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  Dedicated to the wives and the mothers who lost their husbands and sons




  Introduction




  It had been two full decades since American and Commonwealth air, sea and land forces had taken part in the greatest seaborne invasion in world history. Twenty years in which the scarred Normandy landscape had healed somewhat. Twenty years in which surviving combatants had tried to build new lives. It had been a time for veterans to reflect upon their experience. A time for bereaved families to come to terms with the loss of their loved ones.




  For the mother of one of the British men lost in 1944 the postwar years had been hard, everything was in short supply in England, there was rationing, she had little money and in 1953 her husband had died. But now life had settled and with her daughter she was preparing to visit the grave of her son. The British Legion had made all the arrangements, and they travelled by boat from Newhaven to Dieppe and then by train to Caen to meet an escort. The next morning they made the short train journey to Bayeux and shortly after arrived by car at the British cemetery. Here they were met by an English gardener who directed them to the grave they were looking for. Both women stood facing the white headstone. On it was inscribed the RAF crest and motto ‘Per Ardua Ad Astra’. Beneath this they read:




  925316 FLIGHT SERGEANT




  R. HAINE




  AIR BOMBER




  ROYAL AIR FORCE




  6TH JUNE 1944 AGE 22.




  Then beneath a Crucifix there was inscribed:




  AT THE GOING DOWN
OF THE SUN
AND IN THE MORNING
WE WILL REMEMBER THEM




  Interred in the French soil he had given his life to liberate, lay the body of a son and a brother. Every evening ‘at the going down of the sun’, and the next day ‘in the morning’, he had been remembered. The mother turned and spoke. ‘Time does heal’ she said. Tears were streaming down her face.




  The above story tells of an attempt by one family to come to accept the loss of a loved one during World War II. Richard Haine was one of the many airmen lost by the Allies, during the campaign in support of the D-Day landings on the beaches of Normandy in 1944. Richard was killed on D-Day itself.




  Loss through war spreads its grief widely, and each man gone leaves family and friends behind. But are the airmen remembered, save by their close family and as part of a general statistic of war casualties? In July 1944 Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur Harris, Commander-in-Chief of RAF Bomber Command, wrote to Sir Charles Portal, the Chief of Air Staff, commenting on the lack of recognition he felt his airmen were getting as they battled supporting the D-Day campaign: ‘I have no personal ambition that has not years ago been satisfied in full. But I for one cannot forbear a most emphatic protest against the grave injustice, which is being done to my crews. There are 10,500 aircrew in my operational squadrons. In three months we have lost over half that number. They have a right that their story should be adequately told, and it is a military necessity that it should be.’




  The role of the Allied strategic heavy bomber forces in World War II is usually associated in the public mind today with the devastating raids on Hamburg and Dresden. These human tragedies must be remembered and examined. But other invaluable contributions to the hard-won peace, made by RAF Bomber Command and the US Eighth Air Force, should equally be remembered; the countering of the German V-weapon menace, minelaying operations, the dropping of agents and equipment to organise and arm the Resistance movements, the battle for and achievement of air superiority over western Europe in 1944, and, vitally, the success of the Normandy invasion. It appears all this has faded from public memory. It is my hope that this book will raise the profile of the heavy bomber contribution to the winning of the war in Europe, and in particular to D-Day and the violent struggle that followed it. Without it, I believe the invasion might well have faltered.




  D-Day Bombers: The Veterans’ Story concerns the US Eighth Air Force and RAF heavy bomber aircrew experience of supporting the build up to the Normandy landings, the day itself, and the aftermath. Also covered is the historical context of how the strategy and planning developed, a process which often led to bitter arguments between high ranking commanders. The book highlights eight crews, whose wartime careers covered a wide variety of aircraft type and operational experience. The story that unfolds is told largely in their own words. In my research I have met and corresponded with many air veterans, who have told me their story. It is quite clear that their experience is a defining, if not the defining, moment in their lives. They look back at a time of comradeship; the crew bond is ever present, particularly so with the RAF crews. It was a time when responsibility for personal actions was accepted and not avoided. And responsibility for being part of effecting greater change on a global scale was also accepted. They also look back with outspoken appreciation of true leadership. By the end of the war many of the young boys who appear in these pages had become men. Some did not make it, but their graves now tell the boys of today that the journey to manhood through war is not one completed by all who set out.




  The book comes in two parts. The second part centres on D-Day itself and its aftermath. The first part concerns operations carried out during the planning period. D-Day was not a 24-hour event; it was the culmination of six months of detailed planning and operations, during which RAF Bomber Command and the US Eighth Air Force heavy bomber forces played a significant part, and made a considerable sacrifice, attacking strategic and tactical targets, preventing supplies reaching the enemy forces and winning air supremacy. Prior to this there had been two years of planning for the eventual invasion, and three years in which the heavy bomber crews involved in D-Day had trained and learned their skills the hard way. This book places the heavy bomber story within the context of the D-Day operation overall. It tells the story of the journey that brought the D-Day airmen together for their vital contribution to the Normandy campaign. And it tells the story of the decisions that were made in the corridors of power, and how these filtered down to the crewrooms of those that fought the battle.




  Prologue




  On the evening of 14 November 1940, 17-year-old Dennis Field sat behind a desk, concentrating on his college homework in the front room of his home, a few miles from the centre of the Midlands city of Coventry, England. About 7 p.m. Dennis lifted his head as sirens began to wail. There was no initial panic. He had heard them before as German bombers had regularly visited the Midlands that summer, he recalls, ‘mostly, there was little disruption if the raid was short, slight or sporadic and initially life was not greatly affected.’




  But on this night as Dennis listened to the approaching German bombers, he began to realise that this was not going to be like most of the other raids. He and his mother decided to take cover in their neighbours’ Anderson shelter. Dennis’s father was still at work in the centre of the city.




  The Luftwaffe, having failed to defeat the RAF in the Battle of Britain during the summer of 1940, had switched from daylight attacks to night bombing, concentrating on cities, industry and ports. On this night, thousands of feet above Coventry, the German aircrews, manning 13 Heinkel 111 bombers from Kampfgeschwader 100, prepared to release their load of incendiaries and high explosives. Their purpose was to act as pathfinders and start the fires, on to which the following force of nearly 500 bombers could home in and concentrate their attack.




  At 7.20 p.m. KG100’s incendiaries fell and the ground fires started. Six hundred tons of high explosive and thousands more incendiaries would follow.




  
Dennis Field: The bombs rained on us and many times we crouched down expecting the worst or at best hoping not to have a direct hit. Occasionally there were colossal bangs and blasts, which blew open the door. I wanted to go out to see what was happening and to help if I could but demurred to Mum’s pleadings and restricted myself to occasional peers outside. The sky seemed aglow, with the brightest huge conflagration lighting the sky in the direction of the city centre. Nearby the smell of burning and of plaster and shattered buildings was powerful. I was surprised on several occasions to see our houses still standing.




  The long cold fearful night seemed interminable and the effect on Mum must have been dreadful although superficially she bore up extremely well and with our neighbours we gleaned mutual support. The bright moon set a short while before the all-clear sounded around 6 a.m. and we privately offered thanks for our survival, but with much apprehension about what would unfold. We found the house, like most around, with windows out and roof damaged and clearly uninhabitable. As dawn broke groups of people appeared. Predictably they were stunned but there was, contrary to popular myth, no panic. Firemen, police and other services were evident with hosepipes criss-crossing roads, and as we walked further, we saw appliances from Birmingham and other outlying cities and towns. Then Dad arrived and we were mightily relieved . . . A huge weight was lifted by our common reassurance. Dad humorously claimed to have drunk the last pint at the Greyfriars Inn opposite to his shelter, pulling and despatching it just before the roof fell in on the burning building. He said the centre was shattered, the Cathedral ruined, and there was chaos all the way home. A pall of smoke hung over the stricken centre. I went for a short walkabout. Most roads locally had their ration of bombed buildings and craters. Shops on the corner of Cramper’s Field were no more and sheets covered several bodies on the green opposite. Mrs Lampitt, from the wool shop, and several others had rushed towards a falling parachute thinking it was an airman; it was a land mine, which exploded on contact.







  Over the next few days Dennis learnt more of the extreme devastation inflicted upon his city. Hundreds had been killed. Following the raid it was impossible for his family to stay in their home. His father moved in with his aunt and Dennis went to stay with a relative. His mother, who had a heart condition, went away for a while, but after a short time she returned and was admitted into the Coventry and Warwickshire hospital. Sadly her heart condition deteriorated and in February 1941 she passed away. And so it was that having lost his home and family life, Dennis decided to volunteer for the Royal Air Force. In three years time he would be one of thousands of young British, American and British Commonwealth airmen fighting an uncompromising air battle over Western Europe. His survival, as did theirs, depended on skill and good fortune and having survived, Dennis would play his part in one of the most significant military operations in World War II, the D-Day landings on the beaches of Normandy.




  PART ONE




  Flightpath to D-Day




  CHAPTER 1




  RAF Bomber Command’s New Recruit




  Planning for D-Day, the Allied assaults on the Normandy beaches on 6 June 1944 gathered pace in December 1943, but the process had begun two years earlier. The responsibility for detailed and careful preparation applied not only to prime ministers, presidents and chiefs of staff, but also to the commanders of the fighting forces. RAF Bomber Command was no exception. Dennis Field’s story is typical of the training of the heavy bomber crews.




  In December 1941 Japanese aircraft had struck the American Navy at Pearl Harbor1 and Hitler declared war on the USA. At that time German military might was dominating in the Western theatres of operation but Britain was holding out, just, though it clearly could not defeat Germany on its own. The British Commonwealth nations had rallied around but when American human and industrial resource was allied to British resolve, many believed, and many more hoped, that the seed of victory had been sown.




  At the Anglo-American Arcadia conference in Washington, which began on 31 December 1941, the USA made its commitment to Bolero, the build-up of armed forces in Britain, to meet the priority of the defeat of Germany in the West. The major Allied offensive of 1942 saw the clash of German and Allied armies in North Africa, but the Americans believed an offensive across the English Channel would be the best way to initiate victory in the West, and had agreed only reluctantly to the invasion of North Africa. Then at the Casablanca conference in January 1943 the British again got their way, as Husky, the invasion of Sicily as a step towards that of Italy, became the next priority.




  Whilst the land campaign raged, the Allies developed another way of hitting back at Hitler. At the Casablanca conference there had been agreement on direct action against Germany, with the issue of a directive (4 February 1943) to the British and American commanders of the Allied heavy bomber forces: ‘Your primary object will be the progressive destruction and dislocation of the German military, industrial and economic system, and the undermining of the morale of the German people to a point where their capacity for armed resistance is fatally weakened.’ The directive went on to prioritise German submarine construction, the German aircraft industry, transportation, oil and ‘other targets in the enemy war industry’. In addition, the German capital Berlin was included to be ‘attacked when conditions are suitable for the attainment of specially valuable results unfavourable to the morale of the enemy or favourable to that of Russia’.




  For the next few months both Allied heavy bomber forces carried the war direct to the enemy: the British bombers, under the cover of night, went deep into Reich airspace, and the American forces in their daylight defensive formations steadily probed deeper. The Luftwaffe responded, exacting its toll, and it soon became apparent to the Allies that if they were to invade Fortress Europe successfully they would need control of the skies. In June 1943 the Casablanca directive was updated with the issue of the Pointblank amendment which attempted to change the emphasis; the achievement of air superiority in Western Europe became the priority by targeting the German aircraft industry along with attacking enemy airfields and directly engaging the Luftwaffe in the skies over Germany and the occupied territories. However, Pointblank also retained the objective of attacking the ‘morale of the German people’. In the coming months, this indefinite wording gave RAF Bomber Command2 the scope to maintain attacks on German cities, whilst the American heavy bomber forces focused on the defeat of the German air force.




  The air offensive against Germany would require a considerable growth in the numbers of aircraft, aircrews and groundcrews with which to pound the enemy. Pointblank would draw on two main sources. The USA could train its men on home soil, then fly them across the Atlantic to join operational units in England. In contrast, the training of RAF aircrew required sending them away from the hostile and crowded skies over England to the peaceful skies over other British Commonwealth nations. Early in the war Commonwealth dominions reached agreement on providing a joint programme of air training. As such any new aircrew recruits could find themselves sent far from home in order to learn and hone their skills flying in a peaceful airspace. What follows is the story of one of them, but it is typical of the many.




  When Dennis Field reached the age of 18 he volunteered for the Royal Air Force to train as a pilot, and in February 1942 he would start his flying career. Some of his friends, who had joined before Dennis, would, when on leave, enlighten him on some of their early training experiences.




  
Dennis Field: The new recruits, dispersed in various seaside ITWs [Initial Training Wings], radiated health and well being when they arrived on leave in their new blue serge uniforms with a white flash in the forage cap signifying U/T aircrew. Jim Bird had been up for an aptitude test in a Tiger Moth and had enjoyed the gentler part but had not been too keen on the spinning exercise. This and other tales of early service life roused eager anticipation over guarded uncertainty. When I received my travel warrant to report to ACRC (Aircrew Recruiting Centre) in St John’s Wood, London, my Pandora’s box of travel, adventure and danger opened.







  In May 1942 Dennis embarked for Canada (via the USA) aboard the SS Thomas Hardy. On arrival at New York harbour he was promptly entrained for Moncton, New Brunswick, the main transit base for the North American Empire Air Training Scheme. A further train journey followed to Calgary, Alberta, and then on to Bowden and the aerodrome. After a frustrating two weeks Dennis eventually became airborne: ‘Sheer exhilaration overcame apprehension and the fleeting surprise of the strap hanging contortion of primary aerobatics.’ As the training continued, however, the realisation that the training, whilst exciting, was nevertheless hazardous became apparent to him:




  
Circuits and bumps were augmented at a small auxiliary field called Netook, which frequently became crowded and the first fatality occurred when two aircraft collided. One chap bailed out but Pressland, who occupied a bed near mine, stayed in his plane and died in the crash. The blood-stained cockpit of the wreck brought back on a trailer was a grim reminder of ever-present hazards.







  Eventually Dennis achieved the required number of training hours. Following an ‘average’ assessment and expressing a preference for single-engine aircraft, he was posted to SFTS (Service Flying Training School) at Swift Current, Saskatchewan, which then moved to share the airport at Calgary. Training continued with formation flying, instrument flying, and night flying, although a rugby injury, a dislocated elbow, held him up. In January 1943 Dennis received his pilot wings and the next month travelled to Moncton and then on to New York where he boarded the Queen Mary. In March Dennis arrived back in Britain. Further training followed, including being sent on an all pilot toughening-up course at Whitley Bay. Here Dennis was to receive some disappointing news. He had been detailed to continue training on multi-engined aircraft, four-engined bombers. Virtually all aspiring airmen strove for the glory associated with the fighter pilots.




  
I felt totally deflated at the news. The very little I knew about them gave the impression that I should become a glorified bus driver, and I did not fancy the job of having to form a crew and losing a good measure of independence. The reason for the change was obvious as the bombing campaign was gathering strength and starting seriously to affect German war production and communications, but at heavy cost as rising losses showed. Communiqués such as ‘Twenty of our aircraft are missing’ became all too familiar so that three or four times a week meant that several hundred highly trained aircrew replacements were needed. Philosophically I reasoned that it was a case of being in the wrong place at the wrong time but that did not much improve morale. I was to learn how incorrect and misplaced my misgivings were and that the chance circumstance was one amongst many which I should have reason to bless for survival and a great deal of coincidental camaraderie and, albeit dangerous, reward.







  On 1 June 1943 Dennis was posted to AFU (Advanced Flying Unit) South Cerney, Gloucestershire and the satellite airfield at Bibury, to fly Oxfords and undergo conversion to multi-engined aircraft. New friends were made and night-flying training was the focus with its inherent hazards. After 70 hours on Oxfords Dennis was posted to No. 82 OTU (Operational Training Unit) Ossington, near Newark, his introduction to RAF Bomber Command.




  
. . . and with it a considerable change in attitude, aircraft and environment. The station was very much down to earth and under continuous pressure to provide an uninterrupted flow of crews to replace increasing losses. The ‘permanent’ flying (screened) staff were tour-expired and it showed. It was our first close contact with people who had completed operations, surviving against unlikely odds. Gongs [medals] were common, almost part of the dress, and worn without flamboyance. Although we were keen to hear and learn all we could, in off-duty hours they stayed detached and there was little line-shooting in our presence. They had done it and we were about to. But we realised that within a few months we should all meet some ultimate of human experience.




  Soon after our arrival, we were assembled for an introductory talk by the Wing-Co, a DSO, DFC type who had recently completed a second tour and wore his arm in a sling with a heavily bandaged hand. I suppose he was only about twenty-five but to me he seemed much older. The message was positive and matter-of-fact. We were told of our responsibilities, duties, security and programme and were left in no doubt of the seriousness of that training; we were now part of Bomber Command and would soon be going onto operations which in no way would be a joyride. We were told of basic rules, both flying and on the ground, DROs, SSOs, leave, crew working, flights and sections. The Wellington’s handling and robustness were extolled, and the closeness of the props to the cockpit was mentioned. Injury resulting from carelessness would be considered as self-inflicted and be liable to court-martial and we were left in no doubt of our situation. Afterwards I learned that the CO’s attitude was perhaps coloured by the fact that having come from a Lancaster squadron, he had been forgetful coming back to Wimpys [Wellingtons] and when waving the chocks away had lost several fingers of his left hand.







  Training would soon continue following the all important crewing-up. Airmen from the various trades, the pilots, navigators, bomb aimers, wireless operators and air gunners were left in a hangar and basically told to sort themselves out.




  
Dennis Field: I was wandering about ineffectually and somewhat self-consciously in the general melee and hubbub wondering how to make the first contact when I was approached by a completed group of four fellow young sprog sergeants, gunner, wireless operator and two observers (with an ‘O’ brevet indicating qualification both as navigator and bomb-aimer) who asked me if I would make up their crew. It was not exactly what I had intended and I was rather taken aback by the suddenness and fait-accompli. We were likely, after all, within a short time to be confronted by dangerous and immediate situations demanding total interdependence and reliance. But believing in some intervention by Providence (fortified by later events) and noting that they seemed a bright bunch and with the distinct benefit of two observers, I quickly agreed following brief introductions.




  Alan Turner, navigator, from Stockport, was a few weeks younger than me, but he looked even more youthful with neatly side-parted hair, slightly chubby cheeks and an almost cherubic look. As he only stood about five feet three inches in his socks, at least there was, I thought, not much for Jerry to aim at. But his application to his job was intense and perfectionist.




  Gingery-haired Mancunian Arthur Borthwick, bomb aimer, and, as Alan, trained in South Africa, proved to be an extrovert and optimistic type, very keen on his job and willing to ‘organise’, which came in useful in extracting extra rations from the cookhouse WAAFs.




  Hailing from Bradford, Gordon ‘Yorky’ Royston, rear gunner, was a thoroughbred Yorkshireman. He had dark crinkly hair, smog-induced slightly red-rimmed eyes, a fondness for black beer and chitterlings, a pleasant friendly character and a generous accent.




  Eddie Durrans, wireless operator, from Batley, was thus not of such absolute pedigree as Yorky. He had a mischievous streak which often subsequently led to my being unsuspectingly subjected to mass attacks under his rallying call of ‘Bloody hellfire’ and finishing flattened under four representatives of the white and red roses. The excuse for such undisciplined behaviour was to ensure that I did not get too cocky on the ground after being ‘chiefy’ on duty and in the air, and in recompense for some ropey fledgling landings.




  To complete our immediate crew (the flight engineer required for the four-engined aircraft would join us at Heavy Conversion Unit), Tony Faulconbridge, our future mid-upper gunner, joined us a few days later. Tony, tall and fair-haired, was from Hereford, and he and I were the Midland counterpart of the northern group. Quietly spoken but always readily involved, he was the youngest by a few months from Alan and myself. His brother had been lost on a mainforce raid the previous year.




  Initial shyness and reticence soon melted away and we settled down, going almost everywhere together when not in our respective sections. We were all ex-grammar school or similar with not too different backgrounds, not that that would have made much difference anyway. But that we were welding into a unit spontaneously, building up mutual trust and respect and were keen to work hard and conscientiously, augured well. Teamwork was essential and it developed rapidly. There was plenty of banter but minimal moaning between us and, as skipper, I can remember only very rare harsh words or necessary remonstration. Nights in the mess or evening walks gave opportunity to talk shop and to find our own entertainment. Town jaunts usually lasted several hours, but our final semi-comatose condition on returning to the billet was as much due to exhaustion from walking, hitching lifts, finding pubs that were open and struggling to get to the bar, as it was to alcohol consumed. None of us was an abstainer, although our capacities varied somewhat. It was never any use trying to be pretentious, not that I wished to and, quite rightly, I became the chief butt for the leg-pulling and horseplay. But with anything connected with our work or flying there was application and discipline. In the air we remained on first name terms. Voices were instantly recognisable and I felt that the traditional ‘navigator to skipper’ or such only delayed the message. From curiosity some time later, I asked Eddie why they had picked on me. He replied that they were looking for a ‘big bugger’ when they suddenly realised that I was the only one left. It served me right for asking.







  Training continued on twin-engined bombers with night flying and bombing, night cross-country and fighter affiliation, which included practising corkscrewing, an evasive action involving climbing, diving and turning in order to shake off unwanted company. Dennis’s crew progressed steadily but the risks of operational training were always kept at the forefront of their mind.




  
Dennis Field: One morning whilst queuing at the NAAFI wagon for a rock cake wad and mug of well-brewed char, we were idly watching a Wimpy taking off when the starboard engine spluttered just after lift-off and smoke began to pour from it. It struggled on at low level for a minute or so before disappearing below the treetops. We muttered a silent prayer before the sudden flash and column of black oily smoke told its tale. Later in the day I happened to go to flying control and bumped into a rescue squad sergeant who had gone straight to the scene. I stupidly asked him if there had been any survivors. He did not reply and I would not forget the sickened look he gave me. I made a mental reservation on the capability of our kites to cope on one engine take-off.







  After passing out of OTU the crew was sent to 1651 HCU (Heavy Conversion Unit) Waterbeach (and later to Wratting Common) to gain experience of four-engined bombers, in this case the Short Stirling.




  
Dennis Field: The Stirling was big and dwarfed the Wellington in much the same way as did the Oxford. In the cockpit at a height of nearly twenty-four feet, it was like sitting on the eaves of a detached house with a six-foot diameter wheel at each of the front corners. (My captive audience often accused me in colourful terms of carrying the analogy too far.) The tips of the airscrews could not be reached even with upstretched arms. The undercarriage was of majestic proportion and intricacy, the need for which arose from a revised design to obtain greater lift on a shorter wing span of less than a hundred feet so that it would fit inside the standard hangars of the period. The height exaggerated a tendency caused by the torque of the propellers, with or without crosswind, to swing to starboard during take-off and was the cause of many a crash. Additionally the Stirling, for its maximum loaded weight of 70,000 lb, was underpowered and had a practical ceiling of only 13,000-14,000 feet.







  Flying the four-engined heavies required the need to pay considerable attention to fuel, engine and other mechanical management. As such a seventh member was added to the crew to take on this responsibility, and flight engineer Charlie Waller joined Dennis Field’s crew.




  
Dennis Field: Charlie Waller, a Londoner, was like many of his ilk, a remustered fitter. At over thirty and married he was by far the eldest amongst us, but quickly fitted in well and predictably was very knowledgeable. There was no call for him to volunteer for flying; he could most plausibly have remained with groundcrew.







  After 30 hours of training the crew was cleared for operations, but given 10 days’ leave whilst awaiting their posting. During this time Dennis met up with some old friends:




  
I bumped into four uniformed ex-schoolmates who were also pilots. Tony Snell, a budding artist whose lino-cutting pictures often graced the school magazines, was now flying Spitfires. Bill Dodd, on Beaufighters, was a keen cricketer whose parents had rigged a practice net where I had spent energetic visits. His brother Stuart had been killed on an airfield during a bombing attack in 1941. Rodney Dryland, on Typhoons, was a cheerful extrovert. Brian Bastable, test flying, was a quieter character. Tony sported a DFC and Rodney and Brian were soon also to be similarly decorated. When I told then I was on Stirlings they laughed and insisted on buying the drinks when we adjourned to the Queen’s Hotel. It was like a premature wake for me with much leg-pulling. As it turned out, I was the only one to survive. Within twelve months Tony and Bill went missing on operations and Rodney and Bill died later in accidents.







  On Boxing Day 1943 news came through that Dennis’s crew was posted to an RAF Bomber Command operational unit, 90 Squadron at Tuddenham, Suffolk. It was time to enter battle, a battle that would reach its zenith on D-Day.




  CHAPTER 2




  Americans over Berlin


  

  Strategy for the success of the Normandy campaign placed certain responsibilities on the American heavy bomber forces. This would involve a change, not only in the nature of the missions, but in the tactical conduct. In the lead up to D-Day, the number of US Eighth Air Force airmen would grow and they would develop the expertise to carry out their allotted task. John Howland was one such American who played his part in these historic days.







  
John Howland, navigator US Eighth Air Force: Christmas away from home is never pleasant, not even in Jolly Old England.







  On 25 December 1943 American airman John Howland and his friend and fellow aviator Jim Tyson took a walk into the town of Stone in Staffordshire, England. One week earlier, just after midnight on 18 December 1943, Jim Tyson had lifted his four-engined Boeing B-17 Flying Fortress heavy bomber from the runway at Gander Lake, Newfoundland. From then on he had relied on his navigator John Howland to direct them across the Atlantic Ocean. Approaching Ireland the weather had deteriorated, as they had been forewarned at briefing. Clouds enclosed the B-17.




  
John Howland: Jim decided to go down and take a look below. We dropped to about 12,000 feet and hit some very bad icing conditions. One minute the black perforated outer barrel of the machine gun sticking out of the starboard navigator’s window was merely a shadow in the dim light. The next minute it looked like a huge white war club. Ominously, the air speed indicator dropped to zero because the heater in the pitot tube had failed. Jim applied power, climbing to try and find an altitude where icing conditions weren’t so severe. He flew by power settings from that point on.







  All John could do was plot their position by dead reckoning in order to meet his ETA at Prestwick. When the time came Jim Tyson tried to radio Prestwick tower.




  
John Howland: Jim could make contact with both Nutts Corner and Prestwick; but they wouldn’t respond when he asked for a QDM (magnetic heading) to their base. Finally, after trying fruitlessly for about thirty minutes, he made another call to Burton (the code name for Prestwick) saying:




  ‘Hello Burton. This is Harry How (our code name). Come in please.’




  The response was loud and clear in a cockney accent, ‘Ello Airy Ow. Where are you?’




  Jim replied, ‘We don’t know. What is the ceiling over your base?’




  The cockney accent came back again saying, ‘Ello Airy Ow. Where are you?’




  Jim replied, ‘We still don’t know. What is the ceiling over your base?’ Once more Prestwick came in with, ‘Ello Airy Ow. Where are you?’




  Finally, Jim replied, ‘Burton, this is Harry How. We don’t know where we are. We’re sitting up here at 26,500 feet above a solid cloud layer in the vicinity of your field. We are low on oxygen, and running low on fuel. Our air speed indicator isn’t working, and we are losing number four engine (low oil pressure). Unless you can give us some help in the next thirty minutes we are going to bail out and leave this SOB sitting up here.’




  The response was immediate. ‘Ello Airy Ow. Don’t do that! Fly 180 degrees and give us a long count.’




  Jim went through the ritual of counting slowly up to ten and back to one again. About one minute later the tower operator came back saying, ‘Fly 270 degrees and give us another long count.’




  Just a few moments later he was back on the air with, ‘Come on down, Airy Ow, you are right over the base.’




  At that moment the happiest navigator in the entire Eighth Air Force was sitting in the nose compartment of a B-17 numbered 237986.







  At the beginning of 1944 John Howland was one of thousands of American airmen who were contributing to the Eighth Air Force’s accession of strength in England. For many their motivation to join the air force was common.




  
Stu Merwin, radio operator 446th Bomb Group: The newspapers, radio, and movies of 1941 carried graphic images of the fighting in Europe. Edward R. Murrow was a newscaster who brought the Nazi conquests to us, on the radio, every night. As a 19-year-old, I along with millions of other ‘kids’ was galvanized into action by the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. Having watched movies of fighter aces, etc. we all wanted to be pilots. I joined the Army Air Corps on 17 March 1942, hoping to be a pilot cadet. So did thousands of others.




  Rolland Whithead, pilot, 34th Bomb Group: The war in Europe, to me, seemed so distant and yet we were helping England in many ways but not getting involved until the Japanese hit Pearl Harbor. Boy, did we have an attitude adjustment.




  Sam Stone, radio operator, 96th Bomb Group: My lifelong dream was to fly. I couldn’t wait to get into the war. I am Jewish and my parents were both born and raised in Warsaw. My grandmother and many relatives were killed by Nazis. I was aware of what was happening and I was determined to kill as many Germans as I could.







  John Howland had joined the Army Air Corps3 because he simply just liked to fly. Whilst at college he had taken the opportunity, offered by the government, to take a course in pilot training, and began training on Piper Cubs at Colorado Springs.




  
John Howland: I passed the physical and mental tests and was about ready to solo when word was sent that I was to be dropped because my height was half an inch below the minimum requirement (5ft 4in). I was devastated. However, pre-med students at Colorado College told me a person was always about one inch taller upon arising in the morning. I used the right triangle from my engineering studies’ kit and checked out this observation. They were right. I was told that my only chance for reinstatement was to pass the 5ft 4in height test. So, on a Sunday afternoon I went to bed and spent the evening and night stretched out flat. The next morning my friend Bill Clark, a six-foot-plus football player came by and slung my small frame over his shoulder like a 125 lb sack of grain. I laid down in the back seat of his car and when we reached the doctor’s office, he carried me inside.




  Doc Woodward was waiting for us and said, ‘Howland, stand up and we’ll measure you.’ I replied, ‘No, doc, just set that damned marker at 5ft 4in and we’ll see if I can hit it.’ The marker was set. I eased to my bare feet and could barely feel that marker scraping across the top of my head. I was then reinstated, finished the course, and was awarded a private pilot’s license in January 1942.







  At the end of his school year in May 1942, John took the decision to leave his studies and enlist with the Army Air Corps, but yet again he would run into problems.




  
John Howland: Further, without my friend Bill Clark and the other options I used, there was no way I could pass that height test. So, I decided to be a glider pilot. The height requirement was only 5ft. Early in July (42) I went to Mitchell Field, New York for testing and possible induction as a glider pilot. Glider pilot applicants were required to take the same mental and physical tests as Air Corps Cadet applicants for training as pilots, bombardiers or navigators. An applicant had to score 90 (out of 150) to be an air corps cadet or 70 to be a glider pilot. They must have had a bunch of dummies applying that day. I scored 128 and the nearest to me barely squeaked by with a 92. A fellow by the name of Lt O’Connor got hold of me and said, ‘Have you ever thought of being a pilot as a cadet as opposed to a glider pilot?’ I explained that lacking half an inch was the reason for my decision since I wasn’t too interested in being a bombardier or a navigator. I presume Lt O’Connor was having trouble meeting his quota of cadets when he said, ‘That’s no problem at all. We can give you a waiver on that half inch.’ That was all I needed to hear, and with eyes still out of focus from dilation drops, I signed on the dotted line to become an air corps cadet scheduled for pilot training. But that was the last I ever heard of that damned waiver.







  Exactly one year following the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, John reported for Basic Training at San Antonio Aviation Cadet Center, Texas. Following initial physical and mental tests he was informed that he qualified for the positions of either pilot, bombardier, or navigator.




  
John Howland: Despite the fact that I had requested pilot training, had passed all mental and aptitude tests, and indeed, possessed a valid private pilot’s license, the Army in all its wisdom decided the half inch I lacked to meet their minimum height requirement disqualified me for pilot training. So I opted for training as a celestial navigator.







  Following initial training at Pre-Flight School at Ellington Field near Houston, Texas, John then went on to specialist navigational training at the Advanced Navigation School in Hondo, Texas. Six months’ intensive training followed and some cadets dropped out, unable to keep up the expected grade standards. Following graduation on 5 August 1943 and a short leave, John reported at Ephrata, Washington, where he formed up in a B-17 bomber crew. The pilot of the new crew, Californian James L. Tyson, was its most senior member; he was 27 years old and married. The initial co-pilot appeared to have a problem with alcohol and was replaced by an Irishman from Boston, Massachusetts, Bill Doherty. Frank Palenik, from Phillips Wisconsin, was the bombardier. Along with John Howland these four men became second lieutenants. The engineer, top turret gunner position was filled by Richard C. Jensen from Cleveland, Ohio, the radio operator Henry N. White from St Louis, Missouri and the four gunners were Robert Miller, Charles Churchill, Edgar Berg and Arnold Farmer.




  The fledgling crew was sent to Overseas Training Unit at Kearney, Nebraska, to hone its skills as a unit flying a B-17.




  
John Howland: I felt quite comfortable with my crew. As a pilot, Jim Tyson was steady as a rock; the kind of pilot who makes life easy for a navigator. If I set course of 245 degrees, I would watch the needle of my Flux Gate compass move around until it registered 245 deg. When Jim Tyson flew the plane, it was glued there. Whenever I observed course deviations, I would check to see whose feet were on the rudder pedals. Invariably, it was the co-pilot who was flying the plane. However no disrespect is intended for our fun-loving co-pilot. Bill Doherty just wasn’t cut out to be a bomber pilot. He was a misplaced fighter pilot; a real life ‘Hot Shot Charlie’, the comic strip character made famous by cartoonist Milton Caniff in a strip called ‘Terry and the Pirates’.




  Frank Palenik, my companion in the nose compartment, proved to be a very competent, better than average, bombardier. He was not only an excellent bombardier; but a very good pilotage navigator as well. Unlike many bombardiers who read comic books or took naps on long flights, Frank always had a pilotage chart in his hands and fed position reports to me repeatedly whenever the weather was clear. This was a great help to me while I maintained our dead reckoning positions on the Mercator chart.




  The two months spent in the Overseas Training Unit were quite rewarding. We learned to work together and respect the talent and contributions of other crew members.







  On Thanksgiving Day, 1943 the crew began their journey to England, firstly to Syracuse, New York, then Presque Isle, Maine, on to Stephenville, Newfoundland and on 1 December to Gander, Newfoundland. Then the snow arrived, preventing any flights, and it was two weeks before the snow stopped and the runways were cleared. On 17 December 1943 however, John Howland, Jim Tyson and their crew received the briefing for their final flight to England.




  Upon arrival and following a brief stay at Prestwick, the crew moved on to the army distribution centre at Stone. Whilst there it learnt of the fate of some of the other crews who had also been detailed to make the flight across the Atlantic on 18 December. They had experienced similar problems, indeed three aircraft failed to arrive. Whilst at Stone the American airmen awaited their assignment to an operational base, and on Christmas Day, John and Jim had little else to do except take a walk, explore the area around Stone and unexpectedly meet some of the local people.




  
John Howland: Not a word was said between us as we wandered aimlessly in the general direction of a church we could see in the distance. The silence was broken by the click of heels and scurrying feet as a middle-aged woman and a boy crossed the street and approached us. The woman spoke first saying, ‘Won’t you Yanks come home and have Christmas with our family?’ Although somewhat startled by her generous and gracious offer, we were quick to accept.







  The lady, Doris Redman, took the two men to her parents’ home, which was full of people that day.




  
John Howland: We wondered where to find the ‘cold’ and ‘aloof’ English people we had heard so much about. They certainly weren’t part of this group. Conversation flowed freely. The tea and scones were delicious, and we were treated with a warmth and friendship we hadn’t seen since leaving home.







  On 28 December 1943 news came through of the crew’s posting to an operational base, assigned to the 535th Squadron, one of four squadrons making up the 381st Bomb Group, based at Ridgewell in Essex. It was time to enter battle.




  On New Year’s day 1944, a new command was set up to direct the American heavy bomber forces in Europe, the United States Strategic Air Force (USSTAF)4, encompassing the Eighth and Fifteenth Air Forces, under General Carl Spaatz. Carl ‘Tooey’ Spaatz, graduate of the US Military Academy at West Point, 1914, World War I veteran, and with a postwar career filling staff positions in the rapidly expanding Army Air Corps, will forever be remembered as a man who was at the forefront of American air power strategy in World War II.




  In the summer of 1940 Spaatz had been sent as an observer to witness the Battle of Britain. The failure of the Luftwaffe to overcome the RAF had great influence on the American, developing his mindset that air superiority was a must as a prelude to any invasion operations. Since then Spaatz had been instrumental, once the Germany first strategy had been decided, in developing American air power in Europe. The Eighth Air Force moved to England early in 1942, to start contributing to the strategic air offensive against Germany, and Spaatz, promoted to major general, arrived shortly after; he took over command, with Brigadier General Ira Eaker as his deputy, and committed his bomber force to a precision daylight bombing offensive. This was a controversial decision considering both the Luftwaffe and the RAF had moved to night offensives as a result of unsustainable daylight losses. But Spaatz stuck to his guns. His bomber aircrews would wage war by day.




  The Allied invasion of North Africa commenced towards the end of 1942 and Spaatz, promoted to three star rank, took command of all American air forces in Europe and the focus for American air power shifted to the Mediterranean and the desert. Eaker took over command of the Eighth Air Force in England. Then following the success of the North African campaign, and the invasions of Sicily and Italy, Spaatz’s eyes turned once more to attacking Germany direct. In January 1944 he took up his position in England commanding the USSTAF, with plans to use, so he thought, the Eighth Air Force from England and the Fifteenth Air Force from Italy, in bombarding the German war machine.




  In January 1944 the Eighth Air Force had a change of leader as General Ira Eaker was transferred to the Mediterranean theatre, not something Eaker took to kindly as he felt his bomber force was now starting to make a significant impact on the European war. Taking Eaker’s place was James ‘Jimmy’ Doolittle who was promoted to lieutenant general, two months after arriving in England on 5 January 1944.




  Doolittle had achieved notoriety when, on 18 April 1942, he had led a force of 16 B-25s, taking off from an aircraft carrier, on a raid bombing factories in the centre of Tokyo, then flying on to land in China. The ‘Doolittle raid’, as it came to be known, provided a much needed boost for the American nation. When Doolittle returned to the USA his President presented him with the Medal of Honor. Since then, Doolittle had been given command of the Twelfth Air Force as it took part in the North African and Mediterranean campaigns, and following this in November 1943, command of the newly formed strategic Fifteenth Air Force, which was set up to operate from bases in Italy. As 1943 drew to a close, however, another move was being planned for Doolittle.




  In the Eighth Air Force, Doolittle inherited a bomber force of unprecedented strength. In the summer of 1942 the ‘Mighty Eighth’, as it has come to be known, had begun operating from English airfields, initially attacking targets in the occupied territories of western Europe. Throughout the following year and a half as the force grew in strength, it began to probe deeper into enemy airspace. In contrast to RAF Bomber Command, the Eighth sent its bombers into battle during daylight, believing in the fire-power of tight, defensive, well-armed bomber formations to counter aerial opposition. However, attacks on targets deep in Germany, as the Eighth strived to fulfil its commitment to the Pointblank objectives, particularly in September and October 1943, soon exposed weaknesses. The bomber formations were severely mauled. German fighter tactics evolved and exploited these weaknesses, notably engaging the bombers in frontal attacks, as the B-17 and B-24 had been designed to counter mainly rear attacks. In addition rockets fired from twin-engined German fighters were introduced to break bomber formations up, and thus hinder supportive fire.




  It became clear to the American air commanders that to continue attacking Germany without increasing the range of fighter escorts was a sure way to lose the air war. When Doolittle took command of the Eighth at the beginning of 1944, however, long-range escorts, with drop tanks for extra fuel, were available and the German fighter threat over Germany could now be countered. Doolittle recorded in his autobiography that the ‘steadily increased range of the escort fighters was an inheritance from which I benefited as commander of the 8th; their genesis began long before I took over. It was my job to use this increased capability to best advantage.’ And one of Doolittle’s first command decisions was to change the role of the fighter escorts, which up to that point had been to protect the bomber force. He ordered the Eighth Fighter Command to shift emphasis to the pursuit and destruction of enemy fighters. ‘Your priority is to take the offensive,’ he told Major General William Kepner of Eighth Fighter Command, who welcomed this new direction. Doolittle would later claim this as ‘the most important and far-reaching military decision I made during the war. It was also the most controversial.’5




  At the time of Jim Tyson and John Howland’s arrival at Ridgewell the Eighth Air Force was set to embark upon what historians now recognise as a decisive air battle in World War II in western Europe. Jim, John and their crew would make their contribution to the battle and experience at first hand the uncompromising conflict for air superiority.




  The 381st Bomb Group had been activated on New Year’s day 1943, its aircrew initially honing their flying skills particularly formation flying, at Pyote, Texas; then they went on to Pueblo, Colorado to complete preparations for operational duty. On 2 May the 381st began transferring airmen, groundcrews, staff and equipment to England, arriving in June and conducting its first mission on 22 June to an airfield at Antwerp. The 381st entered battle at a cost: two aircraft failed to return and two more arrived back badly damaged carrying casualties. The next day there was further tragedy when, during preparations for a mission a bomb fell and exploded wiping out 24 lives. Over the next six months the 381st took up its responsibilities in executing the Eighth Air Force’s commitments to Pointblank and the price was paid. On the Schweinfurt mission on 17 August 1943, 11 aircraft were lost.




  On the day of arrival at the 381st Bomb Group’s home at Ridgewell, Jim Tyson’s crew received a welcome from a most surprising source. Broadcasting from Germany, the infamous Lord Haw Haw (William Joyce) welcomed the crew to England along with other crews who had also made the same transatlantic flight on 18 December 1943.




  
John Howland: He assured us we would all soon be dead or shot down and captured as prisoners of war. The threats didn’t bother us, but we were shocked at the breach of security. It wasn’t until some time later we learned that our third lost plane [on 18 December 1943] made a serious navigation error. They failed to detect the strong tailwinds pushing them across the Atlantic and were hundreds of miles south of course. When they requested landing instructions over a German airport in Normandy, an alert English-speaking tower operator give the necessary information. They wound up as prisoners of war, and Lord Haw Haw and the Nazis gained access to the secret orders the men carried with them.







  The first days at Ridgewell were spent settling in and undergoing further training on topics such as the British navigation equipment, dinghy drill and lectures on escape methods. Then early on the morning of 11 January 1944, John Howland and Jim Tyson were awoken. The moment had come at last: they were to take part in an operational mission. Policy at the 381st Bomb Group was, on their first mission, to blood new pilots and navigators with experienced crews. Separated from his pilot, John was assigned to fly with a Lieutenant Jobe, who was flying his 25th mission and therefore completing his first tour of duty. The main target for the 1st Bomb Division heavies, including Lieutenant Jobe’s, was a Focke-Wulf aircraft assembly plant at Oschersleben, approximately 75 miles south-west of Berlin, with a smaller force detailed for a Junkers plant at nearby Halberstadt. In addition 2nd and 3rd Bomb Division bomb groups were tasked to blast the aircraft industry around Brunswick. All this would require a deep penetration into Germany, and the groans at the unveiling of the planned route at briefing indicated the aircrew’s displeasure.




  Around 0800 hours the 381st’s B-17s took off (33 airborne, of which two returned as unused spares) and at 0915 hours after forming up over the airfield within the 1st Combat Wing, the formation moved off. Lieutenant Jobe’s aircraft took its place in the high composite group (which also included aircraft from the 91st Bomb Group), following the lead aircraft in the main lead group (91st Bomb Group aircraft), which in turn was followed by the low group (381st Bomb Group aircraft). This three-tiered ‘Combat Box’(in this case totalling 62 bombers dispatched) of high, lead and low groups made up the typical defensive formation early in 1944. With each heavy bomber bristling with 0.50-inch calibre machine guns, any attacker challenging or entering the box would expose itself to a deadly crossfire. The tighter the formation the greater the concentration of supportive crossfire and the less chance enemy fighters or flak defences would have to target and pick off single aircraft. The compromise was manoeuvrability of the formation, particularly on the bomb run, and too tight a formation could expose more than one aircraft to a single enemy rocket or shell.




  En route to the coastal town of Lowestoft further combat wings, detailed for Oschersleben, were met, the 41st and 94th, and the force proceeded across the North Sea toward the coast of Holland.




  
John Howland: Flak suits were donned as we crossed the coastline flying at 19,000 feet over a solid undercast. At 1052 hours we were over the north-east polder of the Zuider Zee when the pilot called me and asked for a mag [magnetic] heading home. I blurted out ‘245 degrees’. I wondered what was up as we broke away from the formation, went into a dive and started for home. Almost immediately we were ordered to test fire our machine guns. Shortly after we had done that, the tail gunner reported ‘flak at 5:30’. I tried to see how close it was, but my vision was restricted. Things then quietened down. I went back to navigating and discovered that my 245-degree course was going to take us right over Amsterdam. To put it bluntly, it scared the stuffing out of me to realise we were heading for such a hot bed of flak. I grabbed the interphone switch and told the pilot to ‘Fly 275 degrees, quick!’




  We swung round to the new course and Lieutenant Jobe feathered the number 3 prop because oil pressure was dropping and oil temperature was rising. We were in a pretty steep dive at 16,000 feet with an indicated airspeed of 235 mph, doing our damndest to get away from enemy territory as quickly as possible. We were soon down close to the cloud cover. We would duck into them for protection in case enemy fighters jumped us. Tension on board the plane eased off considerably. The bombardier salvoed his forty-two 100 lb incendiary bombs over the North Sea.







  Lieutenant Jobe had been forced to abort owing to the oil pressure and temperature problems, but managed to bring his B-17 safely back to Ridgewell. However not all the 381st’s aircraft returned at the scheduled time, although it was known that some had landed at another airfield. John went to sleep, concerned about the welfare of his regular crewmates, and still unclear as to why they had aborted the mission when others hadn’t. The next day he awoke relieved to find his colleagues all present. Throughout the day he was able to glean what had happened on the mission. Owing to expected bad weather a recall had been sent. Many heard it, some didn’t, some chose to ignore it. Leading elements of the 2nd and 3rd BDs, near to the target, believed there was a possibility of visual bombing and carried on. Much of the 1st BD, with many later claiming not to have heard the recall, also pressed on.




  James McPartlin, at the time a captain with the 1st Bomb Division’s 91st Bomb Group, had also flown on the mission to Oschersleben on 11 January 1944, flying as a lead pilot with his squadron commanding officer, as part of the composite high box of the 1st Combat Wing. He would never forget this particular mission and gives a first hand account of the air battle between the 1st Bomb Division heavies and the Luftwaffe that day. As his formation neared the Dutch/German border they came across poor weather conditions; nevertheless the leader of their Combat Wing decided to press on.




  
James McPartlin: We closed our formation and flew on instruments. A very scary situation for large formations loaded with ammo and bombs. My ship was named the Shamrock Special and with conditions like this I needed the luck of the Irish. Our weather did not last very long and we broke through the clouds to clear blue skies and beautiful sunshine.







  It was then that German fighters, Me109s and FW190s pounced, falling on the American bombers from high cirrus clouds.




  
James McPartlin: The attacks were on the lead and low Group. Two of our ship were hit badly and dropped out of formation with engines on fire, a third Fort exploded with no sign of chutes from the falling bird. My tail gunner, who always reported the activity in the rear formation, saw the two Forts that dropped out of formation. Both were shot down. Stragglers were almost always picked off. Little chance against a fighter.







  As the formation approached the final run to the target there was a pause in the combat. But the bomber crews knew it wouldn’t last as they watched their enemy prepare for the next engagement.




  
James McPartlin: On both sides of our CW formation, enemy fighters were climbing up in long string formation to get in position for their frontal attack. I was surprised how long it took for them to pass us up to get in position. They were very close, but just far enough so our gunners could not reach them. It was a quiet time while we waited for the battle to begin. The best guess from all the crew was that on each side of our formation there were at least 200 jerry fighters, both Me109s and FW190s. I did not see a twin engine in all that gaggle. The big question to all the crew was where the hell were our fighters?







  Soon the German pilots began to turn their aircraft, preparing for the head-on attack. This, James McPartlin recalls, was:




  
just slightly above our top box. This gave them position to fly through the entire depth of our formation and that is exactly what they did from both sides of the formation sometimes 6-8-10 abreast. The entire wing would light up with 20mm as they headed toward our formation. They flew through the formation and then did a half roll, giving our tail gunners a small chance for a kill. On many of the attacks you could see the face of the pilots as they flew between the B-17s in the formation, some colliding with the bombers. On one of the frontal attacks my top turret gunner destroyed an Me109. The pilot ejected and just missed hitting a Fort. My gunner made no effort to kill him, which would have been an easy target. During the continuous air battle we continued to the IP, about 3-4 minutes to the target.







  It was then that the formation came into range of the German guns below. Jim McPartlin recalls the flak at Oschersleben as ‘heavy and accurate’, seeing ‘one bomber blow up and several with smoke and engine fires’. Unsurprisingly, as a result of the aerial melee, the bombing at the target suffered. Owing to battle damage to the lead ship of the 91st BG, the bombsight was affected and the bombing fell short. But Jim McPartlin’s composite formation placed its bombs accurately, inflicting severe damage on the target. Then the battered formations turned for home:




  
James McPartlin: As we rallied off the target and began to regroup for the return trip, many of the Forts with extensive battle damage had great difficulty staying in formation. They knew the fighters would pick them off pronto. Some chose to abandon, or hit the deck and try to make it back to England. Some yes, some no. The trip home for us was uneventful. A little flak on the coast and a few fighters that were not aggressive enough for a fight. We had our share of flak and 20mm damage, but fortunately only the waist gunner had a superficial wound. We made it back to Bassingbourn in good weather and a smooth landing. The Shamrock Special Did Good.







  John Howland would get his own first-hand account of this particular air battle from his normal pilot Jim Tyson, who was also in one of the aircraft that continued on to the enemy target.




  
John Howland’s diary: Jim tells of B-17s blowing up all over the place, fighters coming in one after the other, parachutes billowing and planes ramming. I am glad I wasn’t there. I’m thankful Jim made it back OK. I really don’t think Jim will have any trouble. He has lots of luck; and luck means a helluva lot around this place . . . Our squadron, the 535th, was the only Squadron in the 381st Bomb Group to get back without a loss. The 532nd lost three, the 534th lost one, and the 533rd lost six out of nine . . . There’s no way we can win this air war or survive our missions if the Brass is going to screw up like that very often.







  It was Doolittle who ordered the recall, when he heard that the weather was closing in at the targets and the weather over the bases in England was also deteriorating. In fact of the 266 1st BD aircraft that continued on and attacked the target, 42 aircraft and crews failed to return. The 2nd and 3rd BD lost a total of 18 heavy bombers. Possibly the Brass, in some way, made amends as the 381st, along with other bomb groups, was awarded a Presidential Citation for battle honours, officially credited with shooting 28 enemy fighters from the sky. For Jim Tyson his first combat mission can certainly be described as a baptism of fire.




  For the next ten days Jim Tyson’s crew carried out training flights, with a short two-day trip to London in between, where the men witnessed some of the war damage suffered by the civilians in London.




  
John Howland’s diary: The Jerries sure pasted London. The bomb craters and buildings knocked out made me realize that Londoners have already seen a lot more war than most of our soldiers will ever see.







  On return from London the crew took part in an unsuccessful air-sea rescue search, on 22 January, looking for any RAF aircrew who had been forced to ditch on the raid to Magdeburg the night before. On 24 January the crew was awoken, briefed and took off for an attack on Frankfurt. However when over the Channel the nose guns jammed whilst testing and Jim decided to abort. In fact a few minutes later the whole mission was called off. Doolittle again had stepped in when the weather over the targets was reported not as forecast, with poor conditions a possibility over English bases. However the bad weather failed to materialise over these bases and Doolittle received an unwelcome rebuke from Spaatz. Doolittle didn’t want to risk the lives of his men unnecessarily. Spaatz questioned his subordinate’s drive to forward the air offensive. The dispute would fade, prompted by a close call both men had, a few days later, when visiting bases in Spaatz’s personal B-17. Good weather had been forecast but it deteriorated and following some perilous hedgehopping the B-17 was put down unceremoniously in a field. Doolittle would always maintain a distrust of long-range weather forecasts.6




  On 26 January Jim Tyson’s crew was again briefed for Frankfurt, but adverse weather intervened yet again and the mission was scrubbed. On 29 January Frankfurt was again detailed for attack, and this time Jim Tyson flew his crew to the target and back. Over the next month the crew took their part in carrying the bombing offensive to Germany; 30 January Brunswick (aborted), 3 February Wilhelmshaven, 4 February Frankfurt, 20 February Leipzig, 21 February Gütersloh, 22 February Oschersleben-Bunde, 24 February Schweinfurt, 25 February Augsburg and 2 March Frankfurt. (Jim Tyson had been ill in hospital on the last two missions, and the crew flew with a replacement pilot.)




  Of particular note are the attacks in the third week of February. ‘Big Week’, as it was called, was a major attack on the German aircraft industry, by both the Eighth and Fifteenth Air Forces. It was a further attempt both to smash the German Air Force production plans and to draw the Luftwaffe into battle, not only with the heavy bomber formations, but with the escorting fighters as well, thus inflicting further heavy losses.




  On these missions the crew ran the gauntlet of flak and witnessed the demise of some of their fellow airmen to both flak and fighters. There had been some close calls but to date the crew had been fortunate. The next four missions it took part in were to the heavily defended area around Berlin. Their first visit there on 3 March, with Jim back in the pilot seat, passed without major incident. The mission on 6 March was a different matter.




  
John Howland’s diary: Up at 0345 and briefed again for Berlin. I didn’t realise that I was setting out on the biggest adventure of my life at that time. The weather looked good. The fighter support we were briefed for was as good as we could get. Plenty of support on the way in and out. However there was only supposed to be one group of P-38s and one group of P-51s in the 300 mile area around the target. Col. Leber stressed that anyone who aborted would catch hell.







  After crossing the Dutch coast the bomber formation was to fly virtually directly east to Berlin, carefully routed so as to avoid, as much as possible, flak defences. Just prior to Berlin a turn south-east would bring the formations to the Initial Points south of Berlin. Then a turn towards the targets, to fly into the wind. The 1st Bomb Division would front the attacking bomber force, with the 1st and 94th Combat Wings heading the way. The 3rd Bomb Division would follow with the 2nd Bomb Division in the rear. A planned 800 bombers and 8,000 bomber airmen stretched across 94 miles of sky, to be supported at various stages of the flight by small forces of escorting fighters, totalling nearly 800 Mustangs, Lightnings and Thunderbolts. Just before 11 a.m. on 6 March 1944, the 1st Combat Wing, at the head of the might of the Eighth Air Force, crossed the Dutch coast. In front of the American bombers lay heavily defended German air space. One of the greatest daylight air battles in the history of aerial combat was about to start and in its midst was Jim Tyson’s crew. On crossing the enemy coast John Howland noted that their wing appeared to be off course and thus they ran into flak near Osnabrück. One plane was hit and had to abort.




  
John Howland’s diary: We took some flak in the nose of our ship when a hunk of steel tore through the roof. It hit the armor plate in front of the pilot, bounced off, hit my helmet, and bounced again. Never did find the piece. It must have been about 3 inches long by the marks it made in the armor plate and on my helmet.







  John began to get frustrated with what appeared to be poor navigation and when it appeared they were heading for further flak positions, despite knowing it was a violation of radio silence, he asked Jim to relay the information to the lead ship.




  
John Howland’s diary: Jim complied, saying, ‘My navigator has a pilotage fix placing us 15 miles west of Hanover. On our present heading we will pass directly over the town. Request return to flight plan course.’ Response from the lead ship was immediate: ‘Maintain radio silence over enemy territory! Over and out.’







  However the lead ship altered course and passed Hanover. After passing Brunswick and Magdeburg unwanted company appeared. German fighters closed in:




  
John Howland’s diary: They hit the high group of our wing. We were flying [No.] 3 position, 2nd element of the low squadron, commonly called ‘Purple Heart Corner’. I saw them start down from the left, but couldn’t do a damned thing because I had no gun on that side of the ship. Their 20mm guns flashed and my first instinct was to duck behind the aluminium of the ship for protection. A few seconds later I realized it was rather foolish and came back to see what was going on. About that time, a Me410 whizzed by. He was so close I could distinguish features on the pilot such as oxygen mask and helmet. A fraction of a second later, there was an explosion with flying Plexiglass all through the nose compartment. I realised that we had been hit. However I couldn’t seem to get my wits together to find out whether Frank or I were injured.




  I then noticed that the window above my desk was completely gone and that both hands were bleeding, apparently from superficial wounds made by the flying Plexiglass. It was nothing serious so I turned my attention to Frank. I saw that there was a hole under Frank’s left foot, and was worried whether he had been hurt seriously or not as he seemed to roll in his seat. Frank was okay. He was just looking for more fighters to shoot at with his chin turret twin fifties.




  A few seconds before our ship was hit, a B-17 just above us and to our left was hit in the [No.] 4 engine. The plane had dropped down and was passing underneath us at the time we were hit by 20mm shells. My first reaction was that he had exploded. A short time after the attack, VE-N started smoking in the number 4 engine and had to drop out of formation. They didn’t make it back to base.




  Somewhere, out of my line of sight above us, another ship had been hit and the crew was bailing out. They were free falling, at our 26,000 ft altitude, trying to get safely through the formation and down to lower altitudes where they could survive. Through my broken window I saw one fellow falling end over end. He wasn’t more than fifty feet off our left wing tip. However he cleared the formation, and disappeared from view.




  While watching VE-N, (532nd Squadron marking) I saw a bunch of FW190s. They had queued up and peeled off to make a head-on attack on a wing that was flying to our right. One B-17 suddenly burst into a massive ball of flame that dropped like a rock. It hit another plane, knocking a wing off, and they both went down. There might have been three planes involved in the action, but I couldn’t be sure. It was a horrible sight and I desperately searched the skies for parachutes. But there were none. All that we saw were four balls of fire as the gasoline tanks exploded.




  Suddenly the interphone popped, and we heard the unmistakable Tennessee twang of our tailgunner, Arnold C. Farmer. The pitch of his voice told us he was excited. None of us could understand what he was saying. Jim Tyson gave him a brief lecture on intercom discipline, and he calmed down so that we could understand what he was talking about. We were pleased to learn that he had shot down a Me110 making an attack from the rear.




  With intercom discipline obviously still fresh in his mind our headsets crackled just a few minutes later. The tailgunner was back again, this time with his normal, slow, Tennessee drawl.




  ‘Tailgunner to pilot. Tailgunner to Pilot. Lieutenant Tyson, there are four Dee Oh two seventeen EEEs out back of us hyah, and they’s a shooting rock . . . Oh Lordy! . . . Nevah mind, they missed us.’




  The entire crew yelped with joy and roared with laughter, truly a release of pent-up emotion. The Dornier 217 bombers had each fired four rockets at the formation, but fuses were evidently incorrectly set for all missiles exploded about 500 yards in back of us. We then made a formation turn to the right heading for the IP. About that time some more Me410s attacked on our right. I blasted away with my 50 caliber. I don’t think I hit anything.







  The battered wing reached the target without further opposition of note. The lead ship then accidentally released half of its bombs, and with most of the other aircraft in the wing following its lead the target was missed. The wing then turned for and proceeded home encountering little opposition, which was being concentrated on other wings, although two aircraft were lost, succumbing to previously sustained battle damage. Our crew landed safely and after a lengthy interrogation during which the gunners made enemy aircraft claims, John Howland and Jim Tyson were ordered to see Colonel Leber.




  
John Howland’s diary: ‘Why did you break radio silence over enemy territory?’ he asked.




  ‘The lead navigator had his head up and locked,’ I replied. ‘Besides it was clear as a bell, and everyone in Germany could see us. We weren’t giving away any secrets.’




  Jim pointed out we had lost a ship, needlessly, over Osnabrück. ‘It makes no difference’, replied the Colonel. ‘You are to maintain radio silence over enemy territory. Dismissed!’




  Thoroughly chastised, and too tired to eat, wash up or give a damn, I made my way back to our room and went to bed.







  The next day a mission was scheduled then scrubbed, but on 8 March the crew found itself once more over Berlin. In stark contrast to the previous mission they experienced little opposition, although other groups and wings did with 37 bombers not returning. The very next day the crew yet again took off for Berlin, with a strong accompanying fighter escort. Again, in terms of previous attacks on Berlin, very little opposition was met by the entire force, with flak near to the target the only major worry. However John again had his concerns over the lead ship’s navigation and again he requested his pilot to ask the lead ship for a position. As before a curt reply was received: ‘Maintain radio silence over enemy territory. Over and Out!’




  On return to base a great sense of elation prevailed in the bomber crews mainly because of the low losses (only eight from the entire force). John attended the navigator’s debriefing, where Major Delano asked some questions.
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