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EAKER’S AMATEURS

“Somebody said that it couldn’t be done, but he with a chuckle replied, that ‘maybe’ it couldn’t, but he would be one who wouldn’t say so till he’d tried. So he buckled right in with the trace of a grin on his face. If he worried he hid it. He started to sing as he tackled the thing that couldn’t be done, and he did it.”

—from Edgar Albert Guest’s poem, “It Couldn’t Be Done”

“We are coming, Father Abraham, three hundred thousand more.”

—J.S. Gibbons

IT WOULD BECOME the most intensive, concentrated and effective air assault in history.

The American and British Chiefs of Staff met after the 7th December 1941 Japanese attack on US naval and air facilities and battleships at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, an attack which brought the United States into the Second World War. Four days after that attack, Germany, an ally of Japan, had declared war on the U.S. When the Allied military leaders then conferred they had two goals in mind: To achieve air superiority over the German Air Force in order to prepare for an Allied invasion of the European continent; and to destroy Germany’s war-making capacity.

The British Royal Air Force had been gradually building its own capability for taking the war to Germany and German targets in Continental Europe through a major strategic bombing effort. Having been at war with Germany since September 1939, the British government and the RAF welcomed the entry and participation of the Americans in the European air war. The RAF particularly relished the prospect of U.S. heavy bombers joining with their own aircraft in the raids they were conducting on an ever-increasing scale.

To that end the Americans set about to establish a new air force in the United Kingdom. It would ultimately become the largest and most powerful military air organization ever, and would, with the RAF, carry out a massive combined bombing offensive of almost unimaginable proportions against the German enemy.

Early in 1942 the vanguard of nearly 350,000 American Army Air Force men of widely differing backgrounds began arriving in England, where the population had already been enduring the dangers and deprivation of war for more than two years. These Yanks, as the British referred to them, came determined to do their part in the high-altitude bombing of German targets in Europe, but they had been trained to do so by daylight and not at night as the British did. Earlier in the war the RAF had tried daylight bombing and had declared it impossible. Thus, the policy battle lines were drawn between these two old allies. In time, however, the argument was settled and the Americans won the chance to prove their case for daylight precision bombing—which they did—but only at an enormous cost in lives and equipment. It would be a period of great danger for them, and death for many. It was also a time of endless fatigue, boredom, true comradeship, and the excitement of radically new experiences and emotions. For most it was destined to be the one great adventure of their lives. Those who flew the demanding, dramatic, and frequently spectacular bombing missions of the American Army Air Force from English airfields during World War Two had an utterly unique experience, incomparable to any before or since.

With four distinct U.S. Army Air Forces established and operating, the new UK-based outfit was to be the Fifth U.S.A.A.F., but within days of the new organization’s designation, it was redesignated the Eighth, as the Fifth and two additional air forces had been planned for other assignments. By late March 1942, at the suggestion of Major General Carl Spaatz, commanding general-designate of the Eighth, his new organization was committed to be the nucleus of the American offensive air operations from the United Kingdom.

The Eighth Air Force would be assigned the most challenging, demanding, and dangerous job of those given to all American air forces in that war—the high-altitude daylight precision bombing campaign against Nazi Germany. Would the attacks of the Eighth, together with those of the RAF by night, sufficiently weaken German war production to reduce the cost in lives of the eventual Allied invasion of Europe? Could the Eighth be equipped and brought up to required strength quickly without unduly hampering USAAF operations in other war theatres? Could the bombing campaign of the Eighth be conducted within the parameters of acceptable losses? The young, inexperienced American air force in England had no answers to these questions. No one knew if high-altitude precision bombing of the German targets by day could be carried out successfully amid enemy flak and fighter defenses and the prevailing weather conditions in northwestern Europe. RAF leadership was politely sceptical and few in the high command of the Eighth were more than guardedly optimistic. But we are getting ahead of our story.
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The 34th Bomb Group Memorial at Mendlesham.
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An officer at Pinetree, the headquarters of Eighth Bomber Command, at High Wycombe, Buckinghamshire, in the Second World War;

20th February 1942 dawned gray and unpromising and would remain that way. Allied flights from Lisbon to Britain in those days meant risking interception by long-ranging German patrol aircraft operating over the Bay of Biscay from French bases. One such flight arriving that day at RAF Hendon, a Douglas DC-3/Dakota, carried an American air force officer who initially would be responsible for arranging the reception of the new combat flying units of the Eighth, a man who for many weeks had been studying the methods, means, procedures, and quirks of the RAF bombing operations against German targets. Brigadier General Ira C. Eaker was among America’s foremost proponents of the USAAF version of strategic bombardment as a primary war-winning approach. General Eaker arrived in England at a point when war actions were mostly grim and depressing for the Allies. In addition to their surprising Pacific advances on and after their Pearl Harbor raid, the Japanese had invaded and taken Singapore, attacked and sunk the British battleships HMS Prince of Wales and HMS Repulse, and taken Bataan from the Americans; there was also the retreat of Allied armies across Libya, German panzer tanks nearing Stalingrad, and the massive Allied shipping losses on the Atlantic to Hitler’s hunting U-boats. Yet another recent defeat of sorts was the “Channel Dash” escape of the German warships Scharnhorst, Gneisenau, and Prinz Eugen from their vulnerable anchorages in the harbor at Brest to a safer port in Germany. The British critics of air power were demanding an explanation for the failure of the RAF and the Fleet Air Arm to prevent that escape. Defending the poor results of that air power was proving a challenge for its champions in London.

A few positive signs were starting to appear, though. One was the arrival in the UK of General Eaker, charged with setting up a headquarters and laying the groundwork for the new Eighth Air Force, and the appointment of the no-nonsense Air Chief Marshal Arthur T. Harris to head up RAF Bomber Command.
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An Eighth Air Force uniform shoulder patch of WW2 vintage.

Two months after Ira Eaker took up his new post two truly audacious bombing raids took place within hours of each other—one British, the other American. At that stage of the war, Harris’s Bomber Command had only two squadrons that were then equipped with the Avro Lancaster heavy bomber. He decided to try out his new Lancasters in a daring daylight operation deep into German territory. He mounted a small mission utilizing both Lanc squadrons, assigning them to fly a raid on the M.A.N. plant at Augsburg in Bavaria, where the bulk of diesel engines were manufactured for Germany’s U-boat force. It was to be, at best, a bold, low-level, high-risk daylight venture that Harris believed had a good chance of success, a far better one than if it had been flown by the Stirlings, Manchesters, and Wellingtons that equipped most of his command. But the mission, flown in two elements of six aircraft each, would depend heavily on an essential element of surprise. Due to a catastrophic navigational miscalculation the first group of six Lancasters happened to cross right over an enemy fighter airfield as they roared over France at low altitude. Me 109 fighters rose quickly to give chase to the lumbering Lancs and four of the big bombers were promptly shot down. A fifth heavy was hit and brought down by flak over Augsburg and two from the second group of six were also downed by target-area flak. Of the five Lancasters that managed to return to base in England that spring evening, two were heavily damaged. In the raid itself, the diesel engine factory was badly damaged by thirteen 1,000-pound bombs and Harris was able to point with pride to the undoubted heroism of its second group leader, Acting Squadron Leader John Nettleton, who was awarded Britain’s highest decoration for gallantry on the mission, the Victoria Cross. One effect of the raid clearly demonstrated to Harris and the Air Ministry a fatal lack of firepower then available on the Lancaster, whose eight .303 machine-guns had been no match for the cannon-armed Messerschmitt fighters.

On the other side of the world, just a few hundred miles off the coast of Japan, Colonel Jimmy Doolittle took off from the aircraft carrier Hornet to lead sixteen B-25 Mitchell medium bombers on a strike at military targets in Tokyo and elsewhere on the island of Honshu. It was as bold and risky as the Augsburg attack that Harris had staged. It actually did little damage to Japan’s war effort, but succeeded in showing the Japanese people that they were vulnerable to American air attack, which certainly damaged enemy morale.

Ira Eaker knew that the RAF crews and commanders were extremely leary of the American daylight bombing concept, having suffered bitter losses in their own experience with such operations. Still, they accepted the determination of the Yanks to try their own daylight bombing experiment and would offer and provide the Americans every sort of assistance they could in the effort.

Arriving in England with Eaker that miserable winter day were six other USAAF officers who would assist him in getting the Eighth up and running. The men were Lieutenant Colonel Frank A. Armstrong Jr., who would later be the inspiration for the lead character of General Frank Savage in the book and motion picture Twelve O’Clock High by Beirne Lay Jr. and Sy Bartlett, both veterans of the air war against Germany; Major Peter Beasley; Captain Fred Castle, who would command the 94th Bomb Group and be killed while leading the 4th Combat Bomb Wing on a raid to attack German airfields, Christmas Eve 1944; Captain Beirne Lay Jr. the aforesaid co-author of Twelve O’Clock High and the first commander of the 487th Bomb Group at Lavenham, Suffolk; Lieutenants Harris Hull and William Cowart Jr. These seven were sometimes referred to as “Eaker’s Amateurs.”

Wycombe Abbey, a girl’s school in High Wycombe, Buckinghamshire, was requisitioned in March 1942 to provide the Headquarters for the Eighth U.S. Army Air Force in England. Ira Eaker and his little advance party of officers were moved into Daws Hill Lodge, an appropriated country mansion on the property. It was handily located near the Headquarters of RAF Bomber Command. During the course of the war a substantial underground bunker was built beneath Roundabout Hill, below Daws Hill, and a large Nissen-hutted encampment was established south and east of Daws Hill and on the lower parkland near the Abbey. After the war, the school was returned to Wycombe Abbey and the girls reoccupied it in May 1946. However, the British Air Ministry retained the camp and the underground bunker. In October 2013 the bunker received a Grade II protected status listing from English Heritage. With occupation by the small group of newly-arrived Eighth Air Force officers, a joke was soon circulating about a small sign discovered in each of the former student rooms. It read Ring For Mistress.
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The B-17 that led the first American combat mission against a German target in WW2, the railway marshalling yards at Rouen, France, on 17th August 1942.
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Target selection at Pinetree, High Wycombe, for an 8AF attack.

Less than a month before the Eaker party was billeted in Daws Hill Lodge, the fledgling Eighth Air Force had been activated at Hunter Field, Savannah, Georgia.

Over the course of the war it would reach a peak personnel operating strength of 200,000 officers and men and was capable of dispatching more than 2,000 heavy bombers and 1,000 escorting fighters on a single bombing raid.

At peak strength it numbered more than forty heavy bomb groups, fifteen fighter groups, and two photo/reconnaissance groups, all operating from bases in the UK. At that strength a typical mission flown by the Eighth consisted of 1,400 heavy bombers escorted by 800 fighters, consuming 3,500,000 gallons of aviation gasoline, expending 250,000 rounds of .50 caliber ammunition, destroying twenty-five German aircraft in the air and on the ground for the loss of four U.S. fighters and five bombers, and dropping 3,300 tons of bombs on enemy targets of which on visual missions, 40 percent fell within 1,000 feet of assigned mean points of impact and 75 percent within 2,000 feet. This huge force had a powerful impact on the enemy war effort, but the Americans paid a heavy price for it. They suffered 46,456 casualties with more than 26,000 killed in action. Its personnel were awarded seventeen Medals of Honor, 220 Distinguished Service Crosses, 850 Silver Stars, 7,000 Purple Hearts, 46,000 Distinguished Flying Crosses, and 442,000 Air Medals. Eighth Fighter Command produced 261 pilots who became aces, having been credited with shooting down five or more enemy aircraft.

A typical damage assessment report from photographs taken by Eighth Air Force photo aircraft after the attack reads as follows: “Very severe damage is seen in both the north and east marshalling yards. In the N. M/Y, both semi-round houses are severely damaged, one turntable is wrecked, many tracks obliterated in the center of the yard, all through-running lines out, the large transshipment shed [is] burning, large numbers of locomotives, wagons, and cars derailed, damaged, and destroyed. In the E. M/Y, the locomotive depot is severely damaged, all through lines out, and all sidings unserviceable. The passenger stations in both marshalling yards are severely damaged.” (From K report covering attack on Falkenburg M/Y, 19 April 1945.)

Arthur “Bomber” Harris and Ira Eaker had worked together in Washington during 1941 when Harris had been on assignment there. They had become friends and it was as a friend that Eaker went to see his English neighbor to ask for his advice and assistance. They were friends despite their differing views on how to bomb the enemy. Eaker believed in precision daylight bombing by well-armed aircraft flying in tight, well-designed formations at relatively high altitude. Harris, on the other hand, normally sent his heavies out individually by night. He expected to make up for the attendant loss of bombing accuracy through sheer weight of numbers.

Harris went to work on his friend Ira, trying to persuade him to “come in with us on the night offensive,” as well as making an attempt at humor by suggesting that Eaker’s reluctance to accept his invitation might be due to the possibility that the Americans could only navigate in daylight. Then Harris read the seriousness and determination in Eaker to get on with the American experiment and he helped by providing the Americans with air bases in the English Midlands and East Anglia, having already provided the general with a headquarters for the Eighth Bomber Command at Daws Hill Lodge and one for Eighth Fighter Command at Bushey Hall near Watford. Finally, he gave his friend access to the proven British system of control and communications. An American record of that reception of the Eighth Air Force by the Royal Air Force: “With its Fighter Command guarding the skies by day, the Bomber Command striking the enemy by night, and Coastal Command sweeping the sea-lanes, the RAF might have taken a condescending attitude towards the advance guard of Americans whose plans were so large and whose means were apparently so small. The RAF took no such attitude. From the start their generous and sympathetic interest were the keys that unlocked many problems. ‘Tell us what you want,’ they said. ‘If we have it, it is yours.’ They might have added, ‘Whether or not we need it ourselves.’” Nearly everywhere the Americans went in the UK, they were warmly greeted and made welcome. At a dinner in his honor, Ira Eaker stood to make a speech which was short and to the point: “We won’t do much talking until we’ve done more flying. We hope that when we leave, you’ll be glad we came. Thank you.”
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An 8AF bombing raid on the German submarine pens at La Pallice, France;
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The same sub pens as they appeared in 1998.

After several months of education, preparation, hard work and practice, the Yanks of the new Eighth Air Force were finally ready (they believed) for their first one, their first combat mission of the war. It was mid-afternoon, 17th August 1942, and twelve Boeing B-17Es of the 97th Bomb Group crawled along the perimeter track of the airfield at Grafton Underwood in Northamptonshire. They took off at thirty-second intervals and climbed into a bright blue cloudless sky. Ira Eaker was not about to miss this one. He was aboard Yankee Doodle, in the lead of the second element of six airplanes. The target for the day was to be the railway marshalling yard at Rouen, the city where 500 years before, Joan of Arc died for the liberty of France. At the controls of Yankee Doodle that afternoon was Major Paul Tibbetts who, three years later, would be pilot and aircraft commander of Enola Gay, the B-29 that dropped the first atom bomb over Hiroshima, leading to the end of war days later.

The B-17s of Grafton Underwood released a total of eighteen tons of bombs on their target from an altitude of 22,500 feet. The raid was deemed successful. General Eaker described it afterwards for the press: “Shortly after we turned back towards the Channel we began to get the action we had anticipated. Coming fast out of the earth pattern below us I spied three Focke-Wulf 190 fighter planes. As the first zoomed towards our Flying Fortresses, it was not yet evident to me whether he was attacking our lead plane or our No. 2 plane, directly astern of us and to starboard.

“As he opened fire I realized he was aiming at No. 2. His tracers seemed to burst wide of its left wing. After a few bursts at extreme range—perhaps 1,000 yards—he rolled over on his back and went into a dive. The other two 190s attacked the rear plane of our flight. They opened fire from below; then an instant later they too pulled away at a considerable distance. I could see the bottom turret gunner of the attacked Fortress firing at them but I could not be certain that his bullets were taking effect though the tracers seemed very close.

“When the last of the three 190s broke off combat, I moved to the other side of the waist gunners’ station and observed at least a dozen puffs from exploding shells. They were deadly accurate as to altitude but several hundred yards to port. Meanwhile there was fighter activity overhead and to our rear. The RAF wing covering our withdrawal had climbed above us and passed somewhat astern as we left the target area.

“Now they ran into some 35-40 enemy fighters which evidently had been reluctant to engage our Fortresses at close quarters. I can understand why. They had never seen our new B-17s before and the sight of the big guns bristling from every angle probably gave the Nazis ample reason to be wary.”

Later that evening, Eaker received a message from Arthur Harris: “Yankee Doodle certainly went to town, and can stick yet another well-earned feather in his cap.”
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Brigadier General Ira C. Eaker, the first commander of the Eighth Air Force in Britain;
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The German city of Hamburg under 8AF attack. The targets were dockyards, oil storage facilities, and the Blöhm und Voss shipyards where U-boats were under construction.
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Interrogation of a bomber crew at their base in England on their return from bombing a target on the European continent.


WORKING TOGETHER
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Many of the missions flown by bombers of the Eighth Air Force in the Second World War began in darkness with takeoffs between dawn and 8:00 or 9:00 a.m. Typically, they would get back to their English bases in the early hours of the afternoon.

ANOTHER REASON why “Bomber” Harris readily agreed to support Ira Eaker’s determination to fly the missions of Eighth Bomber Command by day, while his own bomber force continued to operate by night, was that when Eaker met with Prime Minister Winston Churchill to discuss the American approach to bombing the German enemy, Churchill, renowned wordsmith and no mean writer himself, was immediately taken by a phrase Eaker used in describing the combined American and British bombing campaign he envisioned. He referred to it as “Round the Clock,” and the Prime Minister liked the name and the concept so much that he approved it on the spot and ordered it implemented.

Sir Archibald Sinclair, British Air Secretary: “The enemy must be attacked by day and by night, so that he may have no respite from the Allied blows, so that his defensive resources may be taxed to the utmost limit. But day and night bombing are separate though complimentary tasks. Each requires a strategic plan, a tactical execution and a supporting organization adapted to its special needs. So there has been a division of labor. To one force—the Eighth Bomber Command—has been alloted the task of day bombing. To the other force—our Bomber Command—the task of night bombing. The methods are different, but the aim is the same: to paralyze the armed forces of Germany by disrupting the war economy by which they are sustained.”
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The Avro Lancaster was in many ways the finest Royal Air Force bomber of WW2. It was operated by a crew of seven and carried by far the largest bombload of any Allied bomber in that conflict. Two examples remain airworthy in 2015; they are based in England and Canada.

At that point, Allied bombing policy had been changed. At last, the approach by the RAF to its task was no longer limited to “military targets” or the dropping of propaganda leaflets. Spurred by the savage German bombing strikes on London, Coventry, Warsaw, and Rotterdam, the British rose to the challenge. Air Chief Marshal Harris: “They have sown the wind; now they will reap the whirlwind.”

Both the German Luftwaffe and the Royal Air Force had begun their bombing activities with daylight raids, and both had suffered significant losses in the effort, to the other’s air defenses. Both were then obliged to continue their campaigns as night operations. One key difference between these opponents though, was that the Germans never managed to design and develop a truly effective heavy strategic bomber. In Britain, however, aircraft manufacturers responding to requirements issued by the RAF, designed, tested, and produced three very large and largely impressive four-engined heavies in the Short Stirling, Handley-Page Halifax, and the greatest of them all, the Avro Lancaster. The other major differences between the antagonists included their methods of target location. German bomber crews were mainly dependent on finding their objectives by using visual checkpoints; rivers, estuaries, etc. When they had to bomb through overcast they flew along a radio beam sent out from transmitters in Europe. By contrast, the RAF crews had the advantage of British-developed radar navigation as well as the highly effective all-weather methods of pyrotechnic target marking.

Contrasting most significantly was the changing scale of the Allied and German bombing offensives. As Arthur Harris’s new heavy bombers were operating in ever-increasing numbers and the bombing capability and capacity of Eaker’s Eighth were building into those of a powerful force, their effects were being felt on the important industrial targets of Germany, whose own bomber force was declining in numbers, strength, and meaningful results. The bombing capability of the Luftwaffe was becoming less of a threat and more of a nuisance. Both sides knew that it would ultimately be the punishing work of the bombers that would win the war, but as the conflict wore on, the German aircraft makers were ordered to concentrate more on building fighters and less on bombers, as the leadership of the Reich was gradually backed into a defensive posture by the powerful, growing Allied bombing offensive. The part of that operation played by the B-17s and B-24s of the Eighth in their daylight raids, with the impressive accuracy of their brilliant Norden bombsights, was particularly effective in eroding Hitler’s bombing campaign.
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The Handley Page Halifax heavy bomber was also an effective workhorse in the RAF arsenal and performed with distinction in many roles.
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The Vickers Wellington medium bomber carried much of the bombing workload for the RAF in the early years of WW2. Designed by the innovative aircraft engineer, Barnes Wallis, the “Wimpy” utilized a unique geodesic construction method. A flight of Wellingtons is shown here in an image by the superb British wartime photographer Charles E. Brown.

How were the day and night operations different for the crews of the Eighth and the RAF Bomber Commands? The airmen in the better-armed Fortresses and Liberators of the Eighth believed, initially, that they were ready for the fighters of the enemy and deliberately set out to take them on. Bristling with up to thirteen .50 caliber Browning machine-guns, the big bombers flew in tight, stepped-up box formations, their engines trailing silvery condensation tracks for miles behind the bomber stream, which was sometimes twenty miles long. The air crews of the RAF, on the other hand, made it an important part of their business to try to avoid running battles with German night fighters. They employed a variety of tactics and techniques to prevent such encounters and put the enemy off the scent: spoof attacks, feints, and electronic countermeasures.

There was a commonality between the day and night bomber air crews as they each approached their targets, a similar kind of reception awaiting them both. In most cases, the airmen observed a seemingly impenetrable barrier of flak blocking their path from the beginning of the bomb run all the way through to the release point and beyond. Former Lancaster pilot Jack Currie recalled, “At night it appeared as a million sparks among the groping searchlights; by day as a sky full of lumps of dirty cotton.” They mostly had to fly through that, day or night. Many if not most felt that there was no point trying to dodge between the shell bursts because in trying to evade one they might well fly into another. And when the pilot and crew were committed to the bomb run, there was no longer any chance of such dodging even if they wanted to try it. At that point the bomb aimer—or, in the Eighth, the bombardier—the man in charge of the actual bomb release was in control. He was concentrating either on the aiming point or on the bomb bay of the lead plane.
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The great, lumbering Short Stirling couldn’t live up to its promise after the Air Ministry insisted that it have a wingspan short enough for it to fit in the doors of the RAF hangars of the 1930s. The short wing prevented it from performing well enough to match its cousins, the Lancaster and the Halifax.

While there were certain similarities in the experiences approaching and over the target, there were definite distinctions in the human side. The bomber crews of the Eighth flew in close formation and were frequently aware of their proximity to other airmen they knew. When a B-17 or B-24 was shot out of the sky by flak or a fighter, the men in the nearby bombers often had a personal interest in watching for those they might know bale out of the stricken plane. “Come on, you guys, get the hell outta there.” At night, with the bomber crews of the British heavies, it was far less personal. Those who went down in a blinding flash of an exploding Lancaster could not possibly be identified by anyone in the widely-dispersed squadron aircraft with whom they had been flying. Each seven-man RAF bomber crew was quite alone in the blackness.

The great mostly-featureless flatlands of the East Anglia bulge have long been farm land and were, in the war years, largely unpopulated. With no hills to speak of and few towns of any size, it would prove ideal for locating, constructing and operating the ninety-eight RAF and USAAF bomber airfields that it would support until the end of the European war in 1945. There were so many military air bases in this eight thousand square miles of England that there was very little separation between them. Pilots and navigators had to exercise exceptional caution when negotiating landing patterns and approaches.

[image: image]

The Hamburg flak tower after the 1943 Allied bombing raids on the city;
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The aftermath of an 8AF attack on the Misburg oil refinery and storage facilities.
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The ruins of the Standard oil plant in the Gennevilliers suburb of Paris after an attack by the Eighth Air Force on 22nd June 1944. The plant produced grease for the treads of the German panzer tanks.

Former RAF Lancaster pilot Jack Currie remembered that some twenty-five RAF bomber stations were occupying a stretch of Lincolnshire between the River Trent and the English coast: “On a clear night over the city of Lincoln, you could see the Drem lights of a dozen airfields. Some of them were so close together that their traffic patterns overlapped. At Scampton, for example, when a southwest wind prevailed, the pilots would fly a right-hand pattern, while their neighbors at Dunholme Lodge flew their circuits to the left.” One aspect of UK wartime bomber operations was the same for both the Americans and the RAF. Whether in the dark or in daytime cloud, the protracted climb to altitude was the same for both forces; a hazardous, potentially deadly procedure with the constant prospect of midair collision awaiting them. Some such events did occur. I was told of one by the elderly porter at the Swan Hotel in Lavenham many years ago during my first visit to the charming Suffolk village that hosted the Lavenham / Alpheton airfield and the 487th Bomb Group of the Eighth Air Force in World War Two. We sat out on a low wall at the back of the hotel garden late on a summer afternoon in the 1970s and he described being almost at the same spot on a similar day in 1944 and watching the sky over the village when, in the direction of the airfield, he saw two B-24 Liberator bombers drifting toward each other until they collided at low altitude and both fell to earth fairly nearby between the field and Lavenham. He didn’t know for certain, but believed that there had been no survivors of that terrible event. The memory of it, and the vision, had remained with and haunted him all the years since. Sadly, such events were not entirely uncommon in the war years when both British and American bomber forces were operating from the many fields of England.

In another distinguishing factor between the operational methods of the American and British bomber boys, the crews of the “Mighty Eighth,” so nicknamed many years after the war by the historian and author Roger A. Freeman, strove to take full advantage of the armed capability and impressive firepower of their aircraft, the B-17s and B-24s that bristled with as many as thirteen .50 caliber Browning machine-guns each. Of at least equal importance to them was their requirement to precisely concentrate their bombing pattern at the mean point of impact on their target while ensuring that none of their bombs struck another aircraft as they fell. Lancaster pilot Currie: “These were considerations of little application to the RAF night bomber crews, each of which found their own way to the target, fought individual battles with the enemy night fighters—but only if they had to—and made the bomb runs on their own.”

In an effort to minimize damage to their own aircraft, RAF Bomber Command sent their bombers out in waves ten to fifteen minutes apart. Still, the three main bomber types had to fly at different altitudes due to their performance limitations, with the Lancasters above the others, the Halifaxes below them, and the Stirlings below them both. Virtually inevitable timing and navigation errors resulted in many instances where RAF heavies returned to base after their raids, having suffered bomb damage from higher-flying aircraft. These accidents occurred when large, four-engined planes suddenly appeared in the crosshairs of Lancaster bomb aimers as their aircraft crossed the target aiming points and their bombs were released. The evidence was in the photographs made from the Lancs.

The time will come, when thou will lift thine eyes to watch a long-drawn battle in the skies, while aged peasants, too amazed for words, stare at the flying fleets of wond’rous birds. England, so long mistress of the seas, where winds and waves confess her sovereignty, Her ancient triumphs yet on high shall bear, and reign, the sovereign of the conquered air.

—translated from Thomas Gray’s Luna Habitabilis, Cambridge, 1797
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A factory-fresh B-24 Liberator bomber, Arise My Love and Come With Me, and her crew.


A RUDE AWAKENING

“In the officers club we had three lights, a green light, a red light, and an amber light. It would stay on the amber. It was like a traffic light behind the bar and, if the light flashed red they would close the bar down at eight o’clock. That meant we were gonna have a mission the next day. So, everybody who was scheduled to fly the next mission, whenever it was, would leave and try to get some sleep because you would have to get up at about one o’clock a.m. if you were flying the mission. It took a long time to assemble these large armadas in the air. It seemed like most of my time was spent circling round and round and round, trying to get our formation together. We tried to get over the target around noon so that we could get back and be landed before dark and also before the RAF started coming out again. Of course, in the winter time it got dark pretty early. But if that traffic light ever turned green, and it did on many occasions, there might be a mission scheduled for the next day, but bad weather or something else could scrub the mission and the light would turn green. Then, we would always have some kind of a thing where everybody would be there, the bar would stay open just as late as the people wanted, and they would break out a late breakfast and put some goodies out. When the green light was on we always had a party. You could just lie around in bed until around six o’clock the next day. On mission days, however, they just didn’t tolerate you being late for briefing, so you’d get your clothes on real quick. You had to take time to shave, though, because you wore your oxygen mask real tight against your face, and the mixture of breath condensation and gunsmoke would irritate your face badly enough even if you had shaved. If I had five minutes in a chow line, I could go to sleep standing up. We carried a large fatigue factor at that time. During our tour we got one week off where we’d go to one of those hotels for rest and recuperation. I never had the slightest bit of trouble going to sleep, even when they threw rocks on the roof. You’d say a few appropriate words and go right back to sleep. To get up in the morning for a mission, an orderly would come by and touch you on the shoulder; that’s all you needed. Another orderly would come to the door of our barracks. We had about fifteen or twenty men in it, and he would open the door and sing out the names of every man who was scheduled to fly that day, close the door and leave. For the breakfast on mission days, we had what we called ‘combat eggs’ and ‘square eggs’. The combat eggs were served only at the one o’clock breakfast to the crews flying the mission. They were fresh eggs right off the griddle and very delicious. If you waited until six o’clock to eat breakfast, you would get the powdered eggs made in a very large GI pan and then cut in squares. They’d put a little cheese in there so you could tolerate them. They were always overcooked. We had some people who, whether they had to fly or not, would get up in the early morning and get those fresh eggs. The mess hall for breakfast was about a mile away from your hut and you had to walk that. The flight line was about another mile away but you could get a truck from the mess hall down to it.”

—Lawrence Drew, 384BG, Grafton Underwood

IT WAS ALWAYS a rude awakening. The airman of the Eighth whose crew was on the list to participate in the mission that day was tapped, shaken, prodded, or jarred from what was more often than not a short, fitful sleep by a CQ [charge of quarters] whose job on those days was to make sure all fliers on that list were roused in time to dress, have breakfast, and arrive at the mission briefing as required. “Your name was posted on a board as being eligible to go on a raid, and you never did know it until they came through and tapped you at one o’clock in the morning, usually. You got up, took care of your ablutions and got over to the mess hall and got your fresh eggs, and by then it was about three-thirty in the morning and they took you down to the briefing room, you were briefed in the general briefing, and then they broke up and the navigators went to a special route briefing where you picked up all the weather information and all the rest of the stuff you had to have. Usually, the navigators went to the flight line and picked up the flight equipment after everybody else had been and gone, and then they’d load us on a truck and take us out to the airplanes. Takeoff would be around five or five-thirty; about three hours to get ready. One night I almost didn’t get there. The driver delivered everybody and I was still there. He called my crew and found out that the plane I was supposed to be in was way on the other side of the field and it was about five or ten minutes before takeoff. The whole crew was on board when I got there. This was the one time when I actually went into the airplane through the waist door because they were running up the engines. I threw my equipment on and I lost my hat that morning. Navigators usually waited on the hardstand maybe ten minutes at the most. There was usually just enough time to get your gear loaded. Navigators usually did not stand the formation. Normally they’d have you stand outside where the airplane commander checked to make sure you had your gear and your parachute and the parachute was not oily. But the navigator usually didn’t stand that formation because he wasn’t there yet.”

—W.W. Ford, 92BG, Podington

[image: image]

An airman scheduled to fly on today’s mission is awakened at 2:00 a.m. with a cheery “Good morning … breakfast at 2:00, briefing at 3:00.”

The daylight missions of the Eighth got started long before daylight. In fact, the actual preparation for a raid got going several days before it was to take place. At Eighth Bomber Command, code-named Pinetree and located in a former girl’s chool at Wycombe Abbey, High Wycombe, the target for this day’s raid had been selected and the various Headquarters sections—Intelligence, Personnel, Operations, and Planning, Supply—had begun the process of assembling the mission. They determined the number of bombers to be used on this target, what fighter protection was to be provided, which groups would be involved, what kind of bombs would be dropped—high explosive, incendiary, fragmentation, or a combination of these? Whether the bombers should be flown to the target by the shortest and most direct route, giving them the shortest exposure to enemy resistance, and in requiring less gasoline, allowing them to carry a heavier payload of bombs? Or should they be sent via a more lengthy route that, although longer, would distance them from at least some of the worst concentrations of flak and fighters? Were the bomb groups involved sufficiently supplied with bombs, fuel, and ammunition and would they need to be resupplied?

[image: image]
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A field order came clattering from a teleprinter in group operations the evening before, alerting the group operations staff of the impending raid and providing some basic information about it. It was followed by more specific detailed instructions about the target, the aircraft required, the bombloads, the flak and fighter opposition anticipated, the navigational routes and timings, the fighter escort, and other pertinent information normally provided by the planners at Eighth Bomber Command. This field order would trigger a rash of high-priority activity in many departments across the group. Ground crewmen and maintenance stepped up the pace of their work preparing their aircraft, getting them into top condition for the demands about to be made on them. Group operations planners scrambled to prepare for their briefing presentations on the weather in England and on the Continent, the expected enemy opposition, tactics such as planned diversions etc, information about the target, and special separate breifings for navigators and bombardiers. On the many hardstands adjacent to the perimeter track, armorers had the cold, frequently miserable chore of loading the bombs aboard the B-17s or B-24s of the group, and the boxes of caliber fifty machine-gun ammunition to feed the many guns bristling from the heavy bombers. “As soon as the planes left on a mission, we would go and have breakfast and then go and sleep until about noon or so, and then have lunch. In the better weather they would then have softball games and there were a lot of movies in the afternoon. In the evening we would go back and see whether or not there was an alert. In each barracks one person was named the CQ and everyone else could sleep or play cards or whatever they wanted to do. Then, if we got a message from the top sergeant that we could start the loading, we would go to our particular planes and they would tell us what kind of bombs were supposed to be put on, whether they were fragmentation bombs, five hundred pounds, or whatever. It was usually freezing cold, but because of putting shackles on the bombs and doing other delicate work, we couldn’t wear gloves. That all generally consumed from about eleven at night until about five in the morning.”
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