
         Year’s Day and would die on the Dams Raid in May. He bombed on the last green marker after searching for a break in the cloud,
         but without seeing any result. Maudslay set course for Skellingthorpe with holes in both wings.13

      
      Meanwhile Lindsay climbed above cloud to orientate with the stars and discovered he was flying east, the wrong direction.
         Says Thomson:
     

      
      

         He banked round and I saw the burning target again then Lindsay headed west. After a good while we dropped a flare to see
            where we were and I could see water, which I realised later was the Zuider Zee. We came out over an airfield on the western
            side, lit up like peacetime and thought we were over England so Lindsay lost altitude to prepare for a landing. The flak started
            floating up at us and I told the pilot to get out of there quick.
        

     



      
      The lost Halifax droned on over the sea desperately short of fuel and the skipper turned back and ordered Thomson to jump
         as soon as he saw land. Waiting edgily by the rear door, Thomson saw Terschelling come up and went out at 2,000 feet, tumbling
         over as the Halifax’s tailplane passed above him, then pulling the D-ring on his chest pack and feeling the sharp jerk on
         his harness as the parachute opened. ‘I came down fast,’ says Thomson, ‘and landed smack on my back, hurting it and my shoulders.
         As I lay there I heard the plane droning away into the distance.’
     

      
      As the silence of the night closed around him Thomson slowly got to his feet and stumbled to a nearby farmhouse. He shouted
         ‘RAF’, but the farmer refused to open up. He lurched on until he came across a canal, then walked along the towpath until
         he found a road. ‘There I spotted two Germans on bicycles,’ he remembers. ‘They shouted something so I just replied: “ja, ja”. Wrong answer. They unshouldered their rifles
         and one fired a warning shot. I put my hands up and they took me to their HQ.’
     

      
      Within days Thomson would find only he, plus the navigator and wireless operator who bailed out over the target, were survivors
         of the Halifax crew. F/Lt Lindsay was unable to keep his date with the WAAF. He died with the flight engineer while trying
         to crash-land in Holland.
     

      
      AS the snow, sleet and gales of January turned to what the forecasters saw as a brief period of settled cold weather Harris
         at last found an opportunity to test the new device of H2S against Hamburg. The crews of a predominantly Lancaster force of
         148 aircraft of 1 and 5 Groups were briefed for Europe’s biggest port on the afternoon of 30 January. As it turned out, the
         results of the operation were not immediately encouraging for the future of the new radar aid.
     

      
      H2S, the second great technological step forward in the 1943 bomber offensive, had been developed by the Telecommunications
         Research Establishment after a happy accident while experimenting in 1941 with airborne interception radar at their headquarters
         near Swanage. An airborne experiment had started to produce a classic outline of the Isle of Wight when the scanner was pointing
         downwards.
     

      
      At the heart of H2S was the top secret cavity magnetron which transmitted very powerful bursts of electromagnetic energy to
         be transmitted at a very short wavelength. The cavity magnetron was so far ahead of its time Harris had had to enlist the
         support of Churchill to use it in aircraft over Germany.
     

      
      H2S worked by an aerial scanning the terrain below an aircraft and transmitting high frequency impulses. Depending on the
         surface the radio energy was reflected back to a greater or lesser degree and seen on a cathode ray tube. On a smooth surface
         such as the sea very little of the energy was reflected back, so the cathode ray tube showed that area as black. But on a
         built-up area the majority of energy was reflected back to the aircraft and that appeared as a bright outline in the approximate
         shape of the town. Its best use was over a city with large identifiable lakes or a port with a clear coastal outline. Hamburg was ideal and it was hoped
         to achieve a concentrated conflagration. It was not to be.
     

      
      Main Force, mainly Lancasters, scattered their bombs over a wide area on the 30 January raid, starting 120 separate fires.
         The Operational Research Section at High Wycombe calculated that 315 tons of bombs were dropped on the Hamburg conurbation,
         but many are thought to have fallen in the Elbe or nearby marshland. To many of the airmen, however, weaving their way through
         the silver lances of the searchlight belt and the gouts of flaming flak over eight-tenths cloud, it looked as if Hamburg was
         being severely punished. Henry Maudslay reported: ‘The dock area and the river was clearly seen and the PFF flares were on
         time and correctly placed. There were several really good fires in the town. The op was a complete success.’14

      
      Sgt Les Knight, also a 50 Sqn skipper who would join Maudslay on 617 Sqn for the Dams Raid, thought the ‘attack in the early
         stages showed signs of being well concentrated and accurate’.15

      
      The attack had roused the people of Hamburg from their beds shortly before 3 a.m. and sent them scurrying for the shelters.
         Aircraft from 106 Sqn were among the first on the target. Sgt Edward Markland, who had the redoubtable gunners Sgt Greep and
         Sgt Parry on board – now each up for the DFM for downing the Ju88 on the 17 January Berlin raid – saw ‘several fires burning
         below cloud’ when he bombed from 21,000 feet just before 3 a.m. on the pulsating glow of a red marker.16 His fellow 106 captain F/Lt E. L. Hayward had an alarming incident when his Lancaster entered a thunder cloud and ‘very severe
         static temporarily blinded the whole crew and slightly burned the wireless operator, F/Sgt E. H. Mantle’.17 As the bombers flew away they left a large railway bridge in ruins, which would prevent trains entering or leaving Hamburg
         for two days.
     

      
      The next morning eight Lancaster dispersals remained empty as the wintry dawn light picked out the grey runways, hangars and
         Nissen huts of the Lincolnshire airfields, though only five aircraft were missing over enemy territory, the rest crashing
         in England.
     

      
      The weather, which could be as formidable an enemy as Luftwaffe fighters or flak, had not been as forecast. Strong winds and freezing high-altitude temperatures had compounded problems both
         to and from the target. At Langar, 207 Sqn had detailed eight crews for Hamburg; one aircraft had been cancelled before take-off,
         but no fewer than five had returned early for a variety of reasons, only two going into the attack. At Syerston, 106 alerted
         seventeen crews, later reduced to fifteen, and five made early returns. At waterlogged Scampton eleven had been detailed by
         57 Sqn to take off on the grass runways and four had failed to reach the target because of a plethora of problems from hydraulic
         failure, icing and R/T gremlins to oxygen deficiency. The frustrated adjutant on 57 Sqn had been moved to report on his Form
         540 for the month: ‘Crews were briefed on ten occasions for which ops were subsequently cancelled. The strain on aircraft
         and crews is evident in the number of early returns and cancellations.’18

      
      The gales, snow, rain and fog beating, sweeping, sheeting and insidiously penetrating every crack and crevice of eastern England’s
         airfields had made it a dreadful month to try to wage war. But during it Bomber Command had introduced not one, but two vital
         bombing aids which would ruin the Reich over the coming year, despite being diverted to conduct a campaign to help the Admiralty
         in the Battle of the Atlantic.
     

      
      In sunnier conditions, for ten days in January the political, naval, military and air chiefs of Britain and America had been
         meeting in whitewashed comfort by the side of the Atlantic deciding the future conduct of the war. They proposed and postulated
         in their Casablanca conference room, wrangled and reasoned, discoursed and debated and finally formulated among other matters
         a combined bombing policy designed to bring Germany first to her knees then to the surrender table swiftly afterwards.
     

      
      It would be handed to the C-in-Cs of RAF Bomber Command and the United States Eighth Air Force in early February as the Casablanca
         Directive, telling Harris and Ira C. Eaker what their objectives and aims would be.
     

      
      It was what Harris had been waiting for.

  



      
      
      CHAPTER THREE

      
      PIERCING THE GLOOM

      
      THE plain buff file marked Top Secret which arrived on Sir Arthur Harris’s desk at High Wycombe on 4 February would promote more
         destruction and disorder than any document in aerial warfare so far. It was tied with official white tape almost like a gift
         and it mirrored many of the recommendations he had made when striving in 1942 to build Bomber Command into the war-winning
         force he visualised.
     

      
      The Casablanca Directive spelled out in clear terms to himself and Ira Eaker, head of the USAAF Eighth Air Force Bomber Command:

      
      

         Your primary object will be the progressive destruction and dislocation of the German military, industrial and economic system
            and the undermining of the morale of the German people to a point where their capacity for armed resistance is fatally weakened.
        

     



      
      It went on:

      
      

         Within that general concept, your primary objectives, subject to the exigencies of weather and of tactical feasibility, will
            for the present be in the following order:
        

         a. German submarine construction yards.

         b. The German aircraft industry.

         c. Transportation.

         d. Oil plants.

         e. Other targets in enemy war industry.

     



      
      
      The document added that the order of priority could be varied to meet strategical needs and that other objectives important
         from a political or military point of view ‘must be attacked’, including Berlin, ‘which should be attacked when conditions
         are suitable for the attainment of specially valuable results unfavourable to the morale of the enemy or favourable to that
         of Russia’.
     

      
      IF January had been the month of Oboe, February would be the month of H2S. The five-week period taking in the first few days
         of March would be a time of experimentation with the new radar aid as a run-up to the Battle of the Ruhr.
     

      
      Hamburg would be attacked twice more, but on neither occasion would H2S bring the results it was designed to achieve. Cologne
         would also be attacked three times and the U-boat provision of the Casablanca Directive complied with by the Hamburg operations,
         and no fewer than four raids on Wilhelmshaven and its important submarine construction yards. Crews would also make the long
         haul all the way across Germany to Nuremberg. It would be a sign to the Nazi leaders that no German city was now safe. And
         that would include their own homes in Berlin, when the city was attacked successfully on the first night of March in a raid
         led by H2S-equipped Pathfinders.
     

      
      In Germany there was a growing awareness in February that Bomber Command was likely to make life much worse, and soon. The
         damage caused by the early January Essen raids, the two Berlin raids mid-month and on Düsseldorf on the 23rd had not been
         impressive, but – particularly in the case of a distant target such as Berlin – they were an indication of the RAF’s increasing
         strength.
     

      
      On 7 January the nominal order of battle of Bomber Command had shown thirty-one heavy bomber squadrons – of which fifteen
         were Lancaster equipped – and thirteen medium bomber squadrons, a front-line strength of less than 200. But by the end of
         February Harris would be able to send more than 400 bombers over a target and the multiplication for havoc would continue
         throughout the year. On 23 December, for instance, the battle order would be fifty-three and a half heavy squadrons and three and a half Mosquito squadrons. Thirty-two of those squadrons
         of heavies would be Lancasters. On an average night the C-in-C would have 1,072 heavy bombers at his disposal.1

      
      As icy January slid into frosty February the Command was being geared up notch by notch as pilots, navigators, wireless operators
         and air gunners passed out of the training production line in ever-increasing numbers for the great offensive ahead. Joining
         them would be Merlin-trained engine fitters, armourers, radar mechanics and electrical tradesmen. To support the increasing
         weight of attack, bomber station WAAF sections would also grow in size. In the middle of January the king had signed a proclamation
         ending the voluntary status of the WAAFs and ATS, and making all single girls of 19 liable for direction into the forces or
         industry. At the same time ten WAAF deputy assistant provost marshals had been appointed to keep the girls in line.
     

      
      There had already been a drain of women into fetching air force blue and advertisements in regional newspapers that winter
         begged for females to fill the gaps that were left, the unconsciously droll Jobs Vacant columns ranging from: ‘Are you doing
         all you can to help your country in this grave crisis? Part-time workers needed at a steam laundry’ to ‘Good strong women
         needed to work in timber yard’.
     

      
      The new reality across the North Sea in post-Stalingrad Germany was settling into private disquiet over the efficiency of
         air-raid defences. After all, Hitler Youth no more than 15 or 16 were now being drafted in to help man the flak posts. There
         was a contemporary joke that a soldier condemned to death was asked to choose his method of execution. He chose death by flak.
     

      
      The ‘happy time’ of summer conquest in 1940 and 1941 was a distant memory for Germans, making way for the cold facts of winter
         bombardment. Department stores in the big cities were closed, Berlin no longer had its luxury restaurants and bread consisted
         of one-third barley meal to two-thirds wheat. Savings in gas and electricity had been ordered and a burned-out 100-watt bulb
         could now only be replaced by a 60-watt type. Plans were being made to erect barrack-type housing for those who might lose their homes in the bombing. The cinemas provided some relief
         and proved a popular outlet – though much of the content was anti-Jewish vitriol from Propaganda Minister Josef Goebbels.
     

      
      The German civilian was asked to put his or her faith in the Kammhuber Line, a defensive early-warning network of radar-controlled
         fighter boxes protecting Germany and its occupied territories in a double string along the coast with another group of boxes
         around Berlin. It worked well where the RAF had only been able to put up small numbers of bombers on one raid, but it could
         only control one interception at a time and within months Britain would be regularly sending out 600 aircraft on a single
         operation, spread over an area of sky 150 miles long and 6 miles wide.
     

      
      For now, however, it would suffice, claiming three victims from the first of three raids in the month on Cologne. And one
         of the controlled night-fighter kills would have a far-reaching outcome, causing much finger waving and head shaking at the
         Admiralty. They had strongly opposed taking the secret magnetron valve – which was needed in anti-submarine radar in the Battle
         of the Atlantic – over enemy territory in Pathfinder H2S sets, but on only the second night H2S had been used over Germany
         a set fell into Nazi hands when the 7 Sqn Stirling of Bill Smith, a 23-year-old squadron leader, was shot down by Oberleutnant
         Reinhold Knacke of I/NJG1 on the return route south-east of Amsterdam. Only the gunners got out. Ironically Knacke, an experten with forty-four victories, died himself later that night. His aircraft with his body inside was found near the wreckage of
         a Halifax he had shot down.
     

      
      The H2S set, of which the Air Ministry had lately ordered 1,500 examples, was quickly dismantled from the wreckage of Smith’s
         aircraft and taken to the Telefunken works in Berlin. Within three weeks a commission would be set up by the Luftwaffe to
         study means of countering the device’s effectiveness. By September a detector device codenamed Naxos would be installed in
         a night fighter, able to home onto bomber H2S transmissions.
     

      
      It was not as if much could be claimed on the credit side for such a serious loss. The mainly Lancaster attack of 2 February had been intended as a further experimentation of Pathfinder techniques
         in which for the first time two Mosquitoes marked the aiming point on Oboe signal, then Pathfinder ‘heavies’ dropped their
         own markers using H2S alone.
     

      
      In fact it only led to confusion, some crews thinking that the Germans had dropped dummy flares. There was damage right across
         Cologne without any concentration of effort and the only significant loss to the enemy was six Cookies on a military aerodrome.
         Reid Thomson, now on his way by train to the Luftwaffe interrogation centre at Dulag Luft near Frankfurt, after baling out
         over Holland six days before, was an unwilling witness to his colleagues’ efforts.
     

      
      He recalls:

      
      

         I was with five other sergeants from another crew with two guards.* The locomotive stopped outside Cologne when the raid began and the big bombs were rocking the train. We couldn’t hear the
            planes going over, but we could see the searchlights crossing the sky and hear the loud explosions.
        

     



      
      When the sirens wailed the all-clear the train chugged slowly into Cologne’s main railway station and the prisoners were taken
         off and held overnight by the Luftwaffe. The next day the six prisoners were marched back to the terminus with the smell of
         burning buildings in their nostrils.
     

      
      Thomson admits:

      
      

         I was glad to have the guards with us. The civilians were quite mad at being bombed. The way I remember, briefings gave the
            target as a big square of a town, then the next raid another big square. I remember being told on at least one occasion: ‘If
            you destroy the workers’ houses they will not do much work having no place to eat or sleep.’2

     



      
      Twelve days later Bomber Command went back to Cologne and achieved a much better result. This time the force was numerically
         stronger at 243, but it was made up of Halifaxes, Stirlings and Wellingtons. Unlike the high-flying Lancaster these were poor competition
         for the flak and the percentage loss rate was higher, 3.7 per cent compared to 3.1 per cent. The Lancasters, 140 of them,
         had been sent to Milan to divert the Luftwaffe’s attention and keep up the pressure on the wavering Italians.
     

      
      The thirteen H2S-equipped Pathfinders met ten-tenths cloud over Cologne and had to use skymarkers, dropping their flares in
         clusters spread over 5 or 6 miles of the city. But Main Force – many of whom arrived before the Pathfinders – seized on them
         and later reconnaissance revealed widespread damage, including the gutting of 7½ acres of a machine tool plant. Nine aircraft
         were lost, seven of them claimed by night fighters in Holland and Belgium.
     

      
      One of those missing was a Wellington of 466 Sqn, newly formed at Leconfield. Sgt Norman Leonard was the wireless operator
         in the crew of the A-Flight deputy commander, F/Lt Bill Kirk.
     

      
      Sgt Leonard remembers:

      
      

         We had been to Lorient the day before and had landed away from base on the return. We didn’t get back to Leconfield until
            about lunchtime the next day and hadn’t expected to be operating that night. We were scheduled to be the first off, but due
            to a technical problem we took off half an hour later and became a straggler in the bomber stream. I know there wasn’t any
            weaving.
        

         We were descending over Belgium from 20,000 feet with a view to arriving over the target to bomb at 15,000 feet when there
            was a tremendous explosion amidships. It blew up the oil recuperator just aft of the main spar, sparked off the incendiaries
            in the bomb bay and set the aircraft’s fabric alight and killed the navigator, Sgt Bill Smith, outright. I have little doubt
            that the sheet of armour plate between me and the navigator protected me from the full force of the blast.
        

         The bomb aimer, Sgt Ray Bentley, who was already in position, was ordered to jettison our load. Our skipper made gallant attempts
            to blast out the flames extending from midships to aft by putting the plane into a sharp dive, but to no avail. At 10,000 feet or so he gave the order to abandon. I followed Ray Bentley from the
            forward hatch. I remember preparing to jump and falling into the darkness and then nothing.
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