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PREFACE


The research which led to this book began as a simple attempt to find out more about the events which took place over Germany on 7 April 1945. Many works which examine Luftwaffe activity during the closing stages of the war in Europe give vague details regarding a special operation mounted that day against US Eighth Air Force bombers. All these accounts give enough detail to interest the reader but little more. After more than fifty years, and with so many facts revealed about the 1939–45 war, surely it would prove a simple task to find a full account of this operation.


In fact it proved to be almost impossible using existing references. As more sources were examined, more conflicting evidence was revealed. How large had this operation been? How had it been formed? Was the unit—as had been frequently been suggested—a suicide formation linked somehow to the so-called Selbstopfermänner (literally, ‘self-sacrifice men’)? Even the name of the unit was in doubt. Was it Rammkommando ‘Elbe’ or Lehrgang ‘Elbe’, or did it carry the evocative name which has been linked to many late-war operations—‘Wehrwolf’? The account which appeared to offer the most help was that in the book written by Herr Hajo Herrmann, the Luftwaffe officer whose name was linked with the planning behind the unit and its operation. However, Herr Herrmann does not dwell in detail upon the battle fought over Germany on 7 April 1945, allocating a mere handful of pages to the subject.


So began a time-consuming and often confusing search for the truth. Through good fortune, two early contacts were to prove the most valuable. The first was the German author Herr Ulrich Saft, who had already spent much of his time researching similar subject matter and had been able to meet with many of those involved. Much of the information relating to the Luftwaffe operations has been confirmed by Herr Saft in his book Das Bittere Ende der Luftwaffe. The detailed investigation carried out by Herr Saft has provided a source of information which would otherwise have been unavailable.


The second contact was to prove even more important. The author was informed by Herr Herrmann that a veterans’ group had been established for those involved in the ‘Elbe’ operation and was then pleased to be put in touch with Herr Werner Zell, who was closely linked to the founding and running of this group. By means of a lengthy correspondence with an ever-patient Herr Zell, himself a survivor from 7 April 1945, the author was able to find answers to many of the remaining questions. Without the starting point provided by Herr Saft’s book and without the kind help offered by Herr Zell, the present work would not have been possible, and the author is indebted to these two gentlemen.


In preparing this work the author also returned to unpublished official records of the Eighth Air Force’s operations of 7 April 1945. This has allowed a list of events to be built up using first-hand information, prepared only a matter of hours after the events themselves took place. It has, then, been possible to assemble the framework, as it were, around the picture of the mission flown by the ‘Elbe’ force. Wherever possible, combats have been described from the point of view of each side, although of course the individual incidents were confused and much detail has proved difficult to confirm. However, in these instances the author has avoided the temptation simply to follow the narratives provided by earlier works—even that by Herr Saft. By examining the reports prepared by bomber crews and staff of the Eighth Air Force and from contacts made with the survivors, it has proved possible to match some of the events and actions. Where the chaotic skirmishes clouded the story some assumptions have been made, but in other cases the reader is provided only with confirmed facts. To many readers the events described in the early chapters will be well known, but it is felt that in order to understand the formation and operation of ‘Elbe’ such background information—for example, General Galland’s ‘Grosse Schlag’ and the career of Hajo Herrmann—needs to be re-stated.


A word of thanks must go to all those who have helped in the research for this book, and to one further person—the author’s wife Gillian, who supported the project and provided the necessary encouragement for it to be completed.
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INTRODUCTION


Throughout mankind’s unending commitment to, and long fascination with, warfare, many actions during the ages have stood as memorials to the ultimate in courage and sacrifice. When examined in retrospect, how such actions are judged depends very much on the side with which one’s alliances lie. Deeds of self-sacrifice can be described simultaneously as displaying both courage and stupidity—even a misguided fanaticism.


In the all too numerous conflicts which have touched the lands occupied by man, time and again examples can be found of the few standing fast against the many. In the ancient world, the courage of a small number of Spartan warriors, led by their king Leonidas, in defending the strategic pass of Thermopylae in 480 BC against the greater numerical strength of a Persian army became a symbol of determined resistance. By an act of self-sacrifice these troops provided a valuable breathing space, which facilitated the successful evacuation of Athens, until that moment threatened by the invading Persian forces. By their refusal to yield to superior numbers and by their disciplined resistance, the warriors of Sparta provided the standard against which all future defending forces would be judged.


At Mesada in AD 73 the resistance of a Jewish fortress besieged by a large formation from the all-conquering legions of Rome provides an example of the refusal to yield to an army of occupation. Even in the knowledge that their resistance was doomed to failure, the occupants of Mesada remained immovable. After two years of siege, with the Roman forces about to breach the walls of their fortress, over 960 men, women and children committed suicide rather than relinquish their independence to Rome.


In examining the worldwide conflict of 1939–45 it is the kamikaze pilots of Imperial Japan which are most often used to illustrate such ultimate actions. However, whilst these pilots were following an ancient military code which taught that such actions were right and proper, it is also possible to make a comparison with the actions of Royal Air Force pilots. Such pilots flying as a part of the Advanced Air Striking Force who flew their outclassed Fairey Battles against the Sedan bridges in May 1940, and even Fighter Command’s daring ‘Few’ who protected the skies over Britain in later months, could be judged to have displayed similar courage and self-sacrifice. During the final frantic weeks of the dying Third Reich a comparable, though much less well documented, commitment was made by young pilots of the Luftwaffe.


By September 1944 Allied forces were exerting what was to prove fatal pressure in their stranglehold of the Reich. Within the increasingly desperate remains of the Third Reich many proposals were considered by German commanders—plans which would stop or even repel the invading enemy forces. Whilst facing the unending onslaught from the feared Soviets in the East, the Reich was being forced to endure a ceaseless bombardment by the aircraft of both the RAF and the United States Army Air Forces, whose aircraft roamed at the head of the relentlessly advancing Allied formations.


The once mighty Luftwaffe had been reduced by both combat attrition and bombardment to a mere shadow of its former glory. With the seemingly invincible Allied air forces visible daily over what remained of the Reich, civilians and ground forces alike had come to view the remnants of Reichsmarschall Göring’s force, especially the fighters of the Jagdwaffe, with distaste and scorn. The promise of ‘wonder weapons’ offered the only encouragement to those still involved in the daily battle of survival. Plans for counter-attacks or a concentration of forces to repel these invaders existed in profusion, but all such hopes depended on one vital ingredient—a Luftwaffe force able to gain the upper hand over its adversaries.


To both members of the armed forces and their leaders, a means to gain this vital control did exist: the Luftwaffe’s jet aircraft. What was needed was a breathing space in which this force could be built, strengthened and fully trained. Having endured over six years of continued combat, the Luftwaffe was left with few experienced leaders. Those who had survived through exceptional skill and excessive good fortune would be required to lead any rebuilt force. It was therefore essential that the proposals being drafted allowed this nucleus to pass on their knowledge.


How could this be accomplished, whilst still providing the means to stop the Allied air bombardment and gain some form of air superiority? To complicate matters further the Luftwaffe suffered two further shortages, firstly of fuel and secondly of ammunition. It was therefore clear that any renewed attempt to use the Jagdwaffe had to rely upon action of a very limited scale.


This limitation ruled out any attempt to remove the threat from Allied fighter-bombers and medium bombers based on the European mainland. Such an operation, ‘Bodenplatte’ (Baseplate), had been attempted on 1 January 1945 and resulted in a carefully collected fighter force being wasted in a costly ground-attack mission. The requirements for a further series of operations against the Allies’ forward air bases could not be met within the required time scale. Whilst the Jagdwaffe was able to offer some protection to its own bases, greatly enhanced by still effective flak units, it was incapable of turning its surviving Geschwader to offensive operations. The aircraft from both the US Ninth Air Force and the RAF’s 2nd Tactical Air Force would have to be allowed to continue their operations until the Jagdwaffe was able to turn its jets against them.


The options had therefore become limited to some form of small-scale operation, requiring limited quantities of fuel and weapons and reliant upon relatively inexperienced air crews. The target would have to be concentrated, the results obtained from, if possible, a single mission. Highly developed fighter tactics would not be essential and extended combat was to be avoided


The spring skies over Europe were to provide the inspiration. Daily the massed formations of four-engine Eighth Air Force bombers, the hated Viermöte, left their trails as they flew on towards targets within the remaining German-controlled areas. Flying virtually unchallenged, this force was able to destroy production facilities and supply networks essential to future plans. If the intruding aircraft could be stopped, it would be possible to carry out the required rebuilding and the transportation system could be used to move the essential supplies.


An attack upon one such Eighth Air Force raid seemed to offer a large target, would require only a single operation and would provide a highly visible success. What remained uncertain was the means by which this could be accomplished, while to ensure some form of survival for the remaining forces it had to be carried out at the earliest opportunity.




 


 


1. THE OPPOSITION


The Luftwaffe of 1945 was not the seemingly invincible force with which Adolf Hitler launched his Blitzkreig upon Europe in 1939. As an essential part of the Reich’s war machine, it had been blooded over Spain during the Civil War, and many of the tactics and weapons with which it would fight the forthcoming conflict had been tried and tested in support of General Franco’s forces.


Having grown from a strength of 1,100 officers and 17,000 men in 1935, by 1939 the Luftwaffe had expanded to some 15,000 officers and 370,000 men. This expansion, and the demands placed upon the service, led to a lack of cohesion in decision-making, planning and what has been called ‘strategic competence’. Although those in command of the force were often quick to seek the required expertise in the various disciplines required within a modern air force, the circumstances of its birth and its formative years were to lead to the Luftwaffe possessing a collection of experts in their own limited fields, with limited vision. According to Murray, ‘[The Luftwaffe] officer corps showed a lack of understanding of the larger issues involving the interrelation between air power and national strategy, defects which may indeed have been nothing less than fatal.’


Following the death in 1936 of General Walther Wever, the Luftwaffe’s first Chief of Staff (and an officer whose First World War service had led to his being considered as a possible Army Commander-in-Chief prior to his appointment in 1937), the force was led by a succession of officers who lacked the vision and strategic insight required to command such a vital organization. Despite the image conveyed to the rest of the world, the Luftwaffe of 1939 was already limited to reactive operations, missions which were forced upon it by daily political demands and increasingly by urgent operational requirements.


Having itself been convinced by the effectiveness and decisiveness of its Blitzkreig tactics, the Luftwaffe was ill-prepared for a lengthy period of combat. With the small-scale production plans of 1939 behind schedule and with a limited number of trained air crews, its leadership believed that both German technical expertise and the qualitative superiority of its equipment would prove more than enough to cope quickly with any enemy it encountered. For an air force finding itself required to support the operations of a Leader with Europe-wide or even world-wide ambitions, these deficiencies would prove fatal. The scale of the conflict ensured that the Luftwaffe of 1939 faced a steady attrition, resulting in a decline in both its numerical superiority and also in its combat capability.


Many of those involved in the Luftwaffe tried as best they could to awaken their leaders to the dangers about to descend upon them. In 1943 the growth of the combined Allied bomber forces was clearly understood by many to be the greatest danger facing Germany, but when in October 1943 General-feldmarschall Milch attempted to build up fighter strength in order to protect the Reich he was severely criticized by Reichsmarschall Göring, who even went so far as to dismiss the forecast build-up in USAAF strength as being totally fanciful and beyond American industrial capacity. When Milch attempted to carry his concern to his Führer he was again rebuffed: both senior men refused to accept that defence demanded any urgent attention. At a time when the USAAF were still learning the lessons of long-range operations and had yet to find their perfect escort fighter, the Luftwaffe found itself constantly hindered by its commanders. In an ‘Ultra’ transmission intercepted in October 1943, the Reichsmarschall personally criticized what he saw as a wasteful experiment being carried out by fighter units. The measure he referred to was the introduction of drop tanks, which allowed the fighters to range further in their battle against the bombers. These tanks were being jettisoned before combat, and Göring saw this as an example of extravagance and deserving of a personal reproach. It is true that by 1943 Göring had already begun his slide from power and his detachment from the realities facing Germany. The bold fighter ace of 1918 was finding it difficult to come to terms with the technical side of modern warfare and to accept the growing costs of Hitler’s war. In his account of events, Albert Speer records that he had already begun to dismiss the value of the Reichsmarschall: ‘Göring had relapsed into his lethargy, and for good. He did not wake up again until he was on trial in Nuremberg.’


By the summer of 1944 the Luftwaffe, designed to support the operations of an offensive Panzer force, had been placed on the defensive. With the Allied foothold in Normandy, it was now required to fight a war on four fronts: the skies over Normandy, the Mediterranean, the Eastern Front and, increasingly, the skies over the Reich.


Despite the increasing demands for protection from both industry and the Fatherland itself, Hitler demanded that a offensive bomber capability be retained. The maintenance of this force, together with a desire to expand its capabilities, placed a growing strain upon the finite resources available. However, even with the planned introduction of revolutionary aircraft types, it is doubtful if the bomber force, the Kampfgruppen, would have been able to achieve any form of strategic victory. With Allied forces holding such a dominant position in the skies over Europe, to rebuild the bomber force would have required a Luftwaffe able to achieve some measure of air superiority to remove the constant threat imposed by roving Allied fighters and bombers. It is clear that, even to establish a force able to achieve the hoped-for retaliation, a strong and sizable defensive fighter force was demanded. Not until September 1944, when the desperate fuel shortages became impossible to ignore, did Hitler finally concede that the bomber force should be replaced as the most urgent priority. Ultimately it was not to be the requirements of offering protection to his borders or even defending his cities which forced Hitler to alter his priorities. It was instead a belated realization of the effect of the Allied bombing offensive upon the Reich’s vital industry and its transportation infrastructure.


When called upon, the Luftwaffe was unable to provide a defensive force capable of meeting the now critical requirements of its leaders. Its fighters were already attempting to protect too large an area with too few resources. The scale of operations and the relentless campaign had forced the Luftwaffe to depend upon the proven fighters: in order to maintain a force to face the continued Allied offensive, the fighter units had no breathing space to develop and then introduce new types. This led to the Jagdwaffe remaining a force equipped with the Focke-Wulf Fw 190 and Messerschmitt Bf 109, the latter a type which had reached the limits of its development. By 1943 this had led to a position where the Allies, even the Soviet Union, had caught up and overtaken the Luftwaffe in standards of equipment and levels of trained crews.


When this inadequacy became apparent, it brought upon the leadership of the Luftwaffe the full wrath of an enraged Hitler. Summoned to a meeting on 3 September 1944, General der Flieger Werner Kreipe, the successor to Generaloberst Korton, was forced to endure a torrent of abuse from his Führer, who dismissed all those in the Luftwaffe whom he considered had shown an inability to defend the country. The meeting ended with the announcement that henceforth all Luftwaffe units, except those equipped with the new jets, were to be disbanded. The defence of the Reich from that point forward was to be concentrated upon a flak force, which was to be tripled in size. Although this pronouncement was never carried through, it illustrates the tightrope walked daily by those who, in theory at least, had the task of commanding the Luftwaffe. Failure in the eyes of Hitler could not be excused, and, as many were to find to their cost, that failure carried a very high price. For the Luftwaffe, already operating with minimal stockpiles of fuel, the failure to provide Hitler with the victories he demanded also resulted in the force having to compete for continued supplies. With the Panzer armies occupying pride of place, the Luftwaffe, which had once operated so closely with the Army, was forced to curtail even the reconnaissance flights which were so vital to ground operations.


To understand how the Luftwaffe, especially the Jagdwaffe fighter force, found itself in such a grave position it is necessary to examine the forces it was required to operate against. Although the battles fought against Polish, Dutch and French forces cannot be ignored, it was to be the combat operations in what became daily battles of attrition with the Royal Air Force and the United States Army Air Forces which determined its ultimate fate. It is important to remember that, even by the end of 1939, the battles had started to extract a considerable cost. Both the scale of the war which erupted and the increasing levels of attrition reduced any advantages that may have existed in the Luftwaffe’s technical expertise and in the qualitative superiority of its aircraft. Valuable pilots and vital aircraft were lost during the initial phase of operations in Europe. Even more importantly, the support infrastructure essential to replace such losses was ill-prepared for the demands now placed upon it by war.


The Royal Air Force


Of all the battles fought by the Luftwaffe during the period 1939–45, its fight against the bombers, launched from the airfields of England, was to prove the most crucial to the survival of the Adolf Hitler’s ‘Thousand-Year Reich’. Having gone to war in 1939 with a bomber arm that was intended to act as its principle weapon, the Royal Air Force in fact possessed a force which quickly proved to be inadequate for the massive task now required of it. In its first operation of the war, Bomber Command launched 29 aircraft, a mix force of twin-engine Bristol Blenheims and Vickers Wellingtons, in a daylight raid against German shipping in Wilhelmshaven harbour. Only fifteen of these aircraft found their intended target, and although two ships were damaged seven of the bombers were shot down.


Despite the initial limitations imposed by both its aircraft and its existing navigation systems, Bomber Command was by May 1940 at last able to strike back at Germany. Application of the theory of strategic bombing had until then been restricted by the British War Cabinet. In a desperate attempt to limit the scale of the European conflict, both France and the United States had requested that Britain mount no attacks against German land targets. Not until Hitler launched his attack upon the West on 10 May was the RAF finally freed from its shackles.


During the inter-war years the RAF had been built upon the principal that any future war would be won by the bomber. The introduction of monoplane designs in the 1930s reinforced the idea that a fast bomber could not be stopped by defending fighters. It was this thinking that was to lead to the almost fatal shortages of fighter aircraft for the defence of Britain. The designs that were in service—the Supermarine Spitfire, Hawker Hurricane and Boulton-Paul Defiant—were short-range defensive aircraft, while the accepted invincibility of the bombers meant that their own missions were to be flown unescorted. Early attacks against German naval targets inflicted heavy losses upon Bomber Command and quickly led to the realization that unescorted daylight raids were not practical.


The alternative was to continue the nocturnal raids which until that time had been restricted to dropping propaganda leaflets over German cities. On the night of 15/16 May a force of 99 bombers, consisting of Vickers Wellingtons, Armstrong Whitworth Whitleys and Handley Page Hampdens, was at last unleashed to attack strategic targets in the industrial Ruhr. However, with only 30 of the crews claiming to have identified their assigned targets, it proved to be an insubstantial beginning to the bombing campaign against Germany.


The failings of the initial RAF attacks to inflict the expected damage, on both material and morale, was not fully realized until 1941. These failings resulted from the problems experienced by Bomber Command crews in finding the intended targets and hitting them both accurately and decisively, together with an unexpectedly strong defence from the Luftwaffe’s flak units. Advances in technology would eventually provide the solutions to many of the RAF’s navigational difficulties, and the introduction of the first true ‘heavy’ bombers would allow Bomber Command to inflict the size of blows it considered necessary. The more capable aircraft began to make their mark on the evening of 12 March 1941, when a force of Avro Manchesters and Handley Page Halifaxes was dispatched to Hamburg. However, the period 1939–41 found Bomber Command ill-prepared for the task expected of it: the missions were seemingly flown by a group of individuals using their own methods of attacking the same target. According to Middlebrook, ‘There was an air of amateurism and individuality about these raids that a bomber-crew member of 1944 or 1945 would find hard to imagine.’


The solution to Bomber Command’s failing fortunes was to be found not only through advances provided by technology but also because of the efforts of one man, Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur Harris. On 22 February 1942 Harris was appointed as Air Officer Commanding-in-Chief of Bomber Command, a post he was to hold until the end of hostilities. He was to pursue his work with an almost fanatical purpose.


By early 1943, under Harris’s protective eye, RAF Bomber Command had grown by a massive proportion. It now possessed almost 700 four-engine bombers, capable of reaching any target in Germany. Its main weapons were the Avro Lancaster and Handley Page Halifax, forming the main force together with the Short Stirling. However, the fast twin-engine bomber was destined to retain a central role in Bomber Command, which in the form of the magnificent de Havilland Mosquito possessed a extremely capable and versatile aircraft. New techniques necessary to attack targets successfully had also been introduced. Although the RAF continued to develop precision bombing techniques, the limitations in navigation and target identification had led to the adoption of less demanding area-bombing. Raids were now planned with meticulous care, the bombers being concentrated over their target in an attempt to swamp the defenders and inflict the maximum amount of damage. In March 1943 Bomber Command began a period later called its Main Offensive against Germany. Having built his force, Air Chief Marshal Harris was allowed to launch a campaign aimed at the destruction of German industry and the resistance of the German people. Beginning in May 1943, this campaign included phases which later became known as the Battle of the Ruhr, the Battle of Hamburg and the Battle of Berlin. Harris’s ultimate goal was stated in unambiguous fashion in a letter of December 1943 when he wrote to the Air Ministry that ‘The Lancaster force alone should be sufficient, but only just sufficient, to produce in Germany by 1 April 1944 a state of devastation in which surrender is inevitable.’


The Air Chief Marshal’s bold ambition was not to be achieved, despite the best efforts and sacrifice of Bomber Command’s crews. In April 1944 the war had yet to reach its peak: the European conflict was destined to continue for a over a year. Victory was to require the liberation of Europe by Allied ground forces, forced to fight for every inch of rubble which by then covered much of the Continent. Bomber Command was to be in almost continuous operation until 2 May 1945, when 125 Mosquitos attacked their very last targets in Kiel. Despite the growth of Bomber Command during the campaign, final victory was to require further developments in the employment of air power, achieved with a combined bomber force, of a scale unimaginable in 1939, consisting of RAF Bomber Command together with the USAAF.


The United States Army Air Forces


As in Britain during the inter-war years, the theory of strategic bombing had been readily adopted in the United States. This resulted from a desire to possess a far reaching and invincible bomber force. However, the United States Army Air Forces had adopted an alternative role for their aircraft. Rather than directly attacking civilian targets, the role of the USAAF was driven by a desire to achieve victory whist inflicting the minimum damage upon civilian targets. It was thought that a small force of advanced bombers could be employed with precision to strike at essential industrial targets. This would cripple an enemy and lead in turn to the collapse of civilian morale. As a form of self-protection, the high-flying bombers were to attack in tight formations, able to concentrate their bombs upon a target and their defensive weapons upon any enemy fighters. Incorporating the latest technology of the day, the bombers were to fly in daylight in order to increase their ability to identify the selected targets.


By 1937 the USAAF possessed the aircraft and the technology capable of meeting these requirements: the Boeing B-17, equipped with the Norden bomb sight, was to become its principle offensive weapon. It was assumed that the bombers would be able to fly above the enemy defences, outside the reach of defending fighters, and achieve almost surgical accuracy with their bombs. Again, it was to be the grim reality of war which forced the USAAF to rethink this policy—a war which could not have been imagined by the pre-war planners.


The entry into the war by the United States in December 1941 enabled a military and industrial capacity on a massive scale to be harnessed in support of the Allied cause. On the same day that Arthur Harris assumed control of Bomber Command, 22 February 1942, the initial elements of the US VIII Bomber Command arrived in England. Under the command of Major-General Carl A. Spaatz, the advance party established the necessary administrative systems to support the combat elements which were to follow. The first combat aircraft to arrive in Britain was a B-17E, flown over 3,000 miles from Maine via Greenland and Iceland to Prestwick in Scotland. The first mission by crews from the VIIIth was not, however, to be flown in either the B-17 or its stable-mate the Consolidated B-24 Liberator. On 4 July 1942 six American crews joined the RAF’s No 226 Squadron and flew in their Douglas Bostons to attack Luftwaffe airfields in the Low Countries.


The first true USAAF raid was to be carried out the following month. To allow crews some support during the mission, it was decided to provide an RAF escort, in the form of Spitfires. Whilst not intended to be a feature of future raids, this support stemmed from Bomber Command’s hard-earned experience and should perhaps have served as a warning to Spaatz and his commanders of the ultimate fate of USAAF operations. On 17 August 1942 a token force of eleven B-17Es attacked the Rouen-Sotteville marshalling yards, a short distance inland from the French coast. Whilst the value of this raid was perhaps limited, it served to mark the official combat début of American forces. By January 1943 these forces had grown in size and experience so that they were at last ready to begin their raids upon Germany.


On 27 January over 60 bombers were launched against targets along the River Weser, but, encountering bad weather en route, the aircraft were forced to divert to their secondary target, Wilhelmshaven. Already wary of German defences, the US crews followed a route across the North Sea selected to avoid overflying the European mainland. On this occasion, however, even over the target area only a light flak defence was encountered, and a series of uncoordinated attacks by enemy fighters resulted in the loss of only three Fortresses. This first raid on Germany was followed by a series of missions during which the USAAF began to suffer a growing number of losses as the defending fighters established tactics to combat its formations. In addition, the selection of more important targets resulted in the crews being forced to fly through more heavily defended flak zones.


A contributing factor which was to shape the role of the Eighth Air Force was the Casablanca Conference, a series of meetings held by the Allied leadership in January 1943. These were intended to provide Britain and America with a blueprint for the defeat of Hitler. Under extreme pressure from Stalin, who called for the opening of a second front in Europe by the spring of 1943, it was decided that Allied forces based in England would launch an invasion of the European continent ‘as soon as practicable’. Both Churchill and Roosevelt had decided that the earliest possible date for this invasion would be August 1943, after the success of operations in Tunisia and Sicily and even then only after extensive cross-Channel operations to prepare the way for the Allied invasion forces. An angry Stalin, not pleased by the decisions of Casablanca, felt that he that was fighting Hitler alone and that Britain and America were not prepared to match the sacrifices being made by Russia.


For the RAF and USAAF the sacrifices were only just beginning. Following Casablanca the bomber forces were provided with a list of priority targets which were deemed essential to achieve the eventual goal of a return to the mainland of Europe. To enable the targets to be defeated in the required time, a Combined Bomber Offensive was officially launched in June 1943 with the issue of the ‘Point Blank’ directive. As ‘Point Blank’ provided the Eighth Air Force with a mission to attack German aircraft manufacturing plants and their associated component industries, it was perhaps inevitable that the bombers would encounter a Luftwaffe attempting to protect these targets. With the list also including rubber and ball-bearing factories, the bombers would be forced to run the gauntlet of defending forces on longer-ranging missions to targets well protected by both ground-based flak units and the Jagdwaffe. Whilst RAF Bomber Command was embarked upon its nocturnal mission stalked by an unseen enemy, the crews of the Eighth Air Force were to face their opponents in the daylight hours with all the associated horrors of the battle.


The missions launched by the Eighth Air Force led to a growing number of encounters with the Jagdwaffe, which began to bring into question the USAAF’s policy of flying self-defending bomber formations. The aircraft were now within range of the defending fighters for longer and longer periods, and bomber casualties began to escalate.


It was the scale of these mounting costs during the Eighth Air Force’s operations of 1943 which sowed a seed of doubt in the minds of many involved in the campaign. Despite the initial warnings given by the RAF, who had already attempted daylight missions, it proved necessary for the USAAF to experience the realities of such missions and re-learn the same hard facts. Without a strong escort, even heavily armed bombers such as the B-17 were proving incapable of withstanding a determined and continued attack by opposing fighters. The missions to which the Eighth Air Force were committed demanded a fighter escort capable of providing protection to and from the targets, which often lay at the furthest corners of the Reich. A long-range fighter did exist and was indeed in service, but this aircraft, the Lockheed P-38 Lightning, had not been designed for the conditions encountered in the skies over Europe, its twin engines and fuel systems proving incapable of meeting operational demands. With the limits of the P-38 becoming apparent, and with greater success for the type being found in other roles and other theatres, a new fighter arrived in England to attempt the escort mission. The Republic P-47 Thunderbolt soon revealed its own shortcomings: a large and heavy aircraft, it was further handicapped by the additional weight of external tanks, essential to boost its range to the German border. The Thunderbolt would prove an outstanding and rugged aircraft in a variety of roles, but its maximum range as an escort fighter left a dangerous gap from the German border to the bombers’ targets. With the P-38 the only available aircraft possessing the range required but unable to meet the demands of operations, the bombers would be alone for a very dangerous flight.


The extent of this deficiency was revealed in a most brutal fashion during the raid, on 17 August 1943, upon targets at Schweinfurt and Regensburg. When the escorting P-47s turned back, the B-17s were to endure an unprecedented series of attacks en route to their targets. By the time the final survivors landed back at their bases in England the total losses had been calculated—60 B-17s, with a further 168 suffering varying degrees of damage, the air crew fatalities from this mission alone amounting to 552. Such a cost could not be sustained by the American military and political leadership, and even if the required damage was being inflicted upon the targets, the aircraft losses replaced by industry and the air crews replaced by the training programmes, public opinion would quickly have turned against a campaign which exacted such a high price for victory. This first raid against the vital ball-bearing plants at Schweinfurt/Regensburg was to be followed by further severe blows: on 10 October 30 B-17s were lost during a raid on Münster, and a further 60 fell when the Eighth Air Force again returned to Schweinfurt on 14 October.


As the American leadership considered the future of long-range missions, the Eighth Air Force was to be allowed a fortunate breathing space by operational demands and was able to recover from the shock inflicted by these three raids. As a necessary part of the build-up to the invasion of Europe, the list of targets for the end of 1943 was concentrated in France and the Low Countries. Although the Luftwaffe defences had inflicted a major defeat upon the USAAF, it was the requirements of invasion planning and also the deteriorating weather over Europe during the winter of 1943/44 which led to the absence of the USAAF from the skies over Germany. When the Eighth Air Force bombers were freed from their supporting role and again turned against their primary industrial targets, they at last possessed the means to mount successful raids and to exact their revenge upon the Jagdwaffe.


In August 1943 command of the Eighth Air Force fighter force passed to General William Kepner, a supporter of single-engine, long-range fighters who refused to believe that the range of the P-47 could not be surpassed. Kepner was to be proved correct. Experiments carried out by the North American Aviation company with its latest product resulted in a fighter which was to become as synonymous with USAAF operations as the Supermarine Spitfire had become with the RAF’s. Originally designed and operated as a low-level fighter and fighter-bomber, the North American P-51 Mustang had been fitted with a Rolls-Royce Merlin to examine the improvements offered by this powerful engine. The resulting performance, with the Merlin engine coupled to the Mustang’s aerodynamically advanced airframe, produced a fighter capable of enduring an 8V2-hour escort mission yet retaining the performance to combat any opposing fighters encountered. With growing official support and an urgent requirement existing in Europe, the new aircraft was seen as the ideal type to equip the Eighth Air Force fighter groups.


By June 1943 the P-51B was being rolled out of factories in California, to be followed in August by the first P-51C from Texas. It was decided that the first unit to re-equip with the new type would be the 354th Fighter Group, who would be responsible for establishing the capabilities of the P-51. Unable to afford a lengthy period of trials and training in America, the 354th FG would receive their new aircraft in England. As could be expected by a decision which resulted by the P-51 being ‘thrown in at the deep end’, the 354th FG experienced many problems with its new mounts. Whilst the airframe was advanced, the armament of four 0.50 Browning machine guns proved lightweight and the freezing conditions found at altitude over Europe producing frequent jamming. In addition, as an inexperienced group the 354th FG was perhaps not best placed to determine the full potential of the P-51. A new supporter for the P-51 was found in the leader of the combat-proven 4th FG.


Already experienced in fighter operations, having served with the RAF as a part of the original Eagle Squadron, Lieutenant-Colonel Don Blakeslee had become frustrated by the heavyweight P-47 which equipped the 4th FG. He was able to obtain secondment to the 354th FG to gain experience at first hand prior to his own unit receiving the new fighter. Before his return to the 4th FG Blakeslee flew seven missions in the P-51, which included a 960-mile round trip to Kiel on 13 December 1943, when 41 P-51s joined with P-47s and P-38s to create an escort force of 394 fighters. It was these early missions which led to praise from experienced pilots like Blakeslee, who had quickly become convinced of the potential offered by the P-51. This in turn was to lead General Kepner to demand priority in deliveries of the new fighter.


Whilst the P-47 remained the predominant type in service with Eighth Air Force fighter groups during the early months of 1944, by May the P-51 was equipping fifteen fighter groups. Improvements to both the P-38 and P-47 allowed each of these types to continue to give valuable service, the latter type being suited to providing cover for the bombers on the return leg of their long flights. However, just as the B-17 was destined to be the dominant bomber over the equally capable B-24, the long-legged P-51 was to become the fighter of choice amongst the Eighth Air Force units. As combat experience led to the early P-51B and C being replaced on the production lines by the more capable P-51D, the fighter groups found their ideal mount and the bombers their ideal protector. For the Luftwaffe, however, the P-51 represented a previously unimagined adversary: no longer would the skies within the borders of Germany be the undisturbed hunting grounds of German fighters, and no longer could they expect to attack the bomber formations and remain free from the attentions of USAAF fighters.


With Allied troops firmly established in France and advancing towards the Reich, the Eighth Air Force bombers returned to their targets in Germany. Their raids began to exert the required pressure upon German industry, especially the critical oil production facilities. In opposing these raids the Jagdwaffe was faced with the better armed B-17G and B-24G/H bombers and their escorts of P-51s, which increasingly gained the upper hand in their encounters. As the bombers continued to reach their targets, the P-51s began to encounter fewer German fighters as the Jagdwaffe was forced to conserve its diminishing resources. When it was found that the bombers required fewer escorts the P-51s were then unleashed, allowed to roam further afield in search of their prey. For the Jagdwaffe even the skies above its own bases were to become battlefields. The escorts had themselves been able to become the hunters.


In the campaign carried out by RAF Bomber Command and the USAAF Eighth Air Force both air arms experienced massive losses. While the bold claims made by bomber leaders in the early stages of the campaign were not to be achieved, the combined forces were able to weaken Germany to such a degree that victory for the Allies was inevitable. During post-war interrogation Erhard Milch was to tell his British captors that it was the USAAF daylight raids which had defeated Germany, as these raids had concentrated upon transportation and oil targets. However he was qualified this statement by saying, ‘The British inflicted grievous and bloody injuries on us—but the Americans shot us in the heart.’1


It was the combined bomber formations which had carried the war the very heart of the Reich and struck the fatal blows. Had the offensive against Germany been limited to the Bomber Command’s nocturnal battles, it is probable that the Luftwaffe’s night fighters, the Nachtjägerverbände, would have been able to defend the Reich. Even at the very end of the war in Europe, this force continued to represent a formidable foe. However, when combined with the more equal daylight battles, the sheer numerical strength of the Allies, supported by what seemed infinite resources, began to exert unyielding pressure.
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