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INTRODUCTION

Richard Pape, a tough red-headed Navigator from Yorkshire, was shot down and captured in 1941 while returning from a bomber raid over Berlin. Inspired by Douglas Bader, whom he met in his first camp, he made up his mind to escape from Germany at all costs. After incredible adventures and severe hardship he did so in 1944 exactly three years after his capture. The method he finally adopted was at least novel.

Shortly after his return to England and following a second crash, he came under my care. At that time, though anxious to fly, he still showed the mental and physical marks of his sufferings in enemy hands. Contact with his own kind, however, did much to restore his health.

Readers will congratulate him on his indomitable courage and his remarkable endurance under the most nerve-racking circumstances. They cannot fail to be impressed by this unvarnished record of his unending fight for freedom.

ARCHIBALD MCINDOE.


East Grinstead  8 April 1953







PROLOGUE

DESTINATION BERLIN




(1)

‘You’re wanted in the crew room right away,’ yelled Stinker Sinclair from the bottom of our barrack staircase.

Any importance in his message was mainly lost on my half-awakened senses, and my only reaction was to concern myself more with the effects of a hangover, complete with the more positive feeling that breakfast time had long since passed. I made a remorseful effort to clarify my recollections of the mess party that had been maintained at full throttle well into the early hours of the morning.

It had been a particularly ‘heavy on the bottle’ gathering, celebrating a highly successful daylight raid less than twenty-four hours before. We had landed at base with nothing more than a few odd rips in the wings and had shot down a brace of Messerschmitts. By depositing a quantity of the best British explosive on the right spot we had caused the centre of an enemy iron and steel works to disappear.

‘Oi, there!’ yelled the irate Stinker. ‘Climb out of that ruddy bed.’

‘I can hear you,’ I shouted back. ‘What’s all the commotion in aid of?’ Stinker’s reply was more conciliatory. ‘Get along to the crew room immediately. You’re holding up a briefing,’ he explained. ‘It’s a very special one, and the rest of the fellows are already assembled.’

I was out of bed in a flash.

‘It must be something pretty big,’ Stinker said as I rushed downstairs. ‘A brass hat landed from Group Headquarters an hour ago  and called for a briefing extraordinary’. He gazed up at me with a knowing smile. ‘What’s more,’ he continued, ‘the armourers have already been ordered to work on the aircraft. They’re fixing the new petrol-can type incendiary containers.’

‘So soon?’ I asked petulantly.‘There’s never any rest in this racket! A daylight raid yesterday. A nine-hour sweat to Berlin the night before. And now something to keep our bowels working tonight.’

Stinker grinned broadly. ‘I’m not down to fly,’ he commented. ‘The mechs. haven’t got my kite patched up to their liking yet.’ He licked his lips. ‘A few whiskies at the Red Lion tonight, and maybe that nice blonde Waaf from the parachute section and a cosy cinema. Oh boy! You twerps’ll be dodging the flak!’

‘Louse!’ I retorted.

Stinker paused at the door and flung back a parting crack. ‘Don’t forget, if you go for a Burton I’m grabbing your camera and pin-up girls,’ he said, ‘so write out a collect note, will you?’

It was like that: Always the same facetious patter about staking a claim for personal mementoes and possessions in the event of no return. Authorisation notes would be left behind before a raid listing certain items of private kit to go to closest friends.

As I pulled on my battle dress, the rattle of rain on the window prompted a check on the weather. Heavy black cumulus drifted low above the flat Huntingdonshire landscape. Good, I consoled myself, lousy-looking weather and every possibility that operations will be scrubbed if it thickens and clamps down.

The internal barrack loudspeaker blared. ‘Will Warrant Officer Pape report at once to A flight crew room?’ said the chilly voice of the unseen announcer. ‘Repeat . . . Will Warrant Officer Pape report at once to A flight crew room? He is holding up a briefing.’

From the moment I poked my head round the crew room door  it was obvious that something out of the ordinary was afoot. The crews of twelve Stirling heavy night bombers - a new type of aircraft in 1941 - were standing about the Squadron Commander, intently following the tracings of his long cane over the 14-foot wall map of Western Europe. I stood just inside the doorway, feeling rather guilty about my late arrival.

‘Now, crews,’ the C.O. exclaimed, ‘tonight is the night. We’re sending over three hundred aircraft . . . a maximum effort. This squadron’s been given the honour of being pioneers over Berlin with the new petrol-can type of incendiaries, plus the usual five-hundred pounders H.E. The incendiaries are not healthy things to carry, I warn you, but they merit all risk of conveyance, according to the experts, in that they create devilish fire raising. We’ve got to put up a first-class show and I want photographic evidence to support.’ He repeated his favourite expression as he scrutinised his crews. ‘Pictures speak louder and more truthfully than a thousand words of personal line-shoot. I want to see good photo-flash pictures of target destruction.’

The Wingco had barely finished emphasising his point when the brass hat came in from the chief navigator’s sanctum. Tall, stern-faced, he made no preparatory preamble about ‘target for tonight’.

‘Other squadrons,’ he said, ‘will close on Berlin from the south, east and west in short relays. Don’t dawdle over the target. Scram as soon as you’ve taken photo-flash pictures of your bombing.’ He paused for a moment. ‘Last week over Frankfurt, six valuable bombers and forty members of aircrew were written off, not through enemy action but because of mix-up and collisions over the target area. Don’t loiter and menace the safety of oncoming aircraft. Is that clearly understood?’

A chorus of voices agreed that it was.

The Group Commander spoke more decisively. ‘Flying conditions will be most unpleasant . . . damned sticky according to met. forecasts . . . just as bad as we want them for this particular job. But we want to catch the Germans off-guard if possible.The weather will, we hope, lull them into not expecting a full-scale onslaught on their capital. The target tonight is vital. Details about it will be given to all of you prior to take-off. Wireless operators . . . contact base as soon as you’ve bombed and confirm. Good luck and happy landings.’

Our own Wingco took over, and wound up with ‘O.K., fellows . . . get in as much shut-eye as possible before final briefing tonight at 8 p.m.’

As I was checking the newly indicated flak positions on the wall map, a tap on my shoulder brought me face to face with the Wingco. ‘I’d like to have a few words with you in the Chief Navigator’s office,’ he said. Half anticipating a reprimand for my late arrival at briefing, I followed him to the small office at the other end of the long crew room. Seating himself at the desk, and without looking up, he unrolled a one-inch-to-the-mile target map.

‘You’ve done quite a number of satisfactory operations, Pape,’ he said. ‘Your crew is an exceptionally solid one, and together you’ve worked well. You can count the operation tonight as your most important, and I’m relying on you and your crew for special results.’

My reply was automatic, but I wondered what the devil all this was in aid of.

‘Here is the general target,’ he said, ‘and north-west of it lies this lake. It’s singularly easy to locate. Ten kilometres due north of that is where you are to bomb independently of the other aircraft.’

He placed his pencil point on the edge of a green wooded outline, and went on: ‘Our intelligence informs us that just inside the  perimeter of this wood is situated Herr Goering’s Berlin residence, and the brain centre of his anti-aircraft and night-fighter patrol intelligence for the defence of the capital. In turn, this centre controls defence liaison further afield. This nest has to be wiped out to facilitate the safety and success of our bombers operating on a vital target in the industrial section of the city. This dislocation of this brain centre before the main weight of bombers arrive will throw out of gear the German anti-aircraft box barrage system which has proved so damnably accurate and expensive to us lately and will enhance the chances of our bombers reaching and destroying the important industrial objectives. Only extreme flying skill, the most precise stick bombing, exceptional crew diligence and concentration can achieve what is required. You will be responsible for the bombing, and I ask you here and now, if you have the slightest doubt of your navigational ability, or inclination or enthusiasm to see it through, please be candid.’

‘My crew is as good as the best,’ I replied, ‘and all conditions not being too humanly impossible, I can, I am sure, pinpoint the wood and straddle it.’

‘Good . . . Good,’ the Wing Commander exclaimed.

But I was not feeling quite as keen as that. Only a couple of nights back we had battled and sweated over Berlin, and every damned thing had been impossible and unreasonable. Bursting shells and great blue searchlights had proved phenomenally accurate and indescribably intense. From the time we arrived over Germany’s capital to the moment we got away from it we had received no peace or respite.

‘I’ve already had a talk with your skipper,’ the Wingco told me. ‘Both of you will report to me one hour before the general briefing for special target information.’

I stole a look out of the window, and remarked injudiciously: ‘The weather is frightfully thick, sir. I shall need a cloud opening tonight. Suppose Berlin is ten-tenths cloud covered?’

‘Of course the blasted weather is going to be ticklish,’ the Wingco said sharply. ‘We’ve waited weeks for a night like tonight when thick weather stretches uniformly from here to Berlin. This operation is vital.What’s more, I was of the opinion that the combined efficiency of your crew was a match for any cloud and weather difficulty.’

‘Yes, sir,’ I said, inadequately.

‘Good luck, Pape,’ he added.

I saluted. Resignedly I thought: ‘That’s it, chum. You don’t see Blondie the Waaf tonight. Better go and cancel.’

I strolled back to the mess, coldly practical, unconcerned. And then it happened. As I walked through the deserted crew room my eye caught the enormous map of Europe on the wall. A terrible feeling of panic gripped me. I stood motionless, staring at the map, my eyes hypnotised by the coloured tapes that indicated the bombing routes. My heart pounded violently; I leaned against the wall gasping and breathless.

To try and pull myself together I began to swear - my infallible cure for nerves. As I steadied, blind panic gave way to stark horror. Five words beat into my brain with maddening repetition: ‘You will not come back. You will not come back.’

I knew then that I was doomed.




(2)

I headed desperately for the parachute section. I wanted my little Blondie. I craved to hold her, to kiss her hair, her hands, her lips. But when I found her I did none of those things.

She was laying out a large silken canopy before refolding and packing it. I saw its number: 88. It was the parachute allotted to me.

‘Pack it with loving fingers, darling,’ I said blithely. ‘On Ops tonight.’

She looked up quickly. I saw fear in her eyes. Under the spell of her questioning look I told her all I knew. Foolishly, I even mentioned ‘special target’.

Her face went white and her lips quivered. Somehow, because of the love between us, she knew my own fear that I would not return. She tried to persuade me to go sick - the first time she had ever attempted to transgress the flying man’s code.

‘I’ll make it,’ I said blandly. I even managed a smile. ‘You know me. I’m damned lucky.’

 



That night we met for the last time. We lay together on my thick flying-coat on some waste land alongside the bomb dump. I stroked her small, oval face. The touch of her soft skin is alive in my senses even today. I cupped her golden hair in my hands, smothering it into my face. A faint and personal fragrance sweetened the air.

We lay there for a long time. A fighter plane droned across the sky, bringing me to my senses. It was time to part.

I took her memory into the sky. But she did not wait. The Germans would not allow it. Three months later, during a trip to London to seek information about Richard Pape, ‘missing, believed killed,’ a bomb destroyed her. The enemy did not even leave me a grave, for there was nothing left of her to bury.

I learned the shattering news of Blondie’s death through enemy action five months after we crashed in Holland, soon after I had been taken to Stalag VIIIb. It was a bleak winter morning in February,  1942. I will never forget the day; the cold depression of it still haunts me.

Her death changed everything. With Blondie alive I would never have taken such risks with my life as I did during the coming years.




(3)

Our squadron contributed twelve aircraft towards the all-out effort by Bomber Command. The dozen four-engined Stirlings were lined up on the rim of the aerodrome, impressively grouped together, their long thick snouts poised stubbornly thirty feet above the ground. Huddled in deep shadows, they gave the impression of sinister, antediluvian monsters.

In our twelve aircraft sat ninety-six youthful aircrew adjusting their gear for an eight-hour session aloft, each man an expert at his job, as good as the Royal Air Force could make him. Forty-eight 1,800 horse-power engines roared evenly. Within their bomb-bays, lying symmetrical and compact, were 120,000 lbs. of blast, fire and destruction for the enemy’s captital city.

But the opening phase of the operation of September 6, 1941, did not begin any too propitiously. German intruders nearly caught us.

The aircraft in front of us had just acknowledged the radio signal to taxi into position when bombs scattered and burst in rapid succession over an adjacent field. The German attack was a complete surprise . . . and a most uncomfortable one.

First there came a series of blinding flashes, followed by dull thuds which caused the structure of our bomber to shake and tremble. For a second or two I thought it was one of our own aircraft exploding - the volume of noise from our engines had  smothered the wails and shrieks of the descending bombs. But a moment later our bombers were sharply silhouetted against the flickering greenish light from scores of gushing incendiaries. By their light the Stirlings looked stricken and helpless.

Our tail gunner, Sergeant Dobbs, always expressive, croaked over the inter-com.: ‘Hell’s bells! I suppose a miss is as good as a mile, but I hope we don’t stand about here long enough to give Jerry time to unhook another load.’

The wireless operator laughed scornfully and a little jerkily. ‘This mission was top secret!’ he said. ‘I’ll bet those Jerries upstairs are telling Germany that we’re on our way, and arranging to meet us with a nice little reception.’

The flying control officer asked by radio if everything was all right. In turn a dozen pilots confirmed that they had not been hit or damaged. Seconds seemed an eternity before instructions came from control for quick succession take-off, with a warning to watch carefully for marauders and not to circle the aerodrome for the usual radio check.

We zig-zagged our aircraft to the runway. Quicker than ever before we centred the bomber’s nose between the converging pinpricks of lights. Our throttles went forward, the earth slipped back and we slid upward into the dusky night.

‘Berlin or bust,’ laughed the voice of the front gunner. ‘Roll on return, a nice gargle of rum, and lots of eggs and bacon.’

‘Shut up, you greedy food maniac,’ answered the wireless operator.

The third and final voice was that of the skipper, Flt.-Lt.Wallace-Terry. ‘Forget everything but watching the skies or we may not eat again,’ he said.

Every mind in the crew was alert and all eyes searched every  foot of sky as we climbed on course towards the Essex coast. We ascended through a layer of heavy storm cloud into a realm of pale white light . . . an interminable sea of moonlight.We felt safer now, and I was the first to break the silence with: ‘Hello . . . navigator speaking to pilot. Our estimated time of arrival over Walton-on-the-Naze is 21.55½ hours.’

Wallace-Terry’s laconic voice answered: ‘O.K., navigator.’

At 9,000 feet tail gunner Dobbs quietly informed us that a black object was to be seen moving on the port quarter. Involuntarily our muscles tensed. I stowed away certain navigational instruments in case of rough and drastic evasive action. My ears cocked for the rattle of machine-gun fire, the opening signal of an air scrap. Our nose instantly dropped and ten Browning machine-guns swung over to port. The black shadow was picked up, followed, scrutinised, but it peacefully maintained a course parallel to our own.

‘It looks like one of our Stirlings,’ remarked the seasoned operational front gunner.

‘Yes, yes, sir, it is,’ yapped the kid of a mid-upper gunner, who was making his first trip. ‘Yes, sir, I can recognise the shape,’ he added in excited relief.

I stopped chewing hard, withdrew my precious instruments and took up charting again.

‘I’m climbing,’ crackled the skipper’s voice in the earphones. ‘But keep your eyes peeled, gunners. Jerry must know of this operation after what’s happened. Messerschmitts will probably be mooching over the Dutch coast like birds on the wing.’

Three microphones clicked as three gunners replied: ‘O.K., sir.’

I crept forward to the front of the bomber and, lying prone, searched through the observation window for a break in the clouds.

All was serene. There was nothing but fluffy cloud formations  like gently rising hillocks. I spoke to the crew, and the oxygen which was now circulating in the mask seemed to inflate my lungs to twice their size.

‘Hello, crew . . . look out for a patchwork of waterways on the coast. Harwich should be a few miles to starboard.’

Less than half a minute before we were due to arrive over the English coast the front gunner spotted an appreciable opening in the clouds a few degrees to port. We circled over the large cloud crater. Immediately below stretched the English coastline between Harwich and the Naze.

It was the last we saw of the earth until we were almost on top of Berlin . . .

We crossed the sea and entered over Holland . . . across Holland and into Germany proper . . . and Lady Luck smiled on us. Nothing disturbed our peace and progress except a little light coastal flak. We throbbed our way through the great dark chamber of the night . . . a vast, empty emptiness; crystal clear coldness. Deep into Germany we flew, over millions of cloud edges rippling with silver light. For thirty minutes the moon danced. It seemed just above the bomber’s nose, slipping first to the left and then to the right, gently swaying, rising and falling.

Then star-gazing was suddenly forgotten. A rapid series of vicious explosions made the bomber buck and rear. Flak hemmed us in. Sickly cordite fumes filled the interior of the cabin. Thunderous bursts and crimson flames sent shell fragments pinging about the machine.

My thoughts flashed to the aircraft’s bellyful of bombs. As metal rasped against metal below my feet, the suspense of waiting for a big ‘whoff ’ contracted my gullet to the size of a straw.

It never came. The skipper gave the joy-stick and rudder-bar all  he knew and after about five minutes we got clear. Nobody was injured, nothing had broken off, nothing had started to burn.

As we neared Berlin a brief crew conference was held.We agreed that if no cloud clearance occurred after five minutes over the target we would dive below the cloud ceiling and risk a low-level sorting out of position and subsequent attack. All members of the aircraft were enthusiastic over the prospect of destroying the predictor/intelligence headquarters, and quite ready to risk whatever such low-level flying incurred if only it enabled us to increase our accuracy over the target.

The morale of the crew was superb. Even the nineteen-year-old mid-upper gunner, entrusted to us as new material for breaking-in purposes, was exemplary. In reply to the pilot’s inquiry as we neared the target, he said: ‘Thanks, skipper, I’m fine. This operational business is grand. It’s exciting, isn’t it, sir?’

I was ready to wager he was steaming and oozing sweat, grinding his teeth, his legs criss-crossed to prevent them jerking and trembling. I remembered my own first mission. If the kid gunner’s reactions were any different to those which affected all aircrew on their first operational flights, well, he just wasn’t normal.

My attention was now concentrated on locating the tiny wood-lands about Berlin: rivers, roads and any other landmarks. I studied the small secret target map, burning into my mind the dispositions and guiding features. I was confident that if I got a clear and uninterrupted view of the ground, I could quickly pinpoint myself. The most dreaded worry was the possibility of the ground gunners boxing us in with flak and preventing us from making a dead-steady run over the target. Although in fifteen minutes we were due over Berlin, for some uncanny reason nothing came up at us.

‘I guess the Huns don’t want to give us any idea that we’re near  their ruddy capital,’ muttered the pilot. ‘Maybe they hope we’ll fly straight over it with all this cloud about.’

The crew gave a final check to their equipment and braced for action.

‘Swing open the bomb doors,’ I told the wireless operator, ‘and slip a photo-flash bomb into the tube.’

To the pilot I gave an alteration of course that should bring us over Berlin’s northern sector - providing, of course, that my navigational reckonings had been accurate from the British coast - then I crawled up to the nose of the Stirling and, stretching out on my belly, carefully polished the bombing window. With great care I checked, rechecked and adjusted the half-dozen knobs and indicators.

From the strut alongside I unhooked a soldier’s tin helmet and strapped it over my flying headgear. I always wore a tin hat to stop any stray flak fragments that chanced to be propelled in the direction of my skull. The idea had been borrowed from a shrewd South African navigator attached to a Wellington Bomber Squadron.

Just as important and as protective as the tin hat were my Morris motor-car steel hub-caps. I had been put wise to their use by an unfortunate Australian navigator. He had stopped a chunk of whizzing shell which had inflicted severe injuries. Now, under the webbing of my parachute harness where it passed between my legs, I always positioned the two hub caps. The poor Aussie had thought of this unique type of protection too late and nothing had halted the flak which had burst through the floor of the aircraft. Surgical treatment had made amendments to compensate for his physical loss, but his condition was permanently tragic and was affecting his mind.

When on leave from hospital he always made a point of mixing-up with active aircrew in the pubs in Cambridge. I felt sorry for him and invariably bought him the odd whisky and gave him a  game of darts. ‘Ginger,’ he would say sadly, after a few drinks, ‘for God’s sake cover ’em up with something. I wouldn’t wish the foulest Hun my lot. I’m a man no longer, and Heaven only knows how I wanted to be a father when I returned home to my wife.’

I peered downwards, searching every square mile of cloud flooring for an opening that would provide a view of the ground and enable me to get an accurate pinpoint. For the second time it was the eagle-eyed front gunner from his little perspex turret who was first to locate what I was so anxiously seeking.

‘See it . . . See it!’ he bellowed and, raising my eyes, I certainly saw it . . . a half-mile square opening of broken stringy cloud a short distance to starboard.

Identification was comparatively easy.We were only a few degrees off track and flying parallel to a main railway line. Autobahn intersections were exactly the same as those on my target map.

We got closer to Berlin proper, and Wallace-Terry spoke aloud the thoughts none of us cared to express at the spectacle in the sky not too far distant.A dull, reddish glow was visible, slowly breathing, pulsating, with varying intensity.

‘Looks as though we’ve been beaten to the city,’ he said. ‘Our boys’ve unloaded their busters by the look of things. That fire glow looks pretty real to me.’

At briefing we had been specially warned not to be hood-winked by manufactured fires. The Germans were brilliant exponents at the art of cunning camouflage. They deliberately created false fires in order to encourage British bomb-aimers to unsaddle their loads in harmless vicinities. They even went so far as to erect spurious built-up areas of considerable size to misguide target location. But this time we realised all too clearly that other aircraft were over the target and fighting it out.

And then it happened. A sudden deluge of flak shells exploded everywhere over the city, simultaneously, and millions of cascading pin-points of red fell from where the brilliant flashes died away.

‘Good God . . . I’ve never seen it so thick in all my thirty ops,’ the front gunner muttered, with perhaps too much casualness.

More and more flash bursts thickened, intensifying to a closer-knit pattern for miles across the sky. It was literally a wall of an indescribable volume of gushing sparks. As we got nearer they grew bigger and brighter, myriads of fiery flecks. We knew only too well that every fleck represented a chunk of white-hot, jagged, tearing steel.

‘Don’t panic, blokes,’ reassured the skipper,‘we’ve got to go through it, but it’s damned amazing how widely the stuff is separated when we actually get mixed up with it.’ I knew full well that this patter was especially for the consoling benefit of the kid in the mid-upper turret. ‘Sure,’ I answered as blithely as I could. ‘When we get back to base and get stuck into those eggs and bacon, our new mid-upper gunner’ll wonder if he saw anything at all.’

As if detecting that we were putting over a word act for his benefit, the young gunner broke in on the inter-com. In a high jerky voice. ‘Don’t worry about me. I’m not scared . . . honestly I’m not . . . isn’t it a wonderful sight in front?’

Jock’s jovial Scottish voice piped up. ‘Good boy!’ he exclaimed. ‘We’re certainly pleased to have you in the best crew of 15 Squadron. Just let your guns rip and blaze away if we come down low. It’s a wonderful tonic to see the tracers curving away.’

Our combined attempts at reassurance appeared hollow, however, when half a minute later one of our bombers was pounced on and held in a cone of light from half a dozen searchlights. The flak gunners below encircled the plane with scores of bursting shells.

‘Hell . . . some poor bastards are sweating it out!’ broke in the front gunner, unable to restrain himself. ‘Christ! Are they catching the heat blisters!’

‘Quiet!’ ordered the skipper.

At that moment, in a mighty crimson flash, superimposed on the pale white of the searchlights, the bomber exploded. A muffled scream came from the mid-upper gunner. Not a word was spoken by any other member of the crew. Flaming fragments fell slowly down, down, and before they had finally disappeared finale had also been written to a second of our bombers.

I cursed freely to prevent my thoughts straying. Forcing my gaze downwards across the floor of cloud, I was contemplating giving the skipper the O.K. for a dive through ten miles from the city when, with uncanny suddenness, the clouds broke up, not partially, but completely. We cruised over what amounted to a vertical wall of greyish padded layers of cloud encompassing Berlin’s outer areas. Immediately below were houses, streets - the typical and familiar layout of a thickly populated area. For over three hours we had barely seen the ground, and no sooner had we reacquainted ourselves with it than the Germans sent up a raving hell. Shells burst with violent thuds on our left and right, in front and behind. A cordite-laden atmosphere filled the interior of the cabin with acrid fumes. The attack eclipsed all previous operational flak jams I had experienced. I had flown over this same capital three nights before, but nothing like the same quantity of metal had been pumped up at us. The din outside was infernal, the heat inside stifling, and all the time the aircraft was tugging, straining and twisting in furious evasive action.

My nose was glued to my observation bombing window in the floor of the Stirling when a fantastic gush of brilliant purple light  blotted everything out. I pressed my head hard against the metal side of the machine. I could see only a shiny blackness relieved by narrow jumping streams of liquid green. ‘Blind,’ I told myself as flak rattled all about the Stirling like hail on a tin roof.

I gripped a metal strut, and with my free arm felt for my eyeballs. I desperately wanted to find out if they had been pulped.As I massaged them I started to see again. My temporary blindness was the result of a very near German magnesium flash shell of incredible brilliance. It had burst directly below the bombing window.

We were now in a screamer of a dive and, glued to the floor, I wondered if it was intentional or the result of a hit. I soon knew. It was intentional, for my stomach dragged itself upwards as the Stirling’s nose wound round a tight half-circle and we straightened out again.The skill of our pilot had disentangled us from the foulest box barrage we had ever encountered.

Someone croaked over the inter-com.: ‘When this bloody war is over . . .’ Sharply, the voice of the pilot cut in: ‘Get pinpointing, navigator. Quick as you can. Let’s bomb the stinking place and get to hell out of this.’

The moon silvered the roofs of the buildings below. Roads stood out like vague luminous twine. Built-up areas stretched away indefinitely like a huge web. Berlin was overcast with the softest of sheens. In a flash came the reward of my navigational studies, the crowning success of my Royal Air Force pinpointing career. I located the northern edge of the lake, positively identified, as well as the surrounding pattern of ground objects and features. Everything below corresponded to the picture of the target map emblazoned on my mind. I reached for the map and checked and rechecked by the dim bulb over the bombsight.

‘Got my bearings smack on,’ I yelled over the inter-com. A little  cheer acknowledged the news, and I gave instructions to the pilot so that the nose of the Stirling was faithfully lined up for the most crucial bombing run of our careers.

Twice as we ran up to the target I lost the silhouette of the wood below for an odd second; twice I picked it up again with a gasp of relief. The target came up clear and precise as the aircraft steadied down to a beautiful even flight, not a tremor, not a half degree waver. The pilot was holding on course magnificently. My eye was glued to the bombsight, the triangle of wood below crept closer along my drift wires, the pointer on the top of the height bar seemed a permanent part of the pupil of my eye. Target concentration was so intense that I doubt if I could have blinked.

The wooded triangle below slipped towards me, two inches to go . . . only one and a half . . . and at this vital point a stream of shells came up at us. We kept on. The shells burst wide. Goering’s defence team of backroom boys were going to get it in a few seconds. Only a direct hit on us could save them now! One inch to go . . . half an inch more before the wood coincided between my bombsight’s two pointers. Now!

I pressed the tit. Never before had I pressed it with such certainty or relief. Even the Stirling seemed to breathe a sigh of relief. It sprang upwards as the bombs fell away. We did a steep diving turn, and the burst of engine roar was thrillingly reassuring. It seemed to say: ‘You can rely on me, now.’ I still peered through my bombing window and along the extreme edge of it I watched the bombs straddle the target, bursting one after another, almost imperceptible pricks of yellow. The skipper and I had co-operated perfectly.

Switching on my inter-com., I spoke to the wireless operator, a Daily Express reporter before he joined up. Instantly he signalled base, telling them that the target had been successfully bombed.

We returned to the target in an easy waltzing movement, and all eyes watched reddish spurts stirring across the dark surface.

‘Cheers! We’ve certainly started something burning in that wood!’ cooed the tail gunner.

For a further three minutes we admired our handiwork and virtual freedom from anti-aircraft attack buoyed us with confidence. As we set course for home it was a gladdening sight to see our fires growing.

We had barely left the target behind when the kid upper-gunner yelled ‘Look!’

‘Look what?’ inquired the pilot.

‘Sorry, sir,’ replied the excited youngster, ‘to port.’

A number of British bombers had unleashed their eggs on an industrial target, and a great swirl of flame was shooting upwards from a base of deep bluish green.

‘Looks like oil they’ve fired,’ yelled the front gunner. ‘When we busted up the petrol plant at Dusseldorf it burned pretty much the same colour.’

We were on our return course in the best of spirits. The outer reaches of built-up Berlin were behind us. The Stirling was throbbing peacefully on course and then, without a second’s notice, the German flak gunners reached up and surrounded us with shells.

‘Funny,’ croaked Wallace-Terry. ‘Jerry taking pot shots now!’

Hardly had he finished the sentence when an incredible array of intense blue searchlights pounced on us without wavering or warning. The Stirling was plumb in the centre of a brilliant cone of blinding light. Standing in the confined cabin I experienced the weird and phantom sensation of actually floating within the machine itself.

‘Hell!’ screamed the pilot. ‘This must be Berlin’s outer defence  team operating independently of the city! . . . Hold tight for evasive action!’

The giant bomber twisted, writhed and dived. We employed every known evasive trick in our repertoire, but to no effect. We seemed to be securely attached to the end of those uncanny and intelligent searchlight beams. Nothing we attempted was a match for those long rivers of light. From one battery of searchlights to another we passed with ease, each formation taking over with deadly earnest.

‘Can’t do a damned thing!’ screamed the skipper.‘I’m diving . . . open up with all guns straight down the beams!’

The Germans, as if thought-readers, forestalled us. A shell exploded smack in front of us, shattering the outer starboard motor. It was a mind-reeling crash, as if an explosive cracker had been plugged into my eardrums. Searchlights, stars, aircraft and sight gyrated in catastrophic confusion. The crippled engine belched into a globe of flame as petrol from the severed pipelines caught fire.

The second shell burst in the near starboard region.As the aircraft lurched I was pitched violently forward. Clutching wildly for support I unwittingly wrapped a finger about the Very light pistol screwed into the roof and released a coloured cartridge.

Two more shells exploded close to the Stirling’s tail and punched large holes in the aircraft’s metal skin around the photo-flash rockets suspended on the fuselage wall. We went into our second dive of the evening, the fastest I have ever travelled in a bomber. As we tore earthwards the slipstream howled through the holes and rents, creating a noise like a series of discordant and shrieking organ pipes.

The wireless operator fell on my shoulder through the opening in the armour-plated bulkhead partition. As I turned he spewed full into my face. His damp vomit was cool and refreshing.

How we came out of the dive I shall never know. We were all waiting for a smack into the ground, but with a hideous groan and a wrench the bomber pulled out of the dive into a state of chugging flight, the port wing uncomfortably low. We had lost a lot of height and the Stirling was now staggering at a perfect altitude for Luftwaffe night-fighter attack. Fortunately we were not attacked, neither did another shot come up at us from the guns. The speed and force of the dive had shipped back the flames over the trailing edge of the wing and providentially extinguished them.

The abrupt realisation that we were at least flying horizontally, even though sadly listing to the right, plus the knowledge that we had cheated a write-off, galvanised the crew into action. The engineer turned off the petrol flow at the cocks which fed the useless engine and rapidly checked his fuel readings.

‘We’ve lost the best part of three hundred gallons,’ he told the skipper. ‘We can’t get home tonight.’

While this calculation was taking place I ripped the fur collar from my flying suit and cleaned my face of sweat and vomit. Bursting open an orange I used the juicy pulp as an astringent.

‘Too bad!’ yelledWallace-Terry.‘Navigator, work out the shortest route to the coast. We might be able to lob down in the sea.’

I set to work on my maps.

Remembering the young mid-upper turret gunner, Wallace-Terry’s voice quietly inquired over the inter-com.: ‘How are you making out, mid-upper gunner?’

The voice that replied seemed huskily mature. ‘I’m not crying over spilt milk. I just want to go to bed right now and sleep and sleep and sleep,’ was the ingenuous reply.

The Stirling was now a mass of mechanical agony. It was a battered and maimed bomber that struggled gamely over Germany at a speed  that was the merest flicker above stalling. A once strong and arrogant port wing listed alarmingly. The outer starboard engine was a total write-off, and the inner starboard engine was dangerously out of alignment and synchronisation, causing the whole flying structure to shudder and tremble. Frequently a strange groan from a straining section put our hearts in our mouths. We prayed that the kite would hang together just a little longer.

The vibrations were infectious. After a spell of shuddering flying our limbs involuntarily jerked and shook in unison. The fact that the Stirling might fold up at any moment was obvious, particularly when the lone starboard engine glowed crimson hot, and kept faltering and losing revolutions. We were tracking a course which was the nearest line to the Dutch coast, but with every few miles the bomber lost height. The single starboard engine was dying rapidly and with the loss of power we were at times almost standing still in the teeth of the 50 m.p.h. head wind. The bomber would be rebuffed and then would stagger forward, palpitating and straining, literally inch by inch.

The burned-up engine finally petered out with a quick convulsive gasp. Like a monument to the corpse the propeller stood out stark and motionless. The remaining two engines were throttled forward to the limit. Feverishly the engineer and I worked out petrol reserve and distance. Even with the best of luck we could not get farther than the near edge of the Zuider Zee. We had to come down in German-occupied Europe, but if we could somehow stretch things we stood a reasonable chance of a pancake landing on the water and a better chance of preserving our necks, instead of baling out. Besides, we felt certain that our landing wheels were pretty badly shot up. Our only concern about coming down in the drink was with our dinghy in the wing stowage nacelle. If shrapnel had peppered the rubber the prospect was not too rosy.

I spoke to Wallace-Terry, and he forced a lively tone. ‘Cheer up, fellows,’ he said. ‘Could have been a hell of a sight worse. If we dive the old Stirling into the Zuider Zee at least we don’t give the Germans the satisfaction of picking up the pieces, and I guess we’ll paddle to the shore somehow.’ As an afterthought he added: ‘Check up on your parachutes and MaeWests in event of emergency action.’

Height was slipping away badly. Instructions were given for all loose gear to be slung overboard to lessen weight, including guns and all ammunition belts. It was a blow to the three gunners to have to unlock their babies and drop them out into the night, for it robbed us of all protection. Fortunately, no German night fighters spotted us.

The two functioning engines were being flogged to the limit and now they, too, began to lose revolutions and burn at a dangerous temperature.

I began to check on my parachute. In the air I seldom wore the pack on my body. Moving about and working over maps was easier without it. A special container was fixed to hold it on the starboard side of the aircraft and in an emergency I could quickly snatch it. When now I pulled it out, the silk fell listlessly, almost mockingly, about my feet. The rear of the pack had been badly ripped, and the rip-cord elastic binders completely severed. I examined the folds. A piece of shell had drilled itself through and through the folded silk and, looking at the side of the cabin where the chute had been attached, I saw a hole as big as my fist.

The wind blew in, agitating the loose white silk about my feet. I was seething, and rebelliously furious. But my safety-valve, cursing, did not let me down and I managed to stabilise my feelings.

I went to the tail of the bomber and then worked my way back to the fore part of the aircraft. Seven perspiring and exhausted  faces managed to pucker up a grin. Each man knew full well that ‘Special Target Berlin’ was almost over. Each man must have speculated on just how much longer we could remain aloft, and silently conjectured on just how many of the crew would remain alive when the engines cut out.

Returning to the main cabin, I collected my damaged parachute, pressed it into a tight ball and stuffed it out of sight under the pilot’s seat.What did it matter? What did anything matter any more? I was sky dreaming when the pilot spoke. I hardly noticed his voice. With astounding clarity I visualised details of familiar pubs in the vicinity of our Huntingdonshire aerodrome, and the pencil gripped between my lips was as soothing as the rim of a whisky glass. I sucked at the drippings of sweat which trickled continuously from my upper lip and let my imagination happily believe that the moisture was whisky-flavoured rather than salty.

I thought of Blondie in the parachute-packing section. She had always made the packing of my particular ’chute one of especial attention, and had kissed it good luck whenever I collected it. She would never know that all her painstaking and affectionate work had been cancelled out by a single chunk of anti-aircraft shell.When the news came through that we were missing in action she would console herself with the belief that I had baled out; she would be confident, too, that my ’chute had opened perfectly because she had methodically folded the silk so that it could not do otherwise.

‘Pape . . . for Christ’s sake!’ Wallace-Terry yelled. ‘Give me a position. What the hell’s wrong with you?’

I reacted quickly, feeling ashamed that I was neglecting my duty in selfish concern over past niceties of life.

‘Twenty to thirty miles from the Dutch-German border,’ I replied, after a couple of minutes’ work on my charts.

Wallace-Terry, as if talking to himself, slowly muttered: ‘I’ll get this aircraft that far if this bloody, fantastic petrol from nowhere only continues a while longer.’

The petrol gauges stood at zero. From what the needles indicated we were bone dry and flying on nothing.The inner port engine started to cough badly and kept spluttering.

‘Swing back the escape hatch, somebody,’ called the pilot. ‘Bale out while you have the chance, you chaps.’

I crept forward and down the short ladder into the Stirling’s bombing well. As I passed the pilot’s seat I raked up saliva and spat on my dud ’chute in respect of my feelings for the enemy; then I paused and touched the silk with a quiet thought in respect of my admiration and affection for Blondie, the Waaf.

As I released the escape hatch in the floor, the inrush of cool air was clean and refreshing. I peered into the darkness and instinctively felt the earth’s close proximity. We were only 1,500 feet above it. I could not see any sign of the dull lustre of water on which a possible pancake-landing could be made.

And then it happened. In one choking sobbing struggle, the two functioning starboard engines died with a mechanical death rattle. Stirling by name and sterling by nature our bomber had steadfastly refused to give up the scrap. From the time it had received its mortal wounds it had struggled gamely to carry us as far as the Dutch-German border. Its engines had groaned and gasped, its petrol arteries, ripped and bleeding, had seen its vital spirit drain away. With wings listing and shaking it had stubbornly kept going, refusing to give up the ghost without a fight. But now our kite had had it.

We started plunging earthwards. The wind moaned and hissed. One of the crew started to bawl: ‘We’ll meet again, don’t know where, don’t know when . . .’

The strong Scottish voice of Jock burst in:‘And I’ll be in Scotland afore ye, and me and my true love . . .’

Wallace-Terry cut it short. ‘You crazy idiots!’ he bellowed, ‘for Christ’s sake bale out while you still have sufficient clearance.You’ve only a few hundred feet left.’

‘If you’re sticking to the controls, skipper,’ piped up a voice which sounded like the kid gunner’s, ‘then I’m sticking to you and the kite.’

It was then that the inter-communication, with a short burring, went dead.

The ground was frighteningly close. I started to crawl back to the centre of the bomber, the safest place for the big dig-in. My hand was on the top ladder which led into the cabin when a body hurtled forward, boots crunching my fingers. I turned to see head and shoulders slip from sight through the opening. Before I had time to move forward again, a second body leaped forward and disappeared through the hatch, out and down into the night. As I braced against a metal stanchion and drew up my knees for the impact with the ground I wondered which members of the crew had got out.

In the short remaining time I attempted to bolster up my morale by a vicious tirade of cursing against God and the Germans. I screamed out hate and vituperation against the Almighty for my peppered parachute. I paused for breath and started to swear again, then folded up like a pricked balloon. I was dead scared. I knew it was only a matter of seconds before we smashed a hole into the earth.

A terrific shock . . . A blinding white flash . . . A realisation in the thousandth part of a second that it was the ground . . . hard, hard ground!





BOOK 1

WEST THROUGH HOLLAND





CHAPTER 1

LOYALISTS

We had crashed a shade west of the Dutch-German border a few kilometres from Hengelo. Only by a very narrow margin had we sneaked across the border out of Germany into Holland.

Nothing short of a miracle had saved our lives - though full credit cannot be accorded to Providence, because Wallace-Terry was an absolute virtuoso of joy-stick and rudder-bar. But Providence certainly had intervened, for when we were only a couple of hundred feet from the ground, and much less from the roof of a small church, the Stirling, with a strange energy, suddenly jerked upwards its huge snout. Considering we had no engine power it was most unusual. Nevertheless, it made all the difference in the world. Instead of a mighty crash straight through the roof, in which case we should all have died in church with our boots on, we passed over it by inches, streaked forward horizontally and hit the ground a short distance beyond at something like 150 m.p.h.

Another amazing thing was that the field in which our raid finished so ingloriously was fantastically small. I doubt if a single-engined aircraft could have landed safely on it. We ploughed deeply across its surface, and the belly structure of the bomber was shorn to tatters. As we struck, the thirty tons of Stirling was bounced back into the air like a rubber ball, then down again, shuddering and grinding. A few yards from the edge of the field a tree stood in exactly the right place. Gallantly it intervened as a brake. In slow motion, almost, we swung about it and came to rest.

Two minutes later - or twenty - my mind cleared. Pains stabbed  everywhere, and my head seemed to be opening and shutting to a steady beat. Rain was falling, soothing my cracked cranium. I struggled desperately for air, and through a floating mass of shadows and flashes I gradually brought into focus the strong face of the Scottish engineer, Jock Moir. My hand felt uncommonly numb and, raising it to my mouth, I could not grasp at first why three of my fingers flopped uselessly on my face. Where they joined the palm of the hand they had been severely gashed.

Slowly the whole gruesome situation dawned on me. I looked at Wallace-Terry and saw a ghastly white mound of bone of hellish size on his forehead. It was pouring blood. Dazed, but sufficiently conscious to realise that he had work to do, he kept muttering: ‘Jerry bastards mustn’t get a clue. Destroy everything, burn everything, mustn’t get a clue, mustn’t get a clue.’

Moir was the most mobile of the group, and without pause he assisted us as capably as his badly shaken and bruised condition would allow.

We sorted ourselves out as best we could, but it was a haggard, bloody group of men that limped about the wreckage.

Moir was everywhere, decisive, level-headed, giving aid. He located the first-aid box. Quickly and without mercy he tucked my fingers into the palm of my hand and wrapped the right hand up in a few yards of bandage. As he tied it, he slapped my face and jerked me to my feet.

‘Come on, Ginger, snap out of it,’ he commanded sternly.‘We’ve got to get into that aircraft and bust and burn everything. Jerry can’t be far off.’

Together we climbed to the top of the fuselage proper. Once inside the main cabin I gathered together all maps and charts and the air log and fired them. Jock worked like a demon with the axe.

All instruments were splintered and hacked, especially the bomb sight. Before we returned to the open air we unlocked the camera magazine and set fire to the film which carried the evidence of our successful bombing operation. Everything inflammable was heaped on the fire in the cockpit, even my peppered parachute.

Coughing, sweating and spluttering, we dropped to the ground. Barely had we time to fill our lungs with clean air before the Germans warned us of their approach. Three red rockets flared into the night sky and a volley of rifle shots crackled in the fields just behind us.

‘The bastards are closing in on us,’ gasped Jock. ‘It’s now or never. I’m moving off. Can you make it? You can rely on me to help you all I can.’

‘I’m coming,’ I replied.

More rockets lit the sky, accompanied by a medley of yells.

‘They’ve spotted the bloody kite burning,’ hissed Jock. ‘They’re just behind the line of trees.’

‘C’mon, chum,’ was my reply. ‘Let’s get to hell out of here.’

For a couple of seconds we turned towards the others, huddled in a group on the ground, the flames from the burning machine flickering across their ashen faces. Not a word was said. It was a situation in which words could not come easily. The young gunner’s expression was ghastly. His eyes seemed to be fixed on some object in the sky, and glowed like bright coals. He looked very old. Wallace-Terry was retching and bowing his head up and down like clockwork. He looked up and paused in his vomiting, and waved his hand in a vague effort at salutation.

Moir and I started off, picking and weaving our way in the opposite direction to the oncoming searchers. Eventually we reached a narrow earth roadway which was heaven after the obstacles of the  fields. Breathing was painful, and after a few hundred yards every toe on my feet seemed to have enlarged to the size of turnips. My right hand and forearm were dead. I chuckled as I plodded up the road when I imagined what a queer business it would be learning to write with my left hand. I stooped to suck up water from a ditch and fell headlong into it. Moir heaved me out, laid me out, and lit a cigarette for me. Quietly I began hissing my choicest expletives.

‘Keep it up,’ Moir said, ‘now I know you’re getting your guts back.’

It was rapidly growing light. As we continued to drag our way up the road the flat and murky landscape was a miserable sight. But two thoughts drove us on: it was our duty to avoid capture at all costs; and we had to put more distance between ourselves and the searchers.

Six times we were compelled to roll into the oozing ditch, and six times we emerged dripping when the German patrols had clattered past. The Germans were certainly active. They must have found the Stirling because green rockets twittered about the sky immediately over its position.

‘My God,’ Jock muttered, ‘they must be calling in half the occupation troops.’

Once, as we grovelled in the muck and slime of the ditch, a dozen or more shots rang out. Birds in the hedge alongside were startled into flight. Moir spoke, pale with fury.

‘If those German bastards’ve pumped holes into the rest of the crew, I’ll haunt ’em to hell,’ he exclaimed.

Tucked away among a few scraggy trees, less than a hundred yards from the roadside, we found a dismal stone cottage. It looked forbidding and the roof was noticeably sunken in the centre. Moir  advanced to reconnoitre with the parting instruction to keep out of sight but to continue to move slowly up the ditch to a point a hundred yards beyond the cottage.
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