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INTRODUCTION





  ON DECEMBER 7, 1941, THE IMPERIAL JAPANESE NAVAL AVIATION’S ATTACK ON THE United States Pacific Fleet base at Pearl Harbor dragged the United States into the war. The significant tactical success of the Japanese cost the US Navy 2,403 dead and 1,178 wounded soldiers and civilians. Five battleships were sunk, and three others were damaged. Three destroyers, three light cruisers, and four other vessels were sunk or damaged. At Hawaiian airfields, 188 planes burned, and 155 were damaged.




  On December 11, 1941, Adolf Hitler, Führer of the Third Reich, declared war on the United States, thereby doing the greatest favor to American president Franklin D. Roosevelt, who, since 1940, had spared no effort to provoke the Reich into war. It was a war that the American president desired, but he could not initiate himself due to the still-strong isolationist sentiments in the United States. Roosevelt, who was increasingly openly supporting Great Britain, considered this war necessary. He viewed Nazi Germany as a mortal threat to the democratic world and, consequently, to the United States. He was right, as Hitler had declared that the final stage of the Third Reich’s expansion would be a showdown with the USA for global hegemony.




  In 1936, Germany signed the so-called Anti-Comintern Pact with Japan, which formally obligated the signatories to cooperate in combating the Communist International, controlled by Stalin’s Soviet Union. However, when negotiations initiated by Germany took place in late 1938 and the early months of the following year regarding the formation of a trilateral German-Italian-Japanese alliance, Tokyo hesitated. At that time, Japan’s primary target for expansion was the Soviet Union, not British possessions in the Far East.




  When, on August 23, 1939, Germany and the Soviet Union signed a non-aggression pact in Moscow, the Japanese, who were engaged in battles against the Red Army in Mongolia, felt betrayed. Among other consequences, this led to the collapse of Prime Minister Kiichiro Hiranuma’s government in Tokyo. As a result, German–Japanese relations reached a critical point.




  However, in the spring of 1940, as reports of the Wehrmacht’s successes in Western Europe began to come in, Japan regained its confidence in Germany. Hitler mocked the fact that his victories had earned him Tokyo’s favor. On September 27 of that year, Germany, Japan, and Italy signed the so-called Tripartite Pact. This was not a formal alliance, nor was it directed against the Soviet Union. On the contrary; its primary purpose was anti-American—it was meant to deter Washington from intervening in the war, both in Europe and East Asia. However, the Japanese ensured that in the secret exchange of notes, there was no provision obligating the signatories to provide military assistance if one of them were attacked by the United States.




  In the autumn of 1940, Hitler believed that Germany would soon be facing both major powers that had not yet formally entered the war—the Soviet Union and the United States. He regarded Great Britain as a relatively insignificant threat. As early as July 1940, he had made a preliminary decision to attack the Soviet Union, with the final decision being made in December.




  At that time, Hitler told his inner circle that he seriously expected the United States to intervene on Britain’s side against Germany. Washington’s hostility toward Nazi Germany had been well known at least since Roosevelt’s speech on October 5, 1937. Since 1940, the USA had openly provided material aid to Britain, which was fighting Germany alone, and these supplies increased the following year. By that time, America was already engaged in an undeclared war against Hitler’s Germany.




  On March 11, 1941, the Lend-Lease Act was passed, allowing the USA to supply weapons to Britain and China, and by the fall, also to the Soviet Union. In early July 1941, American troops landed in Iceland, which significantly complicated Germany’s ability to conduct naval warfare in the Atlantic.




  The signing of the Atlantic Charter on August 14, 1941, by President of the United States, Franklin D. Roosevelt, and British Prime Minister Winston S. Churchill was a clear demonstration of solidarity between the two leaders. Less than a month later, on September 11, Roosevelt delivered an especially belligerent speech, in which he announced that American ships would open fire on German and Italian vessels without warning if they entered a zone that the president had deemed critical to America’s security.




  According to this so-called “shoot-on-sight” order, three-quarters of the North Atlantic was to be off-limits to German U-boats. There were several other similar American actions directly targeting Germany. Hitler sought to avoid giving the Americans a pretext for openly intervening on Britain’s side, but he was convinced that the United States would sooner or later find itself at war with Germany. As early as 1940, he had already taken steps to secure favorable positions for a future conflict with the USA, attempting to gain at least partial German control over northwestern Africa.




  On December 17, 1940, the Führer informed Gen. Alfred Jodl, OKW’s1 chief of the operations staff, that all problems on the European continent needed to be resolved in 1941 because, starting in 1942, the United States would be capable of military intervention. According to Hitler, almost everything depended on the outcome of the war with the Soviet Union. He believed that after defeating the USSR, Germany—controlling the resources of the European continent and having Japan as an ally—would be capable of successfully waging war against both Britain and the United States.




  However, these calculations would be undermined if Japan and the United States reached an agreement. Berlin considered this scenario a possibility, and thus, German diplomacy aimed to push Japan toward an irreversible course leading to armed conflict with the Americans. A key factor in encouraging Tokyo to take this path was the promise that Germany would join the war against the United States if hostilities broke out in the Far East. German military actions against the American fleet were intended to ease the burden on Japan and prevent the USA from swiftly defeating the Empire.




  During the preparations for Operation Barbarossa (the invasion of the Soviet Union), Hitler believed that Japan’s participation would not be necessary. Convinced that the Wehrmacht would easily defeat the Red Army, he sought to direct Japan’s expansion toward the South Pacific, where it would keep the Americans in check.




  In a conversation with Japanese foreign minister Yōsuke Matsuoka on March 27, 1941, Hitler encouraged Japan to attack British-held Singapore, adding that if Tokyo faced any threats, it could count on German support. In the following days, the Führer repeatedly assured Japanese officials that Germany would immediately side with the Empire if it were attacked by the Soviet Union or the United States in response to any decisive action Japan might take.




  Nevertheless, after launching the attack on the Soviet Union on June 22, 1941, Germany attempted to persuade Japan to strike the USSR. In early July, Tokyo decided to focus on expansion in the Pacific and Southeast Asia. Foreign Minister Matsuoka, a proponent of attacking the Soviet Union, was soon removed from office.




  On November 5, Tokyo decided to initiate hostilities against the United States, as well as with Great Britain and the Netherlands, which held possessions in Southeast Asia. Germany was not informed of this decision; the German ambassador in Tokyo was only told that Japanese–American negotiations had reached a difficult stage, and that the Empire wanted to deepen its cooperation with Berlin and Rome. On November 18, Gen. Eugen Ott, ambassador to the Reich, was informed that the Japanese General Staff no longer expected a compromise with the USA, and wanted Japan and Germany to sign an agreement obligating the signatories not to make a separate peace with the enemy.
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  In the early 1940s, the Boeing B-17E Flying Fortress was the most heavily armed strategic bomber in the world. It featured two fully rotating 360-degree gun turrets—one behind the pilot’s cockpit, and the other under the fuselage. Both were equipped with dual .50 caliber Browning machine guns. Two additional gun positions were installed at the rear, and single Brownings were mounted in the fuselage side windows waist section. Additionally, the front gunner’s position was armed with a .30 caliber machine gun, operated by the bombardier when necessary. (USAAF)




  Berlin agreed to this. Furthermore, Minister of Foreign Affairs Joachim von Ribbentrop encouraged the Japanese side to attack, stating that now was the best time to strike against the Americans. He added that, in such a case, Hitler was ready to declare war on the United States immediately, and Germany pledged not to seek a separate peace with the USA later on. On November 30, Minister Shigenori Tōgō heard from the German ambassador that there should be no doubt about the position Germany would take. Despite this, the German side was unsure of Japan’s decision until the very end. Tokyo did not inform Germany that the decision had already been made.




  At the same time, Japanese diplomats in Berlin and Rome were making frantic efforts to quickly reach an agreement with Germany and Italy, in which both countries would commit to providing immediate military assistance to the Empire and refrain from making a separate peace. On the evening of December 4, after returning from the Eastern Front, Hitler gave his approval. For technical reasons, the agreement was signed after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, which took place on December 7. Four days later, Germany and Italy declared war on the United States.




  Hitler was aware that sooner or later, Roosevelt would enter the war against Germany, and that the United States was already waging an undeclared war against the Reich. The success of Japanese–American negotiations, which took place in Washington in the fall of 1941, could have allowed the United States to fully commit its potential against Germany. Japan’s involvement in the war, therefore, had the effect of relieving the Reich. And for a while, it served this purpose, at least in 1942.




  In Germany, the declaration of war on the United States was generally met with great surprise, accompanied by a sense of foreboding. The Supreme Command of the Wehrmacht had not been informed of this decision in advance. For example, the commander of the U-bootwaffe, Adm. Karl Dönitz, was surprised. His U-boots (U-boats) could have inflicted significant damage on the Americans as early as December 11, had they been properly instructed and taken up the right positions beforehand.




  By the end of 1941, the Third Reich had conquered or subjugated all of Europe. Only Sweden and Switzerland remained neutral. The war in the West was still being fought by the isolated Great Britain, which, thanks to its strong navy, did not fear a Wehrmacht amphibious operation. Germany concentrated most of its forces on the Eastern Front, where they had occupied a significant part of the European USSR, and in North Africa, where Erwin Rommel’s units began marching toward Cairo in January 1942.




  The only real threat to the Americans was the U-boat fleet, fighting the British Royal Navy for control of the Atlantic shipping lanes. In December, Germany launched Operation Paukenschlag, sending the first wave of U-boats to the eastern coast of the United States. By October 1942, German submarines had sunk 611 ships, with a total tonnage of over 3 million BRT, losing only 22 U-boats.




  Dönitz’s U-boats were not the only concern for the Americans. During a lightning campaign, the Japanese seized Singapore, the Philippines, Sumatra, Java, and many other islands. Allied forces were still defending themselves on the Solomon Islands and New Guinea. The first Japanese air raids on the northern Australian territory, the last bastion of Americans in the South Pacific, had begun. Contrary to Japanese expectations, they could not defeat or force President Roosevelt into peace, and the success at Pearl Harbor began to turn against them. The US Navy, which had not lost its aircraft carriers, remained a threat, and the entire American nation was consumed with a desire for revenge.




  On January 13, 1942, the Arcadia Conference took place in Washington, with the participation of the president of the United States, Franklin D. Roosevelt, and the prime minister of Great Britain, Winston Churchill. One of its main conclusions was the decision that American bomber units, along with Royal Air Force (RAF) aircraft, would be used against the military potential of the Third Reich on its own territory. In the initial phase of Operation Rainbow, four groups of heavy B-17 bombers were to be stationed in Great Britain, with a future goal of 21 bomber groups and 11 fighter groups.




  The strength of a typical heavy bombardment group (BG) comprised a group HQ with 25 officers, 1 warrant officer and 57 enlisted men, and 4 squadrons (BS), each with 67 officers, 360 enlisted men, and 12 planes in 2 flights (6 planes in a squadron). The total complement for 48 combat crews would be 293 officers, 1 warrant officer, 1,487 enlisted men, and 48 aircraft. The strength of a typical single-engine fighter and fighter-bomber group (FG) comprised a group HQ with 27 officers, 1 warrant officer and 70 enlisted men, and 3 squadrons (FS), each with 39 officers, 245 enlisted men, and 25 aircraft. The total complement would be 141 officers, 1 warrant officer, 805 enlisted men, and 75 fighters.




  A typical twin-engine fighter or fighter-bomber group would share the group HQ with a single-engine group, and would comprise 3 squadrons, each with 39 officers, 274 enlisted men, and 25 aircraft. The total complement would be 144 officers, 1 warrant officer, 872 enlisted men, and 75 aircraft.




  Starting from February 1942, within the following weeks in the United States, 23 heavy bomber groups equipped with B-17s were formed, along with 4 medium bombers, 5 light bombers, 4 dive-bomber groups, and 13 fighter groups. On April 27, the first contingent of 1,800 American soldiers arrived at the port of Liverpool, next departing between June 2 and June 11. On June 10, aboard the ocean liner Queen Elizabeth, personnel of the 97th Bombardment Group (BG) arrived at the port of Clyde.




  The head of the US Air Force in Great Britain was fifty-one-year-old Maj. Gen. Carl A. Spaatz, with forty-six-year-old Brig. Gen. Ira C. Eaker appointed as his deputy and the commander of the bomber force. The command of the newly formed 8th USAAF was established in Bushy Park, about 15 miles southwest of London. There, Spaatz’s staff developed Operation Bolero. It was a risky and time-consuming endeavor to transport thousands of aircraft and soldiers from the USA to Europe, along with hundreds of thousands of tons of fuel, bombs, ammunition, and supplies. The transfer of personnel and equipment was just the beginning compared to the need for establishing suitable logistical support—depots, warehouses, and, finally, appropriate bases.
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  From May 1942, the commander of the 8th Air Force was Maj. Gen. Carl A. Spaatz, who moved his headquarters to England in July. (NATIONAL ARCHIVES)




  The priority was to quickly find bases where the heavy bomber units of the USAAF could be stationed. They could not be located near the English Channel, as they would be too exposed to attacks from the Luftwaffe. So, peaceful areas in central England were chosen, such as Podington and Thurleigh in Bedfordshire, Molesworth, located 10 miles west of Huntingdon, and Grafton Underwood in Northamptonshire. Of course, it was not without certain problems. The Bassingbourn base near Royston (Cambridgeshire) became home to the 91st Bombardment Group, which initially was stationed in Kimbolton, where the runways, built for fighter planes during the Battle of Britain, quickly deteriorated under the weight of the Flying Fortresses.




  Naturally, to transport the planned number of aircraft to the United Kingdom, many more airfields had to be built for the 8th AF. Starting in the spring of 1942 and for the next three years, engineering units leveled and developed fields in Norfolk, Suffolk, and Cambridgeshire, leaving behind fully equipped operational bases for bomber and fighter units. Initially, the USAAF had only 75 airfields in England, but by the end of the war, their number had reached 250, built at a total cost of 645 million pounds, with 40 million provided by the US government. By the end of World War II, these airfields covered an area of 360,000 acres, with 150 million square meters of concrete and asphalt poured. Many of these bases, now abandoned, have survived to this day.




  A Class A airfield consisted of three intersecting runways, with the main runway laid along the direction of local winds, approximately 2,000 yards in length, and the two others around 1,400 yards each. Each runway typically had a width of 150 feet, surrounded by a 50-foot-wide taxiway connecting both ends. Fifty parking areas for bombers were dispersed from each taxiway. The base had several types of hangars, with the T2 being predominant—a rectangular steel structure measuring 240 feet long, 115 feet wide, and 29 feet high. This hangar was covered with corrugated-steel sheets and had sliding doors on both sides.




  The conditions in these wartime bases were often described as harsh, but understandably so. In 1942, most bases where the Americans were stationed were a disappointment to them. The airfields were typical wartime construction consisting of widely scattered, unheated half-round Nissen huts which housed about a dozen men each. Many buildings needed extensive renovation, sanitary facilities were primitive, and not all quarters had bathrooms. The bases did not have their own kitchens, so all food was brought in, leading to instances where a monotonous diet of mutton, potatoes, and Brussels sprouts was served for a month.




  The total personnel in the base was around 2,500 people, and the English weather was an additional burden; frequent fogs and rain meant there was mud everywhere. The only hardened surfaces were the taxiways, but passing vehicles would splash mud onto people as they walked or rode bicycles to the mess halls, quarters, or pre-flight briefing rooms. Life in these places was particularly challenging in winter when incessant rain fell for days, and the fogs were so dense that the airmen couldn’t see their hands stretched out in front of them.




  On the morning of June 23, the first 18 Flying Fortresses embarked on a 3,700-mile journey along the northern transatlantic route. Through Canada, Goose Bay in Greenland, and Ireland, the aircrafts reached northern Scotland. The longest leg between airfields was 1,250 miles, but rest facilities for crews were provided at each airfield. Subsequently, on the eastward journey, the B-17 bombers often acted as navigation aircraft for the fighters. By the end of 1942, a total of 920 aircraft had been directed to England, of which 882 arrived at their destinations. It’s hard to believe that just fifteen years earlier, Charles Lindbergh was the first to fly over the Atlantic.




  On June 18, the American air force in Britain was officially concentrated into the 8th Air Force (8th AF). Now, equipment and personnel were arriving regularly. It was estimated that by the end of the following year, a total of 137 air groups would be assembled: 74 bombardment groups (41 heavy, 15 medium, 13 dive-bomber, and 5 light); 31 fighter groups; 12 reconnaissance; 15 transport; 4 photographic reconnaissance; and 1 mapping group. In total, the 8th AF was to consist of 3,649 aircraft and over 375,000 soldiers.




  Simultaneously, the first group of aviators was brought in from the USA, arriving in England on May 12. The next step was the arrival a month later (June 11) at the RAF base in Atcham of the 31st Fighter Group (31st FG) under the command of Col. John R. Hawkins. This group consisted of three squadrons (307th, 308th, and 309th FS), which were equipped with British Spitfire Mk.Ia and Mk.Vb fighters, and began training flights by the end of June. Spitfire Mk.V were the best Allied fighters at the time for the frontline squadrons over the English Channel.




  American pilots turned out to be poorly prepared, and many accidents occurred early in training. The first was recorded on June 17, with the climax occurring on June 28, when four Spitfires were damaged, including one completely (BM454)—fortunately, with no injuries for pilots.




  The very next day, the first American from the 8th AF was killed on English soil. Approaching for landing, the Spitfire Mk.Vb (EN847) piloted by Lt. Alfred W. Giacomini from the 308th FS suddenly plunged down and crashed before the beginning of the runway. The cause of the accident was recorded as a mechanical failure of the aircraft, but presumably, the pilot simply forgot to switch fuel tanks, and when the fuel ran out, the fighter plane crashed to the ground. The unlucky pilot was pulled from the cockpit, but he passed away on the way to the hospital. Additionally, three other fighters were damaged.




  Accidents continued to occur, and on the morning of July 14, the commander of the 31st FG, Col. Hawkins, called a special briefing with officers of his unit. At that meeting, he noted that in the past sixteen days, a total of twenty-one Spitfires had been destroyed or seriously damaged, mainly from the 308th FS. After analyzing the reports, the main reason for these incidents was deemed to be the lack of caution on the part of the pilots. Despite efforts to prevent further accidents, tragedy struck on July 16 when Lt. Harry R. Kerr from the 309th FS was killed. During night exercises, he reported a failure of the oxygen system, then lost consciousness, and his Spitfire Mk.Vb (BM511) crashed 2 miles northwest of Creswell (Staffordshire).




  The future ace of the USAAF and then pilot of the 308th FG, Lt. Frank A. Hill, later remembered:






   The Spitfire was really a welcomed airplane. After only a few flights, we were unanimous in our praise for it and thankful not to have the P-39. The Spit was an easy plane to fly and to get used to—something like an AT-6 advanced trainer, only more powerful and maneuverable. The only thing that was hard to get used to was the air-brake system used for taxiing. You pressed the rudder pedal as usual, then squeezed the handle on the control column, which was similar to the brake on a ten-speed bicycle. We had a few taxiing mishaps, a forced landing due to fuel starvation (there were only 110 Imperial gallons aboard), and one fatality due to an approach on final that was too slow. On the whole, however, the Spit proved to be an easy plane to fly and maneuver, and our mechanics were quick to adapt to the engine and armament. In less than thirty days, we were ready to go.2







  Soon afterward, the 31st FG moved to Westhampnett, where on July 26 they carried out the first fighter operation of the 8th AF. Six of its pilots, as part of the Biggin Hill Wing,3 along with the Canadian No. 412 Sqn, participated in Operation Rodeo 81, sweeping the area of Calais, Abbeville, and Dieppe. They engaged in combat with German Focke-Wulf Fw 190A fighters, and the deputy commander of the 31st FG, Lt. Col. Albert P. Clark, was shot down. The engine of his Spitfire Mk.Vb (BL964, VZ-G) was damaged, and the American intended to bail out over the Channel to prevent the plane from falling into German hands. After a moment he realized he couldn’t open the cockpit canopy, so he turned back and made a forced landing 10 miles south of Cap Gris-Nez. Shortly after, he was captured by soldiers from a nearby coastal artillery battery.4 He was shot down by Lt. Heinz Rahardt from 2./JG 26, as the tenth victory in his career.




  Lt. Col. Clark was not the first prisoner of the 8th AF captured by the Germans, as the Americans had already experienced their baptism by fire. Much effort was made to officially make this debut on the American Independence Day, which is July 4.
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  In mid-July, the 31st FG moved to Westhampnett, from where on July 26, they carried out the first fighter operation for the 8th Air Force. Six of its pilots, along with Canadian No. 412 Sqn RAF, participated in Operation Rodeo 81, conducting sweeps over the Calais, Abbeville, and Dieppe areas. They engaged in combat with German Focke-Wulf Fw 190 fighters, and Lt. Heinz Rahardt from 2./JG 26 shot down a Spitfire Mk.Vb (BL964, VZ-G) flown by the 31st FG deputy commander, Lt. Col. Albert P. Clark. Clark was forced to land 10 miles south of Cap Gris-Nez and was captured by soldiers from a nearby coastal artillery battery. (USAAF)









  CHAPTER ONE




  INDEPENDENCE DAY




  IN JUNE, ONLY TWO UNITS OF AMERICAN BOMBERS WERE IN ENGLAND, BUT NEITHER the heavy four-engine bombers of the 97th BG nor the light bomber squadron 15th BS (L) had their own aircraft. The crews of the latter squadron were trained in service on Douglas A-20 Havoc bombers, which in RAF units were called Boston Mk.IIIs. The decision was made to send American pilots, and then entire crews, to the British squadron. There, the Americans would get a taste of combat by participating in operations alongside British crews.




  On June 4, several pilots from the 15th BS (L) were sent to RAF Swanton Morley base, where the British No. 226 Sqn, led by Scotsman W/Cdr. Wilfred E. Surplice,1 was stationed, to gain operational experience alongside British crews before carrying out their own missions. One of the American pilots, Lt. Howard Cook, who had trained on Bostons in the United States, attempted to advise the airmen of No. 226 Squadron on the best way to fly low in this aircraft. However, the British, who had gained their experience through blood and sacrifice, were not pleased with the unsolicited advice, and his suggestions were not well received. After just two days, the men of the 15th Squadron were sent back to their base.




  That same day, the RAF handed over several Bostons to the Americans, aircraft they had previously trained on. Nevertheless, tragedy struck almost immediately when one of the bombers hit a high-tension wire mid-flight, killing two crew members. After a few days, nine four-man flight crews and thirty-six ground personnel were eventually sent back to Swanton Morley for extensive training.




  One of the hardest parts of training was learning the intricate system for identifying friendly planes, especially in silhouette. The airmen were trained in low-level bombing using sunken ships along the shore as well as vacant fields as targets, simultaneously honing their gunnery skills. After overcoming initial mistrust, it turned out that the Americans had indeed mastered flying the Bostons very well, a fact acknowledged by the British pilots. W/Cdr. Lewin Alan Lynn informed his superiors that, aside from providing the conditions for their combat baptism, his ability to further the Americans’ pre-battle education was minimal, as they flew better than most of his own crews.




  During the afternoon of June 29, the commander of the 15th BS (L), Capt. Charles G. Kegelman, flying a Boston from No. 226 Sqn RAF, participated in a raid on a marshaling yard in Hazebrouck, France, making the first bomb drop by an American on German targets. For the next month, American crews were to take part in joint actions with their British counterparts to become familiar with the tactics and specifics of the tasks facing the bomber aircraft.




  The date of the first combat mission of the 8th AF grew to the status of a symbol, as it was carried out precisely on the day of the American national holiday. On July 3, the intelligence officer for VIII Bomber Command, Lt. Harris B. Hull, came by the airfield to give the men their first combat briefing. The operational briefing was held at 18:00, discussing the combat task at hand. Twelve Boston Mk.III bombers, six with American crews and six with RAF crews, were to attack four Luftwaffe airfields in occupied Holland. No fighter cover was provided for them. It is unknown why the Luftwaffe airfields were chosen as the debut target for the Americans, as they were generally heavily defended. Certainly, there was a whole range of other targets available, but the timing of the operation (July 4) was crucial here. The Americans were simply attached to any action taking place that day to honor Independence Day. Additionally, RAF officers assured them that the speed of the Bostons, the element of surprise, and the darkness of the morning would provide the keys to success.




  However, from the early morning, thick fog hung over Swanton Morley airfield. By 5:15 a.m. the pilots, wearing yellow Mae West life vests, were awaiting the order to take off. Minutes passed, and the fog still lingered over the airfield. It wasn’t until around 6:30 a.m. that the sky began to clear slightly. Still, the American crews were sure the mission would be canceled, as the element of surprise in the dark of morning was no longer possible. Around 7:00 a.m. a green rocket was suddenly launched from the control tower, signaling the start. Engines were immediately started, and the bombers, one after another, began to taxi to the beginning of the runway, taking off into the air within minutes.




  Over the North Sea, a group of twelve aircraft changed formation into four sections of three, each with its own target. The approach to the enemy’s coastline was calculated so that all groups would arrive there simultaneously. It was known that fishing boats served as advanced outposts from the sea, relaying alarm signals to the German antiaircraft defense via radio. Nevertheless, the enemy was surprised, and when the speeding Bostons crossed the Dutch coast, the German artillerymen were only just taking their positions.




  The first to attack Katwijk airfield near The Hague was a trio led by S/Ldr. J. F. Castle (Boston Mk.III, serial number Z2258, code MQ-A), accompanied by two American crews led by Capt. Martin P. Crabtree (AL670, MQ-D) and 2/Lt. Leo Hawel Jr. (Z2303, MQ-J). It was 7:58 a.m. on a sunny morning. The whole trio was flying low over The Hague, but the antiaircraft positions placed on the rooftops of buildings were so surprised by the low-flying planes that they couldn’t open fire on the Bostons. 2/Lt. Hawel recalled that he could see civilians having their morning tea in their gardens, and he had to abruptly pull the plane up several times to avoid colliding with the church towers emerging in front of him.




  When the Bostons appeared over Katwijk airfield, it turned out that in this tense moment, S/Ldr. Castle had not opened the bomb bay doors of his aircraft in time. The bomb drop from the lead plane was the signal for the others. Since a second pass over the target was not planned due to the fear of increased flak fire, all three crews had to settle for strafing the airfield with their machine guns. The carried bombs were brought back to Swanton Morley. The gunners also fired at the airfield from their guns and claimed upon return that one parked aircraft, likely a Bf 109, was set on fire.




  At 7:59 a.m. the next trio of bombers flew over Haamstede airfield with two British crews: F/Lt. A. B. Wheeler (Z2197, MQ-H) and P/O A. Eltringham (W8371, MQ-F), along with the American crew commanded by Capt. William Odell (AL746, MQ-M). Flying at the front, F/Lt. Wheeler spotted a group of about 150 German soldiers in an open area, perhaps during a parade or roll call. He strafed them with the four nose-mounted machine guns before dropping bombs on the fuel dump and administrative building. One of the 500-pound bombs demolished two staff buildings.




  Simultaneously, P/O Eltringham dropped bombs on a large hangar and a camouflaged building near the airfield. An unofficial report later added that P/O Eltringham also strafed two He 111 bombers parked on the runway, but the effects of his fire were not confirmed.




  Flying last in the formation, Capt. Odell disregarded the intensifying ground fire. A 20mm shell pierced the Boston’s cockpit, but luckily did not explode. Bombardier 2/Lt. Leslie S. Birleson dropped the payload on barracks and the lined-up aircraft before Capt. Odell turned toward the remaining two Bostons, and together they returned to base.




  It was 8:01 a.m. when the next trio of bombers flew over De Kooy airfield located on the northern tip of the Den Helder peninsula. Leading was S/Ldr. Joseph S. Kennedy (Z2234, MQ-X), with his two American crews. One was the crew of 15th BS (L) commander, Capt. Charles C. Kegelman (AL750, MQ-Z), and the other was led by 2/Lt. Frederick A. Loehrl (AL677, MQ-P). By this time, the Germans had announced an antiaircraft alarm, and the battery soldiers had taken their positions, while the standby fighters from IV./JG 1, covering this area of Holland, took off into the air.




  S/Ldr. Joseph S. Kennedy led the attack on De Kooy amid intense fire from small-caliber flak guns. There were so many bullet tracers that the pilot and his rear gunner could only strafe hangars with their onboard guns, and the dropped bombs missed the airfield, exploding in the water near Balgzand, not far from a 250-ton trawler. Similarly, Capt. Kegelman encountered a wall of flak fire but persisted toward the target. At one point, a dense barrage of 20mm shells closed in on the Boston until the right engine was hit. Worse still, the propeller detached from the crankshaft and disappeared somewhere behind! Capt. Kegelman struggled to keep the aircraft airborne, shutting down the damaged engine and maximizing power on the other. This allowed him to regain control of the Boston and maintain a steady altitude. Flying on one engine, Capt. Kegelman strafed a flak tower south of Julianadorp with his nose-mounted machine guns but was unable to drop bombs. He jettisoned them over the sea on the way back to Swanton Morley, where he managed to land safely.




  Flying directly behind him, 2/Lt. Frederick Loehrl managed to penetrate the flak barrage and dropped bombs along two rows of camouflaged hangars, where several Bf 110s and at least one He 111 were spotted. However, at the same moment, his aircraft was hit by deadly antiaircraft fire and burst into flames. He flew a few hundred meters further before crashing into the water near Balgzand. Miraculously, bombardier 2/Lt. Marshall D. Draper III was ejected from the wrecked front cockpit, becoming the first prisoner of war from the 8th AF. The sea later returned the bodies of radio operator Sgt. James W. Wright and gunner Sgt. Robert L. Whitham. The body of 2/Lt. Frederick Loehrl was never found.




  The last trio of Bostons attacked Bergen airfield at 8:02. Leading was F/Lt. R. A. Yates-Earl (AL679, MQ-Y), with P/O Charles Henning (Z2213, MQ-U) and the American crew led by 2/Lt. William G. Lynn Jr. (AL741, MQ-V) on his wings. This attack turned out to be the most costly, as all of Holland was on high alert to repel Allied air raids. As soon as the trio approached Bergen airfield, they encountered a cloud of shells of all calibers. Almost immediately, 2/Lt. Lynn’s aircraft was hit, suddenly slowed down, tilted onto one wing, and crashed to the ground, exploding on the edge of the airfield. There were still bombs on board. Killed with the pilot were bombardier 2/Lt. Boyd S. Grant, radio operator S/Sgt. William L. Murphy, and gunner Sgt. Charles P. Kramarewicz.




  Leading the attack, F/Lt. Yates-Earl dropped bombs from 100 feet of altitude on the edge of the runway and on a camouflaged fuel depot. Following him, P/O Henning also released his bombs and fired at a taking-off Messerschmitt.
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  The first raid by the newly formed 8th AF into enemy territory was carried out by six crews of the 15th BS (L) flying Douglas Boston bombers borrowed from No. 226 Sqn RAF. Much effort was made to ensure this debut officially fell on American Independence Day, July 4, 1942. The target of this joint RAF and USAAF raid was German fighter airfields in the Netherlands, for which twelve bombers were dispatched. The raid concluded with the loss of three aircraft, including two with American crews. During the attack on Bergen airfield, two fighters from 10./JG 1 were scrambled. Shrapnel from the exploding bombs hit a Bf 109F-4 (W.Nr 7423, White 6), already in the air, and carried by momentum, the fighter flew a few hundred meters before crashing into the wall of a building. Its pilot, Uffz. Erwin Grütz, was killed, and as rumors have it, he took off for his final flight wearing only his underwear. (MARTIN JUNK VIA AUTHOR)




  Meanwhile, from Bergen airfield, two fighters from 10./JG 1, part of the newly formed IV./JG 1, took off on alarm. Shrapnel from the exploding bombs hit a Bf 109F-4 (W.Nr 7423, White 6) already in the air, and carried by momentum, the fighter flew a few hundred meters before crashing into the wall of a building. Its pilot, Uffz. Erwin Grütz, was killed, and as rumor has it, he took off for his final flight wearing only his underwear. He was the first pilot from IV./JG 1 to be killed. Additionally, on the ground at Bergen, another Bf 109F-4 (W.Nr 8613) was destroyed (80 percent), two ground crews were killed, and three others were injured (including one from II./JG 1).




  The second of the taking-off fighters—Fw 190A-3 (White 12), piloted by Uffz. Johannes Rathenow—climbed into the air and began pursuing the two escaping Bostons, which were flying low over the water. The pursuit and aerial combat with the bombers lasted quite a while, as the downing of one of the opponents was claimed at 8:33 a.m., about 15 miles west of Callantsoog. The crew aboard the downed Boston consisted of pilot P/O Charles M. Henning, bombardier Sgt. Percey J. Voyzey, and radio operator Sgt. Herbert T. Willig.
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  For their participation in this mission, the commander of the 15th BS (L), Capt. Charles E. Kegelman (standing on the right), was awarded the Distinguished Service Cross (DSC), while the rest of his crew (bombardier 2/Lt. Randall M. Dorton, radio operator T/Sgt. Robert L. Golay, and gunner Sgt. Bennie B. Cunningham) were awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross (DFC). (NATIONAL ARCHIVES)




  In summary, the first raid conducted by the 8th AF crews along with the RAF squadron ended in the loss of three aircraft, including two with American crews. Eleven airmen did not return, of whom ten were killed and one was taken prisoner. For their participation in this mission, Capt. Kegelman received the Distinguished Service Cross (DSC), and the rest of his crew (bombardier 2/Lt. Randall M. Dorton, radio operator T/Sgt. Robert L. Golay, and gunner Sgt. Bennie B. Cunningham) were awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross (DFC).




  YANKS IN GREAT BRITAIN




  The US Army Air Force commander, Lt. Gen. Henry H. “Hap” Arnold, began advocating his concept of using heavy, four-engine bombers capable of destroying any target deep in enemy territory even before the war. He believed that large bomber formations would be capable of accurate high-altitude bombing. Equipped with several gun positions, the aircraft should also be able to defend themselves against enemy fighters. The first bomber of this type was the Boeing B-17 Flying Fortress, which impressed Arnold with its range, bomb load, and defensive armament. Meanwhile, work began at Consolidated on another four-engine giant—the B-24 Liberator.




  At that time, it was difficult to persuade Congress to allocate significant funds for the development and production of such expensive aircraft. Initially, they were intended for patrol flights to defend the coastlines. However, the first combat experiences in the Pacific showed that high-altitude bombing of modern, fast, and agile Japanese ships did not produce the expected results. Thus, they returned to Gen. Arnold’s idea of strategic bombing deep in enemy territory. However, to build a strong bomber force, the appropriate industrial and logistical infrastructure had to be created.




  In the years 1940–41, stagnation in the US economy led to the closure of numerous aircraft factories and a reduction in the workforce. Problems with material supplies for B-17 production further aggravated the situation. It wasn’t until the threat of war in the Pacific somewhat revitalized the American aviation industry—and especially after the attack on Pearl Harbor—that production flourished on a massive scale. New factories capable of mass production sprang up like mushrooms after the rain. Even though only 119 B-17B, C, and D bombers were built from mid-1939 to April 1941, just a year later, 512 B-17E aircraft would roll out of the plants. At the same time, the Consolidated B-24 also entered mass production.




  A detailed production plan was quickly developed for the aviation industry, which also included the construction of bombers and components by companies previously producing cars, including giants like Ford and General Motors, which had spare production capacity due to the war. Women also found employment in these factories. All of these factors allowed for a wider stream of modern aircraft to reach combat units beginning in the spring of 1942.2 This enabled the formation of three B-17 bomber groups on February 3—the 97th, 301st, and 303rd BG—for operations against the Third Reich.




  In the spring and summer of 1942, the skies of Western Europe were dominated by the German fighter Focke-Wulf Fw 190A. Introduced into service in August of the previous year, they had already overcome their teething troubles. Initially, the Fw 190 fighters did not have a sufficiently effective airflow for cooling the new BMW 801 radial engine. After discovering the cause of overheating, the Germans modified their Fw 190 by introducing the A-3 variant, with the BMW 801D-2 engine.
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  In the spring and summer of 1942, the skies of Western Europe were dominated by the German fighter Focke-Wulf Fw 190A. In terms of maximum speed, climb rate, and dive capability, the Focke-Wulf was unmatched at the time. Reaching a speed of 410 mph, it was faster than its most dangerous opponent, the Spitfire Mk.V, by an average of 20 to 30 mph at every altitude. An alert at Guipavas airfield near Brest interrupted a game of chess for pilots of 8./JG 2. In the background stands an Fw 190A-3 (W.Nr 2181, Black 13). It’s worth noting the absence of a black cross on the fuselage, which was created only with white angular stripes. (HANS ECKBERT VIA AUTHOR)




  In terms of maximum speed, climb rate, and dive capability, the Focke-Wulf was unmatched at the time. Reaching a speed of 410 mph, it was faster than its most dangerous opponent, the Spitfire Mk.V, by an average of 20 to 30 mph, at every altitude. The same was true for climb rate and dive speed. The German fighter proved to be incredibly agile and only conceded to the Spitfire in terms of tight turns. Additionally, it had significant acceleration, which was crucial during aerial combat.




  The British learned about the capabilities of the Fw 190A-3 when one accidentally landed in their hands after Oblt. Armin Faber from III./JG 2 Richthofen lost his bearings over southwestern England and landed at Pembrey base on June 23. The following month, the aircraft was examined at the Air Fighting Development Unit in Duxford.




  The results were very unfavorable for the Spitfire. It was recognized that the tactics used were entirely impractical in combat against the Fw 190. When the Focke-Wulf was attacked by a Spitfire, it could easily escape in a deep dive, which the British aircraft could not withstand due to its construction. The significant acceleration of the Fw 190 was crucial, allowing it to quickly escape the threatened area. Also, in the case of a Spitfire attacking a maneuvering Fw 190, the German pilot could execute a half-roll, changing the direction of the turn, which was impossible in the Spitfire. This generally allowed the Fw 190 to evade the RAF pilot’s aim. The combat capabilities of the Fw 190, combined with its strong armament, put British pilots at a significant disadvantage.




  Ultimately, it was concluded that the best method of defense against Fw 190 attacks was to fly over enemy territory at almost maximum speed. This was intended to force the Germans into potentially longer pursuits of British fighters, increasing the chance of them abandoning the attack. Diving was prohibited when Fw 190s were nearby, as the German fighter could easily catch up to the Spitfire in a dive. The only chance of shooting down a Focke-Wulf was a surprise attack, but this succeeded extremely rarely.




  The captured Focke-Wulf also revealed a significant weakness to the British: Flight tests showed that up to 19,700 feet, the Fw 190 was unrivaled, but its performance began to decrease as it climbed higher, where the Spitfire Mk.V demonstrated superiority over the Luftwaffe fighter. The problem was, air battles rarely occurred above 19,700 feet.




  The coastal belt defenses of Western Europe stretched from Norway in the north, through Denmark, the Netherlands, and Belgium, all the way to France. Only parts of JG 1 and I./JG 5 Eismeer still had Messerschmitt Bf 109Fs in their inventory. At this time, the newly formed 11.(Höhen) Staffel in JG 2 and JG 26 received new Bf 109G-1 aircraft. Compared to the previous version, the Bf 109G was significantly changed with the introduction of the DB 605 engine. This Gustav variant also had a pressurized cockpit for high-altitude flights. It was intended for combat against British reconnaissance aircraft flying at high altitudes, but it was soon revealed that these aircraft were also perfect for combating American heavy bombers. Initially, the 11.(Höhen)/JG 2 and 11.(Höhen)/JG 26 were stationed in Ligescourt near Crécy, and both were operationally under JG 26.




  During the first six months of 1942, the Luftwaffe strengthened its control over Western Europe. In February, the Germans conducted naval operations from Brest to German ports through the English Channel without hindrance from the RAF, right under the noses of the British. In the following months, the British air force carried out various operations called Rodeo, Circus, etc., aimed at engaging Luftwaffe fighters in combat. In the face of the decisive superiority of the Fw 190, this was not a wise move, and RAF losses were significant when compared to the poor results.




  It’s worth mentioning that at that time, British formations often included a few bombers, but they were merely bait to draw the Germans into the air. How else to describe 6 bombers escorted by 150 Spitfires? German pilots didn’t have to worry that if they didn’t destroy the bombers, German civilians would suffer, as they did during RAF Bomber Command’s nighttime bombings. Therefore, being over their controlled territory, they could choose the time and place of engagement.




  Their combat tactics were simple yet effective, aiming to inflict maximum damage on the enemy with minimal risk. Before attacking, the Germans always climbed above the enemy formation to gain altitude advantage. Then, a small group of fighters harassed the Circus formation from the sides to distract the RAF pilots. Only then did the Fw 190s dive from above, causing painful losses to the Spitfire squadrons. On March 24, No. 411 Sqn lost four fighters; on March 28, a similar fate befell No. 457 Sqn; on April 12, No. 41 lost five Spitfires, and twelve days later, No. 122 and No. 234 each lost four aircraft. Before noon on June 2, No. 403, in combat with JG 26, lost seven fighters, and another returned severely damaged. Six Canadian pilots went missing during this engagement.




  At that time, the squadron was commanded by S/Ldr. Alan C. Deere, a Battle of Britain veteran and ace, with fifteen victories. Despite his rich experience in battles with the Luftwaffe, the New Zealander could not save his pilots from defeat. Deere later recalled:






   I was throwing my plane around and darting through the sky, trying to save my skin while also attempting to catch one of those bastards in my sights. Never before had I encountered a Hun who, after the first attack, stayed at the same altitude and accepted a fight with us, as the pilots of those Focke-Wulfs did. The favorite combat tactic of the Messerschmitt 109s [in 1940] was a quick attack and evasive maneuver without getting involved in a dogfight, where the Spitfires had the advantage. These guys didn’t run away; they were very confident.3







  The British response to the losses of Spitfire Mk.V fighters was the introduction of the much-anticipated Mk.IX version. Compared to previous versions, it featured a more powerful Rolls-Royce Merlin engine with a two-stage supercharger and a four-bladed propeller. At an altitude of 22,100 feet, the supercharger would automatically engage, allowing the Spitfire to reach speeds of 388 mph at 25,000 feet. The service ceiling was 43,200 feet. This aircraft had excellent climb and dive speeds, neutralizing the Fw 190’s supremacy over Western Europe. The armament remained the same as in the Mk.V: two 20mm cannons and four machine guns. The first battle between the Fw 190 and the Spitfire Mk.IX occurred on July 30, when JG 26 clashed with No. 64 Sqn, and when F/Lt. Donald E. Kingaby4 shot down Oblt. Herbert Heck from 1./JG 26. The problem, however, was the insufficient production of Spitfire Mk.IX fighters.
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  One of the leading aces of the Luftwaffe over the Channel was the commander of III./JG 26, Hptm. Josef “Pips” Priller. By mid-August 1942, he had scored seventy-five kills. (HANS ECKBERT VIA AUTHOR)




  Despite the arrival of the latest Spitfire version, the Germans still had reason for optimism, as many Luftwaffe pilots were increasing their scores every week. In JG 26 Schlageter, by August 15, Hptm. Josef “Pips” Priller had 75 victories; Maj. Gerhard Schöpfel and Hptm. Johannes Seifert had 40 each; and Fw. Adolf “Addi” Glunz and Fw. Karl Willius had 20 each. Among the pilots of JG 2 Richthofen, Maj. Walter Oesau led with 110 victories; Hptm. Siegfried “Wumm” Schnell had 66; Hptm. Hans “Assi” Hahn, 65; Oblt. Egon Mayer, 49; and Lt. Erich Rudorffer, 43.




  At that time, the Germans’ own losses were minimal and mainly limited to inexperienced pilots. However, they did not yet know that the end of their easy victories was approaching, where individual feats would have to give way to teamwork. Now, instead of boosting the scores of standout individual pilots in aerial combat, similar to World War I times, Luftwaffe fighter pilots would have to face a battle focused on ruthless annihilation as an element of total war. The era of lone hunters was fading away.




  It’s worth mentioning the conditions in which Luftwaffe fighter pilots lived and fought over the English Channel. In 1942, the bases of German fighters in Western Europe were comfortable and well-equipped. Pilots and ground personnel were accommodated in heated barracks, in six-person rooms where a designated soldier was responsible for cleanliness. Each barracks had its own bathroom with sinks and showers with hot water, and some even had bathtubs. Food supplies were of the highest quality, although somewhat reduced quantitatively due to wartime restrictions. Breakfast included eggs, rolls, coffee, and preserves; for lunch, mainly soups and casseroles were served, usually with a high potato content. The weekly diet also included cheese, sausage, and the traditional Sunday roast beef with vegetables.




  Free time was usually spent writing letters home, playing billiards, and the ever-popular card game, Skat. There were no restrictions on developing personal interests such as photography, art, or even building model aircraft. Air bases enjoyed regular visits by mobile libraries and bookstores, offering a wide variety of books, as well as musical or theatrical groups, and occasionally, even touring cinemas.




  Although Hermann Göring had already banned all Luftwaffe soldiers from smoking in public places in 1939, there were no restrictions in the casinos. Although alcohol was generally available in casinos, it was strictly rationed, and excessive drinking could lead to forty-eight hours in jail. Even when alcohol was consumed outside the base bar, soldiers had to show up sober in the morning. Naturally, various ways were found to circumvent the regulations, but later, with the deteriorating situation on the front, adherence to the rules was to change radically.




  Discipline was tough but generally considered fair, and most soldiers respected and obeyed the rules. For those who broke them, typical punishments included extra duties, confinement to the barracks, and during training flights, push-ups and running laps around the airfield with a parachute attached. Disorder, tardiness, or neglect of duties attracted similar penalties, and more serious offenses could result in temporary reduction or suspension of pay.5




  The airmen stationed at bases in Western Europe generally enjoyed a calm and civilized relationship with the local civilian population, who often, surprisingly, endured the presence of their new neighbors quite well. Despite harboring resentment due to the occupation of their countries, it was not as brutal as in East Europe or the Balkans, and many citizens, especially in Belgium and the Netherlands, were impressed by German military achievements, particularly admiring Luftwaffe pilots. This did not signify overt collaboration, but word soon spread about their daring exploits. Many local residents appreciated the respectful behavior of the Germans and were genuinely saddened when their airmen moved to another base.




  Even in the face of wartime restrictions, public transportation such as trains and buses ran regularly and without major delays. This allowed Luftwaffe soldiers to explore other countries, especially France, including visits to the war cemeteries at Verdun. A popular recreational center was the Fliegerheim (Pilots’ House), established in early 1941 in Paris in a former Baroque palace in Monceau Park, where many German Red Cross workers were employed. It was a well-equipped academic residence with popular table tennis and a game room, a writing room, a library and reading room, several lounges, and dining areas serving tea, coffee, and light meals. There was no shortage of beer gardens either. Overall, the living conditions of Luftwaffe units in the occupied countries of Western Europe were idyllic compared to what airmen experienced on the Eastern Front or in North Africa.




  Meanwhile, on July 1, 1942, the first Boeing B-17E (41-9085), Jarrin Jenny, piloted by Lt. Johnson, landed at Prestwick in Scotland. The bomber belonged to the 97th BG and soon after flew to the Grafton Underwood base. This marked the beginning of the route. The planes crossed the Atlantic in groups, making stopovers in Greenland and Scotland before reaching the London area. The 97th BG, commanded by Col. Cornelius W. Cousland, was stationed at the airfields of Polebrook and Grafton Underwood and consisted of three squadrons—the 340th, 342nd, and 414th BS. During the transfer to England, one bomber was lost, but its crew was rescued. Five other bombers made emergency landings in Greenland, but after repairs, they were returned to service.




  The primary bomber of the 8th AF was the B-17E Flying Fortress. It was a four-engine bomber with a crew of ten. Compared to previous versions, extensive changes were made both internally and externally. The horizontal and vertical stabilizers were enlarged, improving the aircraft’s stability at high altitudes. Americans had already realized in December 1941 over the Pacific that B-17C and D were too poorly armed in confrontation with Japanese fighters. In addition to extra armor for engines, fuel tanks, and crew positions, the B-17E was equipped with additional twin .50 caliber machine guns with belt-fed ammunition. This was especially useful during combat, as the gunner did not have to worry about changing magazines.




  More importantly, part of the armament was mounted in rotating turrets—behind the pilot’s cockpit and under the fuselage. Additional machine guns were installed in the nose glazing, on the sides of the fuselage, and in the tail. The total defensive armament of the B-17E consisted of eight .50 caliber machine guns and one 0.303 caliber in the nose section. This meant the bomber had no blind spots, so an enemy fighter attacking from any direction was within the range of defensive fire from the gunners.




  The strong defensive armament of the Flying Fortress also had its downside, as it was very uncomfortable for the waist and tail gunners. The waist gunners had to stand by open windows, where they were whipped by strong, gusty winds. The icy air stream at high altitudes often had temperatures of -50°C, and only fur-lined and electrically heated suits could help them survive. Equally uncomfortable was the rear position of the tail gunner, who spent the entire flight of several hours kneeling.




  However, the most uncomfortable position was that of the belly gunner, who, half-lying, was squeezed and curled up in a ball in his partially retractable spherical turret, aiming at enemy fighters between his knees. The only way to exit this position on the ground was by opening the hatch to the outside; if in the air, the hatch had to be jammed in the correct position. Worse still, in the event of an electrical system failure, the turret could not be retracted into the fuselage. If the gunner couldn’t get out, which was not an easy task, his fate was usually sealed.
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  The primary bomber of the 8th AF was the B-17E Flying Fortress with a crew of ten. Compared to previous versions, extensive changes were made both internally and externally. The horizontal and vertical stabilizers were enlarged, improving the aircraft’s stability at high altitudes. In addition to extra armor for engines, fuel tanks, and crew positions, the B-17E was equipped with additional twin .50 caliber machine guns with belt-fed ammunition. In the photo is the B-17E (41-9025, Little John) of the 327th BS/92nd BG, which was transferred to the 11th CCRC in August 1942 and then to Africa. Written off June 2, 1945. (USAAF)




  Thanks to its four Pratt & Whitney R-1820-65 radial engines (each with 1,200 hp), weighing 23 tons, the B-17E reached a maximum speed of 317 mph and a cruising speed of 227 mph, achieving an altitude of almost 36,000 feet and a range of 2,000 miles. The engines were equipped with turbochargers, which assisted their performance at high altitudes.




  Initially, the bomb load was quite modest. The bomb bays could alternatively hold sixteen bombs of 250 pounds each, eight of 500 pounds, four of 1,100 pounds, or two of 2,000 pounds. The total bomb load did not exceed 2 tons, less than the German He 111 and Ju 88 of that period. Not only did Luftwaffe aircraft surpass the B-17E in this respect, but the capacity of the Flying Fortress’s bomb bays also sparked dissatisfaction among the British and became the subject of mockery from RAF pilots. Their sarcasm went so far that they even composed a song to the tune of “John Brown’s Body,” which included the following verse: “Fifty Flying Fortresses at fifty thousand feet, but they’ve only got a teeny weeny bomb.”




  The reason for such sarcasm was that the British four-engine bomber Short Stirling carried 4 tons of bombs, and the newly introduced Avro Lancaster carried a whopping 5.5 tons. The British, who had previously received a few B-17Cs, had a less-than-flattering opinion of them. Peter Masefield wrote in the London Times that the American heavy bombers performed adequately in the air but were not suitable for bombing missions in Europe. The bomb load was small, the armor and armament did not meet current standards, and the speed was too slow. It is unclear how and when the widespread belief arose that USAAF bombers were not capable of performing night flights and would get lost even over England during the day. Undoubtedly, the Americans had something to prove to their British allies.




  On the other side, RAF bombers operating under the cover of night did not need such powerful defensive armament as the B-17, nor did they have turbochargers or such a large crew, all of which significantly reduced their weight.




  The British had bitter experiences with daytime raids. On July 24, 1941, they conducted Operation Sunrise, a combined, multiwave daytime attack by one hundred Hampden, Wellington, and B-17C bombers on the naval base at Brest. Ground fire and Messerschmitt 109s from JG 2 shot down ten Wellingtons and two Hampdens, with many others returning damaged. On the same day, fourteen four-engine Halifaxes were sent to the La Pallice base without fighter escort, and only nine damaged bombers returned to their bases. By the end of July 1941, the British War Office decided not to engage four-engine bombers in daytime offensive missions and sent them over enemy territory only at night, where the Luftwaffe resistance was lower.




  The last such mission by Lancasters ended in disaster. On the afternoon of April 17, 1942, twelve bombers from the No. 44 and No. 97 Squadrons took off from English bases to destroy the MAN-Dieselmotorenwerk factory in Augsburg, which produced engines for U-boats. Since nighttime raids had not yielded positive results, it was decided to attack during the day. It was a suicide mission, as the bombers had to fly over all of France without fighter escort. To avoid detection by German radar, the Lancasters flew at low altitude. However, the bomber formation was spotted by observation posts. South of Paris, the Lancasters were attacked by fighters from JG 2, intercepting No. 44 Sqn led by S/Ldr. John Nettleton.




  Within minutes, four bombers crashed to the ground, and only eight Lancasters made it to Augsburg. There, they were greeted by heavy flak fire from alerted artillery positions. Three more aircraft were shot down, and the remaining five, despite numerous damages, returned to England. It was a high price to pay for a brief disruption at the MAN-Dieselmotorenwerk factory. For this raid, John Nettleton received the highest British decoration, the Victoria Cross.




  After such experiences, the RAF command urged the Americans to redirect their bombers to night operations as well. However, this was not so simple. Besides being in open contradiction with the American doctrine of strategic bombing, it would require costly and time-consuming additional procedures. Primarily, pilots and navigators would need to be trained for night flights, and the aircraft, which did not require so many gunners, would need to be modified. Initial estimates indicated that it would take about two years to complete such a transformation. It should be remembered that during this period, German armies were already approaching Stalingrad on the Eastern Front, and Joseph Stalin was pressing his Western allies to create a second front in Europe. For the time being, this was not possible, both for political and logistical reasons. It was assumed that bombing German industry would weaken the Wehrmacht’s power, enabling the Russians to repel the Germans.




  Daylight bombing raids guaranteed better accuracy and thus greater bombing effectiveness. Both the RAF Bomber Command headquarters and the 8th AF knew very well that up to 75 percent of bombs dropped at night missed the target. Navigation was also lacking. Meanwhile, American bombers were equipped with Norden bombsights, highly advanced devices shrouded in utmost secrecy. Inside the sight, on a gyroscopically stabilized base, was a telescope with 2.5x magnification. The bombardier first set the parameters of the aircraft’s speed and altitude on the sight, as well as the ballistic data for the type of bombs being dropped. When the target came into view, the bombardier located it through the telescope and superimposed the crosshairs on it. Corrections made by the bombardier on the vertical crosshair were automatically converted by the sight into a course correction signal, displayed by a simple directional indicator in the pilot’s cockpit. By adjusting the vertical cross-hair, the bombardier guided the aircraft to the target. A slightly later version of the Norden sight synchronized with the autopilot was introduced in American bombers.




  The highly accurate Norden bombsights led to the belief that the accuracy of daytime raids would be five times greater than nighttime bombings. Simple mathematics indicated that sending twenty bombers instead of one hundred would achieve similar results. This saved fuel, ammunition, and, most importantly, the lives of the airmen. Equally important was the relatively high level of losses among RAF bombers during nighttime takeoffs and landings.




  Differences of opinion regarding the use of American aviation caused some confusion between the highest command of the 8th Air Force and British Bomber Command. Commanding the Bomber Command from February 22, 1942, Marshal Arthur Harris sought political support for his own war doctrine. He believed that during nighttime attacks, it was necessary to bomb densely populated German cities, which were easier to find in the darkness. He also insisted that the 8th Air Force join Bomber Command. By inflicting serious casualties on the civilian population, he hoped to break the spirit of the German people’s resistance. Harris forgot that a similar concept used against the British by the Luftwaffe in 1940–41 had the opposite effect, strengthening the people’s will to fight and desire for revenge. The consequence of the carpet bombings was civilian casualties among Germans and the nickname “Butcher” given to Harris by his subordinates.




  Meanwhile, Carl “Tooey” Spaatz and Ira Eaker argued that much more benefit would come from precision strikes on specific targets in the German industry—marshaling yards, shipyards, refineries, steelworks, aircraft factories, tank factories, or ball bearing factories. This could significantly weaken the war machine of the Third Reich, reduce its military potential, and hasten the final victory. It was acknowledged that civilian workers and residents living near the targeted facilities would suffer, but the Americans firmly refused to destroy residential neighborhoods or entire cities. They decided to carry out their plans during the day, while RAF Bomber Command would execute Harris’s concepts at night.




  At that time, the basic formation of USAAF bombers in the air consisted of a squadron of six aircraft6 (in two flights of three), occupying a space 780 feet wide and 260 feet long, with an elevation of 150 feet. This provided a reasonably good defensive fire zone against enemy fighter attacks.




  Initially, the latest American Lockheed P-38F Lightning fighters were assigned to escort the 8th AF bombers. These twin-engine, twin-fuselage aircraft reached
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  speeds of 395 mph and had a range of over 870 miles, but in the weather conditions of Western Europe, they were unreliable due to constant engine and fuel-system issues. Due to the two engines, visibility downward and to the sides was severely limited. Early versions of the P-38 had problems with freezing guns (in winter at 32,800 feet, temperatures could drop to -60°C) and unheated pilot cockpit. Additionally, the P-38 had another fatal flaw: during dives, the control surfaces quickly locked up, causing the aircraft to plummet. Luftwaffe pilots exploited this weakness of the P-38, simply diving downward when threatened.
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  Lockheed P-38F Lightning fighters were assigned to escort the 8th AF bombers. These twin-engine, twin-fuselage aircraft reached speeds of 395 mph and had a range of over 870 miles, but in the weather conditions of Western Europe, they were unreliable due to constant engine and fuel system issues. Due to the two engines, visibility downward and to the sides was severely limited. Early versions of the P-38 had problems with freezing guns (in winter at 32,800 feet, temperatures could drop to -60°C) and unheated pilot cockpit. Additionally, the P-38 had another fatal flaw: during dives, the control surfaces quickly locked up, causing the aircraft to plummet. Luftwaffe pilots exploited this weakness of the P-38, simply diving downward when threatened. (USAAF)




  To Europe, 167 P-38s from the 1st and 14th FG were dispatched, with the first 7 arriving on July 9. Paradoxically, it was their long range that caused them to be held in Iceland, where they patrolled the area of the North Atlantic. Their task was to combat the German four-engine Fw 200 Condor bombers from KG 40 that were attacking Allied convoys. It was in these circumstances that the Americans achieved their first victory against the Luftwaffe. On August 14, two Lightnings of the 27th FS/1st FG intercepted a previously damaged Fw 200, which had been hit earlier by a P-40 Warhawk of the 33rd FG, when Lt. Elza Shahan shot it down into the sea.7 Before the Lightnings entered real combat actions in escorting their own bombers, they were sent to North Africa in support of Operation Torch, which began on November 8.




  In August 1942, the nucleus of the 8th AF consisted only of the 97th BG and the 31st FG. Additional units of heavy bombers arrived from the United States, still practicing formation flights and mutual air cover. This was especially true for the 92nd and 301st BGs, which were already in a very advanced stage of training. At the same time, negotiations were ongoing with the British regarding radio frequency bands, identification signals, rescue procedures for aircraft ditching at sea, etc.




  The possibility of rescue from the water was very important for the airmen, as tension caused by flying over the sea often resulted in significant stress. However, in the event of an aircraft malfunction or being shot down, they were not completely without a chance of rescue. Every pilot flying over the sea carried an inflatable yellow-orange life vest, known as the Mae West.8 Additionally, a folding rubber dinghy, equipped with a small compressed air cylinder, was attached to each fighter pilot’s parachute. The bottle was only opened when the pilot was in the water. Of course, no pilot wanted to have to test its reliability, especially since word had it that inflating the dinghy in emergency conditions, such as in the open sea with high waves (common in the North Sea and the English Channel), was not an easy task.




  Once the dinghy was inflated, the pilot faced the most difficult task—getting into it. With the waves tossing the craft about, it was a truly acrobatic feat. Each dinghy was equipped with a special cover, two oars, a bag of yellow dye that dissolved in water, and a waterproof electric torch. It was better to have such protection than none at all, but there was not a single volunteer in the entire RAF who would willingly want anything to do with a dinghy.




  Nevertheless, it was time for the Americans to begin their first round.









  CHAPTER TWO




  THE FIRST ROUND




  AUGUST 17, 1942, MISSION NUMBER 1: ROUEN-SOTTEVILLE
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  THE AMERICANS ENTERED COMBAT GRADUALLY AND CAUTIOUSLY. EACH SQUADRON of the 31st FG was stationed at a different airfield—the 307th FS at Biggin Hill, the 308th FS at Kenley, and the 309th FS at Westhampnett. On August 5, eleven Spitfires flew their first mission, which could be described as a familiarization flight, as the fighters circled over the English Channel without entering France. The flight was calm and uneventful. Apart from inaccurate German flak fire, nothing significant happened, but the American pilots were not disappointed. The unit was not yet fully cohesive, and a clash with seasoned German pilots could have ended differently. These and several similar missions were led by the RAF liaison officer and Battle of Britain hero, W/Cdr. Brian Kingcombe.




  During subsequent flights, the Americans escorted Bostons attacking targets on the coast, but each time before reaching the French coast, they were ordered to circle and wait for the returning bombers. They would then return to England together with the Bostons. On the evening of August 8, two Spitfires of the 309th FS at Westhampnett were scrambled and directed toward two evading fighter-bomber Fw 190s. An exchange of fire took place in the Shoreham area, and the squadron commander, Maj. Harrison Thyng, claimed to have damaged one of the Focke-Wulfs. The Germans did not engage in combat and flew back toward France. Finally, on August 12, the commander of the 31st FG reported to the 8th AF headquarters that his unit had achieved full combat readiness.




  Meanwhile, on August 10, bombs were loaded into the bomb bays of the B-17s from the 97th Bomb Group, ammunition was checked, equipment pre-flighted, and procedures checked. However, the weather disrupted their plans; it was so terrible during those days that even the RAF aircraft remained grounded and carried out no missions over France, limiting their operations to countering German fighter-bombers. Col. Frank Armstrong, CO 97th BG,1 was able to report that twenty-four crews in the 97th were available for combat missions. The next day, during a training flight in poor weather conditions, a B-17E (41-9098, pilot 2/Lt. Henry L. Gilbert) of the 340th BS/97th BG crashed on the eastern side of Cadair Berwyn, Llanrhaeadr Mountain in Wales, killing all eleven men aboard. This was the first B-17 loss in Britain involving fatalities. On August 14, during a training flight, B-17 (41-9115), piloted by Lt. Francis X. Schwarzenbeck of the 342nd BS, suddenly caught fire. The flames spread rapidly, and Schwarzenbeck ordered the crew to bail out. However, tail gunner Sgt. John G. Holstine was killed, presumably because his parachute failed to open. The aircraft crashed in Elveden, Suffolk.




  The RAF officers made every conceivable effort to help the 8th Air Force get into the war as quickly as possible, but remained skeptical about its ability to bomb in broad daylight. Finally, on August 16, weather reports were optimistic, and the Americans’ first mission was scheduled for Monday, August 17, 1942, targeting the railway marshaling yard at Rouen-Sotteville in France.




  Marshaling yards served as a hub for Le Havre, so destroying the rail junction and its repair facilities could seriously hinder train traffic in the region. RAF reconnaissance photos had revealed concentrations of more than 2,000 freight cars at Sotteville. Packed into the bomb bays of the twelve Fortresses was 36,900 pounds of British bombs in the form of forty-five 600-pounders (nine B-17) and nine 1,100-pounders (three bombers). The heavy bombs were for the locomotive repair shops, and the 600-pound bombs for the Buddicum rolling stock repair shops. An additional six bombers of the 414th BS were sent on a diversionary raid along the French coast.




  Maj. Paul Tibbets2 of Miami, Florida, group flying executive officer in the 97th BG, recalled:






   Frank Armstrong and I went to Grafton and conducted the mission briefing and elected to take Butcher’s aircraft because of its good crew and maintenance status. Frank Armstrong was not qualified in the B-17, so he elected to fly with me in the lead aircraft of the main group departing from Grafton Underwood. Twelve aircraft were designated as the main group, twelve were designated as the main force to strike at the Rouen-Sotteville marshaling yards in northwestern France, and another six, from Polebrook, were to act as a diversionary force going to St-Omer.3
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  The bomber leading the formation during the first combat mission of VIII Bomber Command was 41-2578 (Butcher Shop). Its pilot was Major Paul W. Tibbetts Jr., commanding the 340th BS and co-pilot was the 97th BG commander, Col. Frank A. Armstrong Jr. (USAAF)




  At 15:27 six B-17’s of the first flight took off from Grafton Underwood airfield. The mission was led by Maj. Paul W. Tibbetts Jr. in the B-17E 41-2578 (Butcher Shop). His co-pilot was the 97th BG commander, Col. Frank A. Armstrong Jr. The remaining five Fortresses in the first flight group were from the 342nd BS: 41-9125 (Prowler, pilot Lt. Alexander Blair Jr.), 41-9026 (Baby Doll, Lt. James M. Sammons), 41-9042 (Berlin Sleeper, Lt. George D. Burgess), 41-9043 (Peggy D, Capt. William B. Musselwhite), and 41-9017 (Heidi Ho, Lt. Walter F. Kelly).




  The second flight group consisted of planes from 414th BS, with the lead aircraft Yankee Doodle (41-9023) flown by Capt. Rudolph E. Flack (Commanding Officer 414th BS), co-piloted by 2/Lt. John R. Dowswell, and carrying Brig. Gen. Ira C. Eaker (CO, 8th AF Bomber Command) as an observer. The remaining five Fortresses in the second flight group were from the 414th BS: 41-9089 (Johnny Reb, Lt. Richard S. Starks), 41-9021 (Big Bitch, Lt. Claire M. Smart), 41-9100 (Birmingham Blitzkrieg, Lt. Thomas H. Border), 41-9103 (Dixie Demo, Lt. Clarence L. Thacker), and 41-9030 (Big Punk, Lt. William P. Saunders). The second flight took off at 15:37.




  As part of Operation Circus, the American formation was escorted by 108 Spitfires, with four squadrons of the latest Mk.IX providing close escort. Interestingly, these did not form a single wing, but were grouped essentially ad hoc. The other two wings (Tangmere and Biggin Hill), consisting of five squadrons equipped with Mk.V, flew as supporting groups, intercepting German fighters farther away from the bomber formation. Among them was also the American 307th FS from Biggin Hill.




  Fortresses flying at 23,000 feet passed the mouth of the Seine River and approached the target shortly after 5:00 p.m. Ten minutes before the bomb run began, Lt. Frank R. Beadle, the lead bombardier, shouted that he couldn’t see the target. Fortunately, the course was determined, and the bombers aligned with their designated heading. The Initial Point (IP) was reached and the bomb run started. Beadle opened the bomb bay door of the Butcher Shop and leaned over the Norden bombsight, singing into the intercom: “I don’t want to set the world on fire!”




  The bombing was carried out from 23,000 feet. In total, about 50 percent of the bombs fell on the target area, damaging railway tracks and buildings in many places. Several bombs fell a mile short of the target, and one burst hit about a mile west in some woods. Only then did the antiaircraft guns of the Flak-Abteilung 391 respond. Two Fortresses were slightly damaged by shrapnel, but despite this, all returned safely to their bases at 19:01 and 19:10, respectively. They were enthusiastically welcomed by base personnel, fellow airmen, high-ranking members of the USAAF and RAF, and around thirty journalists.
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  Preparations for the first combat flight of the 8th AF at Grafton Underwood airfield. The ground crews are busy preparing 41-9023 (Yankee Doodle) of the 414th BS/97th BG, in which during the first raid on August 17, 1942, the place of the second pilot was taken by the commander of the VIII Bomber Command, Brig. Gen. Ira Eaker. Its pilot was Capt. Rudolph E. Flack, commanding officer, 414th BS. The target of the raid by twelve B-17s of the 97th BG was the Rouen-Sotteville railway marshaling yard in France with a steam locomotive depot and repair workshops. (USAAF)




  Maj. Paul W. Tibbets recalled:






   It was just past mid-afternoon when we lifted off into sunny skies. We started our climb for altitude immediately and had reached 23,000 feet, in attack formation, by the time we left the coast of England and headed south across the Channel. I wondered whether or not all aircraft would make it or whether there would be aborts. However, it was a banner day with no aborts. As we departed the English coast out over the Channel, the RAF escort of Spitfire Vs joined us. Group Captain [later Air Chief Marshal] Harry Broadhurst was leading the RAF escort fighters, and it was an emotional, spine-tingling event. We were off to do battle for real and fighters were there to give us protection and comfort. . . .




  We caught the Germans by surprise. They hadn’t expected a daytime attack, so we had clear sailing to the target. Visibility was unlimited and all twelve planes dropped their bomb loads. Our aim was reasonably good but you couldn’t describe it as pinpoint bombing. We still had a lot to learn. . . . By the time we unloaded our bombs, the enemy came to life. Anti-aircraft fire, erratic and spasmodic at first, zeroed in on our formations as we began the return flight. Two B-17s suffered slight damage from flak. Three Bf 109s moved in for the attack but were quickly driven off by the Spitfires that accompanied us. The only German planes I saw were out of range, and I got the impression they were simply looking us over. . . .




  A feeling of elation took hold of us as we winged back across the Channel. All the tension was gone. We were no longer novices at this terrible game of war. We had braved the enemy in his own skies and were alive to tell about it.4







  The pilots of the II./JG 26 were scrambled just before the bombing. The Germans did not know the target of the attack, so the Focke-Wulfs, guided by a controller from the command post in Abbeville, initially received orders to circle around their own base. There was concern that the target might be the Abbeville/Drucat airfield, and earlier that day the II./JG 26 had already been scrambled to defend it.
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  Monday, August 17, 1942. The photo shows some of the first bombs dropped by the crews of 8th AF bombers during the war. Target: railway marshaling yard at Rouen-Sotteville in France. B-17s flying at an altitude of 23,000 feet passed the mouth of the Seine River and approached the target shortly after 17:00. Without hindrance, they dropped 132 bombs with a total weight of nearly 17 tons. (USAAF)




  When it became clear that the bombs had fallen on Rouen and the bombers were heading northwest, the Focke-Wulfs gave chase. They bypassed the Spitfires from the Tangmere and Biggin Hill wings and found themselves near the top escort. The German fighters employed their proven tactic of attacking from multiple directions to scatter and detach the escort from the bombers. The Fw 190s dove on the Spitfires, firing short bursts, then disappeared below, hoping to provoke the opponents into pursuit and leaving the bombers unprotected. However, disciplined RAF pilots returned to their positions after evading, and the exchange of fire only pierced the air, yielding no results. Rhodesian P/O James K. Stewart from No. 64 Sqn claimed a probable Fw 190 shot down over Barville, and F/Lt. Donald E. Kingaby damaged another northeast of Dieppe.




  Over the English Channel the Germans had made attack on two Canadian squadrons from above. The first to be shot down was a Spitfire Mk.IX (BS159, YO-F) piloted by P/O Jack K. Ferguson of the No. 401 Sqn. He was hit by Uffz. Gerhard Vogt from 6./JG 26, who claimed his victory at 18:52 northwest of Fécamp. When the Canadians made a turn, they were attacked by a Schwarm formation from 4./JG 26, and a minute later Lt. Wilhelm Cadenbach hit another Spitfire Mk.IX (BR634), this time of the No. 402 Sqn, southwest of Dieppe. Its pilot, F/Lt. Noel B. Trask, bailed out over the river port (Port Fluvial) in Rouen and was captured by the Germans before dusk fell, becoming a prisoner of war. His squadron mate, Sgt. Harlan P. Fuller, claimed damage to the Fw 190.
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  At this time, several pilots from I./JG 2 Richthofen also joined the fight, and at least one German pilot managed to break through the escort and approach the B-17s. The Germans didn’t even know who they were dealing with because they mistook the bombers for British Stirlings. Sgt. Adam R. Jenkins, the tail gunner aboard Bat Outa Hell, flying as “tail-end Charlie,” had his hands full. He later reported:






   There were eight of them in “V” formation and the leader waggled his wings and came for us. When they were about 300 yards away I figured it was about time for me to do something. So I pulled the trigger and it looked like the ends of his wings came off. Then the other seven scattered.5







  One of the Focke-Wulfs closed in on a B-17 but encountered heavy defensive fire. The downing of the Fw 190 was claimed by the ball gunner in the Birmingham Blitzkrieg, Sgt. Kent R. West, and he became the first American crewman to be credited with the destruction of a German aircraft.




  Meanwhile, the Canadians did their utmost to fend off the repeated attacks by the Focke-Wulfs. P/O George B. Murray and F/Lt. James Whitham of the No. 401 Sqn claimed a shared downing of one Fw 190 at 18:00 over land near the Seine Estuary, and F/Sgt. Edward L. Gimbel, an American serving in No. 401, claimed one probable victory over an Fw 190 at around 17:50, about 10 miles west of Rouen on his own, and another shared with P/O Harold A. Westhaver. The remaining pilots of No. 401 claimed two more probable victories (F/Sgt. Robert D. Reesor and Sgt. Leo J. Armstrong) and one damaged.




  The last claim came from the squadron leader, Keith L. B. Hodson. He hit an enemy aircraft 10 miles west of Rouen but couldn’t finish it off, as he was soon after attacked. He managed to limp back to base in the damaged BS120, where he landed safely. Returning in a damaged Spitfire (BR985) over the Channel was W/O William E. L. Rowthorn, who reached Lympne airfield but crashed before the runway. He was pulled from the burning cockpit by a farmer and a policeman, but his injuries and burns were so severe that the Canadian died in the hospital two days later.




  On the German side, two more victories were claimed, one by Ofw. Wilhelm Philipp of the 4./JG 26 (at 19:06, west of Dieppe) and the other by Lt. Horst Sternberg of the 5./JG 26, at 19:10. The latter claimed his success southwest of Eastbourne, near the coast of England. His probable victim was likely W/O William E. L. Rowthorn.




  During this dogfight Lt. Herbert Horn of the 3./JG 2 Richthofen was killed. His Fw 190A-3 (W.Nr 4332, White 1) was shot down in aerial combat with Spitfires northeast of Blacqueville, approximately 15 miles northwest of Rouen. Overall, the RAF lost two Spitfire Mk.IXs over France, with a third crashing upon return to England (another returned damaged), and British fighters claimed 1-5-3 victories. Additionally, the gunner of a Flying Fortress claimed the downing of one Luftwaffe fighter. In reality, the Germans lost one Fw 190, claiming four Spitfires.




  After the mission, Ira Eaker and Hap Arnold analyzed the first combat operation and drew several conclusions. They were convinced that the bombing of Rouen was much more accurate than any previous high-altitude bombings—not only by the Allies, but also by the Germans. This reinforced their belief in the capability of conducting precision daylight bombing. The official report noted that for a first mission, the bombing was quite accurate, with half of the bombs hitting the aiming point. One of the designated targets was hit directly, and several bombs fell within a 1,600-foot radius. The report stated that the station itself and adjacent structures were sizable targets, so even inaccurate bombing could prove effective.




  Nevertheless, the raid was considered remarkably successful, given the small number of aircraft used. Direct hits from the bombs were observed on two large loading halls inside the station; around ten out of twenty-four railcars on sidings were hit; and some rolling stock was destroyed, damaged, or derailed. The damage to the tracks undoubtedly disrupted the flow of traffic, but most of them remained intact, including all the turnouts. A roundhouse depot was hit by a single bomb and demolished, destroying four locomotives and damaging several others; also some rolling stock was destroyed, about a third of the track lines were damaged, and two large transshipment sheds were hit. It was estimated that if the raid had occurred during peak working hours at the station, the effects could have been even greater.




  On the ground, bombs also struck barracks occupied by artillerymen from Res. Flak-Abt. 842, killing five of them, including Lt. Walter Tobehn, and injuring nine others. A soldier from the supply company Nachschubkomp. d. Lw. 2./VI was also killed.




  On the other side, Eaker was somewhat disappointed with the training of the Flying Fortress crews. Most of the pilots didn’t know how to operate oxygen systems, and the formation was too spread out, as some crews couldn’t maintain their positions, reducing the defensive capabilities of the entire formation. Navigator training also needed improvement, since the raid on Sotteville was conducted in very good weather, which couldn’t be guaranteed in the future. Nevertheless, Eaker was pleased that his crews had come through their baptism by fire without any major issues.




  There was a second, less-well-known story from the first bombing raid by the Flying Fortresses in Europe. The railway marshaling yard at Rouen-Sotteville was not in a remote location but rather an integral part of the city. If about half of the dropped bombs hit their targets, the remaining bombs fell on commercial and residential areas, about 2,000 feet to the south of the aiming point, killing 52 French civilians and wounding 120.
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  Nine Fortresses dropped bombs of 500 pounds each, while three others dropped 1,000-pound bombs. In total, about 50 percent of the bombs fell on the target area, damaging railway tracks and buildings in many places. (USAAF)




  AUGUST 19, 1942, MISSION NUMBER 2: OPERATION JUBILEE




  Two days later, the Allied amphibious operation at Dieppe took place, for which RAF Fighter Command allocated 750 of its fighters from 49 squadrons, including 46 squadrons of Spitfires (four equipped with Mk.IX version) and three Typhoons. These forces were supplemented by eight squadrons of ground-attack Hurricanes, four reconnaissance Mustang squadrons, and seven squadrons of Blenheim and Boston bombers.




  American units also participated in Operation Jubilee. However, the 31st FG, detached from the 8th AF for this day, could not consider their participation in this venture successful. The fighter pilots lacked combat experience, which was not surprising, since they had only recently arrived from the States. So far, they had participated in combat actions under the supervision of RAF veterans who had been waging an air war for more than two years. The British had provided their American allies with everything they could—their own aircraft, and bases with infrastructure, ground and support personnel, fuel and ammunition—and had familiarized them with their tactics and style of combat. However, they couldn’t provide them with actual combat experience on the battlefield. The Americans had to gain this crucial element of any combat unit for themselves, in direct confrontation with the enemy. Unfortunately, the first such opportunity painfully revealed all the shortcomings of the USAAF pilots.
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  The idea of the Dieppe amphibious operation arose at the request of Joseph Stalin to establish a second front in Europe, which would force the Germans to shift some of their forces to the west. The idea appealed to American president Franklin D. Roosevelt, but was opposed by the prime minister of Great Britain, Winston Churchill. In mid-1942, when the Atlantic was infested with wolf packs of U-boats, it was impossible to transfer troops, ammunition, fuel, and all other necessary equipment for starting and continuing offensive operations in France without serious losses. Since preparations for this action had already begun, it was decided to carry out the landing, firstly wanting to strengthen the alliance of Great Britain, the USA, and the USSR, and secondly, to test the landing methods and the strength of the German defense.




  The Dieppe landing began at dawn on August 19. Almost five thousand Canadians, over a thousand British, and fifty Americans were tasked with capturing and destroying the artillery batteries at Berneval and Varengeville, as well as attacking the city from the flank. From the first moments of the operation, a fighter umbrella of RAF and USAAF aircraft was spread out in the air—as it would turn out, quite leaky.




  Lt. Frank A. Hill from 308th FS recalled:






   On the evening of August 18th, 1942, we were briefed for a “big show” that was to take place the following day—Operation Jubilee, a raid-in-force against the French Channel port of Dieppe by several battalions of Canadian infantry and tanks. The 31st’s job was to be part of the top cover force.




  The 308th took off from Kenley at 7:17. There were twelve Spitfires in the squadron formation, arranged in three flights of four airplanes each. My “B” Flight was stepped down a little to the right and behind the squadron commander’s flight, and the third flight was stepped down to the left and behind mine. Each flight was arranged in the finger-four formation. My wingman was to my left, and a little behind me, the leader of my second element was to my right and also a little behind me, and my element leader’s wingman was to his right and a little behind him. By flying in this manner, we could all see behind the other airplanes in the flight, and we were able to maneuver smoothly as a unit and react to any sort of attack.




  As we approached the French coast, we could see a number of ships near Dieppe harbor, and a large number of aircraft were flying in the general area. At our altitude, it was hard to tell if the ships or planes were friend or foe. We arrived over Dieppe on schedule at about 7:40 and split into separate four-ship flights in order to patrol the area inbound to Dieppe at altitudes between 8,000 and 10,000 feet. We orbited more or less over the port.




  We had been over Dieppe for only a few minutes when the RAF operations center that was controlling all the fighters—Mickey Control—reported that a dozen or so enemy aircraft were approaching Dieppe from the direction of the big German airdrome at Abbeville, which was to our east. A few minutes later, a flight of aircraft arrived above us at about 12,000 feet, and immediately rolled over and commenced an attack on my flight. I could see that the attacking airplanes were Fw 190s.




  I wanted to keep my flight together and avoid giving away the advantage. As the Germans attacked, their formation broke up into pairs. I turned up toward them and flew at them head-on as they came down. This made it hard for the German pilots to keep their sights on us, and it forced them to attack us head-on.




  One pair of Fw 190s came in real close, and that gave us an opportunity to fire our guns directly into them. On this pass, my number four airplane, piloted by Lieutenant D. K. Smith, received a burst of cannon fire through its left wing, about two inches from the aileron. It left an eight-inch hole on top and took out about two feet on the underside of the wing.




  After about three minutes of trying to keep my flight from being hit—by constantly breaking and turning into the Germans—I found myself in position to get a good shot at one of the Focke-Wulfs, so I fired all four .303 caliber Browning machine guns and both Hispano 20mm cannon at it. The German swung out to my left, and I got in another good three-second burst of cannon and machine-gun fire. I fired into his left side at a 45-degree angle from about 300 yards down to about 200 feet. The Focke-Wulf started pouring black smoke. He rolled over and went straight down.




  I followed the smoking Fw 190 down to about 3.000 feet, but at that point I had to pull out because the ack-ack coming from the ground was really intense and I didn’t want to lose any of my planes to ground fire. The last I saw of the Focke-Wulf, it was about 1,000 feet over the Channel north of Dieppe. It was still smoking and still in a steep dive.




  We climbed back to 8,000 feet. It was quiet for a few minutes, and then more Focke-Wulfs came down. We headed up and kept breaking into them. As my wingman and I turned into them, making it harder for them to track us in their sights and forcing them to come at us head-on, my second element was given an opportunity to fire on them. This was our first combat and we didn’t know much else to do except turn into them and fire as best we could. We were fighting defensively, but we had a chance to hit them as they came down to hit us.




  It was constant look-see-turn for about thirty-five minutes. Then we started to get low on fuel. I had run out of cannon ammunition by then—there were only sixty 20mm rounds in each magazine—but I don’t think I did much damage after I hit the first Focke-Wulf. I made one last attack on another Focke-Wulf from above and behind with only .303 bullets. I was quite a distance away when I fired, and I don’t think I hit him. If I did, I didn’t damage him very much.




  I was getting ready to turn for home when, all of a sudden, my element leader, Lieutenant Robert “Buck” Ingraham, called, “Snackbar Blue-Three going down.” I thought he was going down after something, but then I saw him bail out at about 7,000 feet. We were over the water, off the coast. I watched him going down for quite awhile. His parachute strung out and opened only halfway. It didn’t look like it was going to open the rest of the way, but it finally did. As Buck approached the water, I saw two boats heading toward him. I figured he was going to be picked up okay. I later found out that the boats were German E-boats, and they got him. He was a prisoner for the rest of the war.




  After we left Buck Ingraham, we hit the deck and headed back toward England. As we went, D. K. Smith pulled up alongside of me and showed me the hole in his wing. It was the first I knew of it; he hadn’t said anything when it happened at the beginning of the action. I was really surprised.




  When we got back to Kenley, we refueled and had the airplanes ready to go in about ten minutes. We picked up another pilot to fill in for Buck Ingraham, and D. K. Smith got another airplane. I was wearing a leather jacket and, when I landed after the first mission, I discovered that it was soaking wet from sweat.




  “B” Flight flew four missions that day, and we had quite a time. I fired my machine guns and cannon on each mission. We learned a lot. Flying and firing on each mission was quite an indoctrination to fighting.6







  During the first mission, Lt. Frank A. Hill claimed one Fw 190, but since no one saw its crash, it was eventually counted as a probable. On the other side, Lt. Robert D. Ingraham was shot down while flying the aircraft with the number EN792.




  At 8:15 a.m. pilots of the 309th FS took off together with No. 130 and No. 131 Sqns RAF. The whole formation was led by W/Cdr. Minden V. Blake, and a dogfight with about twenty-five Focke-Wulfs ensued over the landing craft. Lt. Samuel S. Junkin engaged one of them and managed to shoot it down, thus opening the account of the 8th AF fighters. Shortly after, he was shot down by another Fw 190, sustaining a shoulder wound from a cannon shell fragment and momentarily losing consciousness. He woke up when his Spitfire (AB811) was just above the waves. He regained control of the aircraft and managed to climb to 1,000 feet, but to bail out, he had to push out the damaged canopy, which was jammed, with what little strength he had left. He finally bailed out at about 660 feet. Fortunately, a torpedo boat quickly picked him up from the sea, transferring him to a ship heading to England.




  In the same dogfight, Lt. Laverne Collins, flying EN778, was shot down and killed. Besides the confirmed victory of Lt. Samuel Junkin, the commander of 309th FS, Maj. Harrison R. Thyng, claimed a probable Fw 190 shot down. British pilots accompanying the Americans also lost two destroyed Spitfires—Sgt. A.W. Utting of No. 130 was killed, and W/Cdr. Minden V. Blake (DSO, DFC) was taken prisoner—and two returned damaged.




  At 9:55 a.m. twelve Spitfire pilots of the 307th FS took to the air, also not avoiding the deadly attacks of the Focke-Wulfs. That day, the superiority of the German fighter over the Spitfire Mk.V was fully revealed. Lt. Robert G. Wright did not return to the base and was killed in EN855, while Lt. Edward A. Tovrea (EP111) was taken prisoner after spending seventeen hours on his dinghy before being picked up by the Germans. When the second round of flights began in the 31st FG, it was only getting worse. During a fight around 11:00 a.m., 2/Lt. William A. M. Dabrey of the 308th FS was killed over Dieppe. Sitting in the cockpit of BL338 amid smoke and planes fighting everywhere, he didn’t spot a single Focke-Wulf, including the one that got on his tail and shot him down into the sea. At noon, 309th FS lost another Spitfire, but fortunately, the pilot was rescued from his dinghy.




  Throughout the day’s operations, the pilots of the 31st FG completed 123 combat sorties and reported 1 confirmed victory, 3 probables, and 2 damaged (1-3-2). However, our own losses were significant, with a total of 11 Spitfires lost and 3 others damaged. Two pilots were killed, three became prisoners of war, and one was wounded. American pilots from the Eagle Squadrons also participated in the actions as part of the British Fighter Command structure. Their losses amounted to 6 more destroyed Spitfires and 4 damaged, but their claims included 7 confirmed victories, 4 probables, and 14 damaged (7-4-14).




  The great success of the Luftwaffe fighter pilots, who shot down 98 Allied aircraft during 250 combat sorties while losing 23 of their own, marked the end of a certain chapter in the history of air warfare in Western Europe—the era of the Focke-Wulf Fw 190.




  Largely overshadowed by the main events over Dieppe was the raid of twenty-four B-17s from the 97th BG on the Abbeville/Drucat airfield, located about 30 miles from the landing site. The bombers took off between 8:32 and 8:45 a.m. to neutralize the German airfield from which, as was known at the time, German fighters were launching. Abbeville/Drucat was the base of II./JG 26, but during the intense actions over Dieppe, aircraft from other units also refueled and rearmed there.




  When the Fortresses reached southern England, an escort took to the air, which was Operation Circus 205 for them. This time it was supposed to be four of the same Spitfire Mk.IX squadrons that accompanied them on the first raid—British No. 64 and No. 611 Sqns, along with Canadian No. 401 and No. 402. The bombers were nine minutes late to the rendezvous point over Beachy Head, but after joining with the fighters, the mission commenced at 10:14 a.m. The Flying Fortresses flew at 23,000 feet, with the direct escort of squadrons 64 and 401 positioned 2,000 feet higher, the middle escort (No. 402) at 26,900 feet, and No. 611 at 27,900 feet.




  Just eight minutes into the sortie, the expedition crossed the French coast near Cayeux-sur-Mer. From that moment throughout the six-minute journey to the target, American aircraft were fired upon by German heavy and medium flak batteries. The attack on the target and the bombing itself occurred between 10:32 and 10:40 a.m., with one crew unable to release their payload due to an electrical system malfunction. During the bomb drop at 10:35, the tail gunner of one of the bombers fired at a Bf 109, which was then chased away by intervening Spitfires. It is unclear whether it was actually a Messerschmitt, as its silhouette was often mistaken at the time for that of the American Mustang, which was then in use by the RAF. A similar situation may have occurred ten minutes later when an unidentified fighter approached the bombers. As a precaution, the top turret gunner of another bomber fired at it. The fighter quickly turned away and was not seen again.




  In the northern part of the Drucat airfield, eight to nine Luftwaffe aircraft were observed, with five to six in the eastern part. Despite moderately intense antiaircraft fire, bomber crews reported bomb hits in the dispersal area of the aircraft in the northwest area of the airfield, where the adjacent forest caught fire. Several series of bombs hit two out of the three runways. The effectiveness of the bombing raid was also confirmed by the escort fighter pilots who observed the bombing. During the raid, ten to twelve Focke-Wulf fighters were seen taking off amid rising smoke. These were Fw 190s from II./JG 26, which took off for their fifth patrol over the beaches of Dieppe only ten minutes after landing to refuel and rearm. Another group of about a dozen Focke-Wulfs was also seen taxiing around the airfield.




  As the B-17s began to depart from the target area, they came within range of heavy flak fire, especially batteries located in the Crécy forest area. This fire caused minor damage to three bombers, but none of the crew members were harmed. The formation returned to base, and over the Channel the damaged bomber managed to release its load into the sea. When the bombers crossed the French coast, three escort fighter squadrons were granted permission to leave the formation and head toward Dieppe. Only the No. 64 Sqn remained with the Fortresses, escorting them back to England and landing at their base.




  Patrolling over Dieppe, No. 611 and No. 402 squadrons did not encounter Luftwaffe aircraft, but No. 401, led by S/Ldr. Keith L. B. Hodson, engaged the enemy. Canadian pilot P/O Donald R. Morrison, flying as Yellow 3 in Spitfire BS119, recalled:






   The squadron was on alert at dawn [5:07 a.m.], but nothing happened until we took off at 9:30 to escort 24 B-17s to bomb the Abbeville airfield. We met up with the Fortresses and the other escort squadrons and headed towards Abbeville. The flak was really heavy, but its fire did not cause any damage. I saw the bombs hit all the buildings surrounding the airfield.




  Then the bombers turned left and headed home. We didn’t encounter any resistance from enemy aircraft. The Blue section detached from the rest of the squadron and the Red and Yellow sections headed towards Dieppe, descending to about 10,000 feet. I didn’t have much time to pay attention to what was happening below, but I managed to see a single Focke-Wulf straight ahead of me, about 1,500 feet below. I performed a barrel roll, losing altitude, and leveled about 450 feet behind and slightly to the right above the enemy aircraft. I fired a two-second burst as I closed in to 80 feet. I saw hits along the entire right side of the fuselage and several large pieces that broke off and fell down.




  Suddenly, the enemy aircraft and I flew into the clouds, and it burst into bright flames and black smoke. Shortly after, my windshield and cowling were covered in oil, and there was an incredible racket as its debris hit my plane.




  I swerved to the side, barely able to see anything through the windshield or wind-screen. My wingman [Yellow 4, F/Sgt. Robert D. Reesor] said he saw a ten-foot-long fragment fall off the enemy aircraft. We then joined Yellow 1 and 2, heading back home.




  I didn’t realize my plane was so badly damaged, so we were flying at an altitude of about 300 meters. Suddenly the engine coughed and the plane shuddered strongly. I realized I would have to bail out, so I started to climb, entering a cloud.




  The engine completely stopped, but I managed to climb to 600 meters. I took off my helmet, disconnected the radio wires, and pushed back the canopy. I crouched in the seat, then pushed the stick forward. My parachute snagged on something in the cockpit and I was about 200–250 feet above the water before I freed it. The plane was sinking in the water below me when the parachute opened.




  I hit the quick-release harness buckles as I hit the water. I easily inflated my dinghy and then climbed into it. Two planes that were with me circled above, while a third [Yellow 1, F/Lt. James Whitham] guided the rescue boat, which wasn’t far away. I shot up flares that helped the rescue boat come straight to me.




  The planes from my squadron, now out of fuel, flew off, but another squadron circled above me until I was picked up by the rescue boat. I was in the water for only about 15 minutes. The boat captain estimated my position to be 17 miles from Dieppe. I was picked up around 11:10 and changed into dry clothes. Unfortunately, I learned that I would have to stay on the boat until its return to port in the evening, thus missing the opportunity to participate in the fun for the rest of the day.




  In the afternoon, we went to several other areas to look for survivors, but without success. The French coastline was often visible. We witnessed a bomber attack on a convoy repelled by heavy anti-aircraft fire. We also saw an explosion and a cloud of smoke after two Spitfires collided with each other.




  There was gunfire from shore and from ships, as well as aircraft laying smoke screens. Later in the afternoon, two Fw 190s flew over us at 5,000 feet altitude. Shortly after I saw Focke-Wulfs attacking and setting fire to another ASR [Air-Sea Rescue] boat. Knowing we couldn’t do much with our light armament, we headed back towards England to seek assistance from the Navy ship we had previously spotted.




  As we approached, we saw another rescue boat trying to assist the first. Suddenly, four Fw 190s appeared and attacked, setting fire to the second boat. In response to our calls for help, two Spitfires appeared, and when one of the pilots began circling as close as he could, we pointed out the direction in which the enemy aircraft had flown off.




  Barely disappearing on the horizon, a group of six Fw 190s attacked us. We avoided serious damage, but the radio was destroyed. Our old Lewis gun couldn’t harm the enemy aircraft, but the fire from the 20mm Oerlikon gun on the Navy ship clearly deterred them.




  Perhaps they ran out of ammunition and that’s why they left us. We picked up survivors from two burning boats, all of whom were in the water. Two rescue boats were burning intensely, with ammunition exploding on their decks. As we rescued the survivors, two Spitfires arrived, now circling above us. We picked up 14 survivors, and I believe the Navy ship picked up about 4 more. Together, there should have been 22. The enemy aircraft also attacked the people while they were in the water.




  Most of the survivors were very seriously injured, so we raced back to port at full throttle. One Spitfire escorted us to about 6 miles from Beachy Head, while the other stayed with the slower Navy ship. On the way home, we witnessed an attack on a convoy and I saw a series of bombs hit the water, but not closer than half a mile from any ship. We hurried to port, where ambulances were waiting for us. We unloaded the wounded and then disembarked ourselves.7







  During the exchange of fire with the Focke-Wulfs, damage to one of them was claimed by F/Sgt. Robert M. Zobell from No. 401 Sqn. Shortly thereafter, the Canadians stumbled upon quite a find. Below them was a formation of Dornier Do 217E bombers from JG 2 escorted by several Fw 190s from II./JG 26. They dove on the bombers, and S/Ldr. Keith Hodson fired a long burst at one of them from a distance of 150 feet. The intervening Focke-Wulfs prevented him from finishing it off, and he only claimed damaging the Dornier.




  At the same time, another Dornier was pursued by F/Sgt. Robert M. Zobell, who fired off the rest of his ammunition and claimed damaging the bomber. At this point his BS120 (the same one that returned damaged two days earlier during the B-17 escort over Rouen-Sotteville, piloted by S/Ldr. Hodson) was hit. It is unknown if it was hit by the tail gunners or a German fighter, but the bullets tore up the rudder and pierced the wings and canopy, smashing the gunsight, and Zobell himself was injured in the left eye by a small shard of glass. Despite this, he managed to return to the base at Lympne and land safely. Another damaged Dornier was reported by P/O Stanley C. Cosburn. Therefore, the pilots of No. 401 Sqn claimed 1-0-1 victories against Fw 190s and three damaged Do 217s. They lost one Spitfire destroyed (BS119), and another returned damaged (BS120) from the mission over Dieppe, where they lost two pilots and claimed several successes in battles with Focke-Wulfs.




  The bombing itself was not as effective as the Americans would have liked. Despite the surprise on the ground, only two Fw 190s from 6./JG 268 were lightly damaged. The news of putting the German base out of action for several hours also did not materialize. The British High Command reported that as a result of the bombing raid, sixteen fighter aircraft were destroyed or damaged, and the airfield itself was out of operation for a crucial two hours. This was not true. Pilots from JG 26 were taking off and landing at Abbeville/Drucat all day. Four soldiers from the airfield service company Fl. H. Komp. (E) 16/VI were killed, and one person from ground crew of II./JG 26 was wounded, and the German base’s infrastructure suffered damage, but the runways were repaired quickly. One gunner from Lei. Res. Flak-Abt. 773 was also killed, and three others were wounded. At the same time, six other B-17s carried out a diversionary attack on the French coast, and during the artillery fire, two airmen sustained minor injuries.
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 British Spitfire Mk.IX fighters were the RAF’s response to the superiority of the Focke-Wulf. Each B-17 formation was escorted by four squadrons of these aircraft, plus a dozen or so others in the Mk.V version. The photo shows Mk.IX Spitfires of No. 611 Sqn RAF. (USAAF)




  AUGUST 20, 1942, MISSION NUMBER 3: AMIENS




  On the morning of August 20, the RAF aerial photographic reconnaissance unit reported to the 8th Air Force headquarters that 1,600 railcars and 17 locomotives were parked in Longueau railroad marshaling yards at Amiens, a vital point in the traffic flow between France and Germany. It was deemed a target worthy of an immediate bombing raid, and a mission involving 12 Fortresses from the 97th BG was hastily prepared.
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  A very important task was assigned to the pilots of the 31st FG. Twelve USAAF Spitfires were dispatched on a diversionary mission alongside RAF Defiants of the No. 515 Sqn RAF over the English Channel, while two other groups, consisting of eleven and twelve Spitfires, respectively, carried out the same task independently. The Defiants were used for electronic warfare and equipped in the British airborne spoofer/jammer Moonshine (ARI TR1427, or Airborne Radio Installation Transmitter Receiver), countering the German Freya early-warning radar. Moonshine re-transmitted the radar’s signals to simulate large formations of aircraft. As each Moonshine transmitter only covered part of the Freya’s frequency, a formation of eight Defiants was needed, giving the appearance of over one hundred aircraft. As the system required formation flying, it could only be used in daylight, where it could draw German fighters onto British fighters leaving another area relatively free for a bombing raid.




  It seems that the Defiants fulfilled their mission excellently. The St. Omer and Abbeville controller Luftwaffe shuttled patrols of the JG 26 from one side of the Pas de Calais to the other to counter RAF formations over the Channel. At 18:20 Focke-Wulfs of the I./JG 26 contacted USAAF Spitfires near St. Omer, located 55 miles north of Amiens, but the Germans avoided fighting. Nevertheless, on the German side, Uffz. Jan Schild of the 2./JG 26 claimed shooting down a Stirling bomber and two Hurricanes, but his claims were not confirmed, as he had no witnesses to his successes. This was entirely justified, as no Hurricanes were lost that day—nor, for that matter, any Stirlings or even B-17s, had Uffz. Schild mistaken the aircraft types. However, the American crews did not report any aerial engagements with the Luftwaffe.




  Additionally, two other American fighters flew as escorts for an RAF Lysander, which served as an Air-Sea Rescue (ASR) aircraft in case any of the bombers had to ditch into the sea. This was not the only such formation, as several Lysanders with RAF Spitfire escorts were patrolling over the English Channel.




  The remaining twelve Spitfires of the 31st FG were, for the first time, incorporated into the escort of the B-17 formation from the 97th BG. Flying Fortresses made the escort particularly strong this time. In total, eleven squadrons comprising 126 fighters flew as part of Circus 206, meeting the bombers at 17:30. The timing of the attack, i.e., the afternoon hours, was not accidental, as it was hoped that thanks to this, French railway workers would not suffer losses as a result of the bombing. Upon crossing the French coast, German antiaircraft artillery opened fire, accompanying the bombers all the way to the target and back. The flak intensified over the marshaling yard itself, but the Americans dropped their bombs without hindrance at 18:01, releasing forty British 1,100-pound bombs and four 250-pound bombs.




  Only when the bombers turned for the return journey did Luftwaffe fighters appear, attempting to attack the Flying Fortresses. First, Focke-Wulfs of the III./JG 26 arrived, followed by those from I./JG 2. The Germans tried to break through to the bombers, but were easily repelled by the escorting Spitfires. The skirmishes were fierce, but there was no large-scale aerial battle. Luftwaffe pilots attacked in small groups, then dove down, trying to provoke the British fighters into pursuit and leaving the bombers without escort. This tactic had often worked well before, but this time was different. The Spitfires maneuvered skillfully, and after each Focke-Wulf attack, they returned to their place in the formation. Because of this, the RAF pilots’ claims could not be numerous, and the effects of their actions could not be clearly assessed. During the exchange of fire, British ace and No. 610 Sqn CO, S/Ldr. John Johnson, claimed a probable Fw 190 shot down in the Cayeux-sur-Mer area. Meanwhile, the only confirmed victory near Amiens was credited by F/O Florian Martini from the Polish No. 317 Sqn.




  At 19:02 and 19:04, Ofw. Josef Wurmheller of 1./JG 2 claimed he had shot down two Spitfires over the English Channel (north of Le Havre). However, during these engagements, neither side suffered any actual losses.




  
AUGUST 21, 1942, MISSION NUMBER 4: ROTTERDAM




  Mission Number 4 in the history of the 8th AF took place the next day, on August 21, and marked the first direct clash with German fighters. In the morning, 12 Flying Fortresses from the 97th BG headed toward Europe’s most modern shipyard, Wilton, in Rotterdam, the Netherlands, with their escort comprising a total of 175 Spitfires from 13 RAF and USAAF squadrons. As part of Operation Circus 207, these Spitfires were not only tasked with direct escort, but also with engaging Luftwaffe fighter groups on further approaches. It might seem like a force sufficient to defend a group of 12 bombers, but the course of this mission revealed how much depends on discipline in the air.




  Three squadrons of Spitfire Mk.IXs for direct escort arrived at the rendezvous point with the B-17s and began circling, waiting for their charges, but the bombers were still not in sight. The meeting time was set for 10:15 a.m. Minutes passed, but the Americans were still not visible. The escort commander, G/Cpt. Harry Broadhurst, did not want to break radio silence and decided to wait a bit longer. Finally, at 10:31, when the bombers arrived, it turned out that circling while waiting for the B-17s had consumed a lot of fuel for the fighters. As a result, the Spitfires could only cover the Fortresses until halfway across the English Channel; beyond that, the American formation had to fly alone.
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  This was an obvious mistake, as direct escort was crucial precisely during the final leg to the target and during the return, when the possibility of encountering the Luftwaffe was very high. It is worth noting that during each of the previous missions, there were attempts to attack the bomber formations by enemy fighters, but each time the escort intervened effectively. Since no one canceled the mission, it was decided to continue.




  Midway across the Channel, the Spitfires had to turn back to England to refuel. During this time, the formation was already being tracked by German radar stations, and from the Schiphol base near Amsterdam, the 4./JG 1 took off under the command of Oblt. Robert Olejnik, a Knight’s Cross holder with thirty-seven victories to his name.9 He led nine Focke-Wulf Fw 190s into battle, whose pilots spotted a group of B-17s over the North Sea in square 3223, west of Rotterdam.




  During this time, in the VIII Bomber Command headquarters, someone finally realized that the Flying Fortresses were flying to the target without any fighter escort. An order was immediately issued to abort the mission and turn the aircraft back to England. It was already too late, as above them, among the clouds, Focke-Wulf 190s appeared. The crews tightened formation, waiting for the inevitable attack.




  Seeing the unescorted bombers, the Germans could easily attack the Fortresses, but here they encountered an unpleasant surprise. Approaching for the attack as they were taught, they began slowly closing in on the enemy aircraft from the rear, upper hemisphere. Meanwhile, the Americans spotted the incoming Luftwaffe fighters, and each gunner took their position. As the Focke-Wulfs began their attack, the gunners opened fire, and the Germans ran into a veritable avalanche of 0.5-inch shells. Attacking the B-17s from the rear exposed the fighters to sustained defensive fire.




  Early in the engagement, as the first to try his luck, the ace from 4./JG 1, Ofw. Detlev Lüth, was hit in the oil cooler of his Fw 190A-2 (W.Nr 2116), forcing him to leave the battle and make an emergency landing at Katwijk airfield, where the damage was estimated at 25 percent. Ofw. Lüth was astonished by the strength of the defensive fire from the American bombers. The last time he had the opportunity to attack a group of RAF bombers, on February 9, 1942, he managed to shoot down three Hampdens from the No. 50 and No. 144 RAF Squadrons.
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