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Chapter 1

The Enemy Within

On 18 September 1941 a Czech pilot in the RAF, Sergeant Augustin Preucil, took off in a Hurricane from RAF Usworth in County Durham on a training exercise and disappeared without trace. It was not until after the war that the truth became known. Research was initially carried out in 2002 by Richard Chapman, the ex-RAF editorial coordinator for the German magazine Flugzeug Classic. He and this author had collaborated for many years on subjects concerning air history and pooled the results of our researches.
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Hurricane I serial W9147 of No 55 Operational Training Unit on display during the war at the Museum for Transport and Technology in Berlin. The museum and all its exhibits were later destroyed by Allied bombing. Author’s collection



The trail began with the examination of a photograph taken in the Berlin Aviation Museum during the war. This showed Hurricane I serial W9147, letter A unit code PA. The only damage visible was to its propeller, where the three tips had broken off. The undercarriage was down, indicating that the pilot had made a reasonably good landing. The markings demonstrated that the Hurricane had last been on the strength of No 55 Operational Training Unit, based at RAF Usworth. How could this machine have arrived, in almost perfect condition, at a prominent German museum? Its RAF record card showed that it was never flown in an operational squadron, and moreover Berlin was well outside the range of any Hurricane. No information was available from the Berlin Aviation Museum, for it was bombed during the war and its contents completely destroyed. The investigation had to begin, surprisingly, in Czechoslovakian records.

Of the many nationalities who served in the wartime RAFVR (RAF Volunteer Reserve), Czech aircrew and ground staff had some of the finest records. They were expatriates who had escaped from German occupation and were fighting for the liberty of a country which was suffering cruel exploitation and extreme hardship. Their achievements are legendary in the RAF’s Fighter, Bomber and Coastal Commands, and many of the men ended the war justifiably covered with awards and honours. Others lost their lives in the conflict and their names are commemorated. Yet every country had its traitors in the Second World War, including Britain, and Czechoslovakia was no exception.
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Augustin Preucil of the Czech
Air Force photographed on a
pilots’ course at Prostejov in
1937. His forename was often
abbreviated to ‘Gusta’. Courtesy
of Miroslav Fiala



Augustin Preucil, known to his family and friends as ‘Gusta’, was born on 3 July 1914 at Trebsin, near Benesov in Czechoslovakia. He qualified as a pilot in the Czechoslovakian Air Force before the war, his last posting being as an instructor in the 6th Observer Flight, Air Regiment No 1 ‘T.G. Masaryk’ at Letecky, an airfield which still exists.

This country was unfortunate to become one of Hitler’s objectives in his quest for Lebensraum (living space). After Germany’s annexation of the Sudetenland area of north and north-west Czechoslovakia, where many citizens of German origin lived, Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain flew to Munich at the end of September 1938. He returned waving a piece of paper signed by Adolf Hitler, Benito Mussolini, Edouard Daladier and himself, which he represented as ‘peace for our time’ in the four major European countries involved. This came as a relief to those desperate to avoid a repetition of the carnage of the First World War, but was treated with extreme scepticism by those with more discernment. Of course, Hitler soon broke his guarantee by occupying Bohemia and Moravia in March 1939, in addition to his other depredations. Slovakia declared itself an independent state, but came under German hegemony.
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The CKDE–39 was a basic trainer employed by Air Regiment No I‘T.G. Masaryk’ (the first President of the Czechoslovakian Republic). It was powered by a radial engine, commonly an NZ-120 of 120 hp, from the Walter factory in Prague. This machine, E..39.21 coded M11, was photographed before the German occupation of the country, with an unidentified crew. Photo courtesy of Richard Chapman , Ed. Co-ordinator, Flugzeug Classic, Munich, Germany
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The Letov S.328 was a two-seat biplane used for training air observers at Air Regiment No 1, before the German occupation of Czechoslovakia. It was powered by a Walter Pegasus II. M-2 radial engine of 580 hp. This machine, coded L7, was on the strenght of the 6th Air Observer Flight, in which Augustin Preucil served as a pilot. Photo courtesy of Richard Chapman, Ed. Co-ordinator, Flugzeug Classic, Munich, Germany
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The Bloch MB-151-01 fighter, with a Gnôme-Rhône 14N-11 engine rated at 920 hp, which first flew on 18 August 1938 at Villacoublay near Paris. The Armée de l’Air was equipped with the first batch of these aircraft from November 1939, armed with either two cannons or four machine guns. Some were employed as trainers at Chartres. Author’ collection



On the disbandment of the Czechoslovakian Air Force, Preucil was forced to obtain civilian employment and became a tailor and ladies’ outfitter. His father, also named Augustin, was a professional tailor. It is evident that the younger Preucil did not object to his country’s subjugation, for he applied to join the Luftwaffe. This was rejected, since he had not been born a German national. According to his later testimony, he also attempted to reach Brazil in order to become an airline pilot, but leaving the newly established protectorate was a punishable offence and he was arrested. In the summer of 1939 he was persuaded to work for the Gestapo. A branch of this infamous organization, based in Prague under Kommissar Oscar Fleischer, instructed him to ‘escape’ to Poland, in order to report on Czech Air Force personnel who had fled to that country.

The newly recruited spy duly crossed the Polish border at Frystat, to the accompaniment of gunfire and shouts which gave authenticity to his ‘escape’, and reached Cracow. From there, he was sent to Male Bronovice, a nearby camp for Czech personnel. But the Poles were not enthusiastic about accepting Czechs into their air force, for such action might give the Germans an excuse for invasion. In any event, relations between the Poles and Czechoslovakians were not particularly friendly. The Czechs who arrived in their country were shunted off to France, mostly by ship from Danzig to Le Havre. It has to be assumed that Preucil followed this route.

The French were even less accommodating to the Czechs than the Poles. They had an alliance with Poland, dating from 1921, and usually welcomed its citizens. There was also a Treaty of Mutual Assistance with Czechoslovakia, dating from 1925, but in 1939 the country was ruled by Germany and acceptance of refugees from its former armed services could create an international incident. However, there was a neat solution. The Czechs could either join the French Foreign Legion or return to their own country. Many chose the former alternative and were sent to Marseilles where, by an ironic twist of fate, they were indoctrinated by brutal German NCOs in French service. After a period of training, most were sent to Sidi-bel-Abbès in Algeria. Here they led extremely harsh lives as part of the garrison of the country, their force being composed of refugees from many countries.

We do not know if Preucil arrived in France in time to pass through this system, but he certainly did not serve in its Armée de l’Air before the Second World War. But the attitude of the French towards the Czechs changed as war broke out, when those in France or Algeria were permitted to volunteer for the domestic armed services. Preucil joined the Armée de l’Air and was sent on a training course for fighter pilots. This was Course No 6 of the Centre d’Instruction de Chasse at Chartres, about forty-five miles south-west of Paris. Although precise details of his flying activities are not known, the aircraft available for his course were Bloch 151 monoplanes, Fiat CR42 biplanes obtained from Belgium, Morane-Saulnier 405 monoplanes and Dewoitine 500 monoplanes. He remained on this course for seven months. According to one of his instructors, Sergeant Rudolf Zima, he was considered a poor pilot who was far more interested in playing cards and amusing himself than improving his knowledge and skill. This tallies with his secret allegiance with the enemy. It seems probable that he was in touch with an agent of the Sicherheitsdienst (SD), the branch of the German SS Security Service which operated in countries bordering Germany.

Very few Czech aircrew flew operationally when the Wehrmacht invaded France, probably because they had not been sufficiently trained or integrated into squadrons. It seems that, of approximately 1,000 Czech aircrew in France, only 123 flew actively after managing to join squadrons. Preucil was not one of these. When the defeat of France became imminent and even after the country collapsed, many Czechs managed to reach England from various ports, ranging from Cherbourg in the north to Bordeaux in the south-west and Marseilles in the south. Most were encamped at Mérignac, near Bordeaux, and made their escape by sea from there. It is known that Preucil arrived in England, to continue his traitorous activities, and this is the most probable port from which he sailed. However, he told a different story to a young English girl a few months later.

[image: e9781844685073_i0007.jpg]

Eleven Czech fighter pilots attending Course No 6 at the Centre d’instruction de chasse (CIC) at Chartres in France shortly after the declaration of war. Left to right: B. Kymlicka; J. Kucera; R. Zima; A. Preucil (with a cap in the rear row); J. Pardus; B. Postrekovsky; Tomas Vybiral; Fr. Sticka; A. Vrana; M. Standera; M. Kopecky. Courtesy of Pavel Slimek



All Czech airmen who reached England, whether flying or ground personnel, were enrolled in the RAFVR. The commissioned officers, NCOs and airmen were first sent to Cosford in Shropshire for an initial course in the RAF, no doubt with some elementary English lessons. Augustin Preucil was no exception, becoming Sergeant No 787344. All personnel records of the RAF in the Second World War are under ‘long closure’ (probably seventy-five years) at the Personnel Management Agency at RAF Innsworth in Gloucester and thus are not available to the general public. However, it is possible to trace some of Preucil’s movements from information within the Czech Republic, combined with records of RAF squadrons and units at The National Archives at Kew, Surrey.
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President Eduard Beneš of Czechoslovakia visited RAF Honington in Suffolk on 6 August 1940. This was the base for No 311 (Czech) Squadron, which had been formed with Wellington IAs on 29 July 1940. Author’s collection



Unfortunately the records for RAF Cosford in 1940 and 1941 are missing, presumably having been lost or destroyed at some stage in the war. Preucil’s next posting was to No 43 Squadron at RAF Usworth in Durham. This squadron assumed training status on 19 September 1940, and Preucil’s name appears frequently during the next two months. His flying took place in Hurricane Is on such exercises as formation flying, aerobatics, combat and altitude flying. There were many trainees with Czech and Polish names on this course, but they all disappeared in December 1940.

According to information from the Czech Republic, Preucil was then posted to No 605 (County of Warwick) Squadron, based at RAF Tangmere in Sussex. This was an operational squadron, equipped with Hurricane Is but in course of receiving the new Hurricane IIA, fitted with the Merlin XX two-stage supercharged engine and about 20 mph faster than its predecessor. There is no mention of Preucil in the squadron records and it must be assumed that he was considered unsuitable and rapidly moved on.
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Pilots of No 312 (Czech) Squadron watching their Hurricane Is at RAF Speke in Lancashire, where the squadron was based from 26 September 1940 to 2 March 1941. Author’s collection



His next posting was to No 10 Maintenance Unit at RAF Hullavington in Wiltshire, which was involved with servicing and testing a wide variety of aircraft, including Hurricanes. Once again, there is no mention of him in the records, for the names of the pilots are seldom given. He was then moved to No 33 Maintenance Unit at RAF Lyneham in Wiltshire. However, there is positive confirmation of his next posting, to No 18 Maintenance Unit at RAF Dumfries in Dumfriesshire, which records him as arriving there on 6 March 1941 from No 33 Maintenance Unit at Lyneham, for ferrying duties. Within this station was No 11 Ferry Flight, but this was disbanded on 1 July 1941 when the aircraft and staff departed for RAF Kemble in Gloucestershire.
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One of the pilots of No 312 (Czech) Squadron, a talented violinist, entertaining fellow pilots in the crew room at RAF Speke in Lancashire. Some of the pilots are kitted ready for flying, evidently on standby. Author’s collection



The records of RAF Kemble do not mention names unless they are senior officers, but we know that it was the home of No 5 Maintenance Unit, which held and serviced many types of aircraft, including Hurricanes. At some unrecorded date, Preucil was posted back to RAF Usworth, this time as a junior instructor at No 55 Operational Training Unit.

According to other information from the Czech Republic, Preucil was constantly in touch with an enemy ‘handler’ somewhere in the UK while in the RAFVR. It is also understood that the Germans wanted to get their hands on one of the new Hurricane IIs. However, the German spy system in the UK was conducted by the Abwehr under Admiral Wilhelm Canaris, and it proved almost ineffective. The recruits were mostly of very low calibre and their organization was soon infiltrated. The British Radio Security Service (RSS) began to intercept the radio signals sent to and from them in August 1940. By the following December, cryptographers in the Government Code and Cypher School at Bletchley Park in Buckinghamshire had broken the main hand cypher. In December 1941, the machine cypher was also broken. These achievements contributed to the arrest of all the spies throughout the war, who were interrogated at ‘Camp 020’. This was Latchmere House at Ham, between Kingston and Richmond in Surrey. Those who refused to become double agents were executed. If Preucil was in touch with one of these spies before his capture, details are not within the records of MI5, although these have been released and are now in The National Archives.

[image: e9781844685073_i0011.jpg]

RAF Usworth in Durham photographed from the north-west on 25 June 1941. Hurricanes of No 55 Operational Training Unit are dispersed around the airfield. Author’s collection



The date of Preucil’s second arrival at Usworth is not recorded but on 2 July 1941, when he was stationed there, he married an English girl of 19, the two having met almost a year before. Of course this young lady knew nothing of his nefarious activities but believed that he was one of the courageous band of Czech pilots who were fighting for the freedom of their country and for the Allied cause. It seems that he told her he had been ‘in dogfights with German aircraft’ and ‘had stolen an aircraft in France and escaped to Spain before reaching England’. The marriage ceremony was attended by other pilots from Usworth, who believed that Preucil was a genuine patriot.

[image: e9781844685073_i0012.jpg]

One of the Czech pilots at an airfield visited by President Eduard Beneš, commissioned as a pilot officer in the RAF Volunteer Reserve and sitting on the edge of the rear cockpit in a Tiger Moth. Although these biplanes were employed primarily as elementary trainers, most operational airfields had one on strength for communication purposes. Author’s collection



At the time, pilots of all nationalities in the RAF were often known as the ‘glamour boys’ of the armed services. All were volunteers and the physical standards for acceptance into the aircrew branch of the RAF were extremely high, in the sense that any defects discovered in a stringent medical examination resulted in rejection. In their blue uniforms emblazoned with silver wings or brevets and with the victory in the Battle of Britain to their general credit, they usually enjoyed great popularity among the young ladies of the country. This was inevitably to the irritation of recruits to other branches of the services.

The records of Usworth at this time are quite extraordinary. No 55 OTU was engaged mainly on training Czech and Polish pilots in Hurricanes, and accidents are listed on almost every day. Most of these were fairly minor, but occasionally they resulted in fatalities. Although the date of Preucil’s arrival is not recorded, his name appears on 27 July 1941 when he mishandled the fuel system of Hurricane I serial V7608 and force-landed near Houghton-le-Spring, without injury to himself. It is believed that he was reprimanded for carelessness. His flight commander at Chartres, Flight Lieutenant Frantisek Burda, knew him in England and commented that he led a ‘sloppy life’ and was always in debt.

Preucil’s last flight took place on 18 September 1941 in Hurricane I serial W9147. This machine had been on the strength of RAF Usworth since the days when No 43 Squadron was on training status at the station. It appears to have been the personal aircraft of the chief flying instructor, who at this time was a former Battle of Britain pilot, Squadron Leader John Ellis DFC. According to Air Ministry Form No 1180 Accident Record Card, Preucil had flown 173 hours in the RAFVR, of which 163 hours were solo.

Prior to his flight, his young wife noticed that he stuffed his pockets with documents, which seemed unusual but not suspicious. He was on a dogfighting exercise over the sea between Sunderland and West Hartlepool with a Polish sergeant-pilot, who lost sight of the other Hurricane when ‘flames were coming out of the radiator’. The time is recorded as ‘after 1700 hours’, presumably in Greenwich Mean Time.

The observation of the Hurricane being on fire was obviously incorrect, but it must be assumed that Preucil was reported to the Air Ministry as ‘missing believed killed’. His name appears on a plaque which commemorates the names of about 500 Czech airmen who gave their lives for freedom during 1939 to 1945, located in the Czechoslovak National House in West End Lane, London. However, it is not on the list of RAF War Dead at the Commonwealth War Graves Commission, nor is it in the ledgers of the RAF Church of St Clements Dane at Aldwych in London.
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Wellington IC serial L7842 of No 311 (Czech) Squadron, which was shot down by flak on the night of 6/7 February 1941 during a raid on Boulogne, restored and in German markings. A crew member, Pilot Officer Arnost ‘Wally’ Valenta, was one of the many escapers on 24 March 1944 from a tunnel in the PoW Camp of Stalag Luft III at Sagan. After his recapture, he was murdered by the Gestapo at the end of the month. Courtesy of G.J. Zwanenburg KON, MBE



It is known that the RAF Chaplain at Usworth visited Preucil’s wife and told her that he must have come down somewhere in the sea. He offered to conduct a memorial service for him, but for several weeks she clung to the hope that he was still alive and would be picked up. She was provided with a widow’s pension for his death.

To find out what really happened, we must rely largely on contacts from the European mainland. It seemed possible in the course of this research that Preucil might have landed somewhere in the Netherlands. However, Gerrit (Gerrie) J. Zwanenburg KON, MBE, the former Identification and Recovery Officer for the Royal Netherlands Air Force, discovered that there are no German records of such a landing in his country on 18 September 1941. Instead, he managed to trace the record of a German Flak Unit at Vlissingen (Flushing) in Belgium, near the border with the Netherlands. This recorded an unknown aircraft approaching at 2128 hours Central European Time (two hours in advance of Greenwich Mean Time) on 18 September 1941. The aircraft circled from 2130 to 2133 hours and then flew inland. This time fits reasonably well with the 300 miles Preucil would have flown to reach the locality, maybe at about 190 mph cruising speed. It would have been evening twilight at Flushing, and the aircraft may not have been seen clearly from the ground.

Next, the air historian Georges Van Acker in Belgium traced an account written in French by his colleague Jean-Louis Roba. This was published in Contact of 1997, the newsletter of the Belgian Aviation History Association. Jean-Louis obtained some of his information from the records of a German Feldkommandantur in Belgium, as well as the recollections of Didier Campion, a Belgian who was 14 years old at the time. Didier was on holiday with his father near the village of Ortho in the Ardennes when they were approached by a farm worker, out of breath. A British aircraft had landed nearby and someone who spoke English was required. He ran to the site, despite the imminent curfew at 2200 hours, but discovered that the pilot had been ‘taken away by the Germans’.

Yet more information came from Lieutenant-Colonel Jules J. Musyck, retired from the Belgian Air Force but writing on behalf of the Air Section of the Brussels Military Museum. The Ortho area where Preucil landed was the base of a Belgian underground service which transmitted information to London. This led to further research, but first it is perhaps necessary to describe the situation in the country when it was overrun by the Wehrmacht after the Blitzkrieg was launched against the Low Countries on 10 May 1940. The Belgian army capitulated seventeen days later on the orders of King Leopold III, who remained in his country and was placed under house arrest. His Cabinet escaped and some of its members eventually reached Britain.

The British War Cabinet approved the formation of Special Operations Executive (SOE) on 22 July 1940, with the objective of ‘co-ordinating all action by way of subversion and sabotage against the enemy overseas’. This had resulted in the formation of No 1419 Flight within the RAF, based at Newmarket in Suffolk and equipped with Westland Lysander IIIs to land agents in clearings in western Europe, or to drop them by parachute. On 25 August 1941, this flight had been expanded into No 138 Squadron and been additionally equipped with Armstrong Whitworth Whitley Vs.

Of the prominent Belgians who had arrived in London, SOE had collaborated initially with Fernand Lepage and H. Dadson, who were intent on building up a secret army within their home country and causing sabotage. However, SOE insisted on keeping control of W/T communications and participating with its agents in the conduct of operations against the enemy. It planned to establish an organizer in all nine provinces of Belgium, each with his own wireless operator while controlling all subversive activities. This arrangement did not work quite so smoothly as hoped, partly because Belgian patriots within their home country were already active with their clandestine cells.

There were over thirty regions of Belgium where these spontaneous underground resistance movements had sprung up after the German occupation. The small local group in the Ortho area was formed on 18 June 1940 by Waltère Dewé, a veteran of the First World War. In this earlier war he had founded the Belgian resistance movement La Dame Blanche and eventually had been awarded the CBE by the British, as had his friend and comrade Herman Chauvin.

On the outbreak of the Second World War, Dewé had been contacted by the Special Intelligence Service (SIS) and asked if he would work again for the British. He had accepted this risky assignment and was given the code-name of ‘Cleveland’, while his organization was named ‘Clarence’. His assistant was a man called André, but he never gave his real name. Their movement was provided with four transmission sets, but these could not receive messages. However, on the night of 12/13 January 1941 the agent Jean Lamy was dropped with a transmitter/receiver near Manhaye in the Ardennes, and regular contact with London began.

Lamy was captured by the Germans on 26 March 1941, when in the course of sending a message. Under torture he was forced to transmit incorrect messages. However, the Clarence network had managed to put information on microfilm and deliver it to the American ambassador in Vichy France, who duly passed it to the British. A new agent as well as a radio operator landed in the area in early August 1941 and joined Clarence. These were Adrien Marquet, code-named ‘Mill’ and Paul Jacquemin, code-named ‘Marble’, and genuine contact was resumed. They were still in operation when the stolen Hurricane arrived in their area.

After his landing near the village of Ortho, Preucil was soon discovered and sheltered by local people who believed him to be a genuine Allied airman. Of course, he could speak French fluently after his period in the Armée de l’Air and was soon able to gain their confidence and sympathy. He told them that he had landed after running out of fuel and had been unable to destroy his aircraft for the same reason. They took him to a local farm where he was given some civilian clothes. He then left this home, ostensibly to hide in the woods during the night.
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Flak damage to the tail of Wellington IC
serial L7842 of No 311 (Czech) Squadron.
Courtesy of G.J. Zwanenburg KON, MBE



On the following day, the traitor returned with several German troops, part of a contingent who surrounded the area and conducted searches. Two Belgians who had sheltered him, a farrier named Armand Durand and a gamekeeper named Léon Charlier were arrested and doubtless forced to endure appalling cruelties under interrogation. They were eventually shot by the Germans in the National Rifle Range in Brussels on 21 January 1942. A street in Ortho, Rue Armand Durand, still commemorates the life of the Belgian patriot who lived from 1901 to 1942. Charlier’s wife and a Belgian named Antoine were given prison sentences.

The renegade must have felt very satisfied with himself in the period after his arrival. His Hurricane was almost intact, although it was not a Mark II, and he had pleased his masters. His adopted country seemed to be winning the war. There was something of an impasse with Britain but the German invasion of Russia had resulted in great victories with enormous territorial gains and it appeared that Moscow would soon be occupied. While the USA remained neutral, victory for the Third Reich, with some accommodation for Britain, seemed certain.

But the British became aware of Preucil’s traitorous activities almost immediately. Soon after his landing, ‘Mill’ sent a clandestine signal in French to the War Office in London. A translation of part of this message reads:


On the following day, the Germans employed fifty men in a fruitless hunt in this district. Soon after they had finished, the pilot left the woods and fraternised with them. He immediately denounced those who had given clothing to him, even disclosing the members of the family. There followed the immediate arrest of four people.


Preucil was sent to Prague, where he was rewarded with 10,000 Reichsmarks, which was a handsome sum in those days. He began work for the Gestapo ‘Department N’ in this Czech capital. His work was mainly administrative, recording and listing those of his own nationality who were fighting against the Third Reich, but occasionally he helped in the interrogation of Czech war prisoners.

An example of the type of information he intended to extract had already taken place in the Luftwaffe Interrogation Centre at Oberursel near Frankfurt, to which Pilot Officer Frantisek Cigos of No 311 (Czech) Squadron was taken after his Wellington I serial L7842 was shot down on 6/7 February 1941 during a raid on Boulogne. When told in Czech by a Gefreiter (leading aircraftman) to fill in a spurious Red Cross form, Cigos replied in French that he did not understand the language. The German promptly told him that his station was RAF East Wretham, his squadron was No 311 and that his commmanding officer was named Toman-Mares.

Other Czech prisoners of the RAFVR were sent to the Gestapo interrogation centre at Petchka Palace, near Wenceslas Square in Prague, before transfer to PoW camps. One of these was Flight Sergeant Vilem Bufka, who was the pilot and only survivor of Wellington IC serial T2990 of No 311 (Czech) Squadron which had been shot down in the early morning of 23 June 1941 near Niewe Dorp in Holland, during a raid on Bremen. He was greeted by Preucil, who reminded him they had been together in Poland, France and England. Preucil relayed all his knowledge to the Kommissar when the latter entered the room, leaving Bufka sickened. Another was Flight Lieutenant Frantisek Burda, who was shot down in a Spitfire of No 310 (Czech) Squadron on 27 February 1943. Preucil entered the room during the interrogation, dressed immaculately in civilian clothes, and offered him a cigarette. Burda said that he did not know him, but Preucil pointed out that they had served in the same flight at Chartres, together with Standera and Sticka.

No doubt at this stage, Preucil visualized for himself an important place in the hierarchy of his home country when the Third Reich finally won the Second World War. But he must have become apprehensive when the tide of events moved inexorably against his adopted masters. Towards the end of the war, he was employed more and more as a ‘stool pigeon’–at Theresienstadt, the internment camp holding certain Czech civilians, as well as at other camps where captured Czech partisans were held. It is believed that his work cost a number of Czech resistance fighters their lives. Eventually, he must have become convinced that he had backed the wrong side and that retribution was approaching. Nevertheless, he had no opportunity to flee and was arrested by the Allies on 19 May 1945.

This was the time when Czechoslovakia began a brief period of independence, before the Communists seized control in February 1948. In Belgium, it was acknowledged after the Liberation that as many as 18,000 people had been involved in clandestine operations against the Germans, 5,000 as active agents with 13,000 others supporting them. The Gestapo sent Jean Lamy to a concentration camp but he survived the war, although dying some years later. Walthère Dewé did not survive. He was shot and killed in the late afternoon of 14 January 1944 by a Luftwaffe officer while trying to escape from the Gestapo, running out of Kroonlaan towards Flageyplein in Brussels. By this time, he was 64 years of age. Nevertheless, the Belgian underground was never infiltrated by the Gestapo, unlike its equivalent in Holland, but continued its activities until the country was liberated.

Preucil was no more than a minor spy and collaborator during his infamous career, but a thoroughly unpleasant individual. A person who worked primarily against his own nationals and former comrades for financial and other rewards can only be rated as contemptible. It is also clear from information available in the Czech Republic that during the war the British Air Ministry wrote a report about his betrayal of the Belgians who had befriended him, although this has not been released to the general public.

During his trial, Preucil disclosed that he had married an English girl, and gave her maiden name. It seems probable that he was making an attempt to claim British citizenship. If so, it availed nothing, for he was executed in Prague on 14 April 1947. In England, his young widow refused to believe that her husband could have been a traitor. According to newspaper reports of the time, she ‘vowed to clear his name’, although this did not prove possible.




Chapter 2

The World’s First Skyjack

The four crew members of a Bristol Beaufort torpedo bomber which failed to return from an operation from Malta on 28 July 1942 were later shown to have achieved an exploit without parallel in the Second World War.

At this time the people of Malta were near starvation. Supplies of food had dwindled to a trickle and, perhaps equally important, there was little fuel available for cooking. The island was almost bereft of trees while the meagre supplies of oil reaching her harbours had to be husbanded for the armed forces. ‘Victory’ kitchens had been set up to dole out daily a tiny meal per head, but some of the old and weak were dying. In the officers’ and NCOs’ messes at RAF Luqa, the daily ration consisted of three slices of bread and a sliver of corned beef, with the occasional luxury of a few tomatoes. Aircrew lost stones in weight, although some of the more enterprising NCOs were able to sneak out to the nearby village of Qormi and supplement their rations with a surreptitious meal of black market pork in an inn presided over by a large Maltese lady with a brood of children.

Among these aircrews, scabies, tick fever and dysentery had become endemic. The men of three Beaufort squadrons had suffered so many casualties in their low-level anti-shipping operations that those who remained fit were sorted into crews irrespective of their squadrons, whether they were from Nos 39, 86 or 217. These survivors were led by Squadron Leader R. Patrick M. Gibbs, DFC and bar, a veteran of No 22 Squadron’s operations in the UK. He was a man of extraordinary dash and courage who inspired the utmost respect among his aircrews. Again and again, the Beauforts threw themselves against enemy convoys and, although their losses continued at an appalling rate, they sank ship after ship and damaged others.

The Afrika Korps under Feldmarschall Erwin Rommel had swept across the Western Desert and taken Tobruk on 21 June 1942, sending the British Eighth Army reeling back to the east. It seemed probable that the Axis forces were poised to enter Cairo, but they had been held at a small railway station named El Alamein. Their lines of communication were so extended that the pipelines of supplies, particularly oil, were beginning to dry up.
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A bombing attack on the aircraft carrier HMS Illustrious in Valletta harbour in January 1941. The warship had already been hit by six bombs on 9 January while escorting a convoy to Malta. She was hit by two more bombs in harbour but slipped out under her own steam and reached Alexandria on 25 January. Author’s collection
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Bombs exploding on Valletta during a daylight raid on 21 January 1942. Author’s collection
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Devastation in a street in Valletta. Author’s collection



Rommel and his senior officers were enraged at the failure of the Regia Militare Italiana (Italian Navy) to escort tankers and merchant vessels safely across the Mediterranean. There was a general belief among the Germans that details of sailings were being conveyed to the Allies by Italian traitors. They would have been astonished if they had known that the British had succeeded in decrypting German signals sent by their ‘Enigma’ system. Dates of sailings were known by the British, as well as details of the cargoes. Thus a relatively small RAF strike force from Malta was able to intercept the convoys, after air reconnaissance had confirmed the sailings, while Allied submarines were also able to pick off the vessels.
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Bomb damage in Valletta, photographed in March 1942. The late Wing Commander G.J. Buxton MBE, via Roy C. Nesbit
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Troops of the British Army helping with salvage work in the bombed streets of Valletta in Malta. Author’s collection



The day of 28 July 1942 began when Pilot Officer H. Coldbeck, flying from Malta at 25,000 feet in Spitfire PR IV serial AB300 of No 69 Squadron, spotted an expected target at 0700 hours. He landed back at Luqa 80 minutes later. A merchant vessel, escorted by what looked like two enemy destroyers, was creeping down the west coast of Greece, the route then favoured by the Italians to keep their distance from the wasps’ nest of Malta. These convoys might have used the harbour facilities of Tobruk, which was nearer the Axis front line than the more westerly ports of Tripoli and Benghazi, but it was not yet fully serviceable and under frequent air attack by the RAF.
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The airfield of Luqa in Malta, blasted by bombs, photographed by a German reconnaissance aircraft in 1942. Author’s collection
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A squad of soldiers filling in craters after a bombing attack on the airfields of Malta. Author’s collection



The vessels spotted by Coldbeck were the armed transport Monviso of 5,552 tons, built two years before in Genoa and carrying a mixed cargo of war supplies. She was escorted by the Italian destroyer Freccia of 1,206 tons, armed with four 120 mm guns and four 37 mm flak guns. The other escort was the modern torpedo boat Calliope of 679 tons, armed with three 100 mm guns as well as six 37 mm and two 13 mm flak guns. These three vessels could put up a very powerful defence against attacking aircraft. They had set out the day before from Brindisi and their destination was Benghazi.

Nine Beauforts had been racked up with Mark XII torpedoes to attack this target. They were led by Squadron Leader Gibbs, accompanied by his brilliant navigator, Flight Sergeant John Creswell. Time of take-off was 0910 hours and the torpedo-carrying aircraft were without long-range fighter escort, although a lone Baltimore I serial AG734 of No 69 Squadron, with a crew of four captained by Pilot Officer D. Munro, was detailed to fly at high level above the strike aircraft and photograph the results of the attack.
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A Mark XII torpedo with a contact warhead being loaded in the bomb-bay of a Beaufort I, at Luqa in August 1943. Courtesy of the late T.A. McGarry DFC, via Roy C. Nesbit
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A Beaufort II over Luqa in Malta. Courtesy of the late T.A. McGarry DFC, via Roy C. Nesbit



One of the Beaufort crews was captained by a South African, Lieutenant Edward T. Strever. He was a very tall, athletic man, born in 1920 in Germiston near Johannesburg. He had worked in an accountant’s office before the war but in addition had seen service as a company sergeant-major in the volunteer part-time services. On the outbreak of war, he transferred to the SAAF and began training in the RAF as an air gunner, but an opportunity to train as a pilot in the Rhodesian Air Training Group arose when a ship carrying trainees from Britain was sunk in the Atlantic. After qualifying as a pilot, Strever was commissioned in the SAAF and then seconded to the RAF. He came to Britain and converted on to Beauforts at the Operational Training Unit (OTU) at Chivenor in North Devon and then passed through the Torpedo Training Unit (TTU) at Abbotsinch in Ayrshire. His next move was to No 217 Squadron at Leuchars in Fife, shortly before this squadron flew out to Malta in early June 1942.

The navigator in the crew was a Liverpudlian, Pilot Officer William M. Dunsmore. He was a burly man, older than the average flyer at 32 years, and had had some experience pre-war in the Civil Flying Corps. After joining the RAF, he had passed through Air Observer’s Navigation School at West Freugh near Stranraer and then joined Strever at Chivenor and Abbotsinch.

Strever and Dunsmore had already lost the other two members of their original crew. During an attack on the Italian battle fleet on 13 June, their air gunner, Sergeant Bob Gray, had been wounded. When flying temporarily with another crew, their wireless operator, Sergeant Dick Ellis, had failed to return.

The replacements for these two wireless operators/air gunners were both New Zealanders. Sergeant John A. Wilkinson was aged 22 and came from the Mahia Peninsula near Gisborne on North Island, where he had worked on a farm. Sergeant A. Raymond Brown was aged 26 and had worked on both the railways and the land in his town of Timaru on South Island. The two men were of similar build, nearly 6 feet tall and with very powerful physiques. Both had attended Air Gunnery School near London in Ontario, part of the Empire Air Training Group in Canada. They had met in late 1941 at the Wireless School in Cranwell, before going on to Chivenor and Abbotsinch. They had been part of a crew captained by an Australian, Pilot Officer B.J. McSharry, but he had been badly wounded during an anti-shipping attack in the previous month.

The account that follows is based on the first-hand testimony of three of this Beaufort crew. A severe air raid on Malta was in progress when the crews walked out to their aircraft in the dispersal pens at Luqa. Just before they reached these pens, a Spitfire came in low, weaving drunkenly, and struck a stone wall not 50 yards away. One of its elliptical wings cartwheeled through the air in front of them. Nevertheless the nine Beauforts took off on time and formed up behind their leader, Squadron Leader Gibbs, heading on an intercept course which took them towards Sapienza on the south-west tip of Greece.
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Sergeants Wilkinson (left) and Brown, the two WOp/AGs who participated in the skyjacking of the Cant, photographed inside a Beaufort. Courtesy of the late A. Raymond Brown DFM, via Roy C. Nesbit



Strever was operationally experienced and flew as number two in the formation, on the starboard wing of the leader. He was in Beaufort I serial L9820, armed with two Browning machine guns in the turret, two Vickers machine guns in the nose and another Browning in the port wing. It was a most uncomfortable flight. In the blazing heat of midsummer, the switch of the pilot’s cabin heater had stuck in the ‘on’ position. Strever sat and sweltered while Dunsmore occasionally stuck the cardboard cover of his navigator’s log out of the starboard window in an attempt to deflect cool air on to his pilot. Fitted with two enormous and ungainly air filters above their Taurus engines to protect them from sand particles, the Beauforts could barely achieve a cruising speed of 120 knots. Wilkinson turned his turret systematically, keeping a watchful eye for the sight of any enemy aircraft. Brown sat in front of his wireless set, listening for signals from Luqa. He also switched on his Air to Surface-Vessel (ASV) radar set, for this was one of the Beauforts in which the instrument was fitted.

Eventually Brown saw some images about seventy miles away, probably the small Greek islands south of Sapienza. As the Beauforts neared the coast of Greece, the ASV could be switched to short-range. At almost midday, three objects showed up to starboard, about ten miles away. These were obviously the enemy vessels. Gibbs turned and led the formation south-east down the coast towards this target, hoping to take the enemy by surprise by attacking from an easterly direction.

Gibbs made straight for the merchant vessel but the attackers had been spotted and the Italian captain took evasive action by turning to port, thus presenting only a narrow bow shot to torpedoes. Behind Gibbs, Strever could see flak like stones splashing into the sea, but most unusually there did not seem to be any tracer in this fire and thus the spectacle appeared less alarming to him. He accelerated to the torpedo-dropping speed of 140 knots and aimed carefully at the bows. In the nose of the Beaufort, Dunsmore opened fire with his two Vickers at the enemy gunners.

‘Torpedo dropped,’ called Strever to his crew. Ahead of him, Gibbs flew straight over the ship while Strever, now skimming just above the surface of the sea, turned slightly to starboard and flew down the length of the vessel. Standing in the waist hatch on the port side, Brown could see the Italian crew on the deck, and even the glint of the sun on the brass buttons of their uniforms. The gun crews were firing point-blank at them, but the Beaufort men could not see the trajectory of the flak.

The Beaufort suddenly shuddered and a stream of smoke poured from its port engine, which began to bang and rattle. Strever flew towards Gibbs, while Dunsmore scrambled up beside him.

‘My God, the other engine’s had it,’ said Dunsmore, looking out to starboard at an engine streaming oil. Strever caught up with Gibbs and waggled his wings in farewell, before turning back to the Greek coast.

‘This is it, boys!’ shouted Strever over the intercom. ‘Prepare for ditching!’ Both engines were still giving power, although they shook terribly and the whole aircraft vibrated alarmingly. Strever managed to gain height to about 300 feet but there was no opportunity to turn into wind so as to lessen the shock of impact. He tried to approach the sea parallel to the line of troughs, the least dangerous method of ditching. Wilkinson backed out of his turret and braced himself, facing backwards while sitting on the Elsan pan. Brown leant backwards and braced one leg against his wireless set and the other against the side of the aircraft to minimize the chance of smashing his head on impact. He had already sent out a distress signal and clamped down his transmitter on a continuous note, although he had little confidence that it could be heard in Malta. Strever wound back his trim, throttled back, applied half flaps and eased back the control column. ‘Everyone at ditching stations!’ he shouted. ‘Ditching now!’

Dunsmore had scooped up his maps and charts and stuffed them in his navigator’s canvas bag, together with a Very pistol, in the expectation that they would be useful in the dinghy or when ‘on the run’ in Greece. He began scrambling back over the seat beside the pilot so as to sit with his back against the main spar. But he never made it.

The landing was exactly as they had been told to expect at OTU. The first contact with the sea was quite light. and the Beaufort then bounced. The second was a bone-shaking, reverberating crash, as the rear of the open bomb-bay, which had accommodated the torpedo, caught in the sea. Then everything went silent. Dunsmore careered past Strever towards the nose, gashing his right arm. Wilkinson leant out of the port hatch and pulled the toggle in the wing, releasing the dinghy. The CO2 bottle functioned and the ‘Type H’ round dinghy appeared, right side up. Wilkinson got in it, followed by Brown, and neither of them even got their feet wet. Behind them, they could see the tail unit of the Beaufort, broken away and bobbing in the swell, but the main part of the aircraft had tilted forward with the nose in the sea and there was no sign of either pilot or navigator.
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Sergeant Bill Carroll (right) of
No 217 Squadron in a Beaufort
flying to Ceylon. He was
originally scheduled to fly as air
gunner in a Beaufort which was
shot down during the attack off
Greece on 28 July 1942, but was
replaced at the last moment.
Courtesy of Arthur H. Aldridge
DFC and bar



Green water smashed into the pilot’s cockpit while Strever was unstrapping himself, and closed over his head. Dunsmore recovered from his backward plunge and wrenched open the top escape hatch, sticking his head above water. Strever hammered at the back of Dunsmore’s knees and began shoving him upwards. The two sergeants saw the navigator emerge, still clutching his canvas bag. Strever, an expert swimmer, popped up a few moments later. The dinghy soon carried all four crew members. Brown cut the retaining rope free from the Beaufort, just before the latter gurgled and disappeared.

Another aircraft was shot down by flak on this strike. This was Beaufort II serial AW296 flown by Pilot Officer E.C.F. Dawson, with a Canadian navigator, Flight Sergeant E.P. ‘Doc’ Sutherland. The wireless operator/air gunners scheduled to join them were Sergeant Alan Still and Sergeant Bill Carroll, both of whom had been part of the crew that had torpedoed and sunk the Italian heavy cruiser Trento on 15 July 1942 during an attack on the main Italian battle fleet. On this occasion, Alan Still opted to go in the turret. At the last moment, Bill Carroll was ousted by a wrathful Pilot Officer R.I.C. Head, who asserted his rights as part of Dawson’s normal crew.

Head’s determination was to cost him dear. As they approached the convoy, Alan Still saw oil streaming from the port engine, which must have been hit by flak. Head tapped him on the shoulder, motioning him out of the turret. As he backed out, the Beaufort hit the water and he shot forward, injuring Head’s leg. Nevertheless the two men released the dinghy and got into it. They were joined by Dawson, but Sutherland must have been trapped and went down with the aircraft. Sitting in their dinghy, the three men saw the remaining seven Beauforts heading back to Malta. They also saw an Italian Cant Z.506B floatplane circling overhead and wondered if it was an air-sea rescue aircraft, but it ignored them. Shortly afterwards, the torpedo boat Calliope picked them up and took them to the nearby harbour of Navarino, where they were treated in hospital before being transferred to a PoW camp in Italy.
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A Cant Z.506B floatplane of the Regia Aeronautica taking off. Author’s collection



‘Let’s see what we’ve got on board,’ said Strever. The store was not over-bountiful but it contained some tins of tomato juice, a supply of water, distress signals, a topping-up pump and two aluminium paddles. The crew could see the shore and decided to make for it. Away to their port was a prominent tower which, had they known at the time, was built to celebrate the Independence of Greece following the victory of the British, French and Russian fleets over those of the Turkish and Egyptian in Navarino Bay in 1827.

The four men bent themselves to the task. They were strong and tough but could make no progress in paddling through the choppy sea. They even tried putting out the sea drogue at one stage, hoping it would enable them to achieve a constant direction. They paddled and sweated but the coast remained a tantalizing five miles away. Unfortunately they did not realize that four stabilizing pockets were still in position underneath their dinghy and should have been pulled inboard in the same way as a retractable keelboard. A strong offshore wind, known in those parts as the Gregale, or Greek wind, also seems to have impeded them. At one stage a Macchi MC202 fighter flew low over the dinghy. They watched it with some anxiety, for attacks on downed airmen were not completely unknown.

‘If that Macchi makes a pass at us, then nip over the side quickly,’ Strever told his crew. ‘Get down as far below the surface as you can–he can’t fire at us for more than a few seconds.’

But the fighter flew off and soon afterwards a different sound was heard approaching. It proved to be a tri-motored Cant Z.506B floatplane, and it circled overhead. Originally built for civil transport, the military version was named ‘Airone’, or ‘Heron’ in English. The fuselage and wings were all wood, covered in fabric, but the two large floats were metal. It was nearly 87 feet in wingspan, 63 feet long, and powered by three Alfa Romeo AR126 RC34 nine-cylinder radial engines of 750 hp. It cruised at about 110 knots, was armed with up to four machine guns and could carry a bomb load of 2,650 lb. There were up to five in the crew and it was mainly employed on naval reconnaissance, anti-submarine work and air-sea rescue.

The Beaufort men watched the floatplane with intense curiosity while it circled and finally landed about 30 yards away. They quickly dumped Dunsmore’s maps, charts and Very pistol over the side. The crew of the Cant beckoned them, but since paddling had proved so ineffective Strever dived over the side and swam strongly towards the floatplane. He returned a few minutes later holding the end of a rope. They tied this to the dinghy and the crew of the Cant hauled them in. These Italians spoke little English but did not seem antagonistic and even gave the Beaufort men a cigarette apiece, which they smoked gratefully while standing on the wing. Then they were shepherded aboard and made to sit in a well in the middle of the fuselage, their captors being armed with handguns. A bandage was applied to Dunsmore’s arm but the injury proved slight and not seriously inconvenient.

The Italians indicated that the heavy swell and choppy sea prevented take-off, for they appeared to be carrying a full load of depth charges as well as the four extra passengers. The pilot taxied to the lee of the small islands near Sapienza. A landing craft appeared to their starboard, full of German soldiers waving their rifles and apparently engaged on some form of amphibious exercise. It was a strange sight to see the enemy, fully armed and at such close waters. However, the sea was calmer close to the shore and the floatplane made a long run into the air.

The prisoners inspected the interior of the Cant speculatively. There were two pilots in tandem on the left, with the first pilot in front. In another well in the nose was a flight engineer. Behind the two pilots was the navigator’s seat and to the rear was the wireless operator. Above was a turret with a single gun, apparently the equivalent of a 0.50 inch, but this appeared to be operated manually rather than hydraulically.

The Cant began to fly in a northerly direction, judging from the coastline and the direction of the sun. After about two hours, it arrived at what seemed to be an island and landed in a large inlet, almost enclosed by land. It motored to a jetty and the four Beaufort men were ushered off and into an interrogation room, where they were pleased to find that the questions were both courteous and perfunctory. The whole atmosphere was almost friendly. Aircrew flying from Malta usually wore their blue battledress tops and khaki shorts in an unmilitary combination. The Italians noticed that those worn by Strever and Dunsmore were still wet and provided some civilian clothes while these were sent away for drying.

Next, the four captives were escorted by the Italians into an officers’ mess. At first they could hardly believe their eyes or noses. By the standards of Malta, a sumptuous meal was set before them–steak, tomatoes, spaghetti and vegetables, to be washed down with red wine. They were all young and resilient, and any shock of their experiences and predicament had already gone. They set to with a will. Then cigarettes were handed to them and their captors proposed a further diversion with a few rubbers of bridge. This game was apparently popular in the mess, but the Italians were disappointed to learn that the prisoners did not know how to play it. Instead there was table tennis, and the friendliness was enhanced by a visit from an Italian admiral, who congratulated Strever and told them that the merchant vessel had been damaged and ‘beached’.

In fact, the Monviso had been hit by a torpedo and towed into the port of Navarino. The crew of the photo-reconnaissance Blackburn Baltimore had witnessed the entire strike, seen the two Beauforts shot down and the two RAF dinghies with their occupants. They had also seen two unidentified enemy aircraft, which were probably the escorting Cant floatplanes. A hit on the merchant vessel was also seen and reported, as was the towing to Navarino. In the event, the merchant vessel was not severely damaged, for she was rapidly repaired and set off again on 2 August, escorted by the destroyers Alpino and Corrazione, headed almost due south for Benghazi. But she was sunk on the following day when near her destination by two torpedoes fired by the submarine HMS Thorn. Italian warships from Benghazi rescued 241 of her crew and other military personnel on board. Only six men were lost.

Meanwhile, the prisoners were allotted quarters for the night, the two officers in one room and the two sergeants in another. They were warned not to try to escape, for there were armed guards outside with orders to shoot. If they had to go to the gabinetto, they should call the guards. But they were too replete with food and far too tired to make any such attempt, although the idea was uppermost in their minds. Strever discussed the possibility with Dunsmore, guessing that they would be sent north and then to Italy by train. He proposed that they should try to jump off somewhere and make their way to the Middle East. The two sergeants found themselves in a room with a map of the area on a wall. They examined this curiously and guessed that they were on the island of Corfu. This belief was assumed to have been correct for many years but more recent research into Italian records has established the fact that they were in the port of Prevesa, nearby on the mainland of Greece. Both men were also determined to escape somehow. But all four men slept as though stunned, after the day’s exertions.
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The crew of Beaufort I serial L9820 of No 217 Squadron who skyjacked Cant Z.506B of 159° Squadriglio on 29 July 1942 and flew it to Malta with the Italian crew as captives. Left to right: Sergeant John A. Wilkinson (WOp/AG); Sergeant A. Raymond Brown (WOp/AG); Pilot Officer William M. Dunsmore (navigator); Lieutenant Edward T. Strever of the SAAF (pilot). Courtesy of John G. Creswell, DFC, DFM



Back in Malta during the evening, Bill Carroll sat alone in the café in the tiny village of Qormi. He was drinking the fiery alcohol named ambid, diluted with lemonade, and eating a meal of black market pork. There was nobody to share his repast. Most of his closest friends from the sergeants’ mess at Luqa had been lost during the operations of the last two months. His navigator, Vince Aspinall, was in hospital with dysentery. Alan Still, Wilkie and Brownie had failed to return from today’s strike, although there was a report that two dinghies had been spotted. He should have been on the operation himself. They loved to talk, those redoubtable NCOs, the discussions often involving flying and the personalities of the crews. Their talk might expand a little after a few drinks but so did the comradeship. Tonight, it was utterly miserable being on his own.

A boy of 10 years, the bright son of the proprietess, asked Carroll where his friends were. He replied that they were all sick, not wanting to discuss the matter. The boy disappeared but returned a few minutes later with his ample-girthed mother.

‘You buy eggs and milk for sick friends,’ said the boy, offering these precious foodstuffs.

‘I’ll buy those six eggs,’ said Carroll. ‘But you must keep the milk for the babies.’ The boy translated for his mother, who laughed and joggled her large breasts with her hands. Carroll asked what she was saying.

‘She say she got plenty of milk,’ replied the boy. Carroll could not help laughing, but he still refused the milk and bought only the eggs. He walked back to Luqa, feeling lonely and miserable once more.

 


At Prevesa, the four prisoners slept heavily in their guarded quarters. On awakening, they were taken again to the officers’ mess and given a hearty breakfast, during which they were able to discuss quietly their plans for escape. But their hopes were shattered when they were told they were about to be taken to Taranto by aircraft, not by train.

The two officers were given their uniforms, all dried out, and Strever was surprised to find that his captors had overlooked a tiny escaper’s compass he had secreted in the small pocket near the waistband of his battledress. Dunsmore had another of these compasses hidden in his cap badge. The four men were taken to the jetty where they had landed the previous afternoon, and in front of them was a newish-looking Cant Z.506B, manned by another Italian crew. Although they were not aware of the fact, it was serial MM45432 of 139° Squadriglio, 82 Gruppo, Regia Marina (the Italian equivalent of the RAF’s Coastal Command). This was one of two squadrons of Cants at Prevesa engaged on escorting convoys to ports in Libya.

The farewell was like a film première. The Beaufort crew were lined up and a battery of Italian airmen stood in front of them, clicking cameras. One generous photographer handed each prisoner a packet of twenty cigarettes labelled Tre Stelle. The idea caught on in a trice and the astonished foursome were showered with packets. Strever tried to express their gratitude and was told that they were just small presents, for they were going to Taranto where conditions would be far worse for them.

After the goodbyes they were taken to the port waist hatch of the Cant and made to sit in the familiar well amidships below the turret. Five Italians followed them and closed the hatch. Wilkinson was biting his lip with disappointment, for the prospect of escaping from a train had vanished. Unlike the more outgoing Brown, he was rather a quiet and withdrawn person who seldom expressed his innermost thoughts.

‘Do you reckon you can fly this thing, Ted?’ he whispered to Strever.

‘Any pilot can fly any aircraft once it’s in the air,’ replied the South African.

‘Maybe we can take on these jokers,’ said Wilkinson. ‘Are you all with me?’

‘You bet I am,’ replied Strever. Brown and Dunsmore nodded agreement.

‘Non parlare! Non parlare!’ the Italians shouted at them.

The first pilot, Tenente (Lieutenant) Gaetana Mastrodicasa, sat in the forward seat on the left. Behind him sat the second pilot, Tenente Alessandro Chafari. In front of them, a flight engineer slouched in the nose. A smallish corporal who seemed to be an army man looked suspiciously at the captives. He was armed with a large revolver, in a holster on his belt. Between this guard and the Beaufort men was a wireless operator on the right, with his wireless set on his left. There was no navigator.

Strever saw a large bottle containing machine oil on the floor of the fuselage and began to edge towards it, for it might be used as a weapon, but it was snatched away by the wireless operator. The Cant taxied into the large bay, almost enclosed by the sea. At 0915 hours it took off and began to climb in the direction of Taranto, about an hour and a half away.

The floatplane droned westwards through the blue Mediterranean sky. After a while, Wilkinson smiled gently at the wireless operator in front of him. He pointed to the wireless badge on his blue RAF battledress, a hand grasping flying sparks, and then pointed at the wireless set. The Italian smiled back, acknowledging their common bond, but he did not recognize the falsity of Wilkinson’s friendship or the tension that was building up among the captives. Slightly in front of them, the corporal guard eyed the Beaufort men occasionally, but did not draw his revolver. Some time later he began to look pale from airsickness, apparently unused to flying in a service aircraft jolting in the convectional upcurrents of a hot summer’s day.

‘Spitfire!’ Wilkinson yelled suddenly, pointing out of the window to starboard. The wireless operator jerked his head round. His eyes were widening in horror at the dreadful predicament, but they immediately glazed over when Wilkinson’s fist smashed into the side of his jaw. Back home in New Zealand, Wilkinson had driven a six-horse team on a farm. He was a brawny young man and his enormous hands grew out of wrists which were the thickness of an average man’s forearms. The Italian was knocked out and slumping to the floor when Strever caught him and yanked him backwards into the arms of Brown and Dunsmore. This left Wilkinson to tackle the man they wanted, the airsick guard. His two great hands flashed forward and grabbed the gun and holster on the guard’s belt, tearing both free with a savage jerk. In the same movement he threw them to Strever.

The heavy 0.45 inch revolver was out of its holster and in Strever’s right hand within a couple of seconds of Wilkinson’s first blow. The dumbfounded guard, a 45-year-old Corsican of no great stature, was pulled to the rear by the powerful New Zealander. Strever flipped the safety catch of the revolver to ‘on’. ‘Right, now we’ve got it made,’ he thought, gleefully.
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Army personnel helping RAF fitters and armourers to refuel and re-arm a Spitfire in a blast pen at Takali in Malta. Author’s collection



‘Look out, that joker’s got one!’ yelled Wilkinson. The first pilot, Mastrodicasa, had heard the commotion and dived into the sunken well in the nose, drawing a 0.32 inch Beretta automatic and pointing it over the edge at Strever. The South African was suddenly conscious of his height and the size of his body’s target. He did not want to fire at the head and eyes of the Italian captain, for immediately behind him was the centre of the Cant’s three engines and a bullet in the wrong place might have brought the machine down in the sea. At the same time, Mastrodicasa did not fire, for in the rear were three of his comrades, under the control of the Beaufort men. For a long second, Strever and Mastrodicasa looked at each other in indecision.

The fates were on the side of the Beaufort men. The flight engineer, sitting on the edge of the step facing forwards into the well, had evidently been dozing. There was no work for him, since the Cant was flying back to Taranto for a maintenance check and the entire crew was going on leave. He woke from his dreams of sunny Italy to see his captain alongside him, apparently having gone berserk. The engineer decided he was in the wrong place and began to back hastily out of the nose. For a moment, his body blocked the line of fire between the two men and his backside presented an inviting target. Strever and Wilkinson charged forward and two large-sized shoes rammed into the engineer’s posterior, pitching him forward on to his captain. The two Italians were disentangled from each other by powerful arms and bundled unceremoniously to the rear of the fuselage, where Brown and Dunsmore were busy tying up and guarding their erstwhile captors. At first, Strever and Wilkinson could not find the Beretta, although they made certain it was not in the hands of the Italians.

Strever then turned his attention to the second pilot. Chafari had formed his own idea about how to deal with the situation. He had put the control column forward and was diving towards the sea, where he hoped to land and cut the engines. But a large revolver was thrust under his nose.

‘Up! Up!’ said Strever, jerking the revolver upwards to emphasize his words. Chafari was no linguist, but the meaning was clear. He looked into the fierce eyes of the tall officer beside him and sullenly opened the throttles. The Cant rose into the air again.

At last the Beretta was discovered in the well of the nose and Strever picked it up, before passing the corporal’s revolver to Wilkinson. He left Chafari at the controls and moved back to the other four Italians, by then safely tied up with their own belts. Brown and Dunsmore had found some wrenches and were standing guard over them. The Italians looked at Strever with trepidation.
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Tracks of the Beaufort and the Cants.



‘Africa?’ they asked. ‘No benzina!’

Strever pointed his pistol at the flight engineer, motioned towards the petrol cocks and made a threat that he would never have kept.

‘No benzina and you’re dead!’ he said grimly. The flight engineer understood and nodded his head miserably.

‘Not Africa,’ said Strever. ‘Malta!’

‘Malta!’ howled the Italians. ‘Spitfire! Spitfire!’

‘Don’t worry about Spitfires,’ grinned Strever. ‘Wilkie, come up beside me, face backwards and cover the second pilot and the rest of them.’

Strever walked forward and slid into the first pilot’s seat, taking over the controls. He began to fly the Cant like a Beaufort, skimming just above the surface of the sea. The Italians groaned in protest, indicating that the floats would hit the water, but the South African knew how to fly in this fashion and was intent on keeping under any radar screen.

Dunsmore hunted for maps and charts, without success. It seemed incredible but there were none on board, any more than there was a navigator. They guessed that the crew must have been following a radio beam to Taranto. Brown looked at the wireless set but he and Wilkinson decided to leave it alone, for fear of somehow alerting Italian or German radio controllers. Brown went into the turret and familiarized himself with the free-handling machine gun, in case he had to fire it.

The crew decided to head due west and pick up the coastline of Italy, then dogleg onwards until they reached Cape Passero, the most southerly point of Sicily, from which they remembered that the track over the sea to Malta was about 220°.

A tiny dot appeared on the horizon, away to port. It was an aircraft on an intercept course and Strever watched it carefully, not wishing to arouse suspicion. The outline of the aircraft became clearer as their paths converged. It was a Junkers Ju52 transport heading for Italy and flying at 300 feet. The German aircraft passed close behind them and Strever waggled his wings amicably, while Brown spun the turret around in RAF fashion, to indicate a friendly greeting. The German pilot waggled his wings in response and their paths diverged.

Unsure of their position, the Beaufort men strained their eyes for the Italian coast, waiting impatiently for it to appear. At last mountains rose above the summer haze and Strever flew south and then west. The sweeps and bays seemed never-ending as they worked their way towards Cape Passero in a series of doglegs, but they were not familiar with the coastline and had to fly entirely by guesswork.

The flight engineer indicated that he wanted to adjust the petrol cocks and was released. Brown and Dunsmore stood by him threateningly while he turned knobs and levers, although they had no idea of the control system for the petrol. The Corsican guard was looking so green in the face that Dunsmore, who had occasionally suffered from airsickness himself, released the little man and stood beside him beside the open window hatch. Mastrodicasa and the wireless operator seemed resentful of the release from bondage of their two comrades. The Beaufort men eventually untied them as well, for they seemed suitably subdued and were no match for four hefty young men armed with handguns and wrenches.

At last the Cant reached what appeared to be the southerly tip of Sicily and Strever set course on 220° for Malta, the crew praying that their guesswork was correct. Dunsmore had drawn a rough map from memory but was not convinced that it was accurate enough. The flight time from Sicily to Malta should be only half an hour, and the Cant had already been in the air for over three hours. Strever’s mind was in a turmoil when eventually some radio masts appeared ahead. Beaufort crews were not allowed to approach Malta from the north, the direction from which enemy aircraft appeared, and he could not recognize the coastline.
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Spitfire pilots led by Wing Commander P. Prosser Hanks, the commanding officer of the Luqa Spitfire Wing, scrambling to their aircraft from a bomb-blasted building. They seem amused by the presence of the photographer. Author’s collection



‘Can that be Malta?’ he wondered. ‘What if it isn’t?’

Suddenly, Dunsmore shouted: ‘My God, look at that!’ A thousand feet above them, four Spitfires were in line astern, and the leading fighter was dipping its starboard wing.

 


Bill Carroll had been released from stand-by at Luqa during the morning of 29 July and was free to enjoy whatever attractions the island of Malta had to offer. A ‘Queen Mary’ transport came through the airfield, the huge low-loader which could carry an aircraft provided its wings were removed. Carroll jumped on board, for it was headed for Sliema near Valletta, where there was a chance of a dip in the sea, provided there were no jellyfish around. These had been known to sting sailors into insensibility after their ships had been torpedoed. It was a bright hot day, ideal for swimming. But Carroll heard an unusual drone and looked up at the sky. A tri-motored floatplane, obviously Italian, was approaching low over the sea, and above it Spitfires were peeling off to attack.

‘That idiot won’t get far,’ thought Carroll, as the floatplane headed south-west in the direction of St Paul’s Bay. The rattle of machine-gun and cannon fire began.

 


A thousand feet above, Flying Officer ‘Dickie’ Sherwood of No 603 Squadron looked with curiosity at the Italian floatplane. He could recognize it as a Cant Z.506B and see the Italian markings, but could not understand what an unescorted reconnaissance aircraft was doing in clear daylight at low level around Malta. He wondered if it had been fitted with a torpedo and was about to make an attack. Leading his flight of Spitfires out of the sun, he dived on the intruder.

The danger of Spitfires had been driven out of Strever’s mind during the final approach to Malta, for all his attention had been concentrated on recognition of the island. He had intended to land on the sea at the first sight of an RAF fighter and wave a surrender signal, but he had left it too late. Ahead was St Paul’s Bay, where the apostle had been shipwrecked in AD 60 when on his way from Caesarea in Roman Palestine to confinement in Rome.

To Strever’s port the flight of Spitfires was screaming down on them. Dunsmore took off his singlet, the only white article he could find and waved it from the top hatch, but his action was ineffective. The South African slipped out of his seat and grabbed Mastrodicasa, thrusting him behind the controls. ‘Land!’ he said, motioning with his hand. ‘Land!’
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Captors and prisoners on the wings of the skyjacked Cant in St Paul’s Bay in Malta, photographed from the approaching air-sea rescue craft. Courtesy of the late William M. Dunsmore DFC, via Roy C. Nesbit



In the second pilot’s seat, Chafari had already anticipated this order and begun to throttle back. A burst of fire from the first Spitfire raised a line of splashes 30 yards in front of them. The aim of the second Spitfire was a little more accurate, and the sea boiled with cannon and machine-gun fire only 15 yards in front of the decelerating Cant. Mastrodicasa was turning to starboard, into wind, and throttling right back, when the third Spitfire attacked. This was flown by Strever’s friend Bill Young from Bulawayo and it caught the Cant in the port wing, shredding the fabric and leaving forty holes in the wooden airframe. The Italian pilot landed and cut the engines. Strever looked at Wilkinson in relief. They had made it.

All nine occupants of the Cant clambered out on the wing and the Beaufort men waved to the Spitfires. Circling above, the fighter pilots could tell that these peculiar Italians must be surrendering, and they set off for their base of Takali in Malta. The Beaufort men were exultant at their success and the Italians seemed resigned to their fate. Chafari even produced some wine from a suitcase and handed a bottle around. He said he had been going on leave, and now would not be seeing his newly born baby. The Beaufort men and the Italians warmed to each other. Brown slipped inside the fuselage once more and got busy with a small screwdriver he had found, removing four aircraft clocks with the quick efficiency of an inveterate souvenir hunter, for distribution to his crew.
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The air-sea rescue craft that collected the captors and prisoners from the skyjacked Cant. Courtesy of the late William M. Dunsmore DFC, via Roy C. Nesbit



There was only one RAF air-sea rescue launch on that side of the island and it was almost an hour before it arrived. A gunner sat inside the aircraft turret fitted in the bows, levelling twin Brownings at the men on the wings of the Cant.

‘It’s all right!’ called the escapers. ‘We’re RAF!’

‘I don’t give a cuss what you are!’ came the reply. ‘Don’t move!’

But as the launch drew alongside, they could see the nine men more plainly.

‘Blimey, you really are RAF!’ one of them exclaimed. ‘We thought it was old Mussolini coming to give himself up!’

There was general jubilation and the crew of the launch tried to take the Cant in tow towards St Paul’s Bay, but the aircraft kept weather-cocking into wind and progress was painfully slow.

[image: e9781844685073_i0033.jpg]

Arriving in the air-sea rescue craft at St Paul’s Bay in Malta, the Italian flight engineer looks at an RAF officer while Sergeant John Wilkinson, cigarette in mouth, talks to an Army officer. Courtesy of the late William M. Dunsmore DFC, via Roy C. Nesbit



‘Let’s start up the engines again and try to taxi in,’ suggested Strever. But Mastrodicasa shook his head. ‘No benzina,’ he said. The last drop of petrol had been used up during the landing, after a flight of nearly four hours.

Eventually the captors and their prisoners landed at a small cove in St Paul’s Bay. News of their arrival had already reached the Maltese and a crowd of excited civilians had gathered. They hated the Italians and rushed threateningly towards them. There might have been a lynching if Strever had not drawn his pistol and kept them at bay until an army escort closed around the group. These took the Italian prisoners to an officers’ rest camp nearby and the Beaufort men did their best to repay hospitality by giving them the scanty meal which was all the island could provide. Then Strever insisted on joining the escort as far as the PoW cage, where he shook hands with all of the prisoners and wished them well.

The four Beaufort men were then debriefed and taken back to a rapturous welcome at Luqa. Brown was able to stop a telegram notifying his parents in New Zealand that he was missing. Their billets had been cleared out and their few valuables were ready to be sent to their homes. But, as was the custom in that deprived environment, their clothing and other items of kit had been dispersed among the fellow flyers in their squadron. One by one, their grinning friends came to see them, returning these piece by piece. It was good to be back.
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Prisoners and captors in friendly mood in Malta. Left to right: Pilot Officer Bill Dunsmore, Corsican guard, Italian flight engineer, Lieutenant Ted Strever, Tenente Mastrodicasa, Sergeant John Wilkinson, Tenente Chafari, Sergeant Ray Brown, Italian wireless operator. Courtesy of the late A. Raymond Brown DFM, via Roy C. Nesbit
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The Italian prisoners arriving at Waterloo Station in London under armed guard. Carrying the valise is Tenente Chafari, the second pilot of the Cant. To his left, wearing the forage cap, is the wireless operator, while to his right is the flight engineer. Courtesy of the late William M. Dunsmore DFC, via Roy C. Nesbit
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Cant Z.506B serial MM45432 of 139° Squadriglio, moored in Kalafrana Bay in Malta after being skyjacked on 29 July 1942 by Lieutenant Ted Strever and his crew of No 217 Squadron. It has been painted with RAF roundels and air-to-sea rescue crosses. Courtesy of the late Tom Armstrong DFC, via Roy C. Nesbit
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The captured Cant Z.506B with RAF markings at harbour in Malta. Courtesy of the late William M. Dunsmore DFC, via Roy C. Nesbit



Postscript

The Cant was pressed into service as an air-sea rescue aircraft by the RAF at the seaplane base of Kalafrana in Malta, until this was found to be too dangerous and it was sent to Egypt. The Italians were mystified at the loss of an aircraft on what should have been a safe route. Two days after the skyjacking, a Beaufort of No 86 Squadron flown by another South African, Sergeant L. Clifford Thompson, was shot down off the coast of Greece. The crew managed to get into their dinghy but were later picked up by the Italians. Their rescuers told the men that warships were looking for the crew of a missing floatplane. Thompson, known as ‘Potty’, later became a neighbour and close friend of Strever in South Africa.

All four of Strever’s crew received immediate awards. The two officers received DFCs and the two sergeants DFMs, gazetted on 4 September 1942. On 16 November 1942 the Air Member for Training, Air Marshal Sir A. Guy R. Garrod, issued a table of RAF operational casualties. This assessed that the aircrews who flew in torpedo-carrying aircraft stood only a 17.5 per cent chance of surviving a single tour, and a mere 3 per cent chance of surviving two. These were by far the worst figures for any of the RAF’s activities in any Command.

Strever was involved in a major crash at Vavuniya in Ceylon on 1 November 1944, when flying as a passenger in a Beaufighter to take over command of No 211 Squadron in Burma. He was badly burnt but recovered and was eventually promoted to lieutenant-colonel. The four Beaufort men survived the war and returned home afterwards, but all of them have since died.
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Ted Strever (left) in 1994, with a painting by Axel Dietz of the skyjacked Cant being attacked by Spitfires over Malta. It was presented by his friend Dudley Cowderoy, also a former RAF pilot. At the time, Ted Strever was still flying his own light aircraft over Southern Africa, a Cessna 180. Courtesy of Jane Cowderoy






Chapter 3

Death of a Maverick

The mystery of the disappearance on 12 April 1944 of the RAF’s most remarkable reconnaissance pilot in the Second World War was finally resolved in 2003, following a discovery in Germany and a detailed examination.

Adrian Warburton was born in Middlesbrough on 10 March 1918, the son of Commander Geoffrey Warburton DSO, RN, and his wife Muriel. He and his elder sister Alison went to local schools in Bournemouth, where their grandparents lived. The family eventually moved to the London area but Adrian’s further education took place at St Edward’s School in Oxford. Earlier pupils at this school were Douglas Bader and Guy Gibson, later to become famous RAF pilots. After leaving school, Adrian Warburton worked in a firm of accountants in the City of London and also joined the Territorial Army. On 14 January 1939 he entered the RAF with a short-service commission.
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Adrian Warburton photographed in Malta while wearing a combination of RAF battledress (without badges of rank) and khaki slacks. Author’s collection



His initial flying training took place at RAF Prestwick, where he was rated as average. He was then posted to No 8 Flying Training School at RAF Hullavington, where he trained on Hawker Harts. Although awarded his wings, he was rated as below average. In September 1939 he arrived at Coastal Command’s Torpedo Training Unit at Gosport. In late October he was posted to No 22 Squadron at Thorney Island in Hampshire, which was equipped with Vickers Vildebeests but about to convert to the new Bristol Beaufort. A few days later he married an attractive divorcée several years older than himself, Eileen ‘Betty’ A.M. Mitchell. He was too young to receive a marriage allowance from the RAF and seems to have made no financial provision for her. Indeed, the marriage began to break up almost immediately.
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Eileen ‘Betty’ A.M. Mitchell, a National
Beauty Queen who married Adrian
Warburton in 1939. The late Tony
Spooner collection



In April 1940, No 22 Squadron moved from Thorney Island to North Coates in Lincolnshire. Within the squadron, Warburton became known as a loner with a disregard for RAF authority. There are no records of him taking part in operations. Instead, he was sent on various courses, including a long session with No 2 School of General Reconnaissance at RAF Squires Gate in Lancashire. Although classed as an indifferent pilot, it later transpired that he could handle a machine with great panache and moreover seemed impervious to fear.

Warburton came into prominence after 6 September 1940, when three Martin Marylands arrived in Malta to form No 431 General Reconnaissance Flight, having been flown from North Coates by pilots of No 22 Squadron. These machines were part of a batch that had been ordered from the USA by the French Air Force, and the RAF pilots had converted on to them when serving with No 22 Squadron. Their arrival gave Malta a long-range PR facility which had hitherto been absent. They could cover targets such as Brindisi and Taranto in Italy, the Sicilian ports of Messina and Palermo, the Libyan ports of Tripoli and Benghazi, and even range as far as the eastern Mediterranean. Warburton was considered so unsafe with the Maryland that he was not allowed to fly one to Malta but instead acted as navigator. It was only the illness of another pilot that gave him a chance to demonstrate his prowess.

The Commander-in-Chief of the Mediterranean Fleet, Admiral Sir Arthur Cunningham, had decided to launch an attack with Swordfish torpedo bombers from the carrier HMS Illustrious against the Italian fleet at Taranto, and the Marylands were being employed on advance photo-reconnaissance. On 10 November 1940, Warburton carried out one of the final flights for this purpose. He made three runs over the harbour at extreme low level, in the face of intense flak, and then returned to Luqa with a ship’s aerial trailing from his tailwheel. The crew reported that the balloon defences were down, and their photographs showed five battleships, fourteen cruisers and twenty-seven destroyers in the port. During the night of 11/12 November, the Swordfish sank one battleship and damaged two more, one so severely that it had to be beached. Two Swordfish were lost.

On 10 January 1941, No 431 Flight became No 69 Squadron and was equipped with PR Hurricanes as well as Marylands. By the end of the following December, Flying Officer Warburton had flown 155 sorties in these machines and been awarded the DFC and bar. He and his crew had been in combat with enemy aircraft and had even carried out bombing raids. Due for a rest, he was posted to No 223 Squadron at RAF Shandur in Egypt, a training unit which was engaged on converting crews to Marylands, Blenheims and Bostons. However, the posting was not to his liking and in early November he contrived to join No 2 Photographic Reconnaissance Unit at Heliopolis.

During the previous September, this PR unit had acquired two Beaufighters, which had been stripped of their cannons and armour plate before being fitted with F24 cameras. They formed a small flight under Flight Lieutenant R.G.M. ‘Johnny’ Walker, together with ground photographers who had volunteered as aircrew. Operating from the forward airfield of Fuka, Walker and Warburton flew over distant targets such as Crete. Then came a call for photographs of beach landing sites in Sicily. On 29 December 1941, the two pilots set off for Malta, via Timini, west of Tobruk. They carried another pilot, Flying Officer ‘Benjie’ White, and three airmen photographers.
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Corporal Norman Shirley, DFM, who flew from Malta as a cameraman with Adrian Warburton. Courtesy of the late Norman Shirley
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Christina Ratcliffe, the cabaret dancer who later worked in the RAF Operations Room in Malta and became Adrian Warburton’s girlfriend. The late Tony Spooner collection



Malta was enduring intense air attacks in late 1941. The Air Officer Commanding-in-Chief, Air Vice-Marshal Hugh Pughe Lloyd, regarded all aircraft landing on the island as coming under his command indefinitely. Moreover, he had missed the services of his favourite reconnaissance pilot. The ground crews also idolized ‘Warby’, not only for his flying achievements but because he socialized with them on terms of equality. This unorthodox behaviour did not meet with the approval of some RAF officers on the island.

Lloyd cancelled the operations over the Sicilian beaches. Instead, the Beaufighters were sent to ports such as Tripoli, Taranto, Messina and Palermo, as well as Sicilian airfields. At the end of six weeks, Warburton was awarded the DSO while two photographers, Corporal Norman Shirley and Leading Aircraftman Ron Hadden, received DFMs. Shirley, who frequently flew with Warburton, though wounded himself had pulled another pilot, Benjie White, from a burning Beaufighter when it crashlanded at Luqa.

The remaining Beaufighter was flown back to No 2 PRU at Heliopolis by Flight Lieutenant Warburton, together with Hadden and Shirley. By this time, March 1942, he was genuinely in need of a rest. He managed to find an ancient Hawker Hind and took off for a fortnight to Haifa in Palestine, where his father was stationed as a Commander in the Royal Navy. Unfortunately he crashed en route, wrecking the machine but walking unharmed across the desert to safety.

It was well known that Warburton found no shortage of girlfriends in Malta, Haifa or Egypt. Of athletic build, handsome, blue-eyed, blond-haired and wearing his medals, he fascinated women. His long-term girlfriend in Malta was Christina Ratcliffe, a vivacious and attractive young lady from Cheshire who worked on plotting duties in the underground RAF Operations Room, part of the Malta Command Centre at Lascaris in Valletta. She had been a dancer in a cabaret in Valletta, engaged to a French airman who was lost on a photo-reconnaissance sortie, and this had brought her in touch with Warburton. Fluent in French and of high intelligence, she proved invaluable as a civilian in RAF service.

Back in Heliopolis, Warburton flew non-operationally with No 2 PRU for several weeks. He also converted on to the Spitfire PR IV, which had arrived in the unit. Then he began flying sorties in these machines or sometimes in Beaufighters, covering such targets as Athens, Piraeus, Salamis, Rhodes and other Greek islands. At one time, when Rommel’s Afrika Korps was nearing Cairo, he flew Beaufighters to RAF Lydda in Palestine with six women packed in each machine, evacuating them to safety. He also made flights in company with the so-called ‘Halpro force’ of B-24 Liberators of the USAAF, which was stationed in Egypt.

In August 1942, Warburton was posted back to Malta, to take command of No 69 Squadron with the rank of squadron leader. He arrived there on the 11th of the month, to find that Air Vice-Marshal Sir Keith Park had taken over as Air Officer Commanding-in-Chief. By then, No 69 Squadron had become a hybrid unit which consisted of A Flight with PR Baltimores, B Flight with Spitfire PR IVs and C Flight with Wellington VlIls modified to carry torpedoes. However, it was woefully short of pilots and aircrews, following severe losses. There was near starvation on the island and the forces were desperately short of military supplies. But relief was en route, in the form of the surviving merchant ships from a convoy, which had fought its way from Gibraltar under operation ‘Pedestal’.

Warburton’s arrival coincided with this dramatic operation and he lost no time in getting back into the air in a Spitfire. There was a strong possibility that Italian heavy cruisers would attempt to finish off what was left of the convoy. He flew over Taranto and on the next day made two flights over Messina and Palermo, and over the sea between Sardinia and Tunisia. Four enemy cruisers and attendant destroyers were spotted, steering south near the west of Sicily. Three of Warburton’s Wellington VIIIs were then despatched, sending messages en clair to a fictitious force of Liberators and calling them to attack. The Italians turned away to Messina, but two cruisers were torpedoed and badly damaged by a British submarine before they reached port.
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A Lockheed F-4 photo-reconnaissance aircraft of the USAAF’s 3rd Group in a blast pen in RAF Luqa, Malta. The first of these aircraft arrived on the island on 3 March 1943, flown by an American pilot from Castel Benito in Libya. Courtesy of William H. Armstrong
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British and American officers discussing air photographs prior to the invasion of the Italian mainland in September 1943. Left to right: Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur Tedder (Air Commander-in-Chief Mediterranean Air Command); Squadron Leader S.R. Walton (Photographic Officer); Brigadier-General Patrick W. Timberlake (Director of Operations, USAAF); Colonel Elliot Roosevelt (Commander, Northwest African Photographic Reconnaissance Wing). Courtesy of Warrant Officer J.R. Eggleston, RAF (Ret’d)
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Wing Commander Adrian Warburton,
DSO and bar, DFC and bar, DFC (USA),
wearing an RAF blue battledress. He
appears to be wearing the shoulder tabs of
a group captain in this photograph, but in
fact they are those of a wing commander
on a khaki background. Author’s collection
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A Spitfire PR XI and a Lockheed F-5E, both with American markings, serving with the 7th Photographic Group of the US Eighth Air Force. Author’s collection



Operational flying continued. One extraordinary episode took place on 14 October 1942, when Warburton was engaged on photographing three Beaufighters of No 227 Squadron making a bombing attack on an Italian convoy consisting of a merchant ship and the torpedo boat Medici. Two of these Beaufighters were shot down, but the crew of one, flown by Pilot Officer J.M. Bryce, got into their dinghy. Despite a torrent of flak, Warburton flew round the Italian warship, waggling the wings of his Spitfire, until the captain understood that he was leading them to a rescue. The two RAF men were picked up by the warship and became PoWs.

The Battle of El Alamein opened on 23 October 1942. The Axis forces went into full retreat, and the Anglo-American invasion of north-west Africa began on 7 November. In this period, Warburton was awarded a second bar to his DFC. Then, on 15 November, he failed to return from an operation in a PR Spitfire over Algeria. His father was notified of his loss, but Warburton landed back in Malta six days later. He had been attacked by several Messerschmitt Bf109s while over the coast but had managed to nurse his shattered Spitfire to the airfield of Bône, which had been occupied by British paratroops only two days before. The aircraft was wrecked in the crash-landing but he walked away unharmed, after removing an undamaged camera magazine. A French aircraft flew him to the airfield at Maison Blanche, near Algiers, and from there he had obtained a lift in a Halifax to Gibraltar. Once there, he had managed to find a spare Spitfire VB to fly to Malta via Algiers and Bône, and during this sortie had shot down a Junkers Ju88. Meanwhile, his promotion to wing commander had come through.

Operational flying continued unabated and there are many stories of Warburton’s exploits in the next few months. On 8 February 1943, the Spitfires of No 69 Squadron’s B Flight were formed into No 683 Squadron under Warburton. The other two flights remained in No 69 Squadron, which was taken over by Squadron Leader R.C. Mackay in the following month. Warburton took a leave in England during March and on his return found that the North African Photo-Reconnaissance Wing had been formed, as part of the preparation for the invasion of southern Europe. It embraced all the RAF and USAAF PR squadrons in the Mediterranean Air Command, including No 60 (SAAF) Squadron.
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Air Marshal Sir Arthur Coningham, photographed when an Air Vice-Marshal. On 23 July 1943, when Air Officer Commanding the Northwest African Tactical Air Forces, he sent a personal letter of appreciation to Wing Commander Adrian Warburton. Author’s collection



This brought him into contact with Lieutenant-Colonel Elliot Roosevelt, a son of the US President, who commanded the new wing from his headquarters at La Marsa, near Tunis. The Americans were puzzled by Warburton, who did not fit the usual mould of RAF senior officers. His hair was too long, his well-worn uniform consisted of a mixture of RAF blue and khaki, and he carried a Luger pistol in a holster as well as a knife stuck in the top of one of his scuffed desert boots. But his expertise, reputation and decorations were such that he soon became accepted by them.

On 14 May 1943, the Axis forces in north-west Africa surrendered and the invasion of Sicily became the next priority of the Allied forces in the Mediterranean. In advance, the heavily defended island of Pantellaria had to be rendered ineffective, and Warburton brought back some astonishing low-level photographs. These earned him the award of an American DFC.

Then Warburton led the photo-reconnaissance of the landing beaches in Sicily, flying a Spitfire XI. Immediately after the island was invaded, on 9/10 July 1943, personal letters of appreciation were sent to him from the General Officer Commander-in-Chief of 15 Army Group, General Sir Harold Alexander, and the Air Officer Commanding the Northwest African Tactical Air Force, Air Marshal Sir Arthur Coningham. It is not surprising that he was awarded a bar to his DSO.

The next stage after the occupation of Sicily was the invasion of the Italian mainland. Here again, Warburton and his squadron carried out photo-reconnaissance of the beaches. However, a few weeks after Italy surrendered to the Allies on 8 September, he was posted back to the UK. By this time, he was recognized as the premier PR pilot of the war.

His stay in the UK did not last long, for he was sent back to command the RAF’s new No 336 Wing at La Marsa in Tunisia, formed on 30 October 1943 under the North African Photographic Reconnaissance Wing. This consisted of No 680 Squadron in Egypt and No 682 Squadron at La Marsa, both of which were equipped with Spitfire PR IXs in addition to the older machines. No 683 Squadron in Malta also came under the new wing, with Spitfire PR IXs and Mosquito PR IVs. Lastly, No 60 (SAAF) Squadron, by then at Ariana in Tunisia and equipped with Mosquito PR IVs and PR IXs, joined the wing. The purpose of this wing was to provide strategic and tactical PR support for the Italian campaign.

Warburton’s phenomenal luck ran out in the evening of 26 November. He had been presented with a personal jeep by Elliot Roosevelt, but he ran off the road and turned it over, causing major injuries to himself. His pelvis was fractured and he was taken to a military hospital in Carthage, where he remained in plaster for several weeks before being transferred to another hospital in Algiers. His recovery was slow and inevitably he was relieved of his command. He remained in hospital until late January 1944, and was still not fully fit when he discharged himself.

On 25 January 1944, Elliot Roosevelt was posted to England with the rank of full colonel. His task was to begin forming a strategic PR capability within the US Eighth Air Force. Ilis unit was equipped with Lockheed F-5 Lightnings (the PR variation of the P-38 Lightning fighter-bomber) and a few Spitfire PRs obtained from the RAF. This eventually formed part of the 106th (Photo-Reconnaissance) Group, comprising both the USAAF and the RAF strategic PR squadrons. Roosevelt asked for Warburton to be appointed as his deputy in his headquarters at Mount Farm in Oxfordshire, close to the RAF PR headquarters at Benson.
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The headquarters of the 325th Reconnaissance Wing of the US Eighth Air Force at High Wycombe in Buckinghamshire. Author’s collection



Warburton duly arrived to take up his new duties but it was not until 1 April 1944 that he was officially appointed, with the title of RAF Liaison Officer to the US 7th Photo-Reconnaissance Group. It should be noted that the American ‘Group’ was the equivalent of an RAF ‘Wing’. According to contemporary accounts, he seemed very depressed, but he may have been suffering from the latent effects of his accident. However, he arranged to carry out an operation in an F-5 Lightning, having had limited experience in the aircraft while in North Africa.

In the morning of 12 April 1944, Adrian Warburton took off from Mount Farm in Lockheed F-5B serial 42-67325 of the 27th Squadron to photograph targets in southern Germany. His mission was No BB22, but his targets are not listed in the official American records. It was thought that one objective might have been the ball-bearing plant at Schweinfurt, about forty-five miles north-west of Nuremberg. This was the target on that day for 97 B-17 Fortresses of the 1st Bombardment Division of the US Eighth Air Force, escorted by P-38 Lightnings, P-47 Thunderbolts and P-51 Mustangs. However, this force encountered dense clouds before reaching the French coast and aborted the mission.
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The Lockheed F-5A photo-reconnaissance aircraft, as seen in this photograph, was an adaptation of the Lockheed P-38C single-seat fighter. It was powered by two Allison V-1710-51 /53 engines, each of 1,150 hp, and the armament was replaced by four K-17 cameras. Author’s collection



[image: e9781844685073_i0050.jpg]

Ground crews of the 7th Photographic Group, US Eighth Air Force, at Mount Farm in Oxfordshire, working on a Lockheed F-5E photo-reconnaissance aircraft. Author’s collection
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It is believed that the Lockheed F-5B flown by Wing Commander Adrian Warburton was brought down by 20 mm explosive shells fired from Lechfeld airfield. This version of the defences against low-flying aircraft was the deadly ‘quad gun’, which fired shells at the rate of about 1,000 per minute. Author’s collection



Another F-5 on this operation was flown by an experienced pilot in these machines, Captain Carl Chapman. His F-5B was serial 42-68205 and his mission over southern Germany was No BB21, to photograph the airfields of Erding, Landau-Ganacker, Regensburg-Obertraubling (where the new Me262 jet fighter was being produced), Schwäbisch-Hall and Straubing. Both F-5s were to be escorted by eight P-51s of the 357th Fighter Group, although in the event only two of these managed to make contact.

The two F-5s flew in company before splitting up for their separate targets. Chapman carried out his photography and headed for a position where he was scheduled to rendezvous with Warburton and then fly on to Alghero in Sardinia, which had been occupied by the Allies. He circled for a while, calling on the R/T, but when Warburton did not show up flew on to Sardinia and returned to Mount Farm later in the day, his mission, No BB23, to photograph French airfields.

The disappearance of Warburton caused a stir, coupled with recriminations for allowing the operation. Various speculations followed. He had not recovered from his injuries and had crashed or baled out somewhere. He had committed suicide, following his bout of depression. He had slammed into the Swiss Alps or come down in the Tyrrhenian Sea before reaching Sardinia. His aircraft had broken up in severe turbulence. He had set course for San Severo, near Foggia in southern Italy, where his old squadron, No 683, was based. He had flown back to Malta, where his aircraft was hidden by ground crews and he lived in secrecy with his girlfriend, Christina Ratcliffe. These speculations were fuelled by the fact that his parents were not notified of his disappearance for over a fortnight. However, this was not unusual at a time when extensive enquiries were being made by the authorities.
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A distant photograph of Lockheed F-5B serial 42-67325 flown by Wing Commander Adrian Warburton, still smouldering and under guard by a soldier of the Wehrmacht, after crashing on 12 April 1944 on a field near Egling in southern Germany. Author’s collection



After the war, Warburton’s wife Eileen was presented with his medals at Buckingham Palace, but she generously gave them to his parents. Warburton did not receive the public adulation that was accorded to other war aces, although his memory was perpetuated in Malta. He is recorded as having ‘no known grave’ by the Commonwealth War Graves Commission. The mystery of his death seemed insoluble.

On 19 August 2002 a German historian in the Landsberg district of southern Germany, Dr Anton Huber, began to excavate a site in a field south-east of Egling on the River Paar, where an Allied aircraft was reported to have crashed at about 1145 hours local time on 12 April 1944. Witnesses, who were boys at the time, stated that it came from the direction of Lechfeld airfield, flying low and trailing smoke. Lechfeld was where four Me262 jet fighters were being tested. The aircraft dived into soft earth, causing a fairly shallow crater. The Wehrmacht found the wreck but most of the parts on the surface were pushed into the crater. Some of this wreckage, including a wing and one of the engines, was cleared in 1951/52 during land consolidation work.
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The excavation team busy at the crash site of the Lockheed F-5B in Egling, together with a mechanical digger. They excavated an area of about 12 metres by 3 metres, down to a depth of 3.8 metres. Hermann Laage collection
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Press reporters and witnesses of the crash looking at the first components excavated from the crater in August 2002. Courtesy of Cesar-Siedel, via Richard Chapman
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A German record of the crash of a Lightning near Egling at 1145 hours on 12 April 1944. The machine was correctly assumed to have been American; the name of the pilot was unknown.



This excavation was initiated by the British researcher Frank G. Dorber, who believed that the wreckage was the machine flown by Warburton. Also associated with the dig was David Roath of the US Army Memorial Affairs Activity Europe (USAMAAE). The work was coordinated by Hermann Laage of Volksbund Deutsche Kriegsgräberfürsorge (VDK), the German War Graves Commission, which is responsible for maintaining 3.2 million German war graves throughout the world. Much of the information that follows was provided by Hermann Laage.

Dr Huber located the site with the help of a field map and air photography provided by the US Army. The aircraft had come down in a field at Egling owned by the farmer Herr Braumüller, and the remains had sunk to a depth of 11–12 feet. However, he recovered an Allison V-1710 engine from the port wing; this was number AF 42-9475 and a plate indicates that it was installed in an F-5 Lightning, which later transpired were part of Warburton’s machine. There was a propeller, apparently grazed by two bullets. A length of film was found. This was burnt at both ends and about 10 inches wide; the standard American K-17 camera had a 9 x 9 inch exposure format.

There was a fragment from a sleeveless pullover. Dr Huber also recovered over 100 postcranial elements, ranging in size from less than half an inch to approximately 5 inches, constituting some 15 per cent of a skeleton. These remains were highly fragmented and partly calcinated. Their overall appearance indicated that Warburton had been killed by a burst of flak. It is interesting to note that there was little evidence of glass, whereas aircraft crash sites are usually studded with such fragments. This indicated that the canopy over the cockpit had been blown away by flak, jettisoned, or more probably removed by those who sealed off the area and examined the cockpit area of the wreckage.

Following this excavation, a military funeral took place on 14 May 2003 at a cemetery in Durnbach, south of Munich. It was attended by Warburton’s wife, Mrs Eileen ‘Betty’ Westcott, who had remarried but had been widowed for the second time and was living in Australia. This seemed to close the matter; but three questions persisted. How was this aircraft brought down? What were the precise targets he was ordered to photograph? Was there any truth in the belief that some part of the pilot’s body was recovered by the Germans at the time and buried in the graveyard of St Johannes Baptist Church, about a mile from the scene of the crash?
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A scrap of camera film, about 10 inches wide, which was found partially folded within the wreckage. Photo via Richard Chapman, Ed. Co-ordinator, Flugzeug Classic, Munich, Germany
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Parts of the aircraft recovered, including port propeller, crankshaft, pistons and other components. Photo via Richard Chapman, Ed. Co-ordinator, Flugzeug Classic, Munich, Germany
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Part of the cockpit control, including the
undercarriage selector lever, a throttle
and a propeller control shaft. Photo via
Richard Chapman, Ed. Co-ordinator,
Flugzeug Classic, Munich, Germany
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The human remains recovered in 2002 from the crash site at Egling were placed in this small casket, ready to be taken away for burial. The anthropologist at the US Army Memorial Affairs reported that these consisted mainly of small fragments of the cranium, part of an ulna, part of a femur, and small remains of toes. All were badly burnt from a fire in the aircraft. Hermann Laage collection



According to the Deceased Personnel File of the USAMAAE, the aircraft was brought down by heavy flak, but Hermann Laage considers that to be unlikely. The Heimatflak (local Anti-Aircraft Division) probably poured shells at the lone Lockheed F-5B but it was manned only by Flakhelfers (auxiliary gunners) who were either very young Russian recruits or old reservists, notoriously inaccurate and capable of firing only box barrages. Its generals were eager to claim credit for successes, for these meant promotion and decorations, keeping them away from the perils of the Eastern Front. Warburton was a specialist in medium and low-level reconnaissance, and there is very strong evidence that his aircraft was hit by medium flak over Lechfeld airfield. Its defences consisted of 37 mm flak guns, deservedly named Jaboschreck (fighter-blaster) by their crews. These were fully automatic, fitted with sophisticated sighting and could traverse quickly. It is clear that the Lightning was brought down by fire from this airfield, for its commander immediately despatched a detail in the direction of its path and this team duly arrived at the crash site.
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Herr Gottfried Grad of Egling, photographed in
2003. As a schoolboy, he was one of a crowd of
civilians who witnessed the removal of body parts
from the cockpit of the Lockheed F-5B that
crashed on 12 April 1944 in a field at Egling.
Courtesy of Herr Gottfried Grad
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Herr Willi Maxhofer of Egling, photographed in 2003. As a schoolboy, he was one of a crowd of civilians who witnessed the removal of body parts from the cockpit of the Lockheed F-5B that crashed on 12 April 1944 in a field at Egling. Courtesy of Herr Willi Maxhofer



As to whether some part of Warburton’s body was buried by the Germans, Hermann Laage obtained some vital information from two respected local citizens who were schoolboys at the time. These are Herr Willi Maxhofer and Herr Gottfried Grad, both from Egling. They were on their way home from school when they heard the resounding crash of guns from Lechheld and then saw the stricken aircraft trailing smoke and flames. Soldiers of the Luftwaffe and the Feldgendarmerie (Field Police) arrived quickly and sealed off the crash site, but the boys were able to watch events as part of the crowd outside the cordon. They saw medics wrapping up ‘a limb dripping with blood and taking it to a troop carrier’. Another witness, whose name has been lost, saw ‘a tuft of hair on a piece of skull’; it is known that Warburton’s hair was fair.

These human remains were probably taken to a sick bay for examination. Of course, it would have been necessary for the military to have found out whether the pilot had been killed, was lying there wounded, or had even baled out and was evading capture. In spite of the guards and the strict prohibition, photographs were taken of the crashed aircraft. Some children were also able to loot parts of the aircraft, such as instruments.

Subsequently, Hermann Laage tried to find out what had happened to the human remains which had been removed from the site. He telephoned the clergyman in charge of St Johannes Baptist Church at Kaufering and asked him to check his register of burials, only to be told that all records of Allied casualties were handed over to a provisional German War Graves Commission at the end of the war and that in turn these were handed to an Allied Commission. However, a Grabmeldung (Grave Report) dated 4 June 1946 is available, showing that ‘approximately seven’ Allied airmen were buried in the church. It has been confirmed by the Commonwealth War Graves Commission that this includes seven men from a Handley Page Halifax II of No 77 Squadron, shot down on the night of 6/7 September 1943 during a raid on Munich, but there are no records of the burial of any other airman.

Thus this part of the mystery of Warburton’s last flight cannot be resolved, unless there is information under ‘long closure’ not yet released to the public. Nevertheless, from a commonsense point of view it seems extremely unlikely that those who inspected the crashed Lockheed F-5B would have ignored the cockpit area and done nothing about recovery of some body parts. It is certainly understood by those citizens of Egling who are old enough to remember the incident that these were interred in the communal grave for Allied airmen at the church in Kaufering. These include Herr Johannes Heiss, a young gravedigger, although he had been drafted into the army at the time of the crash.

As mentioned above, the American records do not list Warburton’s targets and they may never be known precisely. However, part of the answer can be provided from a very authorative source, namely Flight Officer Constance Babington Smith of the WAAF. This remarkable young lady had formed the Aircraft Section of the Central Interpretation Unit in April 1941 and remained in charge of it in April 1944, by which time it had been renamed the Allied Interpretation Unit and was based at Medmenham in Buckinghamshire. She liaised with senior RAF and USAAF officers, frequently lectured on the subject of air photography, and was in a position to know the purpose of Warburton’s flight. In her book Evidence in Camera, which describes a number of Warburton’s sorties, she states ‘he was going to photograph some German airfields on the way out, and more targets on the way back’.
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The church of St Johannes Bapt. in the village of Kaufering, a few miles from the field where Adrian Warburton crashed on 12 April 1944. Courtesy of Daniela Chapman, ‘Chapman Fotografie’, Kaufbeuren, Germany
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This ‘Grave Report’ of 4 June 1946 recorded the discovery of unknown British airmen in the graveyard of the church at Kaufering. It also recorded that there were ‘approximately seven’ of them.
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A corner of the graveyard of the church of St Johannes Bapt. where Allied airmen were buried during the war. These were understood to have included ‘the pilot from Egling’ who crashed on 12 April 1944. The site is now occupied by other graves. Courtesy of Daniela Chapman, ‘Chapman Fotografie’, Kaufbeuren, Germany
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Herr Heiss, a farmer of Kaufering, photo-
graphed in 2003. In his youth he dug
graves at the church of St Johannes
Bapt. and understood that ‘the pilot
from Egling’ who crashed on 12 April
1944 was buried there. Courtesy of
Daniela Chapman, ‘Chapman Fotografie’,
Kaufbeuren, Germany



[image: e9781844685073_i0066.jpg]

Two ‘line overlap’ reconnaissance photographs of Lechfeld airfield taken on 13 April 1944, showing damage during an attack by ninety-three Liberators of the US Eighth Air Force, escorted by fighters. The circled numbers 1 to 14 show hits on barracks, workshops, hangars and small buildings, while that marked 15 shows a damaged aircraft. © The National Archives ref: AIR 40/600
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Constance Babington Smith joined the
WAAF in July 1940 and after six months as a
teleprinter operator was commissioned as a
photographic interpreter. She began the
Aircraft Section of the Central Interpretation
Unit alone in April 1941 and was in charge of
the unit throughout its expansion until 1945.
She prepared training and reference material
and lectured regularly to interpreters at the
RAF Staff College and the Empire Flying
School. She was Mentioned in Despatches in
January 1942 and awarded the MBE in 1945.
Author’s collection
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A photograph released in October 1943, showing B-17 Fortresses of the US Eighth Air Force flying through a flak barrage while bombing an enemy airfield. Author’s collection
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B-17 Fortresses of the 447th Bomb Group, US Eighth Air Force, based at Rattlesham in Suffolk. Author’s collection



In the south of Germany there is a vast plain in which Kaufering and Lechfeld airfields were situated. It is clear that these two major airfields were among Warburton’s targets, since they were close together and he was brought down by fire from the latter. Moreover, something significant was happening in this area, and this was known to Allied Intelligence. To explain this, one has to compare the development of jet aircraft in the Luftwaffe with that of the RAF.

The RAF’s first experimental jet aircraft, the Gloster E.28/39, was invented by Frank Whittle and made its maiden flight on 15 May 1941. No 616 Squadron was equipped with the Gloster Meteor 1 from 12 July 1944. Similar research was taking place in Germany, and in some ways was more advanced. The first German jet aircraft was the Heinkel He 178, designed by Hans-Joachim Pabst von Obain and fitted with an HeS-3B turbojet: this first flew on 24 August 1939. However, the Reichsluftfahrtministerium (RLM or German Air Ministry) was not interested in this project and so the machine was not developed. Instead, it was Professor Wilhelm (Willy) Emil Messerschmitt who was asked by the RLM to design an aircraft fitted with a new turbojet engine being developed by Junkers, later known as the Jumo 004B. Three prototypes were ordered in early 1940, and the first all-jet flight took place on 18 July 1942 in Messerschmitt Me 262VE.

The service version of this aircraft, the Me 262A Schwalbe (Swallow) went into production but output was delayed for several reasons. One was the devastation of Messerschmitt’s assembly plant at Regensburg, near Munich, on 17 August 1943 by B-17 Flying Fortresses of the US Eighth Air Force. Then a very heavy attack on Augsburg by RAF Bomber Command on the night of 25/26 February 1944 caused much damage to Messerschmitt’s component factory. Other attacks were made on the factories making the jet engines. Another major reason was Hitler’s insistence that the machine should be converted from a fighter to a light bomber, for use against the Allied forces when they invaded western Europe. This was a role for which it was unsuited.

The existence of the Me 262 had become known to British Intelligence. Ever since she had first suspected the presence of V-2 rockets at Peenemünde in the summer of 1942, Constance Babington Smith had been looking for scorch marks caused by jet aircraft taking off from German airfields. Some fan-shaped marks disclosed the possibility of twin-engined jets. She discussed these findings with Group Captain Frank Whittle in the summer of 1943 and compared them with special photographs of marks made by Gloster Meteor prototypes on RAF airfields. At the end of January 1944 she was able to identify an Me 262 on the airfield of Augsburg and another on the airfield of Lechfeld.

There were other means of gathering such information. In the volumes British Intelligence in the Second World War, by F.H. Hinsley et al., it is recorded that decrypts of Enigma signals on 7 February 1944 disclosed the fact that German Army specialists were being transferred from the Balkans to work on jet-propelled aircraft. Another signal on 22 February 1944 revealed that the Luftwaffe was seeking highly qualified pilots for training on the Me 262 and on the Arado Ar 234 jet bomber, which was also under construction. Further information came from German PoWs. One of these, who had been employed in the Messerschmitt factory at Augsburg, stated in March 1944 that facilities were being dispersed as a result of Allied bombing.
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A Messerschmitt 262A-1a jet fighter of III./EJG 2 (Ergänzungs-Jagdgeschwader or Fighter Replacement Group) on the ramp at Lechfeld airfield in late October 1944. Author’s collection
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Plan ‘Candypeel’ of 3 April 1944, the proposed Allied assault on the German fighter force in the Munich area. It utilized the US Eighth Air Force in England (with some fighter escort from the RAF) and the US Fifteenth Air Force in Italy. © The National Archives ref: AIR 42/111
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An enlargement of part of a photograph showing the start of the runway at Rheine, west of Osnabrück. It shows scorch marks caused by jet engines starting up before take-off, as well as bomb craters. The photograph is undated but Me262s of the staff unit Stab/Kampfgeschwader 51 Edelweiss were based there from 25 February 1944 to 20 March 1945 and its squadrons became operational in July 1944. Author’s collection



Thus more photo-reconnaissance was required by the Allies. The area to which Warburton and Chapman headed was an ideal site for testing the Me 262 and its engines. In early April 1944 an operational convention had been formed there, the Kommando Thierfelder. This had also attracted the attention of the Allies, and the threat of the Luftwaffe regaining air supremacy had galvanized them into action. By 3 April 1944, they had drawn up a plan code-named ‘Candypeel’, in which the US Eighth Air Force in England and the US Fifteenth Air Force in Italy would combine to smash the airfields in southern Germany where the new German jet aircraft were being tested. This was only a preliminary plan, for the US Eighth Air Force made a heavy raid on Lechfeld on 13 April 1944, the day after Warburton was shot down. Thereafter, as recorded in British Intelligence in the Second World War, ‘from April 1944, PR visited Lechfeld every few days’. These photographs revealed more Me 262s, although by May 1944 ‘Germany had produced only thirteen’.
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A map showing the location of the Grossbunkers in the vicinity of Landsberg.
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Work in progress on one of the six Grossbunkers, partially underground, intended for the dispersal of aircraft production in the Kaufering district of southern Germany. Each bunker was 400 metres long and 26 metres high. There were five floors within a bunker, each protected by a ceiling of five metres of concrete and 38 mm of armoured plating. The roof was 18 metres thick and intended to be concealed by trees. Hermann Laage collection



Yet there was even more in this area to challenge Allied supremacy in the skies. Lechfeld Plain was planned to become the location of a group of Grossbunker projects. Fortifications similar to those on the ‘Atlantic Wall’ were built with frantic haste near the airfield, facilitated by large gravel deposits in the locality. Work on these began on 18 June 1944, when the first draft of Jewish slave labourers arrived from Auschwitz-Birkenau and were housed in concentration camps erected around the town of Landsberg am Lec. Large batches of other victims were then sent from Dachau.

Huge installations were built, partly underground and able to resist every conventional weapon of the day. The area north of Munich was prepared as a focal point for German air defence, and as one of the last redoubts of the Third Reich. It is not known in precise detail what each Grossbunker was intended to house, but certainly there were to be underground command posts, aircraft production and assembly plants, hospitals and even hangars. Their main function was to provide facilities for aircraft production–the Me 262, the Dornier Do 335B-2 nightfighter and the Focke-Wulf Ta 152 interceptor. They were given innocuous code-names, such as ‘Weingut’ (vineyard), ‘Walnuss’ (walnut) and ‘Diana’. They were 400 metres long and their dome-shaped concrete roofs were intended to be 18 metres thick.
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Lieutenant-Colonel Edward F.
Seiller of the US 12 Armoured
Division, with his helmet
removed, ordering German
civilians from the town of
Hurlach to bury the corpses of
slave labourers at Lager IV,
Kaufering, on 29 April 1945.
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The trial of Johann Baptist Eichelsdörfer, the last commandant of Kaufering IV sub-camp. He was sentenced to death and hanged on 29 May 1946. © US National Archives and Records Administration # 111-SC 223 878



The conditions under which the slave labourers worked were cruel and sadistic. Forced to endure sixteen-hour shifts, they lived in filthy conditions and were routinely starved and beaten. It is difficult to understand how humanity can sink to this level of brutality. Yet the whole project came to nothing, for the nearby airfields were constantly bombed by the Allies.

After D-Day, the medium bombers of the US Ninth Air Force joined in the attacks, while their escorting fighters strafed aircraft and ground installations throughout southern Germany.

The camps at Kaufering were liberated by the 12th Armoured Division of the US Seventh Army on 27 April 1945. The Americans found them littered with the bodies of slave labourers. Their commander, Lieutenant-Colonel Edward F. Seiller, ordered German civilians in the nearby town of Hurlach to bury the corpses. The exact death toll is not known, but it is estimated that about half the 29,000 slaves employed died of hunger, overwork and beatings. The main perpetrators of this atrocity did not escape justice. Commandants, sub-commandants and other officials were brought to trial. Some were convicted and hanged, while others were given long sentences of hard labour.

Adrian Warburton DSO and bar, DFC and bar, DFC (USA) was commemorated in a moving ceremony exactly sixty years after his death.
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The Guard of Honour from the RAF and the USAAF arriving at Berinsfield in Oxfordshire on 12 April 2004 for the ceremony to commemorate the 60th anniversary of Wing Commander Adrian Warburton’s death. They were headed by two standard-bearers from the RAF Association’s Wantage District and Oxford branches, with a standard-bearer from the Royal British Legion between them. Anne Williams collection



This took place on 12 April 2004 at Berinsfield, formerly the location of RAF Mount Farm in Oxfordshire, and was supported by the Berinsfield Parish Council and the Ridgeway Military and Aviation Research Group. Guards of honour from the USAAF at RAF Croughton and the RAF at Benson were present, along with standard-bearers from the RAF Association and the Royal British Legion. A memorial stone was unveiled by Warburton’s 92-year-old widow, Mrs Eileen ‘Betty’ Westcott. There was also a display of the wreckage of some of his aircraft, brought over from Germany. More than 100 people attended the ceremony.

Warburton flew the phenomenal total of over 350 photo-reconnaissance missions in the Mediterranean theatre of war. Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur Tedder, the Air Commander-in-Chief of the Mediterranean Air Command, described him as ‘the most valuable pilot in the RAF’.




Chapter 4

The Last Months of St-Ex

The disappearance of the famous aviator Antoine de Saint-Exupéry on 31 July 1944 has been one of the most puzzling of air mysteries. However, it is now possible to explain the circumstances with the aid of information from German sources.

St-Ex ended his long exile in the USA on 13 April 1943 when he boarded the liner SS Stirling Castle in New York harbour, en route to North Africa. Aged 42, he had achieved fame as a pilot, writer, mathematician, inventor and philosopher. He had served in the French Air Force in the 1920s and then as a commercial pilot on African and South American routes. Despite serious injuries sustained in crashes, he rejoined the French Air Force on the outbreak of the Second World War and flew on many sorties as a photo-reconnaissance pilot over the Western Front. After the fall of France, he escaped to North Africa and eventually reached the USA. His account of these missions in his book Flight to Arras had been acclaimed in the United States. It had also been read in Vichy France and clandestinely in Occupied France, where his name became a symbol of hope for ultimate liberation. His book The Little Prince, also written while in exile, was read mainly by children and became one of the most popular ever published.

The Stirling Castle was part of a convoy of thirty ships carrying 50,000 American troops to North Africa. By this time, the tide of war had swung decisively against the Axis. The Wehrmacht had sustained a massive defeat at Stalingrad during the previous winter, the German homeland was being bombed remorselessly by the RAF and the USAAF, Anglo-American troops had crushed the German-controlled forces in French North Africa under operation ‘Torch’, while the remaining German and Italian forces were being mopped up in Tunisia.

The next major phase of the war had been decided during a meeting of the leaders of Britain, the USA and China at Casablanca in January 1943. This was to concentrate forces in the Mediterranean and to knock Italy out of the war. A new Allied command structure had been formed in the theatre for this purpose. On 17 February 1943, General Dwight D. Eisenhower had been appointed Supreme Commander for this enterprise, the invasion of Sicily, with General Sir Harold Alexander as his deputy. The Allied naval forces came under Admiral Sir Andrew Cunningham, while Air Marshal Sir Arthur Tedder had been appointed as Air Officer Commanding the new Mediterranean Air Command. Within the latter, the new and powerful Northwest African Air Forces came under the command of Major-General Carl Spaatz of the USAAF.
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The three-power conference at Casablanca in January 1943 resulted in important decisions for the conduct of the war in the Mediterranean. Bottom row, left to right: Generalissimo Chiang Kai-Shek; President Franklin Roosevelt; Prime Minister Winston Churchill; Madame Chiang Kai-Shek. Top row: General Chang Chen; Lieutenant-General Ling Wei; Lieutenant-General B.B. Somervell; Lieutenant-General J.W. Stilwell; General H.A.P. Arnold; Field Marshal Sir John Dill; Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten; Major General Carton de Wiart. Author’s collection
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General Dwight D. Eisenhower, who had been appointed at the Casablanca Conference as the Supreme Commander for Operation ‘Husky’ (the Allied invasion of Sicily), photographed in May 1943. Author’s collection



Meanwhile, Germany had responded to defeats in North Africa by occupying Vichy France. St-Ex was determined to participate in the liberation of his country, which everyone knew was a forthcoming objective. Although far older than the average for Allied reconnaissance pilots, he had some influential friends. One of these was Colonel William J. Donovan, the head of the US Office of Strategic Services (OSS), the forerunner of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), which was created in 1947. Another was General René Chambe, on the staff of General Henri Giraud, who with General Charles de Gaulle jointly headed the French forces in North Africa.
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General Charles de Gaulle (right), the leader of the Fighting French since the fall of France in 1940, arrived by air in North Africa on 30 May 1943. He was photographed shaking hands with Commander-in-Chief of the French Forces in North Africa, General Henri Giraud, who was engaged on re-equipping and re-arming his troops. One outcome was the formation of a new French Committee for National Liberation. Author’s collection
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General Jürgen von Armin, the commander of the Axis force in Tunisia who surrendered to the Fourth Indian Division on 12 May 1943, arriving in England as a prisoner of war four days later. Author’s collection



Shortly before his arrival in North Africa, St-Ex had been reassigned on 1 May 1943 as a capitaine in the French squadron in which he had served in 1939/40, Groupe II/33. This small unit was based at Laghouat in Algeria and commanded by another old friend, Capitaine René Gavoille. It was still equipped with the same machines, single-engined Caudron-Simouns and twin-engined Bloch 174s, although these were about to be replaced.

This French unit formed part of the North African Photographic Reconnaissance Wing (NAPRW), based at La Marsa in Tunisia and commanded by a son of the US President, Colonel Elliot Roosevelt (an American wing commander groups, the reverse of the RAF’s nomenclature). The US contribution to this wing consisted of the 3rd Photographic Group, equipped with the Lockheed F-5As of the 5th and 12th Squadrons and the B-17 Fortresses of the 15th Squadron. The RAF’s contribution to the wing consisted of the Spitfire PR IVs and PR XIs of No 682 Squadron.
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Winston Churchill flew to Libya after the Axis forces in North Africa capitulated on 13 May 1943, to thank the Eighth Army on behalf of the King. He was greeted at Castel Benito airport by General Sir Bernard Montgomery. Author’s collection



In this period, the NAPRW was responsible for all photography west of Longitude 12° East, which included Sardinia, Corsica, the south of France and north-west Italy. East of this line, photo-reconnaissance of Sicily and the Italian mainland was carried out by RAF and SAAF squadrons based in Malta, while Greece was covered by an RAF squadron based in Egypt. The NAPRW also commanded the North African Central Intelligence Unit (NACIU) staffed by ground photographers and photo-interpreters. This unit was responsible for the printing and interpretation of all reconnaissance photographs. St-Ex referred to interpreters as experts whose work was akin to that of micro-biologists. Their information formed a vital part of Allied tactics and strategy, being fed directly to the Supreme Commander.

On arrival in Algiers on 4 May 1943, St-Ex parked his luggage in the home of a friend, Doctor Georges Pélissier, who had treated him for injuries received years before. He arrived at Groupe II/33 on the evening of the following day and received an ecstatic welcome from his comrades at Laghouat airfield, being hailed as a national hero. He took off soon afterwards in a Bloch 174 in order to refamiliarize himself with the controls and handling characteristics, and flew to Bou-Sada airfield, near Algiers. Unfortunately, he wrecked the Bloch on the end of this airfield, apparently since he forgot to lower the undercarriage when approaching to land, although he was unhurt.

The arrival of St-Ex at II/33 coincided with the squadron’s conversion to the Lockheed F-5A, a photo-reconnaissance version of the Lockheed P-38G Lightning. The guns of the single-seater P-38G had been removed from the nacelle nose and replaced with up to five K-17 cameras which the pilot operated electrically, either singly or collectively. The F-5A had a top speed of about 400 mph, about 75 mph more than the Bloch 174, and was able to outstrip many fighters of the Luftwaffe. When carrying drop-tanks, it had a range of about 1,750 miles, and was thus suitable for the strategic tasks ahead in this theatre of war. However, it had far more controls than the Bloch 174 and the training period was more exacting, especially for French pilots who had not been flying for some time and were not familiar with instruction manuals or tuition in English. The squadron moved to its new base at La Marsa near Tunis, the centre for these operations, where the US 5th and 12th Squadrons were already based with their F-5As.

St-Ex was not considered a suitable pilot for flying the F-5A, on account of his age. However, he decided to enhance his position by visiting General Henri Giraud via his friend René Chambe, for the former wielded considerable influence since he had commanded the main sector of the Maginot Line during the attack by the Wehrmacht in 1940 and had escaped from a German PoW camp after his capture. In June 1940, the Comité Français de Libération Nationale (CFLN) had been formed in London by General Charles de Gaulle. This had been transferred to Algiers after Operation ‘Torch’, with Giraud and de Gaulle recognized by Britain and America as its joint heads, although de Gaulle did not arrive in North Africa until 30 May 1943.
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Commandant (Major) Antoine de Saint-Exupéry in his flying gear. John Phillips collection
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A Lockheed P-38 Lightning of the USAAF. The photographic reconnaissance versions of this machine were designated F-4 and F-5. Author’s collection



Meanwhile, the Free French Air Force in North Africa, with its proud emblem of the Cross of Lorraine, came under the authority of Giraud. St-Ex and Giraud do not seem to have been impressed with each other at their meeting, although St-Ex was asked to make a short propaganda tour of the French army messes in North Africa. He carried out these duties for the next few days by flying from place to place in a Caudron-Simoun.
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A Caudron-Simoun of the Free French Air Force’s Group II/33, photographed at Blida in Northern Algeria by the RAF in early 1943. Mark Postlethwaite collection www.ww2images.com



[image: e9781844685073_i0086.jpg]

General Sir Harold Alexander, Deputy Supreme Commander for the invasion of Sicily, pointing to a map of Italy with a group of Allied photo-reconnaissance officers. This was at the headquarters of the North African Reconnaissance Wing at La Marsa, prior to the invasion. General Alexander was responsible for much of the detailed planning. Jack H. Eggleston collection
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Sticks of bombs exploding as Martin B-26 Marauders of the US Twelfth Air Force attack the airfield of Alghero in Sardinia on 25 May 1943. This destruction of enemy aircraft and airfield installations was one of the preludes to the Allied invasion of Sicily on 10 July 1943. Author’s collection
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The Italian island fortress of Pantelleria being battered by Consolidated B-24 Liberators of the US Ninth Air Force in late May 1943, as one of the preliminaries to the Allied invasion of Sicily on 10 July 1943. The aircraft in the photograph are turning away from flak bursts while bombs explode on their targets. Author’s collection



St-Ex arrived at La Marsa on 4 June 1943, and made his first training flight in an F-5A four days later. He was a stocky man and felt cramped in the confined space of the cockpit. There were no major disasters, although he seems to have misunderstood the altimeter reading and flown too high without using his oxygen mask. Training continued in company with other French pilots, with the American instructors becoming impatient with those pupils who had difficulty in grasping their expressions. On a personal basis, St-Ex got on reasonably well with the Americans, partly because he had developed an admiration for their country during his long exile. On 22 June 1943, he was promoted to the rank of Commandant (Major). Exactly a week later, on his 43rd birthday, he was delighted to be cleared by a French medical examination for long-distance and high-altitude missions.
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A group of senior officers examining a photographic mosaic at La Marsa in Tunisia. Left to right: Brigadier T.S. Avery (British Eighth Army); Colonel Elliot Roosevelt (Commander, North African Photographic Reconnaissance Wing); General Sir Harold Alexander (Deputy Supreme Commander in Mediterranean theatre of war); unidentified British major-general; Lieutenant-Colonel Frank Dunn (Commander, 3rd Photographic Group); Major-General Carl Spaatz (Commander-in-Chief Northwest African Air Forces). The heavily fortified island of Pantelleria, shown on the wall, surrendered to the British 3rd Infantry Brigade on 11 June 1943, after a heavy air raid and bombardment from the sea. Jack H. Eggleston collection



Meanwhile, the business of war continued. The small Italian islands of Pantelleria and Lampedusa had already fallen to the Allies, and the invasion of Sicily under the code-name of Operation ‘Husky’ began on 9/10 July 1943. This colossal enterprise involved over 2,000 vessels, with the Western Task Force carrying troops of the US Seventh Army under General George Patton while the Eastern Task Force carried troops of the British Eighth Army under General Sir Bernard Montgomery. Over 250 squadrons of the Allied Air Command supported the landings, greatly outnumbering the serviceable aircraft of the Luftwaffe and the Regia Aeronautica. These landings were preceded during the night by glider-borne British troops and American paratroops, but these did not go well. As a result of darkness and poor navigation, over half the British gliders were released over the sea, while the American paratroops were dropped in widely scattered areas.
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General Dwight D. Eisenhower (Allied Commander-in-Chief in the North African Theatre) at the air film negative library of the Northwest African Photographic Reconnaissance Wing at La Marsa in Tunisia, with Squadron Leader S.R. ‘Wally’ Walton and Colonel Elliot Roosevelt smiling at him. Jack H. Eggleston collection
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This part of the Allied invasion fleet, which consisted of over 2,000 vessels anchored off North Africa, was photographed from a Consolidated Catalina. The entire fleet set off for Sicily in the afternoon of 9 July 1943. Author’s collection
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Drying and numbering films in a photographic tent at Lentini in Sicily in 1943. Jack H. Eggleston collection



However, all the seaborne landings were successful and the troops began to fight their way inland against determined opposition, especially from the Wehrmacht. Airfields were captured and Allied aircraft began to occupy them. They included photo-reconnaissance Spitfire VBs of No 40 (SAAF) Squadron from Malta, engaged on short-range tactical work. For air reconnaissance, this period is notable for the arrival in Sicily of J-type trailers of the RAF. These were mobile darkrooms designed for the rapid processing and printing of air photographs, powered by generators. The trailers carried tents which could be erected quickly for additional working space. These facilities were extremely useful for photo-interpretation and the provision of intelligence for the tactical situations faced by the ground forces. The J-type trailers were soon followed by photographic semi-trailers, which improved the facilities even further.
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On 23 August 1943, General Dwight D. Eisenhower visited the headquarters of General Sir Bernard Montgomery in Sicily, where he invested him with America’s highest military order, that of Commander of the Legion of Honor Merit. After the ceremony, the two men viewed the Italian mainland from Messina. Author’s collection
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Troops and trucks of the British Eighth Army going ashore on the toe of Italy from landing craft on 3 September 1943. The date was exactly four years after Britain entered the Second World War. Author’s collection



While these events were taking place, St-Ex continued his training on F-5As at La Marsa. Having finished the course, with its ground instruction and practical flying, he was considered ready to begin operational sorties. The first took place on 27 July 1943, a long-distance photo-reconnaissance flight from La Marsa to a stretch of the French coastline from the east of Marseilles to the east of Toulon, evidently one of the preliminaries to the eventual invasion by the Allies. This involved flying at an altitude of about 30,000 feet, first skirting round to the west of Sardinia and Corsica, held by the Axis forces, and then flying a series of parallel tracks over the target area. It afforded his first view of his beloved homeland for years, albeit from high altitude from which little could be seen except the bursts of heavy flak which greeted him, but it must have been an emotional experience. The sortie lasted almost six hours and he returned with the required photographs in the magazines of his K-17 cameras.
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On 9 September 1943, assault troops of the US Fifth Army had stormed ashore on the beaches of Salerno, south-east of Naples. Eleven days later, when this photograph was taken, troops of the British Eighth Army had advanced up the western coast of Italy and linked up with them. Landing operations were still continuing while the Germans were retreating from the coastal areas. Author’s collection



His happy frame of mind following this success did not last long. On 1 August 1943, he took off for a second mission but had to return within an hour following engine trouble. On landing back at La Marsa, he failed to apply his hydraulic brakes early enough and ran off the end of the 6,000-foot runway. The undercarriage collapsed and the port wing hit an obstacle. The aircraft slewed round and crashed, wrecking both engines. Although St-Ex was unhurt, the F-5A was a complete write-off. The accident was witnessed by Lieutenant-Colonel Harold Willis, who was on the staff of the Northwest African Air Forces under Major-General Carl Spaatz. He reprimanded St-Ex in forceful terms and recommended to Spaatz that he be grounded.

Groupe II/33 was a small unit, probably less than a flight in RAF terms, and it seems to have been allocated the older and less airworthy F-5As. Possibly the accident could have been attributed to a mechanical fault, but these machines were valued at about 80,000 dollars, a considerable sum in those days, and were not in prolific supply. St-Ex’s record in training had not been good and Lieutenant-Colonel Frank Dunn, who commanded the NAPRW’s 3rd Reconnaissance Group with its F-5As and B-17s, agreed with Willis.
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General René Bouscat, Commander of the French Air Force, reading a citation at Alghero in Sardinia, accompanied by General Ira C. Eaker, Commander-in-Chief of the Mediterranean Air Force. John Phillips collection



Of course, St-Ex was dismayed when he was told of this decision, and pulled all possible strings to effect his reinstatement. When none of these produced the desired result, he organized a lavish dinner in a Tunisian villa on 4 August for members of his squadron and some senior American officers of the 3rd Photographic Group. There were a series of courses and a constant flow of wine. When he felt the time was ripe, he tried to influence Lieutenant-Colonel Frank Dunn by telling him dramatically ‘I want to die for France!’ This failed to produce a sympathetic response and he repeated his statement later in the evening. On this occasion, Dunn (who had the nickname of ‘Dynamite’) responded with typical North American bluntness. He said, ‘I don’t care if you die for France or not, but you’re not going to do it in one of our airplanes!’

At this stage, St-Ex was placed in the French Reserve list of officers, without pay and living on his private means. Sunk in despondency, he took up residence in Algiers with his friend Dr Georges Pélissier. He rejected a proposition that he should return to the USA, and continued to lobby influential friends to effect his reinstatement as an operational pilot in Groupe II/33. One of these was Colonel William J. Donovan, who had arrived in North Africa with the objective of supporting the Maquis, the underground movement engaged on fighting the German occupying forces in France. When this failed to produce any result, he tackled his friend General René Chambe, on the staff of General Giraud. In turn, Giraud lobbied General Dwight D. Eisenhower, apparently to the exasperation of the latter.

Giraud’s authority was on the wane in this period, while the star of de Gaulle was on the rise among the French forces as well as with the British and Americans. St-Ex had never followed de Gaulle and thought him a most unsuitable person to lead the French nation, while in turn de Gaulle did not favour him. No authority was granted for a return to Groupe II/33. In frustration, St-Ex decided to move away from the congested area of Algiers and accepted an offer from another friend, Dr Henri Comte, to stay with him in his villa in a congenial suburb of Casablanca. This proved so comfortable that he remained there for a month, concentrating on writing.

Meanwhile, the war in the Mediterranean continued at an accelerated pace. The Axis forces were cleared out of Sicily by 17 August 1943. Many Italian prisoners were taken by the Allies but the Germans retreated in good order and crossed to the mainland, leaving almost 1,000 wrecked aircraft behind them. By then, the Italians had had enough of the war and so the vanguard of the British Eighth Army encountered little opposition when the men crossed the Straits of Messina on 3 September and began to occupy the toe of Italy. The terms of an armistice with Italy were signed on 8 September, and a day later troops of the US Fifth Army, together with British divisions, landed at Salerno in Campania. By then, the Fifth Army was commanded by Lieutenant-General Mark W. Clark and the men faced a stiff fight from German troops. British forces from the south linked up with them eleven days later.

Thus one of the main objectives of the Casablanca conference had been achieved, the elimination of Italy from the war. In fact, the puppet government of the country changed direction completely and declared war against Germany. It had already deposed and imprisoned the dictator Benito Mussolini, but he was skilfully rescued by German parachutists on 12 September 1943. Allied advances in Italy continued, and on 1 October British troops entered Naples. These were closely followed by two Mobile Field Photographic Sections of the RAF, which had arrived on the mainland via Sicily. One of these travelled up the west coast of Italy and the other on the east coast, giving immediate facilities for developing and printing reconnaissance photographs taken from the air.
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General Mark W. Clark, in command of the US Fifth Army, arriving by Douglas C-47 Dakota at an airfield in Italy. An Auster light aircraft can be seen behind his tall figure. Author’s collection
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Robert Heichele, trainee fighter pilot in the Luftwaffe. Origin of photo unknown



During these Allied advances, the Germans decided that their occupation of the Italian island of Sardinia and the French island of Corsica was no longer tenable. They evacuated both by the end of September, leaving behind wrecked airfields. Although the American 3rd Photo-Reconnaissance Wing, with its French Groupe II/33, remained in the Tunisian airfield of La Marsa for the time being, it was obvious that eventually the Allies would restore the airfields on these two islands and that they would provide bases which would bring the aircraft far closer to targets in the south of France.
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The Fw 190D-9, known to German pilots as the ‘Dora’, was fitted with a Jumo 213-E engine and an MW-30 power-boost. It had a distinctive extended fuselage. The first prototype flew in March 1942 and Allied pilots reported spotting ‘long-nosed’ Fw 190s towards the end of 1943. The first operational unit to be fully equipped with Fw 190D-9s was III./Jagdgeschwader 54 in September 1944. Mark Postlethwaite collection www.ww2images.com



Despite their initial successes, the Allied troops faced a brutal and bloody struggle up the Italian peninsula, against determined opposition. The German forces were strongly reinforced and led by the experienced and resourceful Generalfeldmarschall Albert Kesselring, whose rank was the equivalent to that of Marshal of the RAF or a Five Star General in the USA. He was aged 48 and had served as a soldier in the First World War before becoming Chief of the General Staff of the Luftwaffe in 1936. From December 1941 he had commanded Luftflotte 2 in the Mediterranean, but he had relinquished this command in 1943 to concentrate on commanding the ground forces.

St-Ex had returned to Algeria and was able to keep informed of the Allied progress from newspapers, broadcasts, news items in cinemas, and from personal contacts with some of the military personnel directly involved. He became increasingly morose at his exclusion from operational flying. Nevertheless, he was not solitary, being lionized by Algerian society and invited to many social functions. He also spent much time writing books in the home of Georges Pélissier, but seems to have drunk more heavily than usual.

In November 1943, a reorganization of the American photo-reconnaissance units took place when the 3rd Photographic Group was joined by the 5th Photographic Group. At first, the latter consisted solely of the 23rd Squadron, equipped with Lockheed F-5s, but the French Groupe II/33 was eventually placed under its command. The new 90th Photographic Wing was formed to control these two groups, within the overall command of NAPRW. This development might have given St-Ex an opportunity for reinstatement under a new commander, but he was in no condition for application: on 5 November he had fallen down some steps in Algiers and injured himself quite badly. He believed he had broken his vertebra, despite X-ray evidence to the contrary, and argued the matter with Pélissier. However, a recovery took place, albeit slowly and painfully.

On 8 December 1943, the US 3rd Photographic Group moved from La Marsa in Tunisia to San Severo near Foggia in south-east Italy, while the US 5th Photographic Group moved to Pomigliano near Naples, on the west coast. Thus the latter, including the French II/33, could carry out operations over the south of France from its advanced base. At this time, NAPRW was renamed the Mediterranean Allied Photographic Wing (MAPRW).

During this period, the fighting on the Italian mainland had reached a stalemate, despite overwhelming Allied air superiority. The Germans had skilfully occupied strong positions across the peninsula in a rugged terrain which favoured defence, the so-called ‘Gustav Line’. The British Eighth Army attempted to penetrate this line in the centre while the American Fifth Army battled in the west. Their efforts were hampered by the onset of an unusually severe winter, which restricted both ground and air operations. All this proved a disappointment to the Allies, who had expected to sweep forward and occupy Rome by this time.
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Colonel Karl ‘Pop’ Polifka, a renowned
American photo-reconnaissance pilot
with much experience of flying Lockheed
F-4s and F-5s. On 25 January 1944, he
took over command of the Mediterranean
Allied Photographic Reconnaissance
Wing from Colonel Elliot Roosevelt, who
was posted to England to take over
command of the Reconnaissance Wing of
the US Eighth Air Force. Author’s
collection



Some major changes in the Allied High Command took place on 1 January 1944. The Supreme Commander, General Dwight D. Eisenhower, left for England to assume a new role as the Supreme Commander for the invasion of Normandy; he was replaced in Italy by General Sir H. Maitland Wilson. Eisenhower was joined in England by General Sir Bernard Montgomery, who became the Commander of the British and Canadian 21st Army Group in this great endeavour; he was replaced by General Sir Oliver W.H. Leese, while the armies were grouped under the title of ‘Allied Armies in Italy’.

Of particular significance for St-Ex were two other replacements which followed soon afterwards. Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur W. Tedder relinquished his post as Commander-in-Chief of the Mediterranean Air Command on 17 January to take up a new post in England as Deputy Supreme Commander to Eisenhower; his place in Italy was taken over by General Ira C. Eaker of the USAAF. The Commander of MAPRW, Colonel Elliot Roosevelt, left Italy on 23 January to command the photo-reconnaissance squadrons of the US Eighth Air Force in England. He was replaced by Colonel Karl L. Polifka of the USAAF, a pilot in Lockheed F-5s who had achieved much distinction in the Pacific theatre; he proved a very popular choice among the squadron members.
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Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur Tedder (Commander-in-Chief of the Mediterranean Air Command) with Squadron Leader S.W. ‘Wally’ Walton (Photographic Officer) at San Severo in Italy in early January 1944. Jack H. Eggleston collection



Sufficiently recovered from the injuries sustained in his fall of 5 November, St-Ex was fervently eager to resume operational flying. The changes in the top command seemed to offer an opportunity for another appeal; but he had no means to travel from Algiers to war-torn Italy for any interviews. However, encouragement was provided by Colonel Paul Rockwell, one of the senior members of the USAAF’s French Liaison Section in the Mediterranean. He had developed a friendship with St-Ex and agreed to recommend to General Eaker his reinstatement with Groupe II/33.

The war in Italy continued. General Wilson attempted on 22 January to outflank the German defences by landing two attack forces, American and British, at the ports of Anzio and Nettuno on the west coast. Heavily supported by naval and air power, these were initially successful and seemed to offer a path to Rome, but were stalled by skilful German reaction when the American generals failed to exploit their advantages. A further attempt at a breakthrough was made by intense bombing of German positions up to 15 February, but these solely put paid to any possibility of a German counter-attack. The later bombing of Monte Cassino reduced the monastery to a heap of rubble but failed to achieve an immediate advantage.

St-Ex was offered another opportunity after John Phillips, a young American war correspondent for the influential magazine Life, arrived in Algiers in late February. He agreed to provide magazine articles if Phillips would use his influence to effect his reinstatement in Groupe II/33. Phillips eventually flew to Naples and reported to Colonel John McCrary, who was in charge of the USAAF press in Italy, but obtained no immediate result. In the meantime, St-Ex was assigned to another French squadron, Groupe I/22, which was equipped with Martin B-26 Marauder medium bombers and based at Villacidro in Sardinia, but only as a co-pilot. His pay recommenced on 1 April, but this posting did not suit his aspirations and he protested vehemently.

Phillips managed to bring St-Ex to Naples later in April and introduced him to McCrary, who agreed to use his influence with General Eaker, provided St-Ex would write a chapter for a book he was compiling. The deal was struck, though the men had to await a decision from the Commander-in-Chief. Returning to Algiers at the end of April, St-Ex attended a lunch arranged by Henri Frenay, a hero of the Maquis (by then officially named Forces Françaises de l’Intérieur, or FFI) together with others of the Resistance Movement. Already familiar with some details from his friend William J. Donovan of the OSS, St-Ex was deeply moved by their stories of sacrifices and even offered to be parachuted into France and to fight with them. This was refused, but then the assent to rejoin Groupe II/33 arrived from Eaker, although it is understood that the Commander-in-Chief recommended that he should fly only six sorties.
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St-Ex in his tent on the airfield at
Alghero in Sardinia, writing while
smoking a cigarette. John Phillips
collection



St-Ex arrived back in his unit on 16 May 1944, at a time when it was based at Alghero near the west coast of Sardinia. He landed as a passenger in a B-26 Martin Marauder, accompanied by the war correspondent John Phillips, and was welcomed as a national hero by his countrymen. The squadron had been equipped with new Lockheed F-5Bs, the reconnaissance version of the P-38J Lightning fighter, and was primarily engaged on missions over the south coast of France in advance of the Allied landings. It was still commanded by St-Ex’s friend René Gavoille and attached to the 23rd Squadron of the US 5th Photographic Group. Living conditions were somewhat sparse, the officers being housed in bare cottages and the other ranks in tents, for the facilities had been heavily bombed by the Allies before the occupation of the island.
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Some of the French of Groupe II/33, including St-Ex, in a Jeep on the airfield at Alghero in Sardinia, with one of their Lockheed F-5s in the background. John Phillips collection



At first, St-Ex had to refamiliarize himself with the controls and handling characteristics of the Lockheed F-5, but there were no catastrophes during this period. The F-5B had a greater fuel capacity than its F-5A predecessor, as well as power-boosted ailerons and a flat bulletproof windscreen, but some of the older F-5As had been retained for retraining purposes. John Phillips remained on the station for about a fortnight, taking some unique photographs with his Rollieflex camera. St-Ex’s first long-distance flight took place on the day after Phillips’s departure, 31 May, with a trip to Maison-Blanche in Algeria and returning two days later without mishaps. There was encouraging news on his return, for the Allies had at last broken through the German lines in Italy and occupied Rome.
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St-Ex being helped into his flying suit preparatory to take-off in a Lockheed F-5. John Phillips collection
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St-Ex clipping on his parachute at Alghero in Sardinia, watched by a fellow member of Groupe II/33. John Phillips collection
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St-Ex at the controls of a Lockheed F-5. John Phillips collection
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A Lockheed F-5 of Groupe II/33 taking off from Alghero in Sardinia. John Phillips collection



In contrast, he met bad luck on his first operational flight, which took place on 6 June to the area of Marseilles, since his port engine caught fire on the outward journey and he was forced to turn back. He managed to land safely, despite a large hole burnt in the engine cowling. During the evening, the men on the station learnt that the Allies had landed in Normandy. It was an emotional time for the French, for this seemed to be the beginning of the liberation of their country.

Bad weather in the region grounded all aircraft in the next few days. St-Ex made his next sortie on 14 June, photographing a target near Rodez, north of Albi in south-west France. All went smoothly despite some cloud, and he landed safely with the photographs in the K-17 cameras of his Lockheed F-5B. The distances on these sorties were far shorter than those from La Marsa in Tunisia, but they still required precise flying. The pilot usually had to fly a series of parallel tracks at high altitude over the target, with his cameras taking a series of exposures overlapping each other by about 60 per cent, to provide stereo cover in ‘line overlaps’. The cameras could be fitted with the A5 magazines each containing 190 exposures, or the A5A magazines with 100 exposures. The prints might be constructed to provide an enlarged mosaic for interpreters to identify enemy aircraft or positions such as gun emplacements. Flying at 30,000 feet without pressurized cabins was gruelling enough for young pilots but could be painful for a man of almost 44 years who had suffered numerous injuries.
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On his 44th birthday, 29 June, St-Ex managed to persuade Gavoille that he should replace him on a sortie to Annecy, south of Geneva. This was the area where he had spent his boyhood in his family home, having been born not far away in Lyons. Moreover, he was intensely interested in the flight, for near the target was a major resistance centre for the Maquis in the mountainous plateau of the Vercors. This plateau is shaped like a jagged triangle with a perpendicular length of about forty miles, with peaks rising to about 6,000 feet. After the fall of France, it had formed a refuge in the resistance movement for trained soldiers and for young men who wished to avoid forced labour under the Germans. The rugged area provided many hiding places as well as natural defences.

By June 1944, over 3,000 Maquisards had gathered in the Vercors, helped by specialists in partisan warfare from the American OSS and the British SOE. They were being supplied with light weapons dropped from USAAF B-24 Liberators based in North Africa. The intention was to build an airstrip near the small town of Vassieux, where Allied transport aircraft could land. Under Operation ‘Montagnard’ (Mountaineer), this constituted a threat to the rear of enemy defences in the south of France. The Maquis force was commanded by Major François Huet: one of his officers, Captain Jean Prévost, was a close friend of St-Ex and had published St-Ex’s first literary work. He was also a trained soldier, physically strong, who had spent some time before the war in New York, where he had been recruited by Colonel Bill Donovan for the fledgling OSS.

St-Ex took off for Annecy. All went well until he reached the area of Avignon, when his port engine began spluttering so badly that he was forced to close it down and feather the propeller. The machine could fly on one engine, but this made it an easy target for enemy fighters. He headed north-east for the Vercors, where there were friends on the ground if he was forced to bale out. However, he seems to have become disorientated for he continued too far east, until he neared Turin, by this time at about 8,000 feet. Even more ominous, he saw an enemy fighter in his rear view mirror and resigned himself to being blasted out of the sky. Yet nothing happened and he turned south-east, passing over Genoa without incident. He was then informed by ground control that he should switch on his IFF (Identification Friend or Foe) radar and head for Bastia in the north of Corsica. He landed there safely, where the photographs in his cameras confirmed the astonishing story of his flight.

Following this strange episode, St-Ex took a short leave in North Africa, when in La Marsa on 8 July, he had discussions with a number of French pilots who had formed a ‘Groupe Patrie’ intent on acquiring transport aircraft capable of carrying heavy weapons to their embattled comrades in the Vercors. However, the plan came to nothing, for the aircraft could not be found and in any event the airstrip at Vassieux had not been built.

Back in Alghero, St-Ex’s next operational flight took place on 11 July. This was an attempt to photograph objectives near Lyons, but cloud covered the area and he was forced to return without results. On 14 July, France’s Bastille Day, St-Ex experienced a major problem on a flight to targets near Annecy. His oxygen supply failed and brought on a fainting spell, but he managed to return safely to Alghero. This was a day when a major attempt was made to bring support to the Maquis, for the US Eighth Air Force in England despatched 359 B-17 Fortresses without long-distance fighter escort to drop supplies to groups in southern France. Of these, seventy-two Fortresses headed for the Vercors and dropped about 740 containers, with the parachutes emblazoned in the blue, red and white of the French national colours. The containers were welcomed by the Maquisards, but they did not include any of the heavy weapons so urgently required. Moreover, the men were hampered while collecting them, being strafed by Italian fighter aircraft serving in the Luftwaffe, Fiat G-50s and Reggiane Re 2001s.

This air drop prompted the Wehrmacht to take a more active role against the Maquis in the Vercors. On 15 July, their forces attempted to gain a foothold on the plateau by attacking the small town of St-Nizier in the north. This was defended by Maquis units led by Jean Prévost, who at first drove off the attackers with bazooka fire but had to retreat when the Germans returned with increased numbers.

In Alghero, the US 23rd Squadron and the French Groupe II/33 were preparing to move north to Borgo airfield in Corsica: this was accomplished on 17 July. On the following day, St-Ex flew on another sortie over the south of France. His targets are not recorded but it is known that he returned with his mission accomplished. On 20 July, he flew to Algiers for another discussion with Colonel Bill Donovan and, according to the latter, expressed a wish to serve full-time for the OSS; it seems probable that they discussed the situation in the Vercors.

He did not return to Borgo until 26 July, and in the meantime the Germans intensified their operations in that region. Their assault began on 21 July with their 157th Gebirgsdivision (Mountain Division) attacking from Grenoble in the north as well as scaling steep mountain passes in the east. Backing these were some units of the 9th Panzer Division, a Sicherheitsregiment (Security Regiment) of Military Police, and a number of Osttruppen (troops from Eastern Europe and Asia). Overhead flew about thirty Fiat G-50s or Reggiane 2001s in the fighter/bomber role. In addition, twenty Dornier Do 17s towed DFS assault gliders of Luftlandgeschwader 1 (Airborne Landing Group) from Lyons-Bron, heading for the incomplete airstrip at Vassieux.

Despite the loss of two gliders from ground fire, about 150 Fallschirmjäger (Combat Group) Schäfer stormed the large village and its surrounding hamlets, giving the Germans a stronghold in the centre of the Vercors. Elsewhere, most of the defences were smashed by the attackers, but the partisans in the northern region of Valchevrière, commanded by Jean Prévost, held out and even counter-attacked. Battles continued. In the morning of 23 July the fighter-bombers attacked defences on the plateau while a second wave of twenty DFS 230 and Gotha Go 244 gliders brought in Ostlegionen (Eastern Troops) as well as 20 mm flak guns. No help arrived for the defenders and their cause was lost. François Huet gave orders to disperse and sent a signal to Algiers calling the authorities ‘cowards and criminals’. The survivors were hunted by the Germans and on 31 July Jean Prévost and his small band were killed, probably in an ambush.

Meanwhile, the two F-5 photo-reconnaissance squadrons at Borgo continued their work. On 30 July, Captain Gavoille took off for a target in the Alps but was forced to turn back when it was covered with cloud. When returning over the sea he met another F-5, flown by Lieutenant Eugene Meredith of the US 23rd Squadron, which was returning from a sortie north of Marseilles. The two aircraft parted company but shortly afterwards Gavoille heard Meredith call over the R/T ‘I’m being fired on! I’m going in!’ Nothing more was heard: it was assumed he had been shot down by an enemy fighter.

On 31 July, St-Ex took off at about 0845 hours in Lockheed F-5B serial 43-68223 for targets in the Annecy-Grenoble area. The exact locations are not recorded but they were undoubtedly slightly to the north of the Vercors area. Like Meredith, he never returned. No R/T message from him was heard at Borgo airfield and he was listed as ‘missing’ about two hours after his fuel would have been exhausted, to the sorrow of his comrades in Groupe II/33.

Various speculations about his disappearance followed, but nothing convincing arrived until March 1948 when St-Ex’s main publisher, Gaston Gallimard, received a letter from a German pastor, Hermann Korth, who had read about the matter in a magazine. This correspondent had served as a Luftwaffe intelligence officer in Italy, covering an area that included the south of France at the time St-Ex was lost. He had checked his records and found that the only enemy aircraft shot down on 31 July 1944 was over the sea when approaching Corsica, and that the time and place corresponded with the position where St-Ex would have been on his return flight. The German aircraft involved was a Focke-Wulf based at Avignon.

This account was dismissed by researchers who believed that Hermann Korth was confusing his record with the loss of Meredith on the previous day, although Korth firmly denied this. Moreover, as this author can verify from personal experience, if a German fighter scored a success against an enemy aircraft on a certain day, the unit commander would often seek to repeat the victory on the next day.
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Maggie Nelson 2008 via Aeroplane magazine www.aeroplanemonthly.com



The facts are that two German fighter units were based at Avignon at the time, often operating from the nearby airfield of Orange. These were Nahauflärungsgruppe (Reconnaissance Group) 12 equipped with Fw 190s, and Jagdgruppe (Fighter Group) 200 equipped with Fw 190s and Messerschmitt Bf 109s.

In 1972 the German magazine Der Landser published in its 725th edition a letter written on 1 August 1944 by a German pilot, Robert Heichele, to his friend Leutnant Wilhelm Manz, a pilot serving in 4/Jagdgeschwader 3 (a Squadron in a Fighter Wing) and who had been shot down twice on Germany’s western front. Heichele had the rank of Oberfänrich, a cadet at an advanced stage of training before being commissioned as a Leutnant, and was serving with Nahauflärungsgruppe based at Avignon. Such cadets could also be engaged on operational flights.

This letter describes an operation on 31 July, when Heichele knew nothing about St-Ex. He took off from Orange at 1102 hours, in company with another Fw 190 flown by Feldwebel (Sergeant) Högel, with orders to fly between Marseilles and Menton on the border of Italy, hunting for enemy aircraft. They completed this leg of their mission and were over Castellane on their return flight when they saw a P-38 Lightning, which was probably a reconnaissance aircraft, flying about 1,000 metres above them. To their surprise, this aircraft dived at great speed towards them and then flew past.

It then states he was flying ‘a marvellous bird’, an Fw 190D-9 fitted with a Jumbo 213 engine with cooled fuel, which was capable of increasing speed for a short period by injecting a mixture of water and methanol. Thanks to this supplementary power, he was able to get between 150 to 200 metres behind the P-38. He fired but missed. After several passes, he fired again but missed once more. Then the P-38 changed direction and dived even further. He followed and got to about 50 metres behind it, firing yet again. The P-38 dived lower, leaving a trail of white smoke. It crossed the coast at low altitude and then flames streamed from the starboard engine. When about ten kilometres south of St Raphael, the starboard wing hit the sea. The P-38 spun several times and plunged below the water. The time was 1205 hours.

The events described in this letter fit the return flight that St-Ex would have made, both in terms of time and place. After finishing his mapping mission in the Annecy–Grenoble area, St-Ex probably made a minor diversion over the Vercors, where he knew in general terms that his comrades were fighting a desperate battle against overwhelming German forces. He was entitled to take photographs with the unused lengths of film in the magazines of his K-17 cameras, for these would otherwise have gone to waste in the development process. Then he would have been extremely anxious to return to base and his route would have taken him close to Castellane, on an unexpected interception course with the Fw 190s. Having spotted these, a dive at maximum speed was a logical manoeuvre–he hoped to shoot past them and escape at low level before they could turn and catch him.

Thus evidence seems to vindicate Hauptmann (Captain) Hermann Korth and Oberfänrich Robert Heichele, but their statements cannot be checked. Heichele was killed in Avignon on 21 August 1944, during a ground attack by the Maquis. The letter allegedly written by him can no longer be found. Towards the end of the war, Oberkommando der Luftwaffe (Luftwaffe High Command) ordered all units to destroy their war diaries. Most complied: there are no operational records of the destruction of the Lockheeds flown by either Eugene Meredith or Antoine de Saint-Exupéry.

Some German historians believe that the Heichele letter is a hoax, since records of the aircraft at Avignon do exist and do not mention Fw 190D-9s. They also dispute the assertions of Allied pilots who reported seeing ‘long-nosed’ Fw 190s from late 1943 onwards, and state that these fighters were never employed in operational units until September 1944. They do not believe that a single early-production Fw 190D-9 could have been on detachment at either Avignon or Orange for conversion and training purposes.

Whatever the truth of these matters, it can be said with certainty that Antoine de Saint-Exupéry died in the way that he always wished, in the liberation of his country.




Chapter 5

Lancaster Overdue

A photograph published in the July/August 1999 issue of the German aviation magazine Jet & Prop showed an RAF prisoner together with his captors. His name was Flying Officer George and the location was Bargstedt, near Stade in north-west Germany. The reader who sent it, Dietrich Alsdorp, wanted to know what had happened to the prisoner. The editor of Jet & Prop was interested enough to research the circumstances, with some help from this author.
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One of the photographs which prompted the enquiry into the fate of the other crew members of Lancaster ‘A’ of No 83 Squadron. It shows the navigator, Flying Officer Phil George, holding his parachute while under guard at Bargstedt, near Stade. Dietrich Alsdorf collection



On 25 September 1944, Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur Harris received a directive requiring Bomber Command to concentrate on destroying Germany’s synthetic oil plants and its transport system. Although Harris opposed this policy, contending that the area bombing of German cities was the best method of bringing the war to an end, he grudgingly diverted some of his Command’s efforts to these objectives.

The photograph in Jet & Prop was a result of this oil campaign. Bomber Command devoted the night of 11/12 November 1944 to attacks on the Rhenania-Ossag refinery at Harburg, across the Elbe from Hamburg, and the Hoesch Benzin refinery in the Wambel district of Dortmund in the Ruhr. No 5 Group was ordered to attack Harburg with 237 Lancasters and eight Mosquitos, and among these was the marker force of No 83 (Pathfinder) Squadron at Coningsby in Lincolnshire. Nos 1 and 8 Groups despatched 209 Lancasters and nineteen Mosquitos to Dortmund. The other groups were ordered to stand by for possible daylight operations in support of the Allied ground forces, which were attempting to break into western Germany.

This was the first occasion that Bomber Command had visited Harburg, although the US Eighth Air Force had already made six daylight attacks on the oil targets in the summer and autumn of 1944. Lancaster III letters OLA serial PB188 was one of twelve from No 83 Squadron that took off on this attack, at 1638 hours. The crew was one of the most experienced in the squadron. The pilot was an Australian, Flight Lieutenant David (Curly) Jennings DFC. His navigator was British, Flying Officer Phil George. The wireless operator was another Australian, Flying Officer Peter (Bill) Hughes. A third Australian was the mid-upper gunner, Pilot Officer Brian Hayes DFM. The rear gunner was British, Pilot Officer Albert Mathews DFC, as were both the flight engineer, Flight Sergeant Stanley Burleigh, and the bomb aimer/radar operator, Warrant Officer H.W. (Bert) Turton. In fact the bomb sight was not intended to be used, for the load was to be dropped by ‘blind marking’, using the G-H radar system fitted in such specialized aircraft.

Six of the seven men in the crew survived to become prisoners. Three were located by the Jet & Prop enquiry while another had subsequently died but left a vivid account. Thus the events of the flight could be reconstructed from their recollections. The crew had been briefed to back up the target indicators dropped by the Master Bomber in one of the Mosquitos, with the unenviable job of orbiting the target area from 1900 hours until the main bomber stream arrived fifteen minutes later. They were also given the additional duty of ‘Command Wind Broadcaster’, which meant that the navigator Phil George had to calculate the wind velocity en route to the target and pass the information to the wireless operator Bill Hughes, who would transmit it to Bomber Command Headquarters for relaying to all aircraft in the operation.
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A Mosquito of RAF Bomber Command preparatory to a night operation over Germany, and port wing of a Lancaster in January 1945. Author’s collection



The Lancaster was loaded with two green flares, a red target indicator, a medium capacity bomb of 1,000 lb with a twelve-hour delay and seven more such bombs with ominous six-day delays.

The route to the target took the Lancaster over the North Sea to the coast of Germany and then up the River Elbe to the target. The usual routine was followed in the early part of the flight. The navigation lights and Identification Friend or Foe (IFF) were switched off, the guns tested with short bursts into the sea, and all instruments were checked. The oxygen system was checked at 10,000 feet and all crew members were connected with it. Phil George made his calculations and discovered that the forecast wind was incorrect, so that an increase in speed was required. This information was radioed to Bomber Command, and all other aircraft were informed.
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A Lancaster II being loaded with 500 lb high-explosive bombs. Author’s collection
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The new 12,000 lb bomb carried by Lancasters, alongside 500 lb and 1,000 lb bombs, photographed in March 1944. Author’s collection



The flying time to Harburg after crossing the coast was about twelve minutes. By this time the Lancaster was at 23,000 feet. The flight engineer, Stanley Burleigh, had moved into the front turret. It became evident that the defenders had located the approaching bomber stream on their radar, for searchlights were weaving around their blue master lights. David Jennings put the Lancaster into a constant weave, seeing bursts of flak to starboard. Yellow flares ahead on the port bow indicated a probable assembly point for night-fighters. Bert Turton reported six aircraft on his radar screen, but since these were on the same heading they were assumed to be RAF. The flak became more intense as they neared the target. From the rear turret, Albert Mathews reported aircraft going down in flames a couple of miles behind, followed by huge flashes as their bombs exploded.
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Snow being cleared from the runway of an
RAF airfield and swept from the port wing
of a Lancaster in January 1945. Author’s
collection



Bill Hughes searched the frequencies on his wireless set for enemy voices directing night-fighters. To his surprise he heard a woman giving these and drowned out her voice with blasts of engine noises every ten seconds. But this action did not stop the enemy activity, for the gunners soon reported night-fighters in the vicinity. David Jennings was alert for directions and was not surprised when Albert Mathews warned that an enemy aircraft was tracking them, after Bert Turton had picked it up on his radar screen. He was told to be ready to ‘corkscrew port’. When receiving the word ‘go’, he banked the Lancaster 90 degrees and descended by 2,000 feet, then levelled out and skidded into a climbing turn. The gunners reported cannon fire streaking above the aircraft. By then they were eight minutes away from the target and this manoeuvre was repeated twice more before they reached it, after successfully shaking off their pursuers.

David Jennings regained altitude to 23,000 feet and encountered a myriad of searchlights. Then came a sudden and tremendous crash as a salvo of heavy flak exploded around them. The Lancaster filled with smoke, the starboard engines and wing caught fire and spurts of flame appeared on the port wing. He ordered the fire extinguishers to be used but these proved ineffective. Then he put the machine into a dive in the hope of putting out the fires, but these remained just as fierce when he pulled out. He ordered Bill Hughes to report the situation to base but was told that both the wireless set and the radar were shattered.
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Lancaster 0T-L of No 83 Squadron, heading towards a target somewhere in Germany. Jeremy C. Scutts collection



From behind the curtain that sheltered his navigator’s position, Phil George saw that a large section of the roof overhead had disappeared. He climbed over the main spar to see that flames were spreading along the fuselage, causing ammunition in boxes and oxygen bottles in the racks to explode in all directions. It was clear that the bomb load could explode at any moment and Jennings gave the order to bale out.

All seven men left the blazing Lancaster as best they could. The front and rear gunners turned their turrets and fell out backwards through the openings. Brian Hayes was wedged in his mid-upper turret, wearing heavy flying gear, but struggled out to find that his parachute pack underneath him was scorched. Nevertheless he clipped it on and looked towards the entry door at the rear of the starboard side: this appeared to be jammed, and the area around it was burning. He clambered forward over the burning bomb bay and managed to leave through the front escape hatch. Bert Turton and Phil George also left by this hatch, the latter, at 6 feet 2 inches, barely able to squeeze through with a forward roll. Bill Hughes, who described the inferno in the fuselage as ‘like a gas ring’, saw Phil disappear. He dashed to the rear door, with the flames searing his face and hands, and managed to wrench it open in time to dive out. The captain left his pilot’s seat and saw that everyone seemed to have left. He also made his way to the front hatch and baled out, from a height he estimated at 20,000 feet.

David Jennings passed out, possibly from lack of oxygen, but came to when descending through three layers of clouds. He kept brushing off snowflakes to prevent his clothes from becoming wet. Then he crashed through trees and was left suspended above the ground. After a while in this awkward situation he heard voices and a light was shone in his direction. A voice said ‘Kamerad’ and a rifle with a bayonet was pointed at him. He pushed the release button on his harness and fell about ten feet to the ground. The jolt jerked false teeth from his mouth and he used his lighter to search for them. He had fallen on a farm at the edge of a pine forest and was taken to a guard house about a mile away, where he was searched and his personal equipment removed.
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The Gasthof Zur Linde, photographed fifty-three years after Flying Officer Phil George’s capture. He was taken to this inn and given glasses of beer by foreign workers, but left them untouched since he did not drink alcohol in those days. Dietrich Alsdorf collection



Phil George also remembers descending through layers of cloud. Since the heating in the Lancaster had its outlet near the navigator’s chart table, he was wearing only his battledress, without extra flying clothes, and thus became extremely cold. He instinctively clung to the parachute shrouds and his hands froze to them. His memory of landing and its immediate aftermath is hazy but he now knows that he fell near the village of Bargstedt, where he was captured. It seems that he was taken the following morning to a local Gasthof (inn), under guard by the Volkssturm (home guard). He remembers the local ladies eyeing his parachute material with interest and foreign workers arriving, some of whom gave him a surreptitious V sign and even bought beer for him. Thus his treatment was not too bad and he was soon reunited with other crew members.

Bill Hughes also passed out when he baled out of the rear door on the starboard side. He was still in free fall when he came to, at a height he estimated at 4,000 feet, and pulled the ripcord. The parachute opened and he could see lights all around but the ground below was jet black. Then he plunged into water, for he had fallen into a canal of about twenty feet wide. He unclipped his parachute harness and swam to the bank, to find many houses. The target area was visible from searchlights and flak, so he headed in the opposite direction, running down a couple of streets and then past paddocks. A stick of bombs fell about 75 yards away, sending him flying. The main bomber force had arrived and the sky was a mass of flashes and thunderous explosions. He kept on, half running, blundering into trees and even falling into an icy cold creek. It began snowing heavily as he entered a forest, but the moon began to shine through the clouds. He headed east by the stars. His face was agonizingly hot and he sat down and rubbed snow into it, without effect. Some condensed milk from a tube in his escape kit gave it some relief.

When dawn came he could see his hands, horribly burnt with even a bare knuckle bone showing. He had no hair on his head and his clothes were partly burnt away. He eventually walked or crawled to over fifteen miles from where he had landed. His face had swollen up like a balloon, his bottom lip was terribly gashed and he could not see out of one eye. He fell asleep but was woken up in bright sunlight, with dogs barking and soldiers yelling while pointing their guns at him. He stood up and surrendered. ‘Alles kaput’, they kept saying, and marched him to a barn where they relieved him of all his possessions. Then he was told to march on, under guard. A German got off his bike and began to hit him, knocking him to the ground, but one of the guards hit this assailant on the head with his rifle. They arrived at another small village, where he was locked up in a room.
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The mid-upper turret in a Lancaster. Pilot Officer Brian Hayes DFM, jammed with his bulky flying suit, had difficulty extricating himself from his turret when Lancaster A of No 83 Squadron was hit and set on fire. Jeremy C. Scutts collection



Brian Hayes waited until he was in an upright position before pulling the ripcord of his burnt parachute, offering up a very quick prayer as he did so. To his intense relief, the canopy opened and the harness took his weight. He hit the ground with a great jolt, causing pains to shoot up his back. Looking around in a darkness illuminated by the distant target area, he could see that he had landed in open heathland with little cover. He managed to hide his parachute in the bank of a small stream and, with the aid of his pocket compass, began to take some tentative steps south-west towards the distant Dutch border.

He made slow progress on the first day, with pain in his legs and back, passing small streams, farms and livestock. The next two days were much the same, and he ate sparingly from his escape pack. After the third night, he awoke to see sheep around him and a German shepherd. The German disappeared in one direction and Hayes sped in the other, then tried to hide. But a truck with armed youths and a Gefreiter (lance-corporal) in charge pulled up and he was quickly captured.

The Germans took him to a local cell, from where he was taken to a room for interrogation by a Hauptmann (captain) of the Wehrmacht, a local village leader and a Gestapo officer who accused him of spying and threatened incarceration in a concentration camp. But the captain confirmed that he was a genuine RAAF officer. From here, he was made to walk about eight miles to a railway station, under the guard of armed cyclists who protected him from infuriated civilians, and was placed on a train with his escorts to Dulag Luft, the interrogation centre at Oberursel near Frankfurt-am-Main.

On the second day of his capture, David Jennings was led out under armed guard and put in a truck with two airmen from another crew. The truck set off and other RAF personnel were picked up. Then someone with a badly burnt face was ushered in. ‘Who are you?’ said Jennings. ‘I’m Billy,’ said Bill Hughes, who was almost completely unrecognizable. Phil George was the next to be picked up, and the truck arrived at a large airfield. David Jennings and Bill Hughes were locked in the same cell and a request for a doctor was met solely with a roll of toilet paper, which David used to bind up Bill’s wounds as best he could. The party was then transported to a train and off it went. During a stop at Kassel, the guards had to protect the prisoners from an angry mob. Eventually the train took them to the interrogation centre of Dulag Luft, where Bill Hughes was at last admitted to hospital.

The most detailed account of experiences as a PoW was provided by Brian Hayes. He arrived at Dulag Luft with his escorts, unpleasantly dirty as well as exhausted and hungry, but was immediately placed in solitary confinement. He dropped off to sleep on a low wooden bed with a paper mattress but was soon roused in his cell and led off for interrogation. He received the usual method employed by the Germans, the presentation of a bogus ‘Red Cross’ form requiring details of his squadron, base, name of commanding officer and other crew members, and so on. All Bomber Command aircrew had been advised about this German ruse, and Hayes merely filled in his name, number and rank, leaving the other sections blank. This was met with a mixture of threats and friendly cajoling, a return to his cell and then further bouts of interrogation.

The cell was alternately overheated and then switched to freezing cold, until after several days he was led to the chief interrogator, in the middle of the night. This officer produced a looseleaf book headed ‘No 83 Squadron’ and was able to describe precise details of the circumstances at Coningsby. Hayes was then asked about the methods of radio control, radar and combating German warning systems, as well as details of engines, guns and turrets. Although shaken by the extent of German knowledge, Hayes stated that he knew nothing about such matters. Eventually he was taken to the shower block, and later told that all the remainder of his crew were imprisoned except his friend Mathews. The knowledge that Albert had probably been killed was a great sadness to Hayes.

The main subject of further interrogation concerned what was called ‘Village Inn’, a new radar device in some rear turrets which contained an infrared sensor for detecting night-fighters which had ‘locked on’ to a bomber. Of course, he denied all knowledge of this equipment and was eventually told that he would be sent to a PoW camp. He also received a warning that, if it subsequently turned out that he knew about this instrument, he would be returned to Dulag Luft and placed in solitary confinement.

Brian Hayes was then taken by train to the PoW camp, which turned out to be Stalag Luft III in Lower Silesia, now Zagan in Poland. This was the camp from which seventy-six Allied officers had escaped in the previous March, of whom fifty were murdered on Hitler’s orders after recapture. To his delight, his pilot David Jennings and navigator Phil George turned up among a batch of prisoners some time later.

In his own account, David Jennings remembers that in Dulag Luft he was interrogated in a large room with a huge map of Europe on the wall. There were five German officers and two guards, and he was made to sit on a chair facing a table on which there were Luger pistols, microphones and a radio. He remained in this centre for a fortnight and was interrogated on about eight occasions. On the last day, he was allowed to visit his wireless operator Bill Hughes in hospital, before he was taken by train to Stalag Luft III.

Phil George’s recollections mirror those of his pilot, except that he believes he was at Dulag Luft for about ten days and was interrogated on three or four occasions. His interrogator was a captain who stated that he had been shot down over the UK in a Heinkel III and then transported as a PoW to Canada. On the grounds of poor health, he had been repatriated to Germany, where he had been given non-combat duties. His questions mostly related to Pathfinder Force techniques, but Phil George was a recent recruit to No 83 Squadron and was able to say with some justification that he knew nothing about these matters. George and Jennings were on the train together when somewhere south of Bremen one of the guards pointed excitedly to a vertical vapour trail, which evidently was that of a V-2 rocket.
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The target for No 5 Group on the night of
11/12 November 1944 was the Rhenania-
Ossag oil refinery at Harburg in Germany.
Lancaster A of No 83 Squadron was shot
down before reaching this objective.
Author’s collection



Brian Hayes found Stalag Luft III to be a well-organized camp. Red Cross facilities were available, such as provision for studying on a wide variety of subjects. Parades for counting purposes took place twice a day and the men were locked in their huts before dark. There were about twelve rooms to a hut and his was about 12 feet by 10 feet, containing eight double-tiered beds with paper mattresses. Static and roving searchlights illuminated the whole area at night. Sentries with dogs patrolled every night, their duties even including crawling under the huts. Medical facilities in the compound were almost non-existent, although an Army medical officer from New Zealand did his best with aspirin and laxatives. More serious cases had to be moved to a small hospital named the Lazaret within the camp. Very serious or urgent cases had to be taken to the nearest city, Breslau.

The three prisoners from No 83 Squadron remained in this camp for several weeks, in the depths of winter. However, during January 1945 the Russians began another campaign and made rapid progress through western Poland until they reached the River Oder. By 29 January, the Allied prisoners were told to prepare themselves for a march further west, there being no transport available. The men in Brian Hayes’s hut hastily fashioned a sledge, using bed boards as runners, and placed their packs on them. All the PoWs set off on the last day of the month, those in his hut taking turns with two pulling the sledge with harnesses, two pushing at the rear, two more on either side and two taking a rest by just marching.

The weather was freezing, well below zero, and there was heavy snow. There were constant delays and progress on the first day was slow. Nevertheless, they covered about twenty kilometres and reached the village of Kunau in the early evening. Brian Hayes remembers a touching incident while they were standing and waiting for accommodation to be found. He was leaning against the wall of a house when the door opened and an aged hand thrust a tin mug containing a hot drink at him. He will never forget this unexpected and compassionate gesture.

They were billetted in a church that night and were able to thaw out to some extent. The march resumed on the following day, passing through Wesau to Gross Selten, where they were acommodated in barns overnight. Hayes lay down on some straw but made the mistake of not removing his boots, which froze hard. These would have made marching extremely painful, but fortunately there was a day of rest. It began to thaw in the afternoon, turning the snow into ankle-deep mud. The sledge became useless and the men had to remove the essential items such as Red Cross rations and carry them in their improvised backpacks made out of scraps of blankets. They struggled on through Shon Heide to Muskau on the River Helase. Here they were housed in a glassworks where the furnaces were lit, providing a wonderful warmth.

On the next day they marched to the large town of Spremberg, which was also a rail centre. Here they were entrained in large French wagons of the ‘Huit Chevaux Quarante Hommes’ variety. There were sixty or seventy men in each wagon, so crowded that they had to take turns to sit down. There were no toilet facilities, so some ingenious prisoners cut holes in the wooden floors.

They remained in the wagons overnight but were allowed out for a brief spell the next morning. At last the train began to move and the prisoners were told that they were destined for Stalag III near Luckenwalde, to the south of Berlin. There were many delays and stops and they did not arrive until the evening of the following day. They were counted several times, searched and deloused, and entered their new huts early the next day.

David Jennings recollects that life in this camp was boring until the German guards were ordered by their high command to ‘eliminate’ all PoWs. The men were assembled on the parade ground, where machine guns were trained on them, but fortunately the English commander of the prisoners managed to persuade the German Camp Commandant not to carry out this order.

During this period the Russians continued their remorseless advances and by early April the Red Army had overrun the immediate area of Stalag III. This did not seem like a liberation to the Allied prisoners, for the Russians merely put their own guards on the camp and the situation became somewhat frightening, with the prisoners wondering if they were about to be shipped off to Siberia. Phil George and a Kittyhawk pilot who had been shot down over the Western Desert managed to ‘escape’ from this new situation and made their way to the east bank of the Elbe, where they crossed to the west via the ‘Harry Truman’ pontoon bridge which the US Ninth Army had constructed after a patrol of their First Army had made the memorable contact with the Russians at Torgau on 25 April.

Back in Stalag III, the Russians opened the camp to ‘displaced persons’, so that crowding became severe and food extremely scarce. After the German surrender, which became effective on 4 May, negotiations for the release of the PoWs were held up. On three occasions the men were loaded into trucks and then ordered out again. With thoughts of Siberia still in their minds, the PoWs were extremely relieved when on the fourth occasion they were driven to Gutterborg and crossed the floating bridge into American hands. From there they were taken to Leipzig and then flown to Brussels in DC-3 Dakotas. The next leg was by Lancaster transports back to England.

Bill Hughes died some years ago and did not leave any further record of his experience as a PoW except to say that he was moved from camp to camp and that his treatment was cruel. No information is available concerning the other two members of the crew, Stanley Burleigh and Bert Turton, except that they also became prisoners and survived the war. Burleigh’s long overdue DFM was not gazetted until 1946.

As regards Albert Mathews, David Jennings was told at Dulag Luft that he had been killed in a gunfight. No details are available but it was known that he carried a revolver, which he may have used to protect himself from an angry mob. The raid on Harburg caused considerable destruction, with 119 killed and 5,205 people bombed out. He had been commissioned from warrant officer and awarded a DFC only a few days before. His body was never found: he is registered as having ‘no known grave’.




Chapter 6

Act of Reconciliation

At 0310 hours on Thursday 15 March 1945, a Boeing Fortress III of RAF Bomber Command on return from an operation over Germany made a forced landing at Bassingbourn in Cambridgeshire, an airfield which was in use by the 91st Bomb Group of the US Eighth Air Force. Of course, forced landings by RAF aircraft were common in the Second World War, but this episode was exceptional since the pilot was alone at the controls, the other nine crew members being no longer on board. They were all ‘reported missing’. The fates of some of them were soon made known by the Germans, but fuller circumstances did not become available to the British public until September 1992.
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The Boeing Fortress III was employed by the RAF solely for radio countermeasures, being fitted with special equipment and aerials for that purpose. Only two squadrons were equipped with these machines, No 214 from February 1944 and No 223 from April 1945. Mark Postlethwaite collection www.ww2images.com



The Boeing B-17 Flying Fortress in Britain was one of the two major bombers employed by the USAAF on daylight raids over enemy territory, the other being the Consolidated B-24 Liberator. RAF Bomber Command employed only a few of the early B-17Ds in its night bomber role, those that survived being transferred to RAF Coastal Command for VLR (very long range) maritime work in mid-Atlantic. However, the later B-17G version was designated Fortress III by RAF Bomber Command and carried out a very useful role from February 1944 on radio countermeasures, being fitted with electronic equipment to jam enemy radar.

In a bombing role, these Fortress IIIs were capable of carrying up to 6,000 lb in their bomb-bays. In both the bomber and countermeasures roles, they were heavily armed with defensive fire against enemy fighters. There were twin 0.50 inch machine guns in the nose turret, chin turret, dorsal turret and tail turret, plus two more guns in waist positions and one in the radio compartment.

The Fortress that landed at Bassingbourn was one of these special machines, serial HB799 letter K of No 214 Squadron, based at Sculthorpe in Norfolk and forming part of Bomber Command’s No 100 Group. The target for the night was the Wintershall synthetic oil refinery in the town of Lützendorf, near Leipzig in south-east Germany. The main bombing force for this operation consisted of 244 Lancasters, eighteen of which did not return. The raid resulted in what was later described from interpretation of reconnaissance photographs as ‘moderate damage’ to the target.

The Operations Record Book of No 214 Squadron in The National Archives provides a detailed account of the events that occurred within this machine during the sortie. At 1730 hours on the night of 14 March 1945, it took off from RAF Sculthorpe. The captain was Flight Lieutenant John C. Wynne DFC, who headed a crew of ten.

This crew completed their radar countermeasures mission and were on the way back to Sculthorpe when, at 2320 hours, their aircraft was attacked from below by a nightfighter which scored hits on the port inner engine. The enemy aircraft may have been a Junkers Ju88, armed with upward-firing 20 mm cannons. At the time, the Fortress was flying at 3,000 feet and about forty miles east of Pforzheim in west Germany. Wynne took violent evasive action and managed to shake off the attacker. About eight minutes later, the engine began to burn badly. It had lost oil pressure and Wynne ordered it to be shut down, but this proved impossible because the controls to it had been severed.

Wynne altered course on to 280° for the airfield at Reims in north-east France, which was in Allied hands, but warned the crew to stand by for baling out. He held this course for about five minutes, but then the engine began to burn furiously and also vibrate the whole aircraft. There was a serious danger of the port wing catching fire, which would have been disastrous. Wynne had no alternative but to order the crew to jump: this was accomplished within a few minutes, from a height of 5,000 feet. It later transpired that by this time they were flying near the German town of Bühl.

After the crew left, Wynne became entangled with his oxygen tube and could not free himself quickly. At this point the fire began to die down unexpectedly and he managed to control the aircraft by standing with one foot in each seat position. The fire did not get worse and he decided to continue in this attitude, hoping to reach Reims. After about another thirty minutes, the fire seemed to die out almost completely and he thought he could bring the aircraft all the way back to England. His ‘George’ automatic pilot had become unserviceable but he managed to trim the aircraft sufficiently to go forward on three occasions to the navigator’s position, where he eventually found the log and the relevant maps.

Wynne then set course on 300° for England, intending to land at the first airfield he saw. The engine began to burn again after thirty more minutes but died down once more, apart from glowing and emitting sparks. He crossed the north coast of France at about 0240 hours and before long spotted the white cliffs of Beachy Head. He saw an airfield and circled it, firing the colours of the day, but there was no response and he continued on a course of 300° for another fifteen minutes. He then saw a searchlight and fired a red signal, while circling and flashing landing lights. The searchlight gave a homing which took him straight over London, which was partly lit up at this very late stage of the war.

He then headed due north and eventually found an airfield with its landing lights on. He made two circuits and fired another cartridge, receiving a green in return, which thus gave permission to land. The port tyre burst on touchdown, but the aircraft ran along the runway for about 1,000 yards before going down on the rim of the wheel. The propeller on the damaged engine flew off and made a hole in the nose, but otherwise the pilot and the Fortress were safe. The aircraft stopped, another cartridge was fired, and the crash waggon arrived. Wynne collected his kit, put a guard on the aircraft and reported to Flying Control. After learning that he was at the USAAF base of Bassingbourn, he made a telephone call to base.

I first researched this matter after receiving a letter dated 1 March 1991 from the Reverend Curt-Jürgen Heinemann-Grüder, a retired pastor living in a village near Pforzheim. He had written to the Public Record Office (as The National Archives was then named) asking for information about the nine men who had baled out, but required some research on behalf of his ‘Cross of Nails’ group, formed as the local representation of Coventry Cathedral’s international symbol of reconciliation. These parishioners had learnt from a local article by an anonymous author that five of the nine RAF men had been murdered, and they wished to arrange a plaque to their memory. It was particularly necessary to know the precise names of those men who had not survived.

[image: e9781844685073_i0120.jpg]

The British War Cemetery at Dürnbach, set in the mountains of Bavaria, is considered the most beautiful of all the war cemeteries in Germany. Nine of every ten men in the graves were killed while flying with RAF Bomber Command. Courtesy of Reverend Curt-Jürgen Heinemann-Grüder



Memorials to commemorate RAF men who lost their lives in the Second World War are frequently erected, but it is a very unusual state of affairs when German citizens decide to put up a bronze tablet to the memory of those who were killed after participating in a bombing attack on their country. Yet this decision was taken after the Queen Mother and the German President, Dr Richard von Weizsäcker, had attended a service of reconciliation at Coventry on 14 November 1990, to mark the 50th anniversary of the destruction of the cathedral and the deaths of 580 civilians in the bombing.

I found the full names of these five men from the Commonwealth War Graves Commission, as well as the above details from the Public Record Office. It was also recorded that the five men were buried in Dürnbach War Cemetery, a village south-east of Munich in Bavaria. This information was passed on to the Reverend Heinemann-Grüder, who promptly sent a cheque via myself to the Royal Air Force Benevolent Fund.
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A photograph taken on the night of 23/24 February 1945 over Pforzheim by a Lancaster of No 156 Squadron from the Pathfinder Force at Wyton in Cambridgeshire. The attacking force consisted of 367 Lancasters and thirteen Mosquitos, and the Pathfinders marked the city accurately as a target for ‘area bombing’. The raid lasted for only twenty-two minutes and caused immense devastation. It was estimated that 83 per cent of the buildings were destroyed and 17,600 people killed from a population which in 1939 had numbered about 79,000. Courtesy of Squadron Leader Howard W. Lees
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Another photograph from the same sequence taken on the night of 23/24 February 1945 over Pforzheim, showing more clearly a Lancaster top right as well as the terrible firestorm which swept through the centre of the city. Such night photographs were taken with the aid of a flashbomb dropped to explode above the ground at the same time as a negative in the F24 camera carried by the aircraft was exposed. Most of this bombing took place from about 8,000 feet. Ten Lancasters were shot down over the target and two more crashed in France during their return flight. Author’s collection



The events that took place after the nine men baled out could then be reconstructed from official sources, personal recollections of those who survived, and from subsequent newspaper reports. All landed by parachute and began to walk westwards in the direction of the Rhine. Eight of them were soon captured and taken to the town of Bühl. The navigator, Flying Officer George Pow DFC, had injured his ankle and was sent to hospital at Strasbourg, very fortunately for him in the light of future events. The Germans thought that they had captured the entire crew, but the first navigator, Flying Officer Dudley P. Heal, was found later. Both he and Pow were eventually liberated by the Allies.
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The bronze plaque on an outside wall of Huchenfeld church, near Pforzheim in Germany. It was unveiled on 18 November 1992 and is dedicated to five men from the crew of Fortress III serial HB799 of the RAF’s No 214 Squadron based at Sculthorpe in Norfolk. An English translation reads:



IN MEMORY

 


On the days of 17/18 March 1945 on Nazi orders 
British airmen were killed

 


FO. Harold Frost 
FO. Gordon Hall 
Flt.Lt. Sidney Matthews 
Flt.Sgt. Edward Percival 
FO. James Vinall

 


FATHER FORGIVE

 


Let the living be warned 
1992

 


Courtesy of Reverend Curt-Jürgen Heinemann-Grüder


The remaining seven men were taken in stages to the village of Huchenfeld, about two miles from Pforzheim on the foot of the Black Forest. Here they were locked up for the night of 17 March in the boiler room of a kindergarten, guarded by two members of the Luftwaffe. Up to this time their treatment from their guards had been fair, although they had spent three nights without sleep and felt uncomfortable and grimy. They were given a sparse meal and then settled down on logs of wood and piles of coke to go to sleep.

During that evening, fanatical Nazis of the SA ‘terror’ militia (Sturmabteilung) in the vicinity learnt of the presence of the RAF men. Feelings against the RAF were running very high since, only a few nights before, on 23/24 February, 367 Lancasters and thirteen Mosquitos had been despatched for the area bombing of the city of Pforzheim. The Pathfinders had marked the target very accurately and immense devastation had been caused in bombing with high explosives and incendiaries, concentrated into only twenty-two minutes. The only possible justification for this raid was that the city had been a centre for watchmaking before the war, and some of these specialists were probably employed on making precision instruments for the Wehrmacht.

It was estimated that 83 per cent of Pforzheim’s buildings were destroyed while over 17,600 people were killed from a population which in 1939 had numbered about 79,000, less than half the population of Coventry. The destruction of Pforzheim and the resulting civilian deaths were proportionally even worse than the notorious raids on Dresden by the RAF and the USAAF on 13–15 February 1945. It was believed that the normal population of Dresden of 630,000 had swollen to over a million by refugees fleeing from the advancing Red Army, and the highest official estimate of deaths was 60,000.

Many of those sheltering in the village of Huchenfeld were refugees from the destruction of Pforzheim. Led by several of the fanatical Nazis, a group of the Hitler Jugend (Hitler Youth) and some middle-aged and elderly men of the Volkssturm (Home Guard) burst into the kindergarten and dragged out the seven RAF men, forcing them towards the graveyard of the village church. Three of the RAF men managed to struggle free and escape across fields in the confusion and darkness. These were the flight engineer Flying Officer James W. Vinall, the second wireless operator Flying Officer Thomas H. Tate and the air gunner Flight Sergeant Norman J. Bradley DFM.
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Thomas Henry Tate from Chalfont St Giles, the second wireless operator in Fortress III serial HB799 of the RAF’s No 214 Squadron, photographed on 2 April 1995 with Gertrüd Heinemann-Grüder in front of the bronze plaque at Huchenfeld church, near Pforzheim in Germany. Tate baled out of the aircraft on the night of 14/15 March 1945 and then managed to escape from the executioners intent on killing the crew members, before becoming a PoW for the remaining few weeks of the war. Courtesy of Reverend Curt-Jürgen Heinemann-Grüder
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The statue of Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur Harris, Commander-in-Chief of RAF Bomber Command, unveiled in 1992 outside the RAF church of St Clements Dane in Aldwych. Author’s collection



The remaining four men were taken to the graveyard and shot by the German youths, who were given automatic guns and ordered to carry out the executions. Those killed were air gunner Flying Officer Harold Frost DFM, air gunner Flight Sergeant Edward A. Percival DFM, first wireless operator Flying Officer Gordon A. Hall and air gunner Flight Lieutenant Sidney C. Matthews DFC. Vinall was recaptured the following day at Dillstein, a suburb of Pforzheim, and also shot. The other two men were recaptured separately but were fortunate enough to be sent to a PoW camp.

Of the two men who escaped murder by the Hitler Youth, Thomas Tate was able to give an account of his experiences, in the course of the investigation that began in 1991. He related that, after parachuting safely, he and Bradley were picked up quickly and taken to an interrogation centre. By Friday 16 March they were locked up in the civil jail in Bühl, together with Frost, Vinall, Hall, Percival and Matthews. On the following day the seven RAF men were taken by lorry, with five guards, to Pforzheim. They were then escorted on foot through the appalling destruction of the city, during which they were pelted with rubble by onlookers. Following this, they climbed up the long path to Huchenfeld.

On arrival at the kindergarten, they were sent down an iron staircase into the cellar and given a bucket of water, in which they washed their socks. Tate then went to sleep on a pile of coke but was awakened in a dazed condition to find himself being dragged by several men out into the street. Someone beat him over the head with his fists and he saw a crowd of hostile people while being forced along the street towards the churchyard. He was stopped by the open door of a barn, with ropes hanging from solid beams, and he thought he was about to be hanged. He somehow managed to break free and ran back up the street in his bare feet, dodging people and hearing a shot fired at him from behind. He turned right and raced between houses which fortunately led him into the thick Black Forest. He covered himself with leaves and awaited the dawn.

As soon as it was light, he worked his way down a steep hillside to a winding path in a valley and then climbed another hill to a flat area of dense forest, in which there were many deer. After about three hours some twenty soldiers appeared, by which time his bare feet were so sore that he had no alternative but to surrender. The officer in charge was an older and kindly man, who lent him a pair of soft shoes when they moved on to a local barracks. During the afternoon, he was taken with two Luftwaffe guards to the local railway station. While in the waiting room, another hostile crowd gathered, but was kept away by the armed guards.
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Three visitors to the British War Cemetery at Dürnbach in Bavaria, photographed on 22 June 1994. Left to right: Gilbert Taylor from Birkdale; his wife Marjorie Taylor; the retired Pastor Curt-Jürgen Heinemann-Grüder. Marjorie Taylor’s first husband was the air gunner Flying Officer Harold Frost DFM, who baled out of Fortress III serial HB799 of the RAF’s No 214 Squadron on the night of 14/15 March 1945 and was one of those murdered by the Hitler Youth under the orders of the SA. They are standing behind his headstone. Courtesy of Reverend Curt-Jürgen Heinemann-Grüder



Eventually the train arrived and he was put on it with the two guards. It was destined for Ludwigsburg, a city in south-west Germany. The guards were friendly, speaking to him in imperfect English, assuring him that his comrades were safe, and sharing their bread and schnapps with him. One even took off his coat to shelter him against the cold. He was placed in a cell at Ludwigsburg and his borrowed shoes were returned. Thereafter, he was treated with decency, and eventually liberated by the Allies.

The SA men who were responsible for the atrocity at Huchenfeld seem to have believed that by forcing the youths to fire on the PoWs, they would escape justice themselves. If so, they were stupid as well as vicious. It must have been obvious that Germany had already lost the war. A week later, on 24 March 1945, French troops from the advancing Allied forces occupied Huchenfeld. Evidence of the five deaths was plain to see, for a line of five new crosses in the churchyard marked their graves. Officials of the War Crimes Commission arrived in the village, gathering evidence and making arrests. The bodies were exhumed and examined forensically.
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The pilot of Fortress III serial HB799 of the RAF’s No 214 Squadron, John G. Wynne from North Wales, photographed on 19 November 1994 alongside the bronze plaque at Huchenfeld church, near Pforzheim in Germany. Courtesy of Reverend Curt-Jürgen Heinemann-Grüder



Following my initial researches at the Public Record Office in 1991, I found a large file which included details of trials at the British Military Court for War Criminals relating to Huchenfeld. These began at Steele in Essen on 5 August 1946, when twenty-two Germans who were present at the murders of the five RAF men were tried. One of the Nazi leaders had committed suicide shortly beforehand. The RAF survivors Tate and Bradley gave evidence at the trials. It is not desirable to reopen old wounds by recording the names of the Germans, but five were acquitted, fourteen were sentenced to various terms of imprisonment and three were hanged. The court passed lenient sentences of three years on the convicted members of the Hitler Youth, some of whom were only 15 or 16 years old at the time. Their remaining terms of imprisonment were commuted by the military governor after about two years.

During this later investigation in 1991/2, very few of the parishioners in Huchenfeld–or indeed the citizens of Pforzheim–had any knowledge of the murder of the five RAF men. Most of them had been deeply shocked by the revelations in their local newspaper during the spring. A fund was set up by the local Protestant pastor, the Reverend Horst Zorn, and his presbyters for a bronze plaque to the memory of the five RAF men. There was opposition from some quarters, which was intensified when the statue of Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur T. Harris was unveiled in May 1992 outside the RAF Church of St Clements Dane in Aldwych. He was known in Germany to have been the man who, after his appointment as Air Officer Commander-in-Chief of Bomber Command on 22 February 1942, did his utmost to intensify the area bombing of German cities to bring the country to its knees, instead of carrying out the selective bombing of military targets such as oil installations advocated by other strategists.

However, the original intention of most of the people at Huchenfeld prevailed, for they were supported by local principals and given extra impetus when the widow of Flying Officer Harold ‘Jack’ Frost, Mrs Marjorie Taylor, was traced and agreed to attend a service with her second husband, Gilbert Taylor. Their travelling expenses were paid by Horst Zorn.

On Wednesday 18 November 1992, the service was held at Huchenfeld church, with Mrs Taylor, her husband Gilbert and the Reverend Paul Oestreicher from Coventry Cathedral among the congregation, as was the mayor of Pforzheim, Joachim Becker. The British press had learnt of the event and several reporters of national newspapers were present at the ceremony. At the close of the service, the Reverend Paul Oestreicher presented Huchenfeld with a Cross of Nails.

The plaque on an outside wall of the church was then unveiled in the presence of a large crowd. It proved to be a very emotional occasion. One elderly man was shaking badly, supported by his daughter. He clasped the Reverend Heinemann-Grüder and sobbed while saying he had been one of the Hitler Youth who had shot the RAF men; he then left without giving his name. Marjorie Taylor had been apprehensive about attending, but said she had met nothing but warmth and kindness, with some people begging forgiveness.

This was not quite the end of the matter. The former RAF pilot John Wynne, farming in Wales, felt that some token from Britain should be given to the children in the new kindergarten at Huchenfeld. He contacted the Reverend Horst Zorn, who said that, if he insisted, a rocking-horse would be appreciated.

Thus, on the clear summer’s day of 19 June 1994, a hand-carved rocking-horse from South Wales stood in a verandah outside the kindergarten, following a service in Huchenfeld church. A large crowd of excited children with their parents attended the ceremony, together with a band. The reins were given to the little head girl of the kindergarten, Maximiliana, who climbed on the horse and rode it with delight; it had been named ‘Hoffnung’ (Hope). The band played the resounding tune known in the English-speaking world as ‘Roll out the Barrel’ or ‘Beer Barrel Polka’; this had always been named ‘Rosamunde’ in Germany but had been composed in 1927 by Jaromir Vejvoda in Czechoslovakia with the title of ‘Polka of Modrany’.

The wishes of the Queen Mother and Dr Richard von Weizsäcker had become a reality in Huchenfeld.
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