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Prologue

Gary	Campbell

‘It	came	in	the	mail	during	April	1981,	in	a	fat	envelope	from	England.	There	were	plans

for	creating	an	association	of	remaining	members	of	a	rather	unique	Lancaster	Squadron

which	 had	 flown	 out	 of	 Fiskerton,	 Lincolnshire.	 Enclosed	 were	 biographical	 data	 of	 the

first	50	members	to	join.	Memory	slipped	into	neutral,	as	it	has	a	habit	of	doing	when	one

is	 crowding	 70	 and	 then	 into	 reverse.	 Thirty-seven	 years	 clicked	 away.	 Could	 it	 be	 that

long?	 Seems	 only	 yesterday	 that	 we,	 so	 eager,	 were	 putting	 our	 youth	 on	 the	 line	 for	 an

ideal.	 I	 walked	 into	 the	 kitchen	 and	 looked	 at	 the	 photo	 hanging	 over	 the	 refrigerator. 

There	they	were;	the	crew	of	‘C	for	Charlie’,	standing	under	the	wing	of	‘Charlie	2’	after

‘Charlie	1’	went	missing.	Well	into	their	tour	they	looked	a	bit	tired	and	serious,	in	scruffy

battle	dress	with	whistles	hanging	close	to	collars	if	we	should	ditch	in	the	channel	on	a

dark	night:	‘Scrib’,	the	Canadian	rear	gunner;	‘Digger’,	our	Aussie	wireless	op;	Andrews; 

English,	 one	 of	 our	 engineers;	 the	 skipper	 (me);	 Jock,	 our	 unflappable	 Scot	 bomb-aimer

who	later	made	it	big	in	the	Edinburgh	distilling	business;	‘Smitty’,	our	English	navigator; 

and	 ‘Dixie’,	 mid-upper	 gunner	 from	 Ontario	 who	 picked	 up	 some	 shrapnel	 in	 daylight

over	 Cologne.	 After	 that	 shudder	 we	 heard	 Jock	 over	 the	 intercom:	 ‘Left,	 Left,	 Steady’

Then	‘Bombs	Gone’	and	we	had	completed	the	run-in.	We	got	Dixie	home	without	using	a

needle,	which	helped	the	MO. 

‘Tucked	away	somewhere	in	the	house	was	a	collection	of	snaps,	memorabilia	and	log

books	out	of	which	dropped	a	few	lines	penned	by	a	winsome	bride	to	her	pilot. 

 From	Yorkshire	moors

 To	scrubbing	floors! 

 How	oft	in	the	stilly	night

 The	planes	flew	overhead

 You	in	your	cosy	Lancaster

 And	I	in	my	chilly	bed. 

‘The	 Fiskerton	 File	 held	 names	 that	 included	 our	 CO	 whose	 inspired	 leadership	 kept	 up

our	morale	through	the	bad	days.	It	was	his	second	or	third	tour	and	he	had	a	CBE,	DSO, 

DFC.	Our	flight	commander	was	repeating	a	tour	and	wore	a	few	ribbons	himself,	DSC, 

DFC	&	BAR,	AFC.	When	their	names	headed	a	battle	order	for	a	night’s	caper	we	knew	it

would	 be	 a	 tough	 one.	 They	 had	 no	 time	 for	 any	 target	 but	 ‘Chermany’.	 Only	 Naziland

was	marked	down	as	an	op.	They	figured	we	owed	them	a	few.	In	spades. 

‘It	goes	without	saying	that	morale	throughout	the	Squadron	was	high.	A	wonderful	mix

of	aircrew	about	evenly	divided	between	English,	New	Zealand,	Canadian	and	Australian

services,	 paired	 off	 by	 friendships	 in	 training.	 Many	 crews	 were	 as	 mixed	 as	 ours.	 The

Canadians	 played	 baseball,	 the	 English	 and	 the	 ‘black	 troops’	 from	 down	 under	 talked

cricket	and	soccer.	And	every	crew,	within	my	ken,	had	the	‘press	on’	spirit	to	do	as	well

or	better	than	the	others.	Each	crew	had	the	best	skipper,	navigator,	bomb-aimer,	gunners, 

right	down	the	line.	And	that	included	the	ground	crews. 

‘The	Battle	Order	was	posted	in	the	morning	for	a	night	job.	The	crews	who	were	‘on’, 

gathered	after	breakfast,	climbed	a	bus	for	dispersal,	checked	the	kite,	sometimes	doing	an

air	test.	If	they	were	bombing-up,	guessing	the	target	was	the	game	for	some.	What’s	the

load,	how	much	petrol	are	we	carrying	and	how	about	the	weather?	We	would	know	when

it	was	time	for	briefing. 

‘Sharing	the	transport	with	other	crews	as	we	circled	the	perimeter	to	dispersals	made	it

easy	to	develop	a	bond	of	comradeship,	a	discovering	of	backgrounds	that	often	grew	into

friendship.	A	bomb-aimer	was	engaged,	a	gunner	was	getting	married	and	a	skipper	was

about	to	become	a	father.	Among	close-knit	crews	who	spent	their	hours	off	together	the

sharing,	 the	 caring,	 the	 confidences	 between	 officers	 and	 NCOs	 developed	 by	 mutual

concern. 

‘After	 the	 final	 meal	 for	 the	 day	 some	 listened	 to	 music,	 or	 the	 news,	 or	 wrote	 last

letters	 home.	 Crews	 gathered	 and	 drifted	 to	 briefing.	 The	 CO	 explained	 the	 job;	 the

intelligence	 chief	 outlined	 its	 importance,	 navigation,	 bombing	 and	 engineer	 specialists

pointed	 out	 highlights	 in	 their	 departments,	 including	 flak	 and	 fighter	 dangers.	 ‘Cloudy

Joe’	told	us	about	the	weather,	often	how	to	go	out	and	how	to	come	back,	over	or	under

the	weather. 

‘Crews	were	thrown	together	again	in	the	locker	room	struggling	for	space	to	climb	into

bulky	 sweaters	 and	 awkward	 flying	 suits,	 long	 stockings	 over	 long	 Johns	 and	 into

obstinate	flying	boots. 

‘Bomb-aimers,	 navigators	 and	 skippers	 tried	 not	 to	 lose	 their	 notes,	 clip	 board	 and

flimsies	 in	 the	 sweaty,	 nervously	 charged	 milieu.	 The	 crews	 in	 groups	 shoved	 their	 way

into	a	transport	again,	fighting	for	space	with	the	added	handicap	of	a	clumsy	parachute. 

Someone	always	had	time	for	a	wisecrack	at	each	dispersal	point,	making	a	date	with	the

other	 crew	 for	 a	 rendezvous	 at	 the	 ‘Carpenter’s	 Arms’	 or	 the	 ‘Saracen’s	 Head’.	 At

dispersal	 there	 was	 climbing	 in	 and	 out	 of	 the	 aircraft,	 sorting	 bits	 and	 pieces,	 checking

connections	and	just	time	for	a	last	cigarette,	a	quiet	word	with	the	ground	crew. 

‘The	Squadron	would	be	lucky	for	a	spell	and	then	a	crew	would	be	diverted	for	a	day

or	so	with	some	minor	trouble.	Some	would	fail	to	return	but	their	beds	and	places	in	the

mess	 were	 quickly	 filled	 by	 a	 strange	 crew	 who	 had	 to	 make	 their	 own	 place	 by

performance.	The	Squadron	changed	constantly	with	crews	completing	a	tour,	going	on	to

other	 duties.	 Those	 who	 joined	 the	 squadron	 at	 the	 same	 time	 had	 the	 same	 number	 of

trips	to	complete,	were	the	closest.	Only	midway	through	a	tour	or	toward	the	end	did	a

loss	mean	so	very	much.	Inevitably	a	new	crew	arrived	who	lost	no	time	in	making	itself

noticed.	 They	 were	 English,	 but	 several	 Canadian	 skippers	 noticed	 them	 on	 the	 bus	 to

dispersal	and	liked	what	they	saw	and	heard.	They	were	that	kind,	popular,	cheerful	and

great	 to	 be	 with.	 Good	 sorts,	 they	 were	 accepted	 quickly	 into	 the	 squadron	 without

reservation. 

‘One	eventful	day	Command	decided	to	give	us	a	rest.	They	called	it	a	‘Stand	Down’

when	 most	 members	 of	 the	 team	 could	 enjoy	 the	 release	 of	 pressure	 for	 12	 to	 24	 hours. 

Crews	would	gather	to	decide	if	it	would	be	Lincoln,	the	‘White	Hart’,	‘Saracen’s	Head’

or,	 closer	 to	 base,	 the	 ‘Carpenter’s	 Arms’	 in	 Fiskerton.	 Before	 anyone	 could	 decide	 the

phone	 rang	 in	 the	 officers’	 mess.	 It	 was	 for	 the	 new	 English	 skipper.	 The	 news	 was

tremendous,	 he	 had	 become	 a	 father.	 Mother	 and	 son	 were	 fine.	 The	 mess	 exploded. 

Father	did	not	have	enough	hours	to	take	off,	so	we’d	all	stay	home	tonight	and	help	him

celebrate.	 The	 babe	 was	 launched	 on	 heavy	 liquid,	 properly,	 with	 affection;	 the	 new

skipper	was	top	of	the	heap,	fully	accepted	into	the	brotherhood	of	the	squadron.	We	were

beginning	 to	 win	 a	 war	 we	 had	 not	 started.	 The	 new	 born	 child	 was	 sure	 hope	 for	 a

promising	future.	It	was	a	memorable	evening	and	drew	the	crews	even	closer	together.	If

memory	serves	me	right	compassionate	leave	was	quickly	arranged.	And	we	soon	settled

down	in	the	days	ahead	to	the	normal,	grinding	routine. 

‘Crews	close	to	the	end	of	a	tour	were	anxious	to	finish	and	tried	to	get	on	every	battle

order.	If	one	of	the	crew	had	a	cold	or	damage	to	ear	drums	threatened,	the	rest	might	seek

a	 pal	 to	 volunteer	 to	 fill	 the	 place	 in	 the	 ‘kite’.	 Targets	 included	 Essen,	 Stuttgart,	 Bonn, 

Bochum	and	Kiel.	Everyone	was	Gung	Ho	at	the	time.	Even	our	lorry	drivers	begged	to

come	along	on	a	trip,	helping	to	shove	out	the	anti-radar	stuff.	One	of	them	had	lost	his

entire	family	in	a	bombing	raid	around	Liverpool.	We	took	him	on	one	trip.	He	became	a

legend	 like	 the	 squadron	 medical	 officer	 who,	 against	 orders	 and	 covered	 by	 all	 crews, 

used	to	slip	aboard	the	aircraft	of	various	senior	crews	with	the	connivance	of	the	entire

squadron.	He	ran	a	risk	if,	because	of	damage	or	weather,	the	squadron	or	the	crew	were

diverted.	 Then	 we	 would	 see,	 mysteriously	 in	 the	 blacked-out	 dispersal,	 an	 ambulance

appear	 and	 whisk	 an	 unidentified	 bod	 away	 to	 some	 secret	 destination.	 His	 escapades

helped	raise	morale	even	higher	and	when	this	particular	medical	officer	was	suspect	by

Bomber	 Command,	 he	 was	 quickly	 transferred	 to	 less	 exciting	 duties.	 ‘Doc’	 the	 boys

would	say,	‘has	finished	his	tour	and	has	been	grounded	by	Command.’

‘Again,	looking	at	the	photos,	station	narrative	and	log	books	memory	fails	me.	But	it

must	have	been	one	of	the	sticky	spots	important	to	shortening	the	chaos	and	helping	us

into	a	more	normal	existence.	Many	of	us	were	tired,	edgy,	close	to	the	end	of	a	marathon. 

Perhaps	it	was	one	of	those	nights	with	scarecrows	blowing	up	just	ahead	at	the	coast,	flak

and	 searchlights	 pinning	 us	 at	 the	 target	 and	 night	 fighters	 like	 sharks	 swimming	 along

with	our	stream	at	15	to	20,000	feet	above	sea	level. 

‘We	arrived	back	at	base,	tired	and	tense	but	chalking	up	mentally	one	less	trip	to	take. 

As	 usual	 crews	 compared	 notes	 on	 the	 ride	 back	 to	 debriefing.	 Some	 were	 high,	 some

quietly	morose.	And	it	was	the	job	of	the	intelligence	bods	to	loosen	our	tongues,	to	set	us

at	ease	and	to	chat	about	our	version	of	the	raid	from	seven	points	of	view.	Each	crew	sat

at	a	table	with	their	interrogator.	As	they	entered	the	large	room	the	MO	greeted	them	with

a	thimble	of	rum	or	a	cup	of	coffee.	Hardened	older	skippers	would	look	at	the	rum	and

say:	 ‘What’s	 this	 for	 Doc,	 eye-wash?’	 And	 if	 lucky	 they	 might	 get	 another	 thimble	 full. 

The	 intelligence	 officer	 usually	 pushed	 around	 some	 cigarettes.	 After	 de-briefing	 there

was	 the	 promised	 egg	 and	 dried	 bread,	 a	 real	 egg,	 not	 powdered.	 And	 so	 it	 went.	 Some

were	 tired,	 dispirited,	 confused.	 Others,	 who	 had	 taken	 ‘Wakey-Wakey’	 pills	 before	 the

target	found	the	stuff	just	beginning	to	work	and	would	have	trouble	getting	to	sleep. 

‘On	one	particular	night	two	Canadian	skippers	hung	around.	A	couple	of	buddies	were

missing.	One	was	a	Canadian	pilot,	former	star	on	the	Balmy	Beach	or	Argo	football	team, 

the	 other	 our	 new	 friend,	 the	 English	 skipper	 who	 had	 just	 become	 a	 father.	 The	 crews

were	 late	 -	 no	 word	 yet.	 If	 you	 run	 into	 trouble	 you	 may	 break	 radio	 silence.	 No	 word. 

Hell,	we	couldn’t	sleep	anyway	so	the	two	of	us	just	sat	there,	trying	to	hear	the	drone	of

engines,	 a	 phone	 ringing	 -	 anything.	 And	 we	 sat	 there,	 stubborn,	 mean	 even	 to	 the

WAAFs,	including	a	Canadian	officer	who	kept	bringing	us	coffee.	They	kept	urging	us	to

get	 some	 rest.	 There	 might	 be	 another	 ‘do’	 tomorrow,	 so	 get	 some	 shut-eye.	 Finally	 the

head	man	in	the	section,	‘Sir’	Charles,	ordered	us	out	and	we	went	slowly	to	our	solitary

cubicles.	I	found	some	mail	on	my	pillow	but	could	not	take	it	all	in.	There	were	several

of	 our	 best	 friends,	 tested	 and	 true,	 still	 out	 there	 somewhere.	 Imagination	 had	 a	 wide

canvas	to	scope. 

‘Next	day	was	depressing.	There	was	no	word	of	our	Canadian	pal	or	his	crew	and	we

never	heard	a	bit	of	detail	or	a	suggestion	-	other	than	completely	missing.	We	did	have

details	 of	 the	 English	 crew.	 They	 had	 broken	 radio	 silence	 as	 they	 were	 shot	 to	 bits, 

nearing	 the	 Channel	 and	 decided	 to	 pick	 Manston,	 one	 of	 two	 emergency	 runways	 for

cripples.	 They	 were	 on	 fire,	 with	 an	 engine	 and	 no	 brakes	 or	 wheels.	 They	 staggered

across	the	Channel	but	on	final	approach	the	aircraft	disintegrated	just	before	the	runway. 

We	 took	 it	 very	 hard	 because	 it	 had	 been	 so	 close	 to	 success.	 Imagine	 clearing	 target, 

fighting	so	many	emergencies	and	limping	across	the	channel.	There	was	Manston,	with

its	miles	of	runway,	ambulances,	fire	crews	and	everything	to	cut	down	the	odds.	And	fate

had	slammed	the	door	on	their	chances	with	seconds	to	go.	Not	fair.	We	understood	there

would	be	a	mass	funeral,	all	the	relatives	present	and	seven	coffins	to	pray	and	cry	over. 

‘For	weeks	we	were	immersed	in	our	own	problems	and	a	stepping	up	of	the	activity. 

Other	crews	went	missing,	disappeared	and	were	replaced,	but	without	the	old	feeling	of

care.	Some	crews	finished	their	tours	and	hung	around	the	station.	They	did	not	want	to

cut	loose;	this	had	been	the	greatest	experience	of	their	lives,	the	final	testing	before	death

itself.	 So	 the	 targets	 came	 up,	 the	 Battle	 Orders	 appeared,	 the	 briefing,	 de-briefing,	 the

eggs	after	and	the	deadly,	now	dull	round	until	it	was	over. 

‘The	 Fiskerton	 File	 brought	 it	 all	 back,	 there	 were	 the	 first	 50	 names	 to	 join	 the

association	with	addresses	in	England,	Australia,	Wales,	Canada,	Channel	Islands	-	New

Zealand	 had	 not	 been	 reached	 yet.	 The	 net	 would	 have	 to	 go	 wider	 to	 catch	 some

important	missing	members	of	that	gallant	band.	Some	figured	it	would	be	pointless	to	try

and	activate	an	association	based	on	the	squadron	fellowship	at	this	late	date.	One	of	them

wrote	that	he	would	be	pushing	up	daisies	too	soon	to	bother. 

‘Sadly	we	put	away	our	memories	and	our	few	snapshots,	notes	and	lists	of	names.	It

doesn’t	mean	a	thing	to	anyone	else.	Our	own	offspring	will	never	be	able	to	visualize	or

realize	those	days. 

‘Slowly	 closing	 my	 particular	 Fiskerton	 File	 I	 remember	 the	 sequel.	 One	 of	 the

Canadians	 who	 sat	 up	 into	 the	 early	 morning	 for	 word	 of	 the	 missing	 crew,	 who	 went

down	 on	 the	 Manston	 approach,	 had	 become	 an	 acting	 flight	 commander.	 He	 picked	 up

the	‘gen’	ahead	of	us	and	one	day,	toward	the	end	of	our	tour;	he	came	bursting	into	our

office:	 ‘Hey,	 I	 can’t	 believe	 it,	 a	 bloody	 miracle.	 Remember	 that	 crew?	 They	 had	 seven

coffins	and	buried	the	lot,	remember?	Well,	just	the	other	day,	three	weeks	after	the	crash, 

the	rear	gunner’s	widow,	who	had	been	at	the	funeral,	answered	a	knock	at	the	back	door. 

And	there	he	was,	her	husband,	probably	wondering	how	to	break	the	news	to	her.	While

the	 crippled	 kite	 was	 still	 over	 France	 the	 skipper	 had	 called	 the	 crew	 on	 intercom, 

explained	he	was	going	to	try	and	make	it	in	to	Manston,	but	if	anyone	decided	to	bail	out

now,	 they	 were	 free	 to	 go.	 The	 rear	 gunner	 did,	 was	 smuggled	 across	 the	 Channel	 by	 a

French	fishing	boat	and	legged	it	home.’

 The	Fiskerton	File:	Times-Colonist,	Victoria,	British	Columbia,	9	November	1981

 (published	in	 Intercom;	The	Official	Quarterly	Magazine	of	the	Aircrew	Association, autumn	1983). 

Chapter	1

Millennium

 Cologne.	Yes,	the	bombing	of	Cologne.	May	30,	1942.	I	think	it	was	the	first	of	the	real	big

 raids.	You	know,	a	thousand	planes.	Cologne	was	just	the	start,	to	show	the	Germans	we

 could	bomb	the	living	Jesus	out	of	any	of	their	cities.	Berlin	next,	so	to	speak.	‘Bomber’

 Harris	even	sent	us	off	with	a	nice	message.	‘Press	home	your	attack,’	he	said.	I	remember

 that. 

 The	Luftwaffe	must	have	known	we	were	coming	because	the	bastards	were	everywhere. 

 And	the	flak!	We	lost	44	planes	on	that	go-around,	but	sometimes	I	think	it	was	worth	it. 

 British	 squadrons,	 Australians,	 Canadians	 and	 naturally	 Newzies	 and	 South	 Africans

 mixed	 in,	 too,	 so	 it	 was	 a	 real	 big	 Commonwealth	 show.	 Wellingtons,	 Stirlings,	 Halifax

 bombers,	 the	 whole	 bit	 and	 you	 could	 see	 them	 all	 around	 you	 because	 there	 must	 have

 been	a	thousand	searchlights	down	there.	Like	day	I’d	describe	it. 

 We	 were	 dropping	 the	 first	 of	 the	 big	 babies	 and	 when	 we	 let	 them	 go,	 you’d	 feel	 the

 aircraft	go	whoosh,	up,	up,	and	those	big	ones	were	really	doing	the	damage.	Let’s	face	it, 

 civilians	 are	 civilians,	 but	 when	 you	 start	 levelling	 factories,	 factory	 after	 factory,	 that’s when	you	start	fighting	the	real	war. 

 You’d	look	down	and	it	was	like	looking	into	a	blast	furnace.	Like	an	inferno.	Not	just

 flames,	 no,	 not	 flames,	 but	 the	 whole	 area	 everywhere	 was	 just	 a	 red,	 red	 glow	 and	 you

 knew	the	frigging	damage	was	everywhere.	It	lit	up	the	sky.	Going	home,	hell,	you	could

 see	this	big	red	glow	for	miles.	To	the	Dutch	coast,	I	guess.	Maybe	1	00	miles,	and	you’d

 bank	a	bit	and	look	back	and	there	it	was. 

 Two	days	later.	They’d	tell	us,	the	ruins	of	the	city	were	still	smoking. 

 The	First	of	the	Real	Big	Raids,	by	a	Canadian	in	Bomber	Command. 1

Flying	Officer	Mieczyslaw	Stachiewicz	thought	that	the	Wellington	was	a	nice	aeroplane

to	 fly.	 The	 Polish	 pilot	 from	 Warsaw	 who	 would	 turn	 25	 on	 21	 May	 had	 spent	 a	 year

studying	architecture	but	knew	that	there	was	always	danger	of	conflict	and	he	wanted	to

fly	in	the	next	war.	In	October	1938	he	graduated	as	a	military	pilot	and	was	posted	to	the

4th	Air	Force	Regiment	where	he	found	flying	‘exciting’	and	the	Air	Force	‘glamorous’	-

especially	 to	 women	 -	 perhaps	 another	 reason	 he	 joined.	 The	 air	 cadet	 organization

provided	 primary	 flying	 training	 on	 RWD	 8	 and	 gliding	 was	 also	 popular.	 In	 September

1939	 Stachiewicz	 was	 called	 up	 but	 soon	 the	 4th	 Regiment	 had	 no	 aircraft	 left.	 On	 4

September	he	was	among	personnel	evacuated	by	train	but	the	journey,	which	should	have

taken	 a	 few	 hours,	 took	 five	 days.	 The	 track	 was	 bombed	 50	 miles	 from	 Warsaw	 and

everyone	was	ordered	to	walk	in	small	groups	to	Warsaw	where	the	Germans	were	in	the

suburbs.	Stunned	that	Poland	was	no	longer	free,	no-one	knew	where	families	and	friends

were.	His	baptism	was	postponed	when	his	godfather,	Jozef	Pilsudski,	was	imprisoned	by

Germans.	His	father	was	a	captain	in	the	Polish	Legion.	His	mother,	who	had	served	in	a

paramilitary	organization	and	brother	were	later	arrested	by	the	Gestapo.	His	mother	was

sent	 to	 Ravensbruck	 concentration	 camp;	 his	 brother	 to	 Auschwitz.	 His	 uncle	 was	 also

arrested	and	he	died	in	Belsen.	Stachiewicz’s	family	in	Lwow	(Lvov)	Soviet	territory	were

deported.	 His	 great	 aunt	 of	 80	 died	 in	 transit	 and	 her	 body	 was	 thrown	 out	 of	 railway

truck,	another	great	uncle	shot	by	Germans,	one	cousin	killed	fighting	in	the	Home	Army. 

Stachiewicz	 meanwhile	 was	 sent	 to	 an	 internment	 camp	 near	 Bulgarian	 border	 but	 he

organized	an	escape	route	and	he	reached	Bucharest	and	later	travelled	through	Yugoslavia

then	 to	 Greece	 and	 sailed	 to	 Marseilles,	 arriving	 in	 France	 in	 January	 1940.	 The	 Poles

expected	 that	 France	 would	 fight	 to	 liberate	 Poland	 but	 there	 was	 great	 disappointment. 

The	French	felt	safe	behind	Maginot	line	and	pretended	there	was	no	war.	In	June,	when

German	troops	were	close	to	Lyon,	he	travelled	to	a	port	on	the	Bay	of	Biscay	coast	and

embarked	on	the	Royal	Navy	commandeered	liner	 Andorra	Star	and	sailed	for	Liverpool. 

At	 RAF	 Kirkham	 near	 Blackpool	 he	 noticed	 a	 completely	 different	 attitude	 in	 Britain. 

Unlike	 in	 France	 everything	 seemed	 well	 organized,	 there	 was	 no	 panic	 and	 there	 was	 a

determination	to	carry	on.	He	learned	English	from	girls	in	Blackpool.	Poles	were	popular

with	the	English	and	girls	found	them	‘a	bit	exotic’	and	they	enjoyed	the	way	they	treated

young	 ladies.	 Stachiewicz	 declared	 preference	 for	 training	 as	 a	 bomber	 pilot	 because	 to

win	war	had	to	go	on	offensive	and	from	the	end	of	October	1941	to	early	spring	1942	he

was	flying	Wellingtons	in	all	weathers. 

In	 April	 1942	 he	 and	 his	 crew	 were	 posted	 to	 301	 Squadron	 at	 RAF	 Hemswell	 in

Lincolnshire	-	six	crews	completed	training	together	-	four	of	which	sent	to	301	which	had

the	greatest	losses	of	any	Polish	squadron.	He	flew	first	few	operations	as	a	second	pilot

with	experienced	crews,	beginning	of	June	1942	became	first	pilot	with	the	crew	MS	had

trained	 with;	 very	 busy	 operationally,	 Bomber	 Harris	 had	 just	 taken	 over;	 second	 trip

‘1,000	Bomber	Raid’	on	Cologne	30	May	1942;	flying	so	often	-	often	three	nights	out	of

four;	very	heavy	losses	so	by	end	of	June	had	become	one	of	the	more	experienced	crews, 

most	dense	period	of	activity	June	and	July	1942;	crew	met	at	OTU,	MS	was	25	years	old

-	all	crew	older	than	him,	navigator	nearly	30	-	regular	Air	Force	officer,	radio	operator	-

very	 experienced	 sergeant	 -	 best	 on	 the	 Squadron	 ‘very	 nice,	 very	 quiet’,	 front	 gunner	 a

Pilot	 Officer,	 regular	 infantry	 officer	 who	 volunteered	 with	 a	 group	 of	 other	 officers	 to

serve	in	RAF	-	did	not	want	to	wait	years	for	invasion	-	most	trained	as	air	gunners	-	really

an	 NCO’s	 position	 ‘first	 class	 bloke’	 -	 MS	 felt	 that	 he	 had	 the	 best	 crew	 possible;	 got

through	June	and	July	-	difficult	with	heavy	losses,	at	end	of	July	of	the	four	crews	who

had	joined	squadron	in	April	only	MS’s	crew	survived;	morale	on	Squadron	good,	some

did	not	come	back	but	most	did,	MS	felt	they	were	only	ones	fighting	a	proper	war	at	the

time,	new	crews	coming	to	replace	those	lost	-	became	difficult,	fewer	reserve	personnel

available	to	make	good	losses. 

Top	 level	 consultations	 between	 Air	 Marshal	 Sir	 Arthur	 Harris	 and	 his	 subordinate

commanders	had	revealed	that	the	raids	on	Rostock	had	achieved	total	disruption.	Whole

areas	of	the	city	had	been	wiped	out	and	100,000	people	had	been	forced	to	evacuate	the

city.	 The	 capacity	 of	 its	 workers	 to	 produce	 war	 materials	 had	 therefore	 been	 severely

diminished.	 Harris	 had	 for	 some	 time	 nurtured	 the	 desire	 to	 send	 1,000	 bombers	 to	 a

German	 city	 and	 reproduce	 the	 same	 results	 with	 incendiaries.	 Although	 RAF	 losses

would	be	on	a	large	scale	Churchill	approved	the	plan.	Harris	gave	the	order	‘Operation

Plan	 Cologne’	 to	 his	 Group	 Commanders	 just	 after	 mid-day	 on	 30	 May	 so	 that	 1,000

bombers	 would	 be	 unleashed	 on	 the	 770,000	 inhabitants.	 However,	 Harris	 could	 only

accomplish	 this	 by	 using	 untried	 crews	 from	 the	 Operational	 Training	 Units	 (OTUs), 

many	 of	 them	 flying	 Wellingtons	 and	 even	 Blenheims	 and	 Hudsons.2	 All	 bomber	 bases throughout	England	were	at	a	high	state	of	readiness	to	get	all	available	aircraft	airborne

for	the	raid.	At	Marham,	115	Squadron	contributed	18	Wellingtons	and	218	Squadron,	17

Stirlings.	 Five	 of	 the	 Wimpys	 carried	 a	 4,000lb	 HC	 bomb.	 Two	 Wellingtons	 carried	 a

single	1,000lb	GP	plus	five	500lb	GP	bombs	and	eleven	aircraft	each	carried	nine	SBCs. 

On	 paper	 the	 actual	 number	 of	 serviceable	 aircraft	 totalled	 1,047	 bombers	 -	 mostly

Wellingtons	(602)	-	almost	300	of	which	were	clapped-out	OTU	aircraft. 

The	 raid	 was	 to	 be	 led	 by	 the	 ‘Gee’-equipped	 Wellingtons	 and	 Stirlings	 of	 1	 and	 3

Groups	who	were	to	operate	in	a	fire-raising	capacity.3	They	were	allotted	a	time	span	of 15	 minutes	 to	 set	 the	 centre	 of	 Cologne	 alight	 with	 loads	 of	 4lb	 incendiary	 canisters.	 At

Mildenhall	419	Squadron	RCAF	had	18	first	line	Wellingtons	ready.	The	Canadian	squadron

was	commanded	by	Wing	Commander	John	‘Moose’	Fulton	DSO	DFC	AFC	who	in	1934	he	had

travelled	 to	 Mildenhall	 to	 watch	 the	 start	 of	 the	 Great	 Air	 Race.	 At	 his	 RAF	 selection

board	in	1935	he	claimed	that	he	used	to	hunt	moose	and	caribou	in	Canada,	a	claim	made

to	impress	his	interviewers.	Born	on	4	November	1912	at	Kamloops,	Fulton	had	served	as

a	policeman	in	Saskatchewan	and	he	began	his	military	career	as	a	trooper	in	the	British

Columbia	 Hussars.	 Before	 arriving	 in	 Britain	 he	 had	 flown	 with	 Boeing	 before	 taking	 a

cattle	boat	across	the	Atlantic	to	England.	Appointed	acting	pilot	officer	he	spent	his	early

wartime	career	with	the	Instrument	Armament	Defence	Flight	before	flying	operationally

on	 99	 and	 311	 (Czechoslovak)	 Squadrons,	 finally	 assuming	 command	 of	 419	 on	 21

December	 1941.	 ‘Moose’	 recalls	 Flight	 Lieutenant,	 The	 Honourable	 Terence	 Mansfield, 

419	Squadron	Bombing	Leader,	‘was	not	one	to	take	over	someone	else’s	aircraft	and	419

were	wholly	equipped	with	Wellington	IIIs	and	there	were	crews	for	every	aircraft	so	he

borrowed	an	elderly	IC	from	the	Blind	Approach	Training	Flight.	This	normally	spent	its

time	flying	along	our	Lorenz-beam	training	pilots	to	use	it.’

Squadron	Leader	Hughie	Stiles,	who	after	completing	his	first	tour	in	4	Group	Bomber

Command	on	58	and	104	Squadrons	had	on	14	July	1941	become	an	instructor	at	22	OTU

at	 Wellesbourne	 Mountford,	 was	 also	 unhappy	 with	 the	 choice	 of	 aircraft.	 ‘The

Wellingtons	 which	 had	 been	 put	 out	 to	 pasture	 at	 an	 OTU	 after	 perhaps	 60	 sorties	 on	 a

squadron	were	certainly	not	as	nimble	as	they	once	were.	I	was	therefore,	not	too	surprised

to	 find	 the	 aircraft	 assigned	 to	 me	 would	 not	 safely	 become	 airborne	 with	 more	 than

1,000lb	 of	 bombs	 compared	 with	 4,500lb	 currently	 carried	 by	 front	 line	 squadrons.	 In

addition	 to	 an	 instructor	 wireless	 operator,	 the	 navigator,	 bomb	 aimer	 and	 rear	 gunner

were	assigned	from	pupils	on	the	senior	course.	Some	crews	consisted	entirely	of	senior

pupils.’

22	 OTU	 would	 put	 up	 35	 aircraft	 including	 24	 Wimpys	 from	 Atherstone	 and	 Elsham

Wolds,	where	the	ground	crews	were	up	early	that	morning. 

Tom	Dailey,	a	Wellington	WOp/AG	on	158	Squadron	at	Driffield,	recalled.	‘A	collective

sigh	 of	 relief	 eddied	 through	 the	 flight	 briefing	 room	 as	 the	 squadron	 leader	 announced

‘Your	 target	 for	 tonight	 is	 Cologne.’	 The	 port	 city	 on	 the	 Rhine	 was	 in	 relatively	 easy

reach,	just	two	or	three	flying	hours	away	and	therefore	less	time	for	being	shot	down.	A

gasp	 followed	 his	 next	 utterance.	 ‘It	 will	 be	 a	 big	 one.	 We	 intend	 to	 send	 over	 1,000

bombers.’	No	air	raid	on	this	scale	had	ever	been	conceived	before.	Air	Marshal	Sir	Arthur

Harris	was	out	to	make	an	impression.	Before	we	took	off	there	was	the	usual	banter,	‘Can

I	have	your	bacon	and	eggs	if	you	don’t	come	back!’

Flight	Lieutenant	John	Price	was	now	an	instructor	at	10	OTU	at	Abingdon,	doing	the

usual	 so-called	 ‘rest’	 period	 of	 six	 months	 between	 ops,	 the	 idea	 being	 to	 give	 seasoned

aircrew	a	brief	respite	from	real	operations	and	also	to	teach	others.	‘I	found	it	ironic	that

so	 many	 of	 us	 got	 killed	 on	 the	 OTUs.	 Pilot	 error	 (the	 pupil	 was	 flying),	 navigational

errors,	 bad	 weather	 over	 England	 in	 wintertime	 -	 the	 losses	 were	 horrendous.	 We	 had

Whitley	aircraft,	which	were	unbelievably	slow	and	climbed	at	about	125	mph	with	a	full

bomb	load.	They	had	the	same	turrets	as	the	Wellington.	There	was	no	protection	for	the

poor	old	air-gunners	front	and	rear,	just	perspex.	I	felt	very	sad.	The	target	area	was	the

centre	of	Cologne	and	the	map	clearly	showed	the	red	crosses	of	every	hospital	in	the	city. 

I	 would	 have	 nightmares	 after	 the	 war	 thinking	 about	 all	 the	 women	 and	 babies	 we	 had

killed	that	night.	It	is	now	obvious	to	me	that	we	in	England	were	determined	to	save	our

land	at	whatever	the	cost	and	killing	the	enemy,	of	whatever	gender,	the	only	answer.’

At	 the	 end	 of	 the	 briefings	 at	 each	 station	 a	 message	 from	 Sir	 Arthur	 Harris,	 a	 last

rallying	cry	to	his	crews,	was	read	out.	‘The	force	of	which	you	form	a	part	tonight	is	at

least	 twice	 the	 size	 and	 has	 more	 than	 four	 times	 the	 carrying	 capacity	 of	 the	 largest	 air

force	 ever	 before	 concentrated	 on	 one	 objective.	 You	 have	 an	 opportunity,	 therefore,	 to

strike	 a	 blow	 at	 the	 enemy	 which	 will	 resound,	 not	 only	 throughout	 Germany	 but

throughout	 the	 world.	 In	 your	 hands	 lie	 the	 means	 of	 destroying	 a	 major	 part	 of	 the

resources	by	which	the	enemy’s	war	effort	is	maintained.	It	depends,	however,	upon	each

individual	 crew	 whether	 full	 concentration	 is	 achieved.	 Press	 home	 your	 attack	 to	 your

precise	objective	with	the	utmost	determination	and	resolution	in	the	foreknowledge	that, 

if	 you	 individually	 succeed,	 the	 most	 shattering	 and	 devastating	 blow	 will	 have	 been

delivered	against	the	very	vitals	of	the	enemy.	Let	him	have	it	-	right	on	the	chin.’

Take-off	 was	 a	 little	 before	 dusk	 to	 ensure	 complete	 darkness	 before	 arriving	 at	 the

enemy	 coast	 although	 it	 was	 a	 clear,	 moonlit	 night.	 At	 Feltwell,	 47	 Wellingtons	 on	 57

Squadron	 and	 Flying	 Training	 Command	 were	 also	 getting	 airborne.	 Last	 to	 leave	 were

David	 Johnson	 and	 the	 two	 other	 Wimpys	 of	 the	 Gunnery	 Flight.	 ‘Dinny’	 Johnson	 had

been	taken	to	a	dance	at	Sutton	Bridge.	She	had	tried	to	telephone	Feltwell	and	was	told

that	they	were	not	accepting	any	calls.	It	was	the	first	inkling	she	had	that	her	husband	was

on	op.	At	half	past	eleven	she	asked	to	be	taken	home.	Her	husband’s	aircraft	was	still	on

the	 ground	 waiting	 to	 take	 off.	 At	 Cottesmore	 Muriel	 Ramsay	 was	 asleep	 when	 her

husband	taxied	his	Hampden	past	their	bedroom	to	the	end	of	the	runway	for	take-off. 

At	 Binbrook	 12	 Squadron	 put	 up	 a	 28	 Wellingtons	 and	 crews,	 more	 than	 any	 other

single	 squadron.	 To	 accomplish	 this	 task	 however,	 all	 aircraft	 had	 to	 fly	 without	 second

pilots	and	this	placed	added	strain	on	the	crews.	They	began	taking	off	at	around	2242.	As

well	 as	 putting	 up	 the	 most	 aircraft	 the	 squadron	 suffered	 the	 heaviest	 casualties	 and	 no

less	than	six	of	their	Wimpys	were	forced	to	turn	back	with	various	problems.	Twenty-five

minutes	later	Sergeant	George	Everatt,	one	of	the	second	pilots	promoted	to	first	pilot	and

captain	especially	for	the	raid,	crashed	near	Lexham	in	Norfolk,	apparently	through	engine

failure.	‘B-Baker’	caught	fire	and	all	the	crew	perished.	Another	aircraft	that	was	among

the	 first	 to	 take	 off	 from	 Binbrook	 was	 ‘C-Charlie’	 flown	 by	 22-year	 old	 Tony	 Payne,	 a

flight	 lieutenant	 on	 his	 second	 tour.	 ‘C-Charlie’	 crashed	 on	 the	 outskirts	 of	 Amsterdam

with	the	loss	of	the	entire	crew,	probably	a	victim	of	fighters.	Two	more	Wellingtons,	one

flown	by	Pilot	Officer	Alan	Albert	Waddell	RAAF	and	the	other	by	fellow	Australian,	Pilot

Officer	Bruce	Shearer,	went	down	over	the	Reichswald	Forest.	Shearer’s	crew	numbered

three	New	Zealanders	and	an	Australian.	All	were	on	their	first	operation.	Shearer,	a	19-

year	old	Queenslander	from	Brisbane,	had	done	five	trips	as	second	pilot.	There	were	no

survivors	 on	 Waddell’s	 crew.	 Shearer	 too	 died	 valiantly,	 keeping	 the	 Wimpy	 airborne

while	his	crew	-	all	sergeants	-	bailed	out.	Bruce	Brown	the	bomb	aimer	and	front	gunner

from	Sydney,	who	had	been	a	taxi	driver,	kicked	out	the	emergency	hatch	in	the	belly	and

jumped	from	there.	Eddie	Ansford	the	observer	and	‘Mac’	McKenna	the	wireless	operator

bailed	 out	 through	 the	 main	 hatch	 just	 aft	 of	 the	 cockpit.	 All	 three	 men	 were	 soon

captured.	Meanwhile	Geoff	‘Kid’	Gane,	the	21	year	old	tail	gunner	had	turned	his	turret

into	 position	 so	 that	 he	 could	 drop	 out	 backwards.	 But	 before	 he	 could	 get	 out	 the

Wellington	went	into	a	violent	spiral	to	port.	Finally	the	aircraft	rolled	out	of	its	spin	and

Gane	was	able	to	get	out.	When	daylight	came	he	was	easily	caught.	A	truck	that	took	him

into	 captivity	 contained	 three	 coffins	 in	 the	 back.	 They	 stopped	 by	 a	 cemetery	 and	 for	 a

moment	he	thought	he	was	about	to	be	shot	but	he	was	asked	to	look	in	one	of	the	coffins. 

The	lid	of	the	coffin	was	lifted	and	there,	pale	but	otherwise	unmarked,	was	the	face	of	his

pilot,	Bruce	Shearer.4

Every	 aircraft	 that	 Honington	 could	 muster	 was	 there	 at	 take-off	 ‘and’	 wrote	 Bill

Anderson,	a	pilot	on	9	Squadron,	‘they	followed	each	other	lurching	round	the	airfield,	a

long	line	of	giant,	roaring	beasts.	Then	one	by	one	they	swung	on	to	the	end	of	the	runway

and	then	went	roaring	and	pounding	off	into	the	night.’	At	briefing	crews	had	been	told:

‘One	more	thing.	There	will	be	more	than	a	thousand	aircraft	on	the	target.’

‘The	sky	was	clear	above,	the	ground	was	clear	below	and	the	coast	of	England	stood

out	 black	 against	 the	 sea.	 On	 the	 port	 beam	 trembled	 the	 Northern	 Lights,	 a	 glorious

panorama	 of	 shifting	 colours.	 All	 the	 stars	 were	 out	 to	 greet	 us	 and	 as	 we	 turned

southwards	 towards	 Cologne	 we	 could	 see	 flying	 along	 below	 to	 port,	 above	 and	 to

starboard,	other	aircraft	all	pressing	steadily	onwards	to	the	target.	Here	and	there	over	the

Dutch	coast,	a	searchlight	wavered	and	a	few	guns	fired.	From	the	farmhouses	in	Holland, 

the	 V	 for	 Victory	 sign	 was	 flickered	 out	 to	 us.	 Soon	 we	 were	 into	 Germany	 and	 as	 we

came	up	to	the	Ruhr,	the	defences	sprang	into	life,	A	couple	of	dummies,	areas	of	lights

that	 twinkled	 like	 incendiaries	 on	 a	 target,	 complete	 with	 canopies	 of	 searchlights,	 were

hopefully	lit	up	to	attract	attention	but	we	thumbed	our	noses	at	them	and	passed	on.	We

were	out	to	get	Cologne.’

Squadron	Leader	John	Russell	had	taken	‘H-Harry’	off	from	Driffield.	At	23.10	and	he

set	course	for	the	target.	Four	other	Whitleys	in	his	flight,	which	took	off	soon	after,	were

forced	 to	 return	 with	 severe	 icing.	 Tom	 Dailey	 sat	 at	 his	 position	 in	 his	 Wellington	 at

Driffield	 as	 his	 crew	 waited	 for	 the	 ‘off’.	 ‘A	 flash	 from	 an	 Aldis	 lamp	 on	 the	 darkened

runway	was	the	only	signal	for	our	five-man	bomber	to	lumber	into	the	air.	The	sound	of	a

thousand	engines	would	have	been	deafening	as	we	passed	over	the	east	coast	of	England

heading	 across	 the	 North	 Sea.	 But	 at	 10,000	 feet	 it	 was	 bitterly	 cold.	 There	 was	 no

formation	 flying	 at	 night.	 Each	 aircraft	 was	 alone.	 I	 used	 Morse	 to	 obtain	 coded	 fixes, 

triangulated	 from	 ground	 control	 for	 the	 pilot	 to	 set	 our	 course.	 The	 atmosphere	 aboard

was	 edgy.	 But	 no	 one	 was	 biting	 their	 nails.	 There	 was	 always	 fear	 of	 the	 unknown	 but

you	 didn’t	 show	 it.	 Training	 bolstered	 your	 spirits	 and	 we	 had	 already	 been	 bloodied	 on

previous	sorties.’

‘Moose’	 Fulton	 and	 Flight	 Lieutenant	 Terence	 Mansfield	 took	 off	 in	 their	 elderly

Wellington	 Ic	 at	 2325	 hours.	 ‘Although	 419	 were	 in	 the	 first	 wave,	 we	 were	 not’	 recalls

Mansfield.	‘At	approximately	50	mph	slower	than	the	IIIs	our	IC	was	also	handicapped	by

trying	 to	 get	 to	 the	 briefed	 height	 of	 18,000	 feet,	 4,000	 feet	 higher	 than	 I	 had	 ever	 been

before	in	a	Wellington.	We	made	visual	identification	on	arrival	at	Cologne	and	made	one

circuit	of	the	city	before	our	attack.	We	then	flew	round	the	target	again	as	Moose	had	a

pair	of	night	binoculars,	which	were	remarkably	effective	but	I	made	no	notes	of	what	I

could	 see.	 I	 think	 I	 must	 have	 been	 more	 interested	 in	 looking	 down	 from	 what	 seemed

such	 a	 great	 height;	 this	 being	 the	 occasion	 on	 which	 I	 had	 dropped	 bombs	 from	 over

10,000	feet.	Our	attack	was	made	as	ordered.	Height;	17,500	feet.	Night	photograph	taken

and	 later	 plotted	 within	 800	 yards	 of	 the	 aiming	 point.	 The	 weather	 over	 the	 target	 was

remarkably	clear	and	not	as	we	had	come	to	expect	from	the	Ruhr	area.’

Crews	got	their	pinpoint	south	of	the	city	and	then	turned	north,	with	the	Rhine	to	their

right.	 Ahead	 of	 them	 were	 two	 central	 bridges,	 first	 the	 Hindenbergbrücke	 and	 then	 the

Hohenzollernbrücke,	which	carried	all	passenger	traffic	from	the	main	station	to	the	east. 

Their	aiming	point	was	a	mile	due	west	of	the	first	bridge,	in	the	centre	of	the	Alstadt.	In

Cologne	the	sirens	had	sounded	an	hour	earlier.	This	was	the	105th	air	raid	of	the	war	on

the	city	and	the	population	were	accustomed	to	aerial	bombardment.	Cologne	had	public

shelters	for	75,000	people	with	25	special	deep	bunkers	for	a	further	7,500.	Twenty-nine

additional	such	bunkers	were	in	the	process	of	being	built.	A	total	of	42,000	small	air-raid

shelters	had	been	provided	under	or	next	to	houses	and	apartment	buildings	for	residents. 

Fourteen	auxiliary	hospitals	had	been	built,	giving	an	extra	1,760	emergency	beds. 

Bill	 Anderson	 again:	 ‘Ahead	 were	 the	 defences	 of	 the	 city,	 below	 and	 to	 the	 left,	 the

River	 Rhine	 was	 shining	 like	 a	 strip	 of	 silver	 ribbon.	 Great	 cones	 of	 searchlights	 were

building	 up	 and	 as	 we	 came	 in,	 the	 flak	 opened	 up	 and	 at	 the	 same	 time	 the	 first

incendiaries	began	to	fall	Half-way	through	our	bombing	run,	 the	 searchlights	 caught	 us

and	blinded	us	and	a	burst	of	flak	holed	us	amidships.	We	turned	off	and	came	in	again,	so

that	by	the	time	that	we	finally	bombed,	the	‘party’	was	in	full	swing.	The	defences	were

hopelessly	swamped.	The	searchlights	were	waving	helplessly	and	many	of	them	had	gone

out.	All	the	guns	seemed	to	have	stopped	firing	except	for	one	battery	in	the	south	of	the

town,	 which,	 ringed	 with	 glowing	 red	 fires,	 still	 blazed	 hopelessly	 away	 into	 the	 skies. 

Amongst	 the	 blinding	 white	 incendiaries	 and	 billows	 of	 smoke,	 lights	 were	 leaping	 as

bombs	fell	amongst	the	burning	buildings.	And	every	now	and	then,	an	especially	bright

flash	would	be	followed	by	a	huge,	slow	mushroom	of	smoke	as	a	‘cookie,’	two	tons	of

concentrated	destruction,	burst	in	the	doomed	city.	And	as	we	left	the	target,	we	could	see

behind	us	a	great	pall	of	smoke	building	up	over	the	heart	of	Cologne.’

As	 the	 procession	 passed	 over	 the	 city,	 stick	 after	 stick	 of	 incendiaries	 rained	 down

from	their	bomb	bays,	adding	to	the	conflagration.	The	defences,	because	of	the	attacking

forces	size,	were	relatively	ineffective	and	flak	was	described	variously	as	‘sporadic’	and

‘spasmodic’.	 Flight	 Lieutenant	 Pattison,	 who	 piloted	 a	 419	 Squadron	 RCAF	 Wellington, 

wrote.	‘When	I	bombed	there	was	a	huge	fire	on	the	east	bank	of	the	Rhine	and	another

just	starting	on	the	west	bank.	When	I	left	the	target	area	both	sides	were	getting	it	thick

and	 fast	 and	 eventually,	 large	 concentrations	 of	 fires	 were	 spread	 practically	 across	 the

length	and	breadth	of	the	entire	built-up	area.’

Still	 miles	 from	 the	 target,	 Tom	 Dailey’s	 Skipper	 called	 him	 up	 to	 the	 cockpit,	 ‘Tom, 

come	and	have	a	look	at	this.’	It	was	astounding.	The	night	sky	was	a	swirling	fire	of	red, 

orange	 and	 yellow.	 Cologne	 was	 alight.	 We	 were	 in	 the	 second	 or	 third	 wave	 and	 the

bombers	 which	 had	 gone	 in	 ahead	 of	 us	 had	 dropped	 incendiaries.	 In	 our	 plane	 was	 a

feeling	of	exultation.	This	was	payback.	We	had	suffered	the	Blitz	for	all	those	years	and

were	full	of	venom	and	hate	for	all	things	German.	I	was	20	years	old	and	twice,	before	I

joined	up,	I	was	nearly	killed	by	bombs	falling	on	London.’

Squadron	 Leader	 Hughie	 Stiles	 adds:	 ‘The	 two-and-a-half	 hours	 to	 the	 target	 were

relatively	uneventful;	except	that	coaxing	the	aircraft	all	that	time	put	me	barely	at	15,000

feet	as	I	approached	the	target.	It	just	refused	to	go	a	foot	higher	and	I	surmised	that	the

other	999	were	mostly	above	me	and	I	wondered	if	the	bombs	coming	down	would	exceed

the	flak	coming	up!’	Shortly	before	approaching	any	target	one	always	wondered	what	the

intensity	of	the	flak	and	searchlights	would	be	and	who	would	be	the	‘Joe’.	While	I	was

making	 my	 run	 it	 seemed	 that	 at	 any	 moment	 there	 was	 always	 one	 aircraft,	 which	 the

batteries	of	radar-controlled	searchlights,	maybe	30	or	so	to	a	group,	would	lock	onto	and

form	 such	 a	 large	 area	 of	 intersection	 that	 it	 was	 almost	 impossible	 to	 fly	 out	 of	 it.	 And

into	 which	 the	 heavy	 flak	 would	 be	 poured.	 I	 didn’t	 have	 long	 to	 wait.	 My	 track	 was

between	 two	 distinct	 groups	 of	 searchlights	 aimed	 more	 or	 less	 vertically	 into	 the	 sky.	 I

kept	 my	 fingers	 crossed	 and	 hoped	 that	 I	 would	 sneak	 through	 while	 they	 were	 perhaps

monitoring	someone	else.	I	was	watching	the	increasing	flak	bursts	ahead	and	above	when

in	a	single	instant	all	the	searchlights	in	both	groups	swung	towards	each	other	and	coned

me	in	a	blinding	zone	of	light.	I	was	the	‘Joe’.	Seeking	the	comfort	of	the	instruments	for

a	second	or	two	to	rest	my	eyes	from	the	shock,	I	put	the	aircraft	into	a	steep	diving	turn	to

port	in	a	frantic	effort	to	escape. 

‘Superimposed	 upon	 the	 myriad	 lights	 which	 followed	 wherever	 I	 went,	 I	 was

uncomfortably	conscious	of	the	more	mellowed	colour	of	the	shell	bursts,	which	were	so

close	I	could	hear	the	hissing	thuds	as	they	exploded.	Instinctively	I	wrenched	it	over	to	a

starboard	turn,	to	no	avail	and	I	felt	sure	a	direct	hit	was	inevitable.	Continuing	down	in

the	maelstrom	of	blinding	noise,	weaving	from	left	to	right,	I	noticed	we	were	now	down

to	 10,000	 feet	 and	 moving	 at	 nearly	 350	 mph;	 over	 twice	 normal	 speed.	 Flattening	 out

required	some	effort	at	that	speed.	As	I	banked	again	to	the	left	in	a	fairly	steep	turn	I	felt

and	heard	a	terrific	impact,	which	jarred	the	whole	aircraft.	The	wireless	operator	reported

that	about	three	feet	of	the	top	of	the	fuselage	behind	the	astrodome	had	just	disappeared. 

As	we	were	now	well	within	the	target	area	I	instructed	the	bomb	aimer	to	jettison,	as	it

looked	as	though	I	was	going	to	need	all	the	performance	I	could	get,	any	second.	Then,	as

if	to	confirm	my	action	I	saw	a	jagged	tuliplike	shape	appear	on	the	top	of	the	port-engine

cover.	I	scanned	the	engine	oil	pressure	and	temperature	gauges	for	a	reduction	in	one	and

an	increase	in	the	other.	It	seemed	impossible	for	a	piece	of	flak	to	come	out	of	the	top	of

the	 engine	 cover	 without	 having	 first	 caused	 critical	 damage	 in	 its	 passage	 through	 the

engine	components. 

‘Now	at	9,500	feet	the	defences	regretfully	turned	their	attention	to	the	next	one	on	the

‘Joe’	list,	while	I	set	a	course	for	home	alternately	praying	and	watching	those	port	engine

instruments.	 The	 thought	 of	 having	 to	 keep	 this	 thing	 in	 the	 air,	 on	 one	 engine,	 for	 over

two	 hours	 filled	 me	 with	 a	 great	 deal	 of	 apprehension	 after	 my	 last	 experience	 on	 the

Wellesbourne	circuit	but	minutes	ticked	by	with	no	unpleasant	manifestations	and	I	finally

relaxed.	The	crew	had	suffered	no	injuries	and	everything	was	still	working	so	what	more

could	one	ask?’

Tom	Dailey	adds:	‘As	we	went	in	on	our	bombing	run	we	had	to	observe	W/T	silence. 

Flak	 was	 bursting	 around	 us.	 Our	 bomb	 aimer,	 lying	 prone	 above	 the	 open	 hatch,	 was

guiding	the	pilot.	Left	was	always	repeated	twice,	to	avoid	confusion.	So	it	was	‘left,	left, 

right	a	bit’.	Then	the	words	we	all	waited	for:	‘bombs	gone!’	Two	tons	of	high	explosives

and	incendiaries	in	canisters	had	been	delivered	to	their	destination.	We	felt	the	aircraft	lift

and	then	tilt	as	the	pilot	put	on	full	throttle	and	banked	to	the	left,	heading	for	the	North

Sea	and	home.’	Tom	Dailey’s	Wellington	returned	safely.	‘Apart	from	a	few	small	holes	in

the	 fuselage	 we	 were	 unscathed.	 But	 dirty,	 dog-tired	 and	 sweaty.	 Beneath	 our	 sheepskin

flying	jackets	we	all	wore	three	or	four	woollen	vests	to	keep	out	the	cold.	At	breakfast	we

had	our	bacon	and	eggs.	But	there	were	gaps	around	the	Mess	tables.	Nobody	mentioned

them.’	 158	 had	 lost	 two	 Wimpys	 and	 all	 nine	 men	 including	 Squadron	 Leader	 Donald

Harkness	DFC	a	26-year	old	New	Zealander,	had	been	killed. 

Squadron	 Leader	 Stiles	 landed	 back	 at	 Wellesbourne	 five	 hours	 and	 ten	 minutes	 after

take-off.	 ‘Holes	 in	 the	 fuselage	 and	 flaps	 were	 fairly	 superficial	 but	 a	 major	 repair	 was

necessary	 to	 replace	 the	 geodetic	 structure	 missing	 from	 the	 top	 of	 the	 Wellington’s

fuselage.	There	was	much	discussion	as	to	how	this	damage	occurred	but	as	we	were	in	a

steep	turn	it	must	have	been	caused	either	by	a	falling	bomb	or	an	up-coming	shell	fused

for	a	greater	altitude.	We	concluded	that	the	flak	hole	in	the	port	engine	cover	could	only

have	been	caused	by	a	piece	of	shrapnel	passing	through	the	propeller	blades,	missing	the

cylinders	and	coming	out	the	top.	There	was	obviously	a	lot	of	luck	involved.	Two	of	my

friends	 who	 officiated	 at	 my	 wedding	 the	 previous	 month	 were	 captains	 of	 two

Wellesbourne	 aircraft,	 which	 failed	 to	 return	 and	 I	 believe	 also	 one	 pupil	 crew. 5	 A	 high price	to	pay	for	dropping	about	3,000lb	of	HE	on	Cologne.’

Out	 of	 368	 OTU	 aircraft,	 only	 seventeen	 were	 lost	 so	 the	 grim	 forecast	 that	 many

inexperienced	 crews	 would	 get	 killed	 was	 proved	 wrong.	 Even	 so	 49	 pupils	 and	 40

instructors	did	not	return.	At	Graveley	26	OTU	lost	four	Wellingtons.	Two	Wellingtons	on

15	OTU	failed	to	return	to	Harwell	and	Hampstead	Norris.	Thirty	of	the	53	bombers	that

were	lost	were	believed	to	have	been	shot	down	by	night	fighters	in	the	Himmelbett	boxes

between	the	coast	and	Cologne.	It	was	estimated	by	Bomber	Command	that	16	of	the	22

aircraft	that	were	lost	over	or	near	Cologne	were	shot	down	by	flak. 

Pilot	 Officer	 Arthur	 William	 Doubleday	 on	 460	 Squadron	 RAAF	 was	 one	 of	 the

Wellington	pilots	on	the	Cologne	raid.	The	30-year	old	second	son	in	a	family	of	five	girls

and	three	boys,	enjoyed	country	life	and	had	farmed	at	Wagga,	New	South	Wales.	He	had

no	intention	or	thought	at	all	of	doing	other	than	living	a	life	on	the	land.	In	February	1933

all	that	had	changed.	Young	Arthur	loved	cricket	and	when	he	went	to	Sydney	to	see	the

fifth	 test	 in	 the	 ‘bodyline’	 series,	 which	 England	 controversially	 won	 he	 went	 out	 to

Mascot	aerodrome,	paid	his	ten	shillings	and	took	a	flight	over	the	city.	His	second	flight, 

seven	years	later,	was	with	the	Royal	Australian	Air	Force. 6	In	a	 Daily	Mirror	press	cable Doubleday,	who	had	flown	on	his	Aussie	squadron’s	first	raid	on	12/13	March,	said	of	the

raid	 on	 Cologne;	 ‘It	 was	 five	 times	 larger	 than	 the	 biggest	 brushfires	 I	 have	 ever	 seen. 

Earlier	arrivals	had	set	the	place	well	alight.	We	had	a	perfect	target	and	it	was	impossible

to	miss.	We	dropped	ton	after	ton	of	bombs	right	in	the	middle	of	the	blazing	factories.	My

cobbers	 said	 they	 were	 able	 to	 see	 the	 fires	 and	 smoke	 from	 the	 Dutch	 coastline

approximately	200	miles	distant.	The	flak	was	murderous	as	usual	till	towards	the	end	of

the	 raid.	 The	 Hun	 gunners	 practically	 gave	 up	 the	 ghost.	 They	 must	 have	 got	 sick	 of

shooting	at	us.	The	Hun	night	fighters	were	pretty	active.	My	gunners	squirted	at	a	coupe, 

which	quickly	sheered	off	and	did	not	molest	us	again.’

A	 Wellington	 on	 150	 Squadron	 at	 Snaith	 crashed	 at	 Faldingworth	 in	 Lincolnshire;	 all

the	crew	were	killed.	Two	crews	on	101	Squadron	at	Bourn	failed	to	return. 

In	 all,	 898	 crews	 claimed	 to	 have	 hit	 Cologne	 and	 almost	 all	 of	 them	 bombed	 their

aiming	point	as	briefed.	Fifteen	aircraft	bombed	other	targets.	The	total	tonnage	of	bombs

was	 1,455,	 two-thirds	 of	 this	 tonnage	 being	 incendiaries.	 Postbombing	 reconnaissance

certainly	showed	that	more	than	600	acres	of	Cologne	had	been	razed	to	the	ground.	The

Air	 Ministry	 reported	 after	 reconnaissance	 had	 been	 made	 that	 ‘In	 an	 area	 of	 seventeen

acres	 between	 the	 Cathedral	 and	 the	 Hange	 Brücke	 forty	 or	 fifty	 buildings	 are	 gutted	 or

severely	 damaged.	 Buildings	 immediately	 adjacent	 to	 the	 south-eastern	 wall	 of	 the

Cathedral	 are	 gutted.	 There	 is	 no	 photographic	 evidence	 of	 damage	 to	 the	 Cathedral, 

although	 the	 damage	 to	 the	 adjoining	 buildings	 suggests	 that	 some	 minor	 damage	 may

have	 occurred.	 The	 Police	 Headquarters	 and	 between	 200	 and	 300	 houses	 have	 been

destroyed	 in	 another	 area	 of	 35	 acres	 extending	 from	 the	 Law	 Courts	 and	 the	 Neumarkt

westwards	almost	to	the	Hohenzollernring.	An	area	of	three	and	a	half	acres	between	St. 

Gereon’s	 Church	 and	 the	 Hohenzollernring	 has	 been	 completely	 burned	 out.’	 The	 fires

burned	for	days.	In	his	report	to	Chief	of	Police	Himmler,	Gauleiter	Grohé	recorded	that

486	people	were	killed,	5,027	injured	and	59,100	rendered	homeless,	18,432	houses,	flats, 

workshops,	 public	 buildings	 and	 the	 like	 were	 completely	 destroyed,	 9,516	 heavily

damaged	and	31,070	damaged	less	severely.	‘The	immense	number	of	incendiary	bombs

dropped’	had	caused	12,000	fires	of	which	2,500	had	been	major	outbreaks.	Albert	Speer, 

Minister	for	Armaments	and	War	Production,	was	with	Goering	at	the	Veldenstein	castle

in	Franconia	when	the	Reichmarschall	was	told	of	the	reported	weight	of	the	attack.	Speer

said	that	Goering	shouted:	‘Impossible!	That	many	bombs	cannot	be	dropped	in	a	single

night!’

It	 was	 estimated	 that	 from	 135,000	 to	 150,000	 of	 Cologne’s	 population	 of	 nearly

700,000	 people	 fled	 the	 city	 after	 the	 raid.	 In	 the	 early	 hours	 of	 31	 May	 the	 roads	 to

Cologne	 started	 to	 fill	 with	 lorries	 bring	 relief	 supplies	 -	 34,000	 items	 of	 clothing	 for

adults,	 50,000	 items	 of	 clothing	 for	 children,	 61,000	 sheets,	 90,000	 boxes	 soap	 powder, 

700,000	 cakes	 of	 soap,	 ten	 million	 cigarettes	 and	 100,000	 metres	 of	 curtain	 material.	 A

small	army	of	3,500	soldiers,	2,000	prisoners	of	war	and	10,000	labourers	arrived	to	assist

the	5,200	workmen	in	Cologne	detailed	to	clean	up	the	city.	As	a	result	almost	all	routes, 

except	in	the	city	centre,	were	able	to	function	under	temporary	repair	within	ten	days	of

the	raid.	To	help	in	this	process	of	recovery	the	schoolchildren	were	immediately	sent	on

holiday	 because	 all	 school	 buildings	 that	 had	 survived	 the	 bombing	 were	 needed	 as

emergency	 centres.	 Some	 370,000	 claims	 were	 submitted	 for	 war	 damage.	 Dr.	 Josef

Goebbels,	 Hitler’s	 Propaganda	 Minister,	 shrugged	 off	 the	 implications	 of	 the	 raid	 and

wrote	in	his	diary,	‘Naturally	the	effects	of	bomb	warfare	are	horrible	when	one	looks	at

individual	cases	but	they	must	be	put	up	with.’

Squadron	Leader	Stiles	concludes.	‘It	seemed	to	us	the	whole	thing	was	a	propaganda

ploy	 aptly	 summed	 up	 by	 a	 cryptic	 announcement	 in	 the	  Daily	 Telegraph	 the	 following

day:	 ‘At	 a	 Bomber	 Command	 Station,	 Sunday.	 On	 the	 1001st	 day	 of	 the	 war	 more	 than

1,000	 RAF	 bombers	 flew	 over	 Cologne	 and	 in	 95	 minutes	 delivered	 the	 heaviest	 attack

ever	launched	in	the	history	of	aerial	warfare.’

Bomber	 Harris	 received	 messages	 of	 congratulation	 from	 Sir	 Archibald	 Sinclair	 the

Secretary	 of	 State	 for	 Air	 and	 as	 far	 afield	 as	 Lieutenant-General	 Golovanov	 his	 Soviet

opposite	 number.	 Harris	 responded	 in	 kind.	 ‘We	 will	 not	 cease	 our	 efforts	 until	 Hitler’s

Germany	cries,	‘Enough’!’

In	England	squadrons	repaired	and	patched	their	damaged	bombers	-	no	less	than	116

aircraft	suffered	damage,	twelve	so	badly	that	they	were	written	off	-	and	within	48	hours

they	 were	 preparing	 for	 another	 1,000-raid,	 against	 Essen.	 (The	 weather	 had	 proved

unsuitable	immediately	after	the	raid	on	Cologne).	Flight	Lieutenant	John	Price	at	10	OTU

recalls.	‘Real	bombs	were	not	used	on	an	OTU	station	so	I	was	a	bit	shaken	to	see	them

rolling	onto	our	airfield.	At	briefing	we	were	told	our	part	in	the	operation	was	to	kill	as

many	of	the	workers	as	possible.	Other	bombers	would	go	for	the	Krupps	factory	itself.’

At	 nightfall	 on	 1	 June	 956	 aircraft	 including	 347	 aircraft	 from	 the	 Operational	 Training

Units	 took	 off	 and	 headed	 for	 Essen.	 Despite	 a	 reasonable	 weather	 forecast,	 crews

experienced	great	difficulty	in	finding	the	target.	The	plan	was	similar	to	the	recent	raid	on

Cologne	 except	 that	 many	 more	 flares	 were	 dropped	 by	 the	 ‘raid	 leaders’	 flying	 in

Wellingtons	of	3	Group.	Seven	of	the	22	Halifaxes	on	76	Squadron	were	briefed	to	attack

the	 precise	 aiming	 point,	 a	 large	 shed	 in	 the	 centre	 of	 the	 Krupps	 Works.	 Twenty

Wellingtons	were	to	pinpoint	their	position	and	then	release	flares	to	illuminate	the	entire

target	 area	 for	 the	 fire	 raisers	 of	 the	 marker	 force.	 The	 remaining	 120	 Halifaxes	 were	 to

join	 the	 Main	 Force	 attack.	 But	 the	 target-marking	 force	 had	 great	 difficulty	 finding	 the

aiming	 point	 because	 the	 ground	 was	 covered	 either	 by	 the	 industrial	 haze	 or	 a	 layer	 of

low	 cloud	 and	 results	 were	 poor,	 with	 bombing	 scattered	 over	 Essen	 and	 at	 least	 eleven

other	towns,	particularly	Oberhausen	and	Mülheim,	in	or	near	the	Ruhr.7

Essen	 itself	 escaped	 lightly	 and	 Krupps	 was	 once	 again	 almost	 untouched.	 Although

seemingly	 lacking	 the	 concentration	 of	 the	 earlier	 raid	 on	 Cologne	 the	 bombing

nevertheless	was	effective	enough	to	saturate	the	defences.	One	Skipper	went	as	far	as	to

say	 that	 the	 fires	 were	 more	 impressive	 than	 those	 of	 Cologne	 were.	 A	 belt	 of	 fires

extended	 across	 the	 city’s	 entire	 length	 from	 the	 western	 edge	 to	 the	 eastern	 suburbs. 

Many	fires	were	also	spread	over	other	parts	of	the	Ruhr.	Of	the	37	bombers	lost	on	the

second	 1,000-bomber	 raid	 on	 Essen,	 twenty	 were	 claimed	 by	 night-fighters.	 On	 return	 a

218	Squadron	Stirling	crash	landed	at	Marham	and	a	Wellington	on	305	Polish	Squadron

at	 Lindholme	 crashed	 at	 Billingford	 near	 RAF	 Swanton	 Morley	 in	 Norfolk.	 Forty-three

year	 old	 Wing	 Commander	 Robert	 Juliusz	 Hirszbant	 OBE	 DFC	 and	 his	 crew	 all	 died	 in	 the

crash.	Hirszbant,	who	had	flown	the	Cologne	raid,	had	been	born	in	Warsaw	in	1899	and

was	a	university-trained	engineer.	At	the	time	of	the	German	invasion	he	was	a	major	in

the	Polish	Air	Force.	Essen	was	his	23rd	trip. 

Winston	Michael	Cavaneau	left	Mapleton,	Iowa	for	a	vacation	in	Canada	In	September

1940.	The	18	year	old	American	suddenly	decided	that	he	would	rather	fly	and	fight	than

return	to	school	at	the	University	of	Omaha.	So	he	joined	the	Royal	Canadian	Air	Force

and	 went	 into	 training	 with	 a	 group	 of	 English,	 Australian,	 Canadian,	 New	 Zealand	 and

Polish	boys.	They	nicknamed	him	‘Larry’	and	broadened	his	outlook	on	life.	‘The	fellows

from	 various	 countries	 would	 have	 bull	 sessions	 and	 that’s	 where	 I	 first	 got	 acquainted

with	 the	 outside	 world’	 Larry	 explained.	 ‘The	 spirit	 of	 adventure	 moved	 me.’	 Cavaneau

was	a	swarthy	boy	of	French	descent,	with	course,	photogenic	features,	black	tousled	hair

and	a	sort	of	a	nerveless,	happy-go-lucky	viewpoint	which	makes	for	a	good	combat	pilot. 

He	probably	was	the	lowest	ranking	squadron	leader	in	the	world.	His	mother,	Mrs.	Hazel

A.	Cavaneau,	lived	at	509	2nd	Street,	Mapleton.	In	July	1941	Larry	was	a	sergeant	in	the

RCAF	and	he	appreciated	the	realisation	of	his	ambition	when	they	sent	him	overseas	as	a

fighter	pilot.	In	England	he	flew	Hurricanes	in	training	and	was	highly	pleased	because	he

had	always	wanted	to	fly	a	‘pea	shooter’.	‘But	at	that	time	Britain	was	just	beginning	her

big	air	offensive	and	I	was	shoved	into	heavy	bombardment	against	my	will’	he	said.	He

was	then	trained	on	Wellington	night	bombers	and	on	21	May	1942	he	laid	mines	in	the

port	 at	 Brest	 -	 his	 first	 operational	 sortie.	 He	 flew	 night	 18	 operations	 with	 the	 RAF, 

including	the	1,000-bomber	raid	on	Essen.	His	log	book	is	interesting.	Here	is	one	entry:

‘Operations	as	ordered,	Nürnburg,	Germany.	Celebrated	4th	of	July	over	Germany.	More

fireworks	 than	 they	 have	 at	 home.	 Hydraulic	 failure	 due	 to	 damage.	 Crash	 landing	 on

home	airdrome.	Aircraft	written	off.’

On	1	June	1942	Cavaneau	dropped	leaflets	on	Paris.	As	he	neared	the	coast	on	his	way

out	of	France,	a	night-fighter	knocked	out	his	port	engine.	He	was	forced	to	ditch	in	the

English	 Channel	 shortly	 before	 midnight.	 Five	 crew	 members	 were	 lost	 but	 he	 and	 the

bomb	aimer	managed	to	get	into	a	rubber	dinghy.	‘It	was	bitter	cold	that	night;	we	were

wet	 through,’	 Larry	 explains.	 ‘We	 rolled	 up	 in	 parachute	 silk	 and	 wrapped	 our	 arms

around	 each	 other	 to	 keep	 warm.	 About	 five	 in	 the	 morning	 two	 enemy	 planes	 took	 off

from	 the	 French	 coast	 and	 flew	 over	 us	 at	 low	 level.	 We	 thought	 we	 were	 going	 to	 get

strafed.	 So	 we	 jumped	 into	 the	 cold	 water.	 The	 planes	 ignored	 us	 and	 headed	 across	 the

Channel.	We	saw	them	intercepted	by	Spitfires	and	watched	a	good	dogfight.	One	enemy

fighter	was	shot	down	and	the	other	headed	back	for	France.’

At	0630	the	pair	in	the	dinghy	was	sighted	by	a	British	patrol	plane.	An	hour	later	a	big

Catalina	flying	boat	of	the	British	Air	Sea	Rescue	service	landed	alongside	and	picked	up

the	two	flyers. 

Cavaneau	transferred	to	the	US	8th	Air	Force	in	January	1943	and	was	assigned	to	the

91st	Bomb	Group	at	Bassingbourn	as	a	Fortress	co-pilot.	By	June	1943	Larry	had	flown

13	 daylight	 missions.	 He	 was	 awarded	 the	 Air	 medal	 with	 an	 Oak	 Leaf	 Cluster	 for

meritorious	 achievement.	 The	 B-17	 he	 flew	 had	 a	 scroll	 painted	 on	 the	 nose	 with	 the

following	paraphrase	of	the	23rd	Psalm,	suggested	to	him	by	an	RAF	pilot	who	flew	in	the

Battle	of	Britain.	‘Yea	though	I	fly	through	the	shadow	of	the	valley	of	death,	I	fear	no	evil

for	Thou	art	with	me.’	That	June	he	married	Freda	Parkin,	an	English	girl	who	lived	near

his	 airfield.	 Larry	 raided	 targets	 from	 the	 Baltic	 to	 Biscay	 in	 daylight.	 One	 time	 over

Bremen	a	piece	of	his	ship’s	tail	was	blown	off	and	his	number	two	engine	was	knocked

out.	But	he	always	came	home. 

After	 Cologne	 and	 Essen	 Harris	 could	 not	 immediately	 mount	 another	 1,000-bomber

raid	and	he	had	to	be	content	with	smaller	formations.	On	2/3	June	just	195	aircraft,	97	of

them	 Wellingtons,	 carried	 out	 a	 follow-up	 raid	 on	 Essen.	 The	 story	 is	 told	 of	 how	 one

morning	 at	 planning,	 after	 spending	 his	 usual	 quarter	 of	 an	 hour	 looking	 at	 the

photographs	 of	 the	 previous	 night’s	 raid	 and	 the	 Met	 charts,	 Harris	 glanced	 up	 and	 said, 

‘Essen’.	AVM	Sir	Robert	Saundby,	the	Deputy	C-in-C,	coughed	a	little	deprecatingly	and

murmured,	 ‘Excuse	 me,	 sir	 but	 I	 think	 the	 boys	 are	 getting	 a	 little	 browned	 off	 going	 to

Essen	every	night.’	Harris	summed	up	the	situation	in	two	words,	‘So’s	Essen!’	8

On	the	night	of	3/4	June	170	bombers	were	dispatched	on	the	first	large	raid	to	Bremen

since	 October	 1941.	 Crews	 reported	 only	 indifferent	 bombing	 results	 and	 eleven	 aircraft

failed	to	return	-	eight	of	them	shot	down	by	Nachtjäger.	Two	Wellingtons	and	a	Stirling	at

Marham	 were	 among	 those	 that	 failed	 to	 return.	 There	 were	 no	 survivors	 aboard

Wellington	X3724	piloted	by	Flight	Sergeant	Jack	Leon	Hutchison	RCAF	which	went	down

in	the	North	Sea.	Only	Pilot	Officer	H.	B.	Pearce	the	rear	gunner	survived	when	X3625/J

flown	by	Flying	Officer	Thomas	Render	R.	Wood	was	lost	without	trace.	Pearce	was	taken

into	captivity.	Wellington	X3749/D	flown	by	Pilot	Officer	H.	G.	A’Court	force-landed	at

Marham	on	return. 

On	 5/6	 June	 in	 the	 raid	 on	 Essen	 by	 180	 aircraft	 twelve	 aircraft	 -	 eight	 of	 them

Wellingtons	 -	 failed	 to	 return	 and	 the	 bombing	 was	 scattered	 over	 a	 wide	 area. 9	 As	 the RAF	 night	 bombing	 offensive	 gained	 momentum	 the	 stark	 obituaries	 began	 to	 fill	 the

newspaper	 columns.	 More	 often	 they	 read:	 ‘Dead,	 MIA	 -	 believed	 killed.’	 Replacements

for	 the	 losses	 came	 from	 the	 same	 OTUs	 that	 had	 contributed	 many	 hundreds	 of	 young

aircrew	 for	 the	 Thousand	 Bomber	 raids.	 Canadian	 Flight	 Sergeant	 Delmer	 Mooney

skippered	 one	 crew,	 which	 had	 arrived	 at	 Marham	 on	 25	 May	 1942	 to	 join	 ‘A’	 Flight	 in

115	 Squadron.	 His	 front-gunner/bomb	 aimer	 was	 Sergeant	 Joe	 Richardson	 and	 his	 tail-

gunner,	 Sergeant	 Bill	 Margerison.	 Sergeant	 Eddie	 Killilea,	 the	 wireless	 operator/air-

gunner	 (WOp/AG)	 was	 quite	 a	 womaniser	 and	 could	 sing	 and	 dance	 as	 well.	 His	 easy

rhythm	on	the	dance	floor	had	helped	him	during	Morse	training	and	he	had	finished	top

of	 his	 course.	 Sergeant	 Don	 Bruce,	 a	 21-year	 old	 Londoner,	 was	 the	 observer	 and	 fifth

member	of	the	Wellington	crew.	He	had	already	escaped	serious	injury	in	an	Anson	crash

at	Air	Navigation	School.	Bruce	recalls. 

‘Most	of	the	aircrew	I	met	were	just	mad-keen	to	fly.	They	were	imbued	with	the	spirit

of	 flying	 during	 the	 late	 twenties	 and	 early	 thirties	 when	 momentous	 events	 were	 taking

place	 in	 the	 development	 of	 flight.	 During	 our	 training	 period	 I	 don’t	 think	 many	 of	 us

really	thought	seriously	about	the	tasks	we	would	be	asked	to	carry	out	later	on	operations. 

I	 know	 I	 never	 gave	 any	 deep	 thought	 to	 it;	 I	 just	 loved	 the	 job	 I	 was	 doing	 in	 the	 air. 

When	I	was	posted	to	115	Squadron,	the	first	five	ops	I	flew	were	really	exciting	because

it	was	all	new	and	the	dangers	were	not	fully	appreciated.	It	was	wonderful	to	have	dated

and	returned	safely.	After	debriefing	and	breakfast	it	was	marvellous	to	sink	mentally	and

physically	exhausted	into	cool	sheets	and	with	the	noise	the	aircraft	engines	still	singing	in

your	ears	drift	into	a	deep	sleep.	The	novelty	disappeared	after	this	when	I	realized	things

could	go	wrong.	I	firmly	believed	that	everyone	was	frightened	on	ops	but	you	covered	up

and	 hid	 it	 from	 your	 fellow	 crewmembers.	 I	 think	 the	 dividing	 line	 between	 those	 who

came	off	flying	through	Lack	of	Moral	Fibre	(LMF)	and	those	who	didn’t	was	extremely

thin. 10	When	we	were	being	shot	at	by	flak	and	the	aircraft	was	being	lifted	by	the	blast and	pieces	of	shrapnel	were	whining	around	inside	the	aircraft,	I	used	to	‘freeze’.	These

were	short	periods	when	I	was	so	scared	my	brain	refused	to	function	properly	As	soon	as

we	were	away	from	the	flak	I	came	back	to	normal,	but	I	always	had	an	underlying	feeling

of	fear	when	on	ops. 

‘There	were	so	many	things	that	could	go	wrong.	When	we	took	off	the	bombers	were

always	overloaded	and	difficult	to	get	off	the	ground.	If	you	crashed	then	it	was	‘curtains’

for	everybody.	I	always	had	on	my	shoulders	the	worry	and	responsibility	of	not	getting

the	aircraft	lost,	which	could	easily	cause	us	to	stray	across	a	heavily	defended	area.	There

was	the	risk	all	the	time	from	night	fighter	attack	and	flak	over	the	target.	Then	there	was

the	 difficulty	 of	 getting	 home,	 particularly	 if	 the	 aircraft	 was	 damaged.	 Landing	 in	 the

darkness	was	also	a	hazard.	Because	of	the	risk	of	intruders	aerodromes	could	not	be	lit

up.	As	we	made	the	landing	approach	the	Chance	Light	would	be	turned	on	momentarily

so	 the	 pilot	 could	 see	 the	 runway	 and	 as	 soon	 as	 his	 wheels	 touched	 the	 ground	 it	 was

switched	off	and	we	returned	to	darkness. 

On	the	night	of	6/7	June	a	force	of	over	230	aircraft	was	dispatched	to	Emden.	It	was

the	practice	for	‘green’	crews	to	fly	their	first	op	with	an	experienced	pilot.	Thus,	Sergeant

W.	C.	‘Norrie’	Norrington	was	to	be	the	crew’s	pilot	for	their	first	op.	Sergeant	Don	Bruce

recalls. 

‘A	 bomber	 operation	 began	 in	 the	 morning	 really.	 After	 breakfast	 we	 reported	 to	 the

Flights,	 A	 and	 B,	 for	 nominal	 roll	 call	 by	 our	 Flight	 Commanders.	 Approximately	 eight

crews	in	each	Flight	plus	the	reserves.	We	were	allotted	our	aircraft	for	local	flying	or	air

testing.	 Our	 kite	 was	 KO-A,	 a	 newly	 delivered	 machine,	 which	 we	 would	 write	 off

temporarily	in	a	crash	landing	at	Exeter	aerodrome	after	having	been	badly	shot	up	by	flak

over	Brest	but	that	was	for	the	future.	Now	we	were	to	take	it	up	for	air	firing,	‘George’

test	-	Automatic	Pilot	and	Homing	practice	-	‘Gee’.	After	an	hour	we	landed	and	taxied	to

dispersal.	 As	 we	 passed	 through	 the	 Flights	 we	 saw	 instructions	 to	 the	 ground	 crews

chalked	 up	 on	 the	 boards.	 Six	 hundred	 gallons	 of	 petrol	 and	 a	 ‘standard’	 high	 explosive

bomb	load,	six	five	hundred	pounders	and	a	thousand	pounder	to	drop	in	the	middle	of	the

stick,	for	KO-A.	We	then	knew	that	we	would	be	on	‘stand	to’	that	night.	Speculation	was

rife	as	to	the	target.	Had	it	been	450	gallons	it	could	have	meant	‘Happy	Valley’,	which	is

the	nickname	for	the	heavily	defended	Ruhr	Valley	or	even	a	cushy	trip	to	Paris	and	the

Renault	factory. 

‘After	lunch	we	spent	the	time	relaxing	as	far	as	possible	and	then	around	tea	time	we

were	 briefed	 and	 told	 the	 target	 was	 Emden.11	 From	 then	 on	 I	 was	 busy	 preparing	 the Flight	 Plan.	 At	 this	 stage	 of	 the	 war	 we	 were	 still	 given	 a	 certain	 amount	 of	 freedom	 in

choosing	 our	 route	 and	 the	 height	 at	 which	 we	 would	 bomb.	 Another	 tense	 period	 of

waiting	 in	 which	 time	 I	 collected	 my	 bag	 of	 navigational	 instruments,	 a	 met	 report	 and

operational	rations	for	the	crew	-	usually	chocolate,	oranges	or	raisins,	chewing	gum	and

six	 thermos	 flasks,	 two	 of	 black	 coffee,	 two	 of	 tea	 and	 two	 of	 Bovril.	 Finally	 we	 were

seated	outside	the	Flights	complete	with	flying	kit	and	parachutes	ready	for	the	transport

to	take	us	to	the	aircraft	at	the	dispersal	points. 

‘As	each	crew	arrived	at	their	dispersal	we	wished	them	luck.	Then	we	were	seated	on

the	grass	by	KO	A.	It	was	still	light.	We	had	a	long	wait	as	we	were	near	the	end	of	the

take	off	sequence.	Some	24	aircraft	from	218	and	115	Squadrons	would	be	airborne	before

it	was	our	turn.	I	looked	over	the	hedge	and	saw	a	farmer	ploughing	his	field.	It	was	all	so

peaceful.	I	wished	desperately	that	I	could	change	places	with	him.	Tense	and	nervous	we

urinated	 against	 the	 wheels	 of	 the	 aircraft	 for	 good	 luck.	 This	 was	 a	 standard	 practice

among	aircrews,	later	to	be	prohibited	by	Air	Ministry	order	as	the	subsequent	corrosion

was	 causing	 undercarriage	 failures.	 As	 our	 take	 off	 time	 approached	 [2335	 hours]	 I

climbed	into	the	aircraft	and	set	the	detonator	and	diffuser	on	‘Gee’	and	its	map	container. 

It	was	warm	inside	and	strangely	quiet	compared	to	the	noise	of	the	aircraft	outside.	I	was

alone	for	a	moment	and	I	looked	around	the	observer’s	compartment	trying	to	visualise	a

burst	 of	 cannon	 fire	 from	 a	 night	 fighter	 ripping	 through	 the	 cabin.	 Now	 the	 rest	 of	 the

crew	were	climbing	aboard.	The	pilot	was	starting	the	engines	and	I	was	too	busy	with	my

duties	to	think	of	anything	else. 

‘We	taxied	along	the	perimeter	track	maintaining	strict	W/T	silence.	The	aircraft	ahead

of	 us	 got	 the	 ‘green’	 from	 the	 Aldis	 lamp	 and	 then	 we	 were	 swinging	 round	 to	 face	 the

take	off	strip.	No	one	spoke	to	the	pilot.	He	must	not	be	distracted.	His	aircraft	is	heavy

and	would	take	all	his	concentration	to	get	it	off	the	ground.	He	would	do	an	‘operational

take	off’.	The	heavy	tail	turret	complete	with	gunner	must	be	raised	off	the	ground	first	so

he	 jammed	 on	 the	 brakes	 and	 pushed	 the	 throttles	 up	 to	 the	 gates.	 The	 Wellington

shuddered	and	roared.	He	pushed	the	stick	forward	until	it	almost	touched	the	instrument

panel.	Slowly	the	tail	lifted	and	when	the	nose	was	pointing	slightly	down	he	released	the

brakes	 and	 we	 trundled	 off.	 Momentum	 gathered	 and	 at	 100	 mph	 he	 was	 holding	 her

down.	At	120	mph	we	lifted	off	the	ground.	As	I	lifted	my	hands	off	the	log	to	note	the

time	we	were	airborne	I	saw	that	the	place	where	they	were	resting	was	moist	with	sweat. 

Take	off	with	full	petrol	and	bomb	load	was	extremely	dangerous. 

‘We	climbed	on	course.	The	next	hazard	would	be	if	we	passed	over	a	British	convoy

sailing	down	the	coast.	A	convoy	would	open	fire	on	any	aircraft	passing	directly	over	it. 

We	were	low	and	vulnerable	and	although	we	knew	its	approximate	position	this	could	be

quite	inaccurate	as	the	convoy	maintained	strict	W/T	silence	whilst	in	these	waters.	Some

aircraft	 had	 been	 badly	 damaged	 in	 the	 past	 by	 convoys.	 We	 passed	 out	 to	 sea	 without

incident,	 still	 climbing.	 The	 gunners	 called	 up	 for	 permission	 to	 try	 out	 their	 guns.	 The

whole	 structure	 of	 the	 aircraft	 shuddered	 as	 the	 guns	 opened	 up	 and	 the	 reek	 of	 cordite

pervaded	 the	 atmosphere	 in	 the	 cabin.	 We	 hoped	 that	 no	 patrolling	 night	 fighter	 had

spotted	our	one	in	five	tracer. 

‘Approaching	 the	 Dutch	 coast	 we	 unfolded	 and	 locked	 in	 position	 the	 armour	 plate

doors.	 These	 doors	 were	 protection	 for	 the	 cabin	 and	 cockpit	 from	 a	 rear	 attack.	 Still

climbing	on	course,	the	wireless	operator	in	the	astrodome	assisted	the	rear	gunner	in	his

endless	 search	 for	 night	 fighters.	 This	 is	 where	 the	 area	 began,	 the	 Dutch	 coast,	 the

beginning	of	the	night	fighter	belt.	The	aircraft	commenced	to	weave	gently	from	side	to

side	 as	 the	 pilot	 attempted	 to	 uncover	 the	 blind	 spot	 below	 us	 for	 the	 gunners.	 Ten

thousand	feet,	cold	but	not	unpleasant,	we	began	to	use	oxygen.	The	pilot	had	difficulty	in

engaging	the	S-blower	(supercharger).	If	he	failed	we	would	have	to	stay	at	10,000	feet.	I

asked	the	pilot	the	outside	temperature	but	he	couldn’t	tell	me	as	the	indicator	had	fallen

off	the	dial.	He	was	worried	that	the	oil	temperature	on	the	port	engine	was	too	high.	He

throttled	 that	 engine	 back.	 The	 rear	 gunner	 was	 experiencing	 difficulty	 with	 his	 turret. 

Would	 I	 check	 the	 recuperator	 rams,	 which	 indicated	 the	 hydraulic	 pressure?	 I	 put	 my

hand	 out	 and	 felt	 them.	 They	 were	 flat.	 The	 turret	 could	 only	 be	 operated	 manually. 

Should	we	turn	back?	The	pilot	decided	to	carry	on.	Twelve	thousand	feet.	We	could	see

the	glow	from	the	target.	Apart	from	the	odd	flak	gun	popping	off	miles	out	of	range	we

had	 experienced	 little	 hostility.	 I	 worked	 out	 the	 course	 to	 bring	 us	 out	 of	 the	 target

towards	the	sea. 

‘The	gunners	were	now	calling	over	the	intercom	warning	the	pilot	of	pockets	of	flak. 

We	started	to	weave	violently.	I	moved	forward	to	the	bomb	aimer’s	position	setting	the

course	on	the	pilot’s	compass	as	I	went	past.	Lying	prone	along	the	bombing	hatch	I	got	a

good	 view	 of	 the	 target	 which	 was	 well	 alight.	 It	 was	 like	 a	 running	 red	 sore	 in	 the

blackness	of	the	night.	For	a	brief	moment	I	felt	sick	with	horror	and	thought	of	the	human

beings	below.	Then	I	was	too	busy	to	care.	I	set	the	rotor	arm	that	would	space	the	stick	of

bombs	and	removed	the	bomb	release	from	its	holder.	This	automatically	fused	the	bombs. 

I	 lined	 the	 target	 up	 in	 the	 wires	 of	 the	 bombsight.	 The	 flak	 was	 heavy	 and	 the	 pilot

weaved	 desperately.	 Red	 balls	 of	 light	 flak	 started	 lazily	 from	 the	 ground.	 Gaining	 in

impetus	 they	 appeared	 to	 come	 straight	 for	 my	 stomach.	 I	 sucked	 my	 breath	 in.	 They

passed	like	lightning	to	one	side	of	us	and	were	arcing	above	us.	This	confirmed	what	we

have	been	told	that	the	light	flak	at	Emden	reached	14,000	feet.	We	were	menaced	by	both

heavy	and	light	flak.	I	got	a	glimpse	of	the	target.	No	time	for	standard	‘bombing	pattern’

now.	The	gunners	were	yelling	for	the	bombs	to	be	dropped.	They	wanted	to	be	away.	All

was	 noise,	 confusion,	 flak,	 searchlights	 and	 roaring,	 lurching,	 aircraft.	 I	 saw	 the	 target

again. 

‘Get	over	to	port	man.	Hold	it.	BOMBS	GONE. 

‘The	 bomber	 rose,	 unburdened	 and	 free.	 We	 swung	 round	 on	 course	 and	 I	 scrambled

back	 to	 the	 cabin.	 We	 left	 the	 target	 behind	 in	 a	 shallow	 dive	 to	 increase	 our	 speed.	 We

were	away	to	the	comparative	safety	of	the	open	sea. 

‘Everyone	relaxed.	We	were	flying	parallel	to	the	coast	and	danger	was	remote.	Perhaps

a	patrolling	Ju	88	night	fighter	but	the	chance	was	slight.	I	was	busy	with	my	navigation. 

The	wireless	operator	poured	coffee	for	us	and	took	an	empty	milk	bottle	up	to	the	pilot	so

that	 he	 could	 relieve	 himself.	 ‘George’,	 the	 automatic	 pilot,	 was	 u/s	 so	 he	 could	 not	 get

back	to	the	Elsan	toilet.	The	pilot	was	still	concerned	about	the	oil	temperature.	It	turned

out	 later	 that	 the	 gauge	 was	 reading	 incorrectly.	 The	 final	 stretch	 of	 sea	 and	 then	 the

English	 coastline.	 I	 switched	 on	 the	 IFF.	 We	 didn’t	 want	 to	 be	 intercepted	 by	 our	 own

fighters	and	for	the	same	reason	we	stayed	at	a	predetermined	height.	Crossing	the	coast

and	moving	inland,	eyes	were	peeled	for	Norwich	and	its	balloon	barrage	should	we	be	off

course.	 We	 picked	 up	 the	 aerodrome	 and	 started	 to	 circle.	 The	 pilot	 tested	 the	 undercart

and	the	red	light	stayed	on	meaning	the	wheels	would	not	lock. 

‘We	called	up	the	ground.	‘Hallo	Waggon	Control,	this	is	Reveille	A-Apple’.	No	reply. 

We	repeated	several	times,	and	then	it	dawned	on	us	that	the	transmitter	had	packed	up. 

The	receiver	was	working.	We	heard	another	aircraft	calling.	The	aerodrome	replied.	It	is

not	 Waggon	 Control.	 We	 were	 over	 the	 wrong	 aerodrome.	 Panic	 for	 a	 moment	 until	 we

found	our	bearings	and	arrived	over	Marham.	We	crossed	the	flare	path	at	right	angles	and

fired	 the	 distress	 signal,	 double	 green.	 Then	 we	 flew	 over	 again	 flashing	 ‘A’	 on	 our

downward	 identity	 light.	 They	 were	 calling	 us	 from	 Waggon	 Control	 and	 telling	 other

aircraft	to	get	out	of	the	circuit.	To	cheer	us	up	they	told	us	that	the	ambulance	or	‘blood

wagon’	and	the	fire	tender	were	standing	by.	They	didn’t	know	we	were	receiving	them	so

they	flashed	a	green	from	the	Aldis	lamp.	We	made	a	pass	but	the	pilot	overshot.	We	were

braced	ready	for	a	crash	landing.	Second	time	round	we	made	it.	A	perfect	landing.	The

undercart	locking	light	wasn’t	working.	We	climbed	out.	Suddenly	my	parachute	harness

weighed	 a	 ton.	 A	 quick	 debriefing	 with	 Intelligence	 and	 then	 cool,	 smooth	 sheets	 and

wonderful,	 deep	 sleep. ’12	 One	 of	 the	 three	 Wellingtons	 that	 were	 shot	 down	 on	 the operation	 was	 a	 150	 Squadron	 Wimpy	 flown	 by	 Flying	 Officer	 Malcolm	 James	 Larke

Blunt	 RAAF	 which	 was	 downed	 by	 Oberleutnant	 Ludwig	 Becker	 of	 6./NJG2	 and	 crashed

into	the	North	Sea	off	Ameland.	All	the	crew	perished. 	13

‘I’m	sure	no	one	enjoyed	the	open	bombing	of	towns	and	cities	which	we	were	being

asked	to	carry	out’	recalled	Don	Bruce.	‘I	had	experienced	being	bombed	during	the	Blitz

in	 1940	 when	 I	 lived	 in	 London.	 That	 was	 why	 I	 felt	 sick	 when	 I	 did	 my	 first	 bomb

dropping	on	Emden	on	22/23	June14	 and	 saw	 all	 the	 fires	 and	 thought	 of	 the	 population below. 15	 You	 had	 to	 put	 all	 that	 on	 one	 side	 and	 just	 do	 your	 task.	 We	 flew	 with	 Joe Richardson,	who	eventually	came	off	with	LMF.	Also,	on	one	trip	we	rook	a	front-gunner, 

Sergeant	J.	B.	Smith,	who	was	suspect	LMF.	When	we	got	near	the	target	he	said	that	his

leg	was	playing	him	up.	He	had	been	wounded	in	the	leg	on	an	earlier	occasion.	Sergeant

Del	Mooney	RCAF,	my	pilot,	told	him	to	go	back	on	the	bed	and	he	cowered	there	all	the

time	 we	 were	 in	 the	 target	 area	 and	 then	 went	 back	 into	 the	 turret	 later	 on	 the	 return

journey.	 At	 debriefing	 he	 was	 telling	 the	 Intelligence	 Officer	 all	 he	 had	 seen	 over	 the

target.	 This	 was	 in	 front	 of	 us.	 It	 was	 pathetic	 and	 I	 felt	 desperately	 sorry	 for	 him.	 I

thought	this	could	well	be	me	if	I	cracked.	Del	and	I	had	to	make	a	report	to	the	Group

Captain	on	him	and	we	had	to	tell	the	truth.	Del	said	he	would	refuse	to	fly	with	him	if	he

were	 asked	 to	 take	 him	 again.	 He	 was	 posted	 away	 from	 the	 squadron	 LMF.	 The	 poor

devils	 got	 a	 rough	 time;	 they	 were	 demoted	 and	 given	 the	 most	 menial	 of	 jobs.	 This

happened	to	NCOs;	I	think	the	treatment	of	LMF	officers	was	more	lenient.	To	sum	up,	I

was	 very	 frightened	 on	 ops,	 I	 swore	 if	 I	 got	 through	 a	 tour	 I	 wouldn’t	 do	 a	 second	 tour. 

When	I	had	parachuted	into	Holland	I	heard	one	of	our	bombers	overhead	returning	home. 

At	first	I	thought	how	lucky	they	were.	Then	I	thought	tomorrow	or	the	next	day	they	will

have	to	go	all	through	that	ordeal	again	and	believe	it	or	not	I	felt	relieved	that	I	was	out	of

it.’

On	 the	 night	 of	 19/20	 June	 the	 RAF	 raided	 Emden	 and	 194	 aircraft,	 including	 112

Wellingtons	took	part.	Of	these	131	crews	claimed	to	have	bombed	Emden	but	bombing

photographs	 revealed	 that	 part	 of	 the	 flare	 force	 started	 a	 raid	 on	 Osnabrück,	 80	 miles

from	Emden,	in	which	29	aircraft	eventually	joined.	Emden	reported	only	five	HE	bombs

and	 200-300	 incendiaries	 with	 no	 damage	 or	 casualties.	 The	 RAF	 lost	 nine	 bombers

including	six	Wellingtons.	On	20/21	June	185	RAF	bombers	made	a	return	raid	on	Emden

but	 only	 part	 of	 the	 bomber	 force	 identified	 the	 target	 and	 only	 about	 100	 houses	 were

damaged.	Eight	aircraft,	four	of	them	Wellingtons	ICs,	failed	to	return;	one	of	which	was

X3555/W,	flown	by	Twenty-year	old	Pilot	Officer	Malcolm	Freegard	on	115	Squadron, 16

which	 was	 damaged	 over	 the	 target.	 ‘Saturation	 bombing	 of	 German	 cities	 was	 awful’

Freegard	recalled.	‘Waging	war	on	children	and	old	people	and	historic	cities	is	not	what	I

wanted	 to	 do.	 I	 had	 wanted	 to	 be	 a	 fighter	 pilot	 where	 the	 war	 was	 one	 on	 one.	 When	 I

joined	115	Squadron	I	was	as	patriotic	as	the	next	man.	Then	I	began	to	think	about	all	the

energy	 and	 human	 ingenuity	 used	 to	 wage	 war	 that	 could	 have	 been	 employed	 in	 better

ways.	 This	 war	 was	 an	 expensive	 spirit	 and	 a	 waste	 of	 shame.	 We	 came	 back	 on	 one

engine	and	I	struggled	to	reach	home.	Then	the	second	engine	went	and	I	was	obliged	to

ditch	in	the	sea	some	70	miles	due	east	of	Cromer.	After	twelve	hours	in	a	dinghy	an	ASR

Walrus	amphibian	picked	up	my	four	crew	and	me.	The	ASR	crew	who	had	been	guided

to	their	dinghy	by	a	Wellington	and	a	Hudson	and	which	took	three	attempts	to	take-off

was	 pleased,	 as	 we	 were	 the	 first	 crew	 they	 had	 rescued.	 After	 patching	 us	 up	 we	 were

taken	back	to	Marham,	where	all	except	one	of	us	recovered	to	go	back	on	ops.’
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‘One	of	Our	Aircraft	Is	Missing’

 Before	one	dawn	in	the	summer,	Kostek	Nowak	was	forced	to	alight	on	the	North	Sea.	But

 he	 and	 his	 crew	 were	 only	 in	 the	 dinghy	 for	 an	 hour	 before	 they	 were	 picked	 up	 by	 the

 destroyer	HMS	Campbell.	So	Kostek	did	not	think	that	it	was	worth	talking	about.	There	are

 a	 few	 nostalgic	 pictures	 of	 Poland	 in	 his	 room	 and	 one	 photograph	 of	 which	 he	 is	 very

 proud.	 It	 is	 a	 German	 propaganda	 picture	 showing	 destruction	 in	 Lübeck	 by	 ‘Britisch

 Bomber’.	Kostek	was	in	one	of	the	British	bombers.	He	is	fond	of	the	guitar	and	left	me	to

 go	 and	 play	 it	 alone	 in	 the	 billiard-room.	 Then	 he	 went	 out	 mine-laying.	 Kostek	 comes

 from	Krzemieniec,	a	market	town	in	the	hills	of	south-east	Poland.	He	is	in	the	RAF,	pilot

 of	 a	 Wellington	 bomber.	 He	 told	 me	 this	 story	 over	 a	 tankard	 of	 beer,	 sitting	 in	 the	 sun

 outside	his	mess.	Three	dogs,	Sally,	Witless	and	Corporal	Ciapek,	the	Poles’	own	mascot, 

 were	rummaging	in	a	flower-bed	in	front	of	us.	Through	the	woods	on	our	left	we	could

 see	Kostek’s	bomber	at	dispersal. 

 The	Fire	was	Bright	by	Leslie	Kark. 

Kostek	Nowak	was	sitting	in	a	cafe	in	Cracow	with	his	sweetheart.	‘We	could	smell	war	in

the	air.	We	kissed	goodbye	and	I	went	to	my	barracks.	I	was	awakened	by	bombs	and	I	got

up	and	put	on	my	uniform.	In	the	morning	the	mothers	were	pushing	their	babies	in	prams

to	the	East.	I	was	in	a	Polish	dive-bombing	squadron	and	we	attacked	the	German	Panzers. 

I	 crash-landed	 in	 No-man’s-land	 and	 once	 we	 bailed	 out	 from	 a	 spin.	 Both	 times	 we

crawled	 back	 into	 Polish	 lines.	 Then	 there	 were	 no	 more	 of	 our	 Polish	 bombers	 and	 we

flew	in	a	transport	plane	when	eleven	Heinkels	found	us.	We	landed	in	a	field	and	they	all

machine-gunned	 us.	 When	 they	 had	 gone	 we	 took	 off	 again	 for	 Lwow.	 They	 told	 me	 in

Lwow	to	build	barricades	because	there	were	no	aircraft	left	to	fly.	I	did	not	know	how	to

build	barricades,	but	I	had	seen	the	film	 On	the	Barricades	of	Paris	and	I	helped	to	bring

out	tables,	pianos	and	beds	from	the	houses	to	block	the	streets.	When	the	Germans	came

round	the	other	side	of	the	town,	an	engineer	showed	me	how	to	build	a	real	barricade.	We

knocked	out	seven	German	tanks	and	then	the	Germans	withdrew.	I	laughed	to	the	Polish

engineer	that	perhaps	this	was	because	of	me.	But	no	-	it	was	because	the	Russians	were

coming.	They	did	not	fire	at	us. 

‘The	Germans	dropped	leaflets	on	us.	They	said,	‘If	you	do	not	surrender	we	shall	use

poison	gas	at	12	noon	tomorrow’.	So	at	twelve	noon	we	put	on	our	gasmasks.	Next	 day

there	was	no	water,	no	electricity	and	all	over	the	town	a	smell	of	death.	Our	commanders

told	us	we	must	surrender	and	go	to	prison	camps,	but	I	put	on	civilian	clothes	and	went

into	 German	 territory.	 There	 I	 saw	 my	 first	 German	 notice.	 It	 was	 headed	 Achtung!	 and

signed	by	Von	Brauchitsch,	I	was	not	obedient	to	this	notice.	In	the	evening	some	Poles’	in

Cracow	were	walking	along	the	street	in	front	of	me	and	they	were	shot	dead	by	Germans. 

I	went	into	a	house	which	was	empty.	It	had	been	left	by	a	Jewish	family.	I	met	some	other

officers	 in	 Cracow.	 Many	 of	 them	 killed	 themselves.	 I	 saw	 a	 colonel	 shoot	 himself	 and

then	 many	 of	 his	 officers	 also	 shot	 themselves.	 There	 was	 a	 radio	 in	 my	 house	 and	 I

listened	to	the	BBC	in	Polish.	It	was	forbidden	by	Von	Brauchitsch,	but	I	like	to	do	what	is

forbidden	by	Van	Brauchitsch.	The	BBC	said	that	the	Polish	flag	was	flying	in	France	and

England.	I	decided	I	would	go	to	France.	The	pigeons	in	Cracow	amused	me	but	there	was

nothing	else	to	amuse	me	in	Cracow. 

‘In	December	I	crossed	the	Carpathians	on	skis	and	arrived	in	Slovakia.	The	police	dogs

found	me	and	the	police	sent	me	to	Sobinov.	There	were	many	other	Poles’	there.	We	were

very	annoyed	when	they	sent	us	to	prison	in	Sobinov.	It	was	a	prison	for	young	boys	and

my	goodness,	we	were	not	young	boys!	Hungarian	girls	from	the	Red	Cross	came	to	see

us	with	some	food,	and	when	they	left	they	cried.	This	time	also	we	were	angry	because

why	 should	 they	 cry	 over	 us	 Poles?	 I	 sold	 my	 watch	 to	 the	 gaoler	 for	 food	 and	 it	 was

enough	 to	 feed	 eleven	 of	 us	 for	 two	 days.	 We	 escaped	 from	 this	 prison	 at	 Sobinov	 and

walked	to	the	Hungarian	frontier.	There	were	no	stars	and	we	did	not	know	the	way,	so	we

hired.	a	guide.	He	was	a	very	drunk	guide,	and	when	we	got	near	the	frontier	he	started	to

sing	happily	because	we	Poles	were	going	back	to	fight.	So	the	Hungarian	frontier	guards

captured	us.	We	were	taken	too	many	prisons	until	we	came	to	Budapest	and	they	gave	me

a	cell	above	the	Danube.	The	Danube	is	very	beautiful	but	there	were	lice	in	my	cell.	The

lice	advanced	and	I	explained	the	position	to	the	gaoler. 

‘The	 Hungarians	 and	 Poles,	 I	 said,	 shared	 the	 same	 kings	 for	 many	 centuries.	 The

gaoler	 was	 uneducated	 but	 very	 interested,’	 so	 we	 got	 some	 help	 in	 escaping	 from	 this

prison	in	Budapest.	We	stole	some	boats	by	the	Drava	River	and	rowed	into	Yugoslavia, 

where	we	felt	nearly	free.	The	Adriatic	at	Split	is	blue	and	warm	and	we	dived	from	a	high

rock.	 A	 small	 steamer	 took	 us	 to	 Marseilles	 and	 I	 was	 very	 sick.	 A	 Frenchman	 in	 fine

uniform	greeted	us	and	said:	We	shall	fight	until	victory.	Vive	la	France!	But	I	thought	the

Germans	will	soon	be	here.	I	was	in	Paris	the	day	before	the	Germans	came.	We	trained	to

the	South	and	women	with	their	babies	cried	out	to	us,	‘Take	us	with	you!’	Mothers	were

pushing	prams	to	the	South.	In	the	carriages	soldiers	took	off	their	uniforms	and	borrowed

civilian	clothes	from	young	boys.	At	Clermont	Ferrand	we	heard	C’est	fini	la	guerre.	We

said	 we	 will	 go	 to	 England.	 Many	 thousands	 of	 us	 Poles	 came	 away	 from	 Ste.	 Jean	 de

Luz.	 Some	 were	 in	 uniforms	 of	 Palestine	 police;	 some	 said	 they	 were	 French	 soldiers, 

some	business	men,	some	from	Turkey	and	so	on.	But	we	were	all	Poles	wanting	to	fight

the	Germans.	We	talked	about	our	brothers	and	families	we	had	left	in	Poland.	I	learned

that	 my	 sister	 Maria	 was	 in	 Russia.	 In	 England	 we	 did	 not	 know	 if	 they	 would	 give	 us

anything	 to	 do.	 At	 first	 discipline	 was	 bad,	 but	 then	 they	 told	 us	 we	 could	 join	 the	 Air

Force.	 Many	 wanted	 to	 be	 fighter	 pilots,	 but	 I	 wanted	 to	 bomb	 Germany.	 Now	 I	 have

bombed	 the	 Germans	 eleven	 times.	 We	 read	 very	 carefully	 what	 they	 are	 doing	 to	 our

Polish	women	and	men.	I	saw	Lübeck	and	Essen.	Lam	a	Citizen	of	Essen.	(The	Poles	are

made	‘Citizens’	after	bombing	a	town	three	times.)	Bremen	was	good	but	not	so	good	as

Cologne,	because	we	could	see	the	fires	through	the	clouds	but	we	could	not	see	the	town

burning.	Sweet	Jesus,	but	I	like	to	see	the	towns	burning.’

Flight	 Lieutenant	 Kostek	 Nowak	 was	 the	 second	 pilot	 on	 the	 Wellington	 crew	 in	 305

‘Ziemia	 Wielkopolska’	 Squadron	 at	 Lindholme	 captained	 by	 Flight	 Lieutenant	 E. 

Rudowski.	The	squadron	was	one	of	four	Polish	Wellington	squadrons	in	1	Group	and	had

been	formed	from	ex-French	Air	Force	Poles	in	August	1940.	When	they	flew	on	ops	the

Polish	 crew	 saw	 many	 towns	 burning.	 On	 the	 night	 of	 22/23	 June	 144	 Wellingtons,	 38

Stirlings,	26	Halifaxes,	11	Lancasters	and	eight	Hampdens	attacked	Emden	again	for	the

third	night	in	a	row.	‘Good’	bombing	results	were	claimed	by	196	of	the	crews	but	decoy

fires	are	believed	to	have	diverted	many	bombs	from	the	intended	target.	Six	aircraft	-	four

Wellingtons,	 one	 Lancaster	 and	 a	 Stirling	 -	 were	 lost.17	 Emden	 reported	 that	 50	 houses were	destroyed,	100	damaged	and	some	damage	caused	to	the	harbour.	Six	civilians	were

killed	and	forty	were	injured. 

A	 briefing	 called	 on	 25	 June	 had	 everybody	 buzzing	 with	 surprise.	 It	 was	 another

‘Thousand	Bomber	Raid’,	the	third	and	final	‘thousand’	effort	in	the	series	of	five	major

saturation	 attacks	 on	 German	 cities	 and	 1,067	 aircraft	 would	 attack	 Bremen.	 Although

only	 960	 aircraft	 including,	 from	 the	 OTUs,	 272	 aircraft,	 became	 available	 for	 Bomber

Command	 use,	 every	 type	 of	 aircraft	 in	 Bomber	 Command	 was	 included,	 even	 the

Bostons	 and	 Mosquitoes	 of	 2	 Group	 which,	 so	 far,	 had	 only	 been	 used	 for	 day

operations.18	 Bomber	 Command	 never	 before,	 or	 after,	 dispatched	 such	 a	 mixed	 force. 

After	Churchill	had	intervened	and	insisted	that	the	Admiralty	allow	Coastal	Command	to

participate	in	this	raid,	a	further	102	Hudsons	and	Wellingtons	of	Coastal	Command	were

sent	to	Bremen	but	official	records	class	this	effort	as	a	separate	raid,	not	under	Bomber

Command	control. 

At	 Lindholme	 Flight	 Lieutenant	 E.	 Rudowski’s	 crew	 were	 informed	 that	 the	 station

commander,	 Group	 Captain	 Stanislaw	 Jakub	 Skarzynski	 would	 fly	 with	 them	 on	 SM-R

Z8528.	 Skarzynski	 was	 a	 pre-war	 pioneer	 of	 sporting	 flights	 including	 a	 round	 trip	 of

Africa	in	1931.	In	May	1933,	flying	a	midget	RW	D-5b	tourist	plane,	he	flew	from	Dakar

in	French	Senegal	to	Maceio	in	South	America	in	18	hours. 	19

The	 tactics	 for	 the	 Thousand	 Raid	 on	 Bremen	 were	 basically	 similar	 to	 the	 earlier

‘Thousand’	raids	except	that	the	bombing	period	was	now	cut	from	98	minutes,	which	was

a	 feature	 of	 the	 Cologne	 raid,	 to	 65	 minutes.	 Bremen,	 on	 the	 wide	 River	 Weser,	 should

have	 been	 an	 easy	 target	 to	 find	 and	 the	 inland	 penetration	 of	 the	 German	 night-fighter

belt	was	only	a	shallow	one.	There	were	doubts	about	a	band	of	cloud	which	lay	across	the

Bremen	 area	 during	 the	 day	 but	 this	 was	 being	 pushed	 steadily	 eastwards	 by	 a	 strong

wind.	 Unfortunately	 the	 wind	 dropped	 in	 the	 evening	 and	 the	 bomber	 crews	 found	 the

target	completely	covered	for	the	whole	period	of	the	raid.	The	limited	success	which	was

gained	was	entirely	due	to	the	use	of	‘Gee’,	which	enabled	the	leading	crews	to	start	fires, 

on	 to	 the	 glow	 of	 which	 many	 aircraft	 of	 later	 waves	 bombed.	 696	 Bomber	 Command

aircraft	were	able	to	claim	attacks	on	Bremen.	Generally	the	results	were	not	as	dramatic

as	at	Cologne	but	much	better,	than	the	second	‘Thousand’	raid	to	Essen.	Once	again,	as	at

Essen,	a	layer	of	cloud	intervened	between	the	force	and	its	objective.	Most	aircraft	in	the

first	 wave	 bombed	 blind	 on	 ‘Gee’	 and	 the	 glow	 of	 the	 fires	 this	 caused,	 reflected	 in	 the

cloud	and	aided	identification	for	the	succeeding	waves.	Bremen	reported	a	strengthening

wind	 at	 the	 time	 of	 the	 raid	 which	 fanned	 the	 many	 fires	 started	 throughout	 the	 town, 

increased	the	extent	of	the	damage	and	left	whole	areas	of	houses	in	ruins.	Twenty-seven

acres	 of	 the	 business	 and	 residential	 area	 were	 completely	 destroyed.	 The	 RAF	 plan	 to

destroy	 the	 Focke-Wulf	 factory	 and	 the	 shipyards	 was	 not	 successful,	 although	 an

assembly	shop	at	the	Focke-Wulf	factory	was	destroyed	by	a	4,000lb	bomb	dropped	by	a	5

Group	 Lancaster.	 A	 further	 six	 buildings	 at	 this	 factory	 were	 seriously	 damaged	 and

eleven	 buildings	 lightly	 so.	 Damage	 was	 also	 experienced	 by	 the	 Atlas	 Werke	 and	 the

Vulkan	 shipyard,	 the	 Norddeutsche	 Hiitte	 and	 the	 Korff	 refinery	 and	 by	 two	 large

dockside	warehouses. 20

Flight	 Lieutenant	 Terence	 Mansfield	 the	 419	 Squadron	 RCAF	 Bombing	 Leader	 and

‘Moose’	 Fulton’s	 navigator/bomb	 aimer	 was	 on	 the	 30th	 and	 final	 operation	 of	 his	 tour. 

Mansfield	recalls.	‘We	took	off	at	2325	hours.	Although	briefed	for	a	greater	height,	we

found	 the	 target	 area	 completely	 covered	 by	 cloud	 and	 came	 down	 to	 12,000	 feet	 in	 the

hope	 of	 getting	 some	 visual	 identification	 from	 which	 we	 could	 start	 a	 timed	 run.	 We

ended	 up	 doing	 what	 others	 did,	 namely	 bombing	 what	 we	 thought	 was	 the	 most	 likely

place.	Not	very	satisfactory	and	nor	were	the	results.’

The	 heavy	 bomber	 crews	 were	 given	 the	 opportunity	 of	 bombing	 the	 red	 glow	 of	 the

fires,	 using	 ‘Gee’	 as	 a	 check,	 or	 proceeding	 to	 a	 secondary	 target	 in	 the	 vicinity	 of

Bremen.	 The	 cloud	 conditions	 prevailed	 at	 many	 of	 the	 targets	 of	 opportunity	 and	 many

crews,	unable	to	bomb,	brought	their	lethal	cargoes	home. 

Sergeant	 Harris	 B.	 Goldberg,	 born	 in	 Boston,	 Massachusetts	 had	 trained	 as	 an	 air

gunner	 in	 the	 RCAF	 and	 in	 October	 1941	 had	 arrived	 in	 Scotland	 before	 joining	 a

Wellington	crew.	He	flew	the	1/2	June	‘Millennium’	raid	on	Essen	and	the	25/26	June	raid

on	 Bremen.	 ‘We	 went	 in	 at	 12,000	 feet,	 got	 hit	 and	 damn	 near	 fell	 to	 pieces.	 We	 went

down	to	2,000	feet	and	sort	of	stumbled	home	at	about	90	mph.	I	don’t	really	know	how

we	 got	 home.	 All	 my	 crew	 were	 English.	 We	 used	 to	 have	 some	 pretty	 wild	 arguments

about	 the	 States	 staying	 out	 of	 the	 war.	 After	 that	 night	 over	 Bremen	 we	 argued	 but	 we

never	 really	 got	 mad	 any	 more.	 Going	 through	 something	 like	 that	 brings	 you	 pretty

close.’	21

Only	 one	 aircraft	 on	 305	 Squadron	 failed	 to	 return	 to	 Lindholme.	 It	 was	 Wellington

SM-R	 Z8528	 which	 Flight	 Lieutenant	 E.	 Rudowski	 ditched	 in	 the	 North	 Sea	 14	 miles

from	Great	Yarmouth	on	return.	The	pilot	and	three	of	his	crew,	Pilot	Officer	J.	Szybka, 

Sergeant	 W.	 Schmidt	 and	 Kostek	 Nowak	 clambered	 into	 the	 dinghy	 though	 the	 sea	 state

was	described	as	‘extremely	rough’.	They	all	survived	and	were	picked	up.	Group	Captain

Stanislaw	 Jakub	 Skarzynski	 was	 spotted	 leaving	 the	 stricken	 bomber,	 not	 from	 the

starboard	side	of	the	cockpit	but	from	the	opposite	side	whereupon	he	took	the	full	force

of	a	wave	and	was	quickly	swept	away,	his	body	being	carried	back	across	the	North	Sea

and	washed	up	on	Terschelling.	He	was	buried	at	Westerschilling	General	Cemetery. 22

‘Moose’	Fulton	and	Terence	Mansfield	landed	back	at	Mildenhall	at	0445	hours	without

incident.	 Mansfield	 had	 completed	 his	 tour	 and	 later	 became	 Bombing	 Leader	 on	 a

squadron	 of	 Lancasters.	 Fulton	 failed	 to	 return	 from	 a	 raid	 on	 Hamburg	 on	 the	 night	 of

28/29	July	1942	and	his	nickname	was	incorporated	in	the	official	title	of	the	unit. 

Although	the	raid	was	not	as	successful	as	the	first	1,000-bomber	raid	on	Cologne,	large

parts	of	Bremen,	especially	in	the	south	and	east	districts	were	destroyed. 23	The	German high	command	was	shaken	but	52	bombers	were	claimed	destroyed	by	the	flak	and	night

fighter	 defences	 for	 the	 loss	 of	 just	 two	 Bf	 110s	 and	 four	 NCO	 crewmembers	 killed	 or

missing.	No	less	than	48	aircraft	were	lost;	the	highest	casualty	rate	in	the	war	so	far.	A

total	 of	 1,123	 sorties	 (including	 102	 Hudsons	 and	 Wellingtons	 from	 Coastal	 Command)

had	been	dispatched	and	fifty	Bomber	Command	aircraft	and	four	from	Coastal	Command

were	lost.	This	time	the	heaviest	casualties	were	suffered	by	the	OTUs	of	91	Group,	which

lost	 23	 of	 the	 198	 Whitleys	 and	 Wellingtons	 provided	 by	 that	 group.	 All	 but	 one	 was

manned	by	pupil	crews. 

On	 the	 night	 of	 27/28	 June	 Del	 Mooney’s	 crew	 were	 one	 of	 55	 Wellington	 bombers

among	 the	 144	 aircraft	 that	 re-visited	 Bremen.	 Of	 these,	 119	 aircraft	 bombed	 blindly

through	 cloud	 after	 obtaining	 ‘Gee’	 fixes.	 Nine	 aircraft	 including	 Stirling	 DJ974	 on	 218

Squadron	 failed	 to	 return	 but	 Mooney’s	 crew	 landed	 back	 a	 Marham	 safely.	 Flight

Sergeant	McCann	on	115	Squadron	returned	with	a	dead	rear	gunner	when	his	Wellington

(BJ589)	 was	 attacked	 by	 a	 night-fighter.	 Two	 nights	 later,	 on	 29/30	 June,	 when	 253

aircraft	were	directed	to	bomb	Bremen	again,	BJ796	flown	by	Pilot	Officer	K.	J.	Stanford

DFM	RNZAF	 suffered	 an	 engine	 failure	 and	 he	 was	 forced	 to	 jettison	 his	 bombs.	 The	 aircraft

however	 continued	 to	 lose	 height	 and	 Stanford	 had	 to	 ditch	 in	 the	 sea	 40	 miles	 off

Lowestoft.	All	the	crew	except	for	Flight	Sergeant	William	Linwood	RCAF,	who	perished	in

the	sea,	made	it	back	safely	in	a	dinghy.	(On	the	night	of	21/22	July	Stanford	and	his	crew

were	shot	down	on	the	raid	on	Duisburg.	Four	of	the	five	crew	men	bailed	out	safely	and

were	 taken	 prisoner.	 Flight	 Sergeant	 Maurice	 James	 Colclough,	 one	 of	 the	 gunners,	 was

killed). 

On	29/30	June	also,	Sergeant	W.	Ken	Dunn	and	his	crew	on	115	Squadron,	who	were

on	their	thirty-first	operation,	encountered	enemy	fighters.	Dunn	recalls. 

‘We	had	been	routed	to	the	target	along	the	coast	and	advised	to	return	the	same	way

but	as	we	turned	for	home	I	saw	two	aircraft	shot	down	within	a	minute	and	I	decided	to

take	 a	 more	 direct	 route	 some	 forty	 miles	 inland,	 hoping	 to	 avoid	 the	 fighters.	 We	 set

course	 for	 Texel,	 the	 most	 western	 island	 of	 the	 Friesians,	 at	 10,000	 feet.	 Visibility	 was

good.	 There	 was	 low	 stratus	 at	 2,000	 feet	 and	 some	 medium	 at	 12,000	 feet.	 We	 were

flying	 on	 a	 course	 of	 335	 degrees	 just	 west	 of	 Groningen	 when	 the	 attack	 came	 as	 a

complete	surprise.	Normally	one	of	the	crew,	usually	the	rear	gunner,	saw	or	‘sensed’	the

approach	 of	 a	 fighter	 and	 so	 warned	 the	 pilot.	 But	 on	 this	 occasion	 the	 first	 intimation	 I

had	was	the	sight	of	tracer	shells	and	bullets	shooting	past	me	on	both	sides	of	the	cabin

and	the	noise	of	explosions	as	some	of	them	hit	parts	of	the	aircraft.	The	enemy	aircraft

was	first	observed	by	the	rear	gunner	diving	out	of	a	patch	of	cloud	on	to	our	stern,	but

before	he	had	a	chance	to	report	the	enemy	aircraft	opened	fire.	The	rear	gunner	returned

fire	 and	 registered	 hits	 on	 the	 fighter’s	 port	 wing.	 I	 was	 skidding	 and	 side-slipping	 the

aircraft	to	present	as	difficult	a	target	as	possible. 

‘The	 enemy	 aircraft,	 identified	 as	 a	 Me	 110,	 then	 dived	 away	 to	 port	 and	 the	 front

gunner	 gave	 it	 a	 short	 burst,	 with	 no	 visible	 result.	 The	 wireless	 operator,	 now	 in	 the

astrodome,	reported	that	the	Messerschmitt	had	worked	its	way	round	to	the	port	quarter

and	lined	up	for	a	second	attack,	but	before	he	could	get	within	range	we	had	turned	on

him	and	he	skimmed	over	the	top.	Again	he	came	round	on	the	port	quarter	and	again	we

turned.	He	stayed	with	us	for	quite	a	time	and	followed	us	as	we	spiralled	to	practically

ground	level	and	making	for	the	stratus	cloud	at	2,000	feet	where	we	eventually	lost	him. 

In	his	subsequent	attacks	I	don’t	think	he	hit	us	again,	but	his	first	attack	was	so	successful

-	from	his	point	of	view	-	that	he	probably	registered	us	as	a	‘highly	probable?’

‘We	flew	back	to	Holland	very	low	and	I	remember	seeing	the	lights	of	houses,	which

should	 have	 been	 blacked	 out,	 I	 suppose.	 The	 cloud	 cleared	 as	 we	 crossed	 the	 coast	 at

about	1,000	feet.	Just	west	of	the	Friesians	we	flew	over	a	convoy	which	sent	up	red	and

green	 tracer.	 Over	 the	 North	 Sea	 we	 climbed	 up	 to	 7,000	 feet,	 with	 some	 difficulty	 and

began	to	check.	We	had	sustained	considerable	damage.	The	flying	instrument	panel	was

unserviceable.	 The	 trailing	 aerial	 fairway	 had	 been	 shot	 away.	 Petrol	 seemed	 all	 right	 at

first	sight	but	the	hydraulic	oil	tank	was	empty.	There	was	a	large	hole	in	the	fabric	by	the

wireless	operator’s	cabin	and	a	strip	nearly	three	feet	wide	had	been	torn	off	to	the	tail.	I

put	in	the	automatic	pilot	and	went	down	the	catwalk	and	there	was	the	North	Sea	clearly

visible	through	the	geodetic	construction. 

‘It	 soon	 became	 clear	 that	 the	 port	 petrol	 tank	 had	 been	 hit	 and	 was	 leaking.	 We

switched	 the	 balance	 cock	 to	 use	 up	 what	 remained	 before	 running	 both	 engines	 off	 the

starboard	 tank.	 Although	 the	 hydraulic	 system	 was	 not	 working	 the	 turrets	 could	 be

operated	manually.	The	undercarriage	had	fallen	but	did	not	lock.	However,	we	managed

to	lock	it	later	by	using	the	emergency	hand	pump.	It	was	not	possible	to	use	any	flap	on

landing.	 As	 we	 landed	 at	 base	 the	 port	 main	 wheel	 burst.	 As	 we	 lost	 flying	 speed	 on

landing	the	port	wing	sagged	when	gravity	took	over	-	a	cannon	shell	had	struck	the	main

spar.	Bullets	had	holed	the	nacelle	tanks	and	the	reserve	petrol	had	leaked	away.	When	the

engineering	 officer	 came	 over	 to	 inspect	 the	 aircraft	 he	 declared	 it	 was	 a	 ‘write	 off’. 

Obviously,	 the	 officer’s	 opinion	 on	 the	 state	 of	 the	 aircraft	 was	 revised	 on	 closer

inspection;	 the	 badly	 shot-up	 Wimpy	 was	 repaired	 and	 flew	 on	 Ops	 again	 a	 few	 months

later.’

On	30	June	Del	Mooney’s	crew	made	two	search	operations	over	the	North	Sea	for	a

missing	 aircrew.	 Bill	 Margerison	 moved	 from	 the	 rear	 turret	 to	 the	 front	 and	 a	 new	 rear

gunner,	Sergeant	Ron	Esling,	joined	the	crew	as	WOp/AG	and	flew	with	the	crew	on	the

night	of	2/3	July	when	Bremen	was	bombed	again,	this	time	by	265	of	the	325	bombers

dispatched. 24	Mooney’s	crew’s	next	operation	was	to	Duisburg,	on	the	night	of	13/14	July when	194	aircraft	including	139	Wellingtons,	were	despatched	in	what	was	the	first	of	a

series	 of	 raids	 on	 this	 industrial	 city	 on	 the	 edge	 of	 the	 Ruhr.	 Their	 Wimpy	 was	 one	 of

three	 Wellingtons	 that	 failed	 to	 return,	 Two	 Stirlings	 and	 a	 Lancaster	 were	 lost	 and	 four

aircraft	crashed	in	England.	Mooney	and	his	crew	survived	and	were	taken	prisoner. 

Pilot	Officer	Malcolm	Freegard	on	115	Squadron	had	returned	to	ops	on	11	July,	with	a

mine-laying	 trip	 and	 then	 Duisburg	 on	 the	 13th.	 ‘My	 seventh	 op,	 on	 the	 night	 of	 21/22

July,	 we	 set	 out	 at	 2349	 hours	 to	 bomb	 Duisburg	 again.	 Shortly	 after	 bombing	 we	 were

attacked	from	underneath	by	a	Me	110	night	fighter	close	to	Düsseldorf	and	my	faithful

Wellington	caught	fire	and	was	damaged	beyond	any	hope	of	recovery.	Fortunately,	I	was

again	carrying	no	second	pilot	that	night.	As	it	was	three	of	my	five	crew	were	killed	in

the	aircraft.	(One	of	the	lads	had	been	married	only	three	months).25	After	checking	them to	 make	 sure	 they	 were	 dead,	 Sergeant	 Bill	 Rogers	 the	 front	 gunner	 and	 I	 escaped	 with

some	difficulty.	I	had	been	wounded	slightly	in	the	thigh	by	an	exploding	cannon	shell	and

I	 had	 a	 hell	 of	 a	 job	 getting	 out	 through	 the	 front	 hatch.	 When	 I	 finally	 opened	 my

parachute	I	was	well	under	a	1,000	feet	from	the	ground.	I	thought,	this	is	it	-	I’ve	had	it. 

It’s	 what	 I	 joined	 up	 for.	 But	 to	 my	 great	 relief,	 the	 chute	 opened	 and	 I	 landed	 in	 open

countryside	in	a	sodden	wet	field,	breaking	an	ankle	in	the	process.	Guns	were	going	off

in	 the	 distance.	 Aircraft	 continued	 to	 fly	 overhead.	 I	 went	 to	 sleep	 wrapped	 up	 in	 my

chute.	When	it	started	getting	light	I	began	walking	along	a	road	but	I	did	not	get	far.	A	car

with	three	Luftwaffe	officers	in	it	drew	up	and	I	was	captured,	Eventually,	I	ended	up	at

the	Dulag	Luft	interrogation	centre	in	Frankfurt.	There	the	kommandant	came	to	see	me. 

He	showed	me	a	book	and	pointed	out	a	photo	of	a	group	of	people.	One	of	them	was	my

father!	The	book	was	about	the	Chiswick	Convention,	which	my	father	and	apparently	the

kommandant	 had	 attended	 every	 year.	 The	 kommandant	 was	 genuinely	 pleased	 that	 my

father	was	his	friend. 

‘I	 was	 to	 be	 put	 on	 a	 train	 under	 guard	 for	 PoW	 camp.	 While	 we	 waited	 at	 Frankfurt

railway	 station,	 a	 tiny,	 wizened,	 old	 lady,	 who	 was	 almost	 certainly	 Jewish,	 approached

me.	 She	 was	 so	 small	 her	 head	 reached	 only	 as	 a	 far	 as	 my	 waist.	 She	 said	 to	 me,	 ‘Got

bless	you.’	I	patted	her	gently	on	the	cheek.	There	was	uproar	all	around	me.	I	was	put	on

a	train	and	finally	taken	away	to	captivity.	‘For	you	the	war	is	over’,	the	Germans	would

say.	Some	of	them	said	it	crowingly.	Others	said	it	with	envy	in	their	voices.	They	must

have	thought,	‘Ruddy	war.	Sodding	Hitler.	We’re	all	in	the	same	boat.’	To	them	‘For	you

the	war	is	over’	meant	‘you	lucky	bugger’.	They	thought	that	for	me	the	war	was	over.	It

wasn’t.	The	next	three	years	were	spent	in	Stalag	Luft	III,	notorious	as	the	setting	of	the

Great	 Escape,	 following	 which,	 50	 allied	 officers	 were	 executed	 on	 the	 orders	 of	 the

Führer	himself.26	I	was	one	of	those	responsible	for	getting	rid	of	soil	from	the	tunnels.	I was	 in	 the	 same	 hut	 as	 Tom	 Lees	 and	 two	 of	 the	 officers	 who	 were	 among	 the	 50	 who

were	executed.	It	was	terrible.	There	were	even	one	or	two	Germans	who	were	as	upset	by

the	murders	as	we	were.	Now	I	look	back	on	the	whole	experience	like	it	was	a	book	you

read	 about	 someone	 else.	 Sometimes,	 suddenly,	 I	 am	 there	 again.	 An	 expensive	 spirit,	 a

waste	of	shame…’

On	26/27	July	1942	when	the	target	was	Hamburg,	403	bombers	were	despatched;	 the

181	 Wellingtons	 and	 33	 Hampdens	 being	 joined	 on	 the	 raid	 by	 77	 Lancasters,	 73

Halifaxes	 and	 39	 Stirlings.	 Night	 fighters	 were	 active	 because	 of	 the	 clear	 moonlight

conditions	along	most	of	the	route	and	over	the	target	flak	was	accurate.	Four	Wellingtons

on	115	Squadron	were	among	29	bombers	shot	down,27	eight	of	them	by	night	fighters	of II./NJG1	at	Leeuwarden	where	Hauptmann	Helmut	‘Bubi’	(‘Boy’)	Lent	was	credited	with

a	Halifax	and	the	Wimpy	flown	by	Wing	Commander	Frank	W.	Dixon-Wright	DFC	the	CO. 

The	Wellington	crashed	into	the	sea	NW	of	Vlieland.	The	only	body	recovered	from	the

water	 was	 that	 of	 25-year	 old	 WOp/AG	 Pilot	 Officer	 George	 Whittaker	 DFM.28	 Hamburg suffered	its	most	severe	air	raid	to	date	and	widespread	damage	was	caused,	mostly	in	the

housing	and	semi-commercial	districts.	The	Fire	Department	was	overwhelmed	and	forced

to	seek	outside	assistance	for	the	first	time.	337	people	lost	their	lives,	1,027	were	injured

and	 14,000	 people	 were	 made	 homeless.	 Damage	 amounted	 to	 the	 equivalent	 of

£25,000,000. 29

On	14	August	419	‘Moose’	Squadron	left	Mildenhall	for	Leeming,	to	be	replaced	by	75

(New	Zealand)	Squadron.	The	Canadians	were	renowned	throughout	the	Mildenhall	area

for	their	high	spirits	and	were	greatly	missed.	In	August	115	Squadron’s	Wellingtons	flew

74	 sorties	 without	 loss	 until	 the	 20th/21st	 when	 ten	 Wimpys	 at	 Marham	 were	 among	 57

aircraft	 despatched	 on	 ‘Gardening’	 operations	 from	 Brest	 to	 Danzig.	 Three	 Stirlings	 and

three	Wellingtons,	including	X3989/V	flown	by	Flight	Sergeant	James	William	Newman

RCAF,	 which	 was	 lost	 without	 trace,	 failed	 to	 return.	 Pilot	 Officer	 Grimston	 was	 forced	 to

crash-land	 BJ660/H	 at	 Exeter.	 On	 the	 night	 of	 27/28	 August	 just	 over	 300	 aircraft	 were

despatched	 for	 a	 raid	 on	 a	 German	 army	 headquarters	 and	 garrison	 at	 Kassel.	 Norman

Child,	the	radio	operator	on	Pilot	Officer	Alan	Gill’s	crew	on	‘B’	Flight	on	142	Squadron

at	Waltham,	Lincolnshire	recalls:

‘At	 briefing	 we	 were	 told	 to	 expect	 the	 target	 to	 be	 heavily	 defended.	 We	 carried	 a

mixed	load	of	500lb	bombs	and	incendiaries.	The	Met	report	was	‘good	visibility’	over	the

target.	Wind,	‘light	westerly’.	We	were	routed	in	ten	miles	south	of	Münster.	Same	route

out.’	Gill’s	Wellington	was	airborne	at	2145	hours	and	they	climbed	to	9,000	feet.	Child

wrote:	‘Flak	ships	were	very	active	off	the	Dutch	coast.	No	trouble	so	far.	Visibility	good. 

Lots	of	flak	up	ahead.	Somebody	must	have	wandered	off	course	over	Münster.	Good	pin-

point.	Approaching	target	and	all	hell	let	loose	approximately	ten	miles	ahead.	Very	heavy

barrage	 -	 town	 ringed	 with	 guns	 and	 searchlights.	 Several	 kites	 have	 been	 hit	 and	 gone

down.	 ‘Running	 into	 target	 now	 -	 terrific	 smell	 of	 cordite	 -	 searchlights	 are	 blinding	 but

drop	 bombs	 on	 schedule	 at	 8,500	 feet.	 Weave	 out	 of	 target	 area	 and	 for	 a	 few	 minutes

everything	is	chaos.	Set	course	for	home.	Same	route	as	course	in.	Difficult	to	get	a	good

pinpoint	and	aircraft	ahead	running	into	heavy	flak…	shouldn’t	be	any	flak	on	this	course. 

‘Check	the	wind	again.	There	has	been	a	sudden	terrific	wind	change	round	to	the	north

and	 the	 whole	 force	 has	 been	 blown	 over	 the	 Ruhr	 Valley.	 Searchlights	 and	 flak	 are

forcing	us	lower	and	lower	and	many	aircraft	are	seen	to	go	down.	The	flak	is	so	bad	and

the	searchlights	so	blinding,	we	decide	to	go	right	down	full	power	to	below	a	thousand

feet.	Front	and	rear	turrets	are	firing	at	the	searchlights	and	between	them	they	account	for

five.	We	burst	our	way	out	 of	 the	 Ruhr,	 knowing	 that	 we	 have	 been	 hit	 many	 times	 and

climb	 up	 to	 8,000	 feet	 again.	 We	 make	 for	 ‘Overflakkee’	 (an	 island	 off	 the	 Dutch	 coast

just	south	of	the	Hook	of	Holland	and	an	aiming	point	for	a	comparatively	quiet	exit	from

the	Continent)	and	then	for	base,	but	are	forced	to	land	at	Harwell.	Duration	of	flight,	six

hours,	40	minutes.’

Gill’s	 Wellington	 was	 not	 the	 only	 142	 Squadron	 aircraft	 to	 have	 trouble	 with	 the

German	 searchlights.	 Flight	 Lieutenant	 Ron	 Brooks	 DFC	 and	 crew	 on	 ‘A’	 Flight	 were

returning	from	their	target	at	Kassel	when	they	saw	several	Wellingtons	‘coned’	by	many

searchlights.	Arthur	Johnson	the	front-gunner	recalls:

‘Flight	Sergeant	Jim	Oldham,	our	navigator,	told	us	later	that	several	aircraft	were	shot

down	between	Hamm	and	Munster.	Our	Skipper	was	unable	to	get	out	of	the	searchlights

in	spite	of	violent	evasive	action.	He	gave	orders	that	we	were	to	watch	out	for	fighters;	he

was	 going	 down	 the	 lights.	 We	 managed	 to	 get	 five	 with	 our	 guns	 before	 the	 Skipper

levelled	 out.	 All	 the	 lights	 went	 out	 and	 the	 flak	 stopped.	 Jim	 Oldham	 said	 we	 must	 be

somewhere	south	of	the	Ruhr	and	gave	us	a	rough	course	to	the	coast.’

Both	 Brooks’	 and	 Gill’s	 Wellingtons	 succeeded	 in	 reaching	 England	 safely	 but	 both

aircraft	were	forced	to	land	at	Harwell.	Norman	Child	surveyed	his	Wellington	and	wrote

later:	‘Our	aircraft	looks	a	mess.	Full	of	holes	and	big	chunks	off	but,	miraculously,	except

for	cuts	and	abrasions;	none	of	the	crew	is	hurt.’	Ron	Brooks’	crew	found	much	the	same

scene	at	their	dispersal.	Arthur	Johnson	recalls:	‘When	we	went	out	to	the	old	Wimp	later

in	 the	 day	 the	 WAAF	 riggers	 had	 done	 a	 fine	 job	 patching	 the	 holes	 up	 and	 retrieving

some	of	the	shrapnel	from	the	fuselage.’

Thirty-one	 aircraft	 including	 21	 Wellingtons	 failed	 to	 return	 from	 the	 raid	 on	 Kassel. 

Both	 Brooks’	 and	 Gill’s	 crews	 had	 been	 lucky.	 The	 squadron	 had	 lost	 five	 aircraft. 

Norman	Child	wrote:	‘The	next	day	we	were	flown	back	to	Waltham	to	discover,	to	our

horror,	that	of	the	six	aircraft	from	‘B’	Flight,	our	crew	were	the	only	survivors.	The	Met

report,	or	lack	of	one,	could	be	held	responsible	for	the	debacle	over	the	Ruhr	Valley	and

the	consequent	loss	of	aircraft	and	crews	force-landing	all	over	south	of	England,	out	of

fuel.’

The	 night	 following,	 28/29	 August	 159	 aircraft	 including	 ten	 Wellingtons	 of	 115

Squadron	 were	 despatched	 to	 Nuremberg.	 Bomber	 Command	 suffered	 the	 loss	 of	 23

aircraft	including	14	Wellingtons	though	none	of	the	losses	were	from	Marham.	A	smaller

force	 of	 113	 bombers	 visited	 Saarbrücken	 and	 the	 force	 was	 made	 up	 largely	 of

Wellingtons	with	five	of	them	from	115	Squadron.	Seven	aircraft	were	lost	but	although

one	of	115	Squadron’s	Wellingtons	was	forced	to	land	at	Manston	and	two	others	aborted

with	malfunctions,	none	of	115’s	aircraft	were	lost. 

Throughout	the	first	half	of	September	1942	115	Squadron	flew	on	14	nights	up	to	the

21st/22nd	when	targets	in	Germany	and	‘Gardening’	operations	were	the	main	objectives. 

On	 1/2	 September	 when	 231	 aircraft	 were	 despatched	 to	 Saarbrücken	 again	 four	 aircraft

including	Wellington	BJ895/C	flown	by	Pilot	officer	Reginald	Albert	Shires	RCAF	failed	to

return.	On	4/5	September	when	251	aircraft	visited	Bremen	98	Wellingtons	comprised	the

major	 part	 of	 the	 force,	 which	 was	 led	 by	 new	 path	 finding	 techniques.	 Seven	 Wimpys

including	 BJ771/L	 flown	 by	 Sergeant	 G.	 A.	 Keith	 and	 BJ663/N	 flown	 by	 Pilot	 Officer

Frederick	Randall	Egerton	Davies	failed	to	return.	Keith	and	his	crew	were	taken	prisoner. 

Davies’	Wimpy	crashed	at	Altenrheine	killing	all	the	crew.	In	addition	the	force	lost	five

other	 aircraft,	 three	 of	 them	 Lancasters.	 With	 115	 Squadron’s	 days	 at	 Marham	 being

numbered	 (signals	 received	 on	 19	 and	 21	 September	 outlined	 plans	 for	 the	 station	 to

transfer	to	2	Group),	four	more	Wellingtons	were	lost	on	five	more	raids	during	the	month. 

The	 first	 of	 these	 was	 on	 the	 night	 of	 6/7	 September	 when	 BJ724/P	 flown	 by	 Flight

Sergeant	 Charles	 Henry	 Lanceley	 RCAF	 was	 one	 of	 five	 Wellingtons	 lost	 on	 the	 raid	 on

Duisburg,	the	aircraft	crashing	at	Blofield	in	Norfolk	killing	the	three	other	Canadians	on

the	crew.	Lanceley	later	died	of	his	injuries.	Three	other	aircraft	out	of	the	207	despatched

also	 failed	 to	 return.	 A	 week	 later,	 on	 the	 night	 of	 14/15	 September	 BJ693/J	 flown	 by

Sergeant	Frank	Bruce	Boaden	RNZAF	was	one	of	only	two	Wellingtons	lost	from	the	force

of	 202	 aircraft	 of	 five	 different	 types	 that	 were	 despatched	 to	 bomb	 Wilhelmshaven. 

Boaden	 is	 presumed	 to	 have	 crashed	 in	 the	 sea.	 There	 were	 no	 survivors.	 Three	 nights

later,	on	18/19	September,	when	115	aircraft	were	despatched	on	‘Gardening’	operations

between	Lorient	and	Danzig,	X3718/Q	flown	by	Pilot	Officer	Richard	David	Owen	failed

to	return.	The	crew	were	lost	without	trace.	Another	115	Squadron	Wellington	was	lost	on

mine-laying	operations	on	the	night	of	21/22	September	when	BJ962/D	flown	by	Sergeant

Derek	 Henry	 Evans	 was	 one	 of	 three	 Wellingtons	 that	 went	 missing.	 All	 the	 crew	 were

lost	without	trace. 

A	Bomber	Command	directive	was	now	issued	whereby	crews	stood	down	from	night

flying	would	be	employed	on	daylight	intruder	sorties	to	keep	the	German	sirens	wailing

and	 disrupt	 industry	 by	 driving	 the	 workers	 into	 air	 raid	 shelters.	 The	 RAF	 crews’	 only

protection	was	cloud	cover	and	it	was	essential	that	there	was	sufficient	cloud	to	hide	in. 

The	final	Wellington	loss	flying	from	Marham	occurred	on	Monday	28	September	when

six	 Wellingtons	 were	 detailed	 for	 a	 ‘cloud	 cover’	 daylight	 bombing	 attack	 on	 Lingen	 on

the	 Dortmund-Ems	 Canal.	 A	 Wellington	 was	 no	 match	 for	 a	 German	 fighter	 and	 all

aircraft	 captains	 had	 strict	 orders	 to	 return	 to	 base	 if	 the	 cloud	 cover	 broke	 up.	 On	 three

Wellingtons	 of	 115	 Squadron	 As	 the	 aircraft	 made	 their	 way	 east	 the	 cover	 thinned	 out

rapidly	to	a	scattering	of	isolated	clouds.	Sergeant	Crimmin	in	BJ695	decided	to	turn	back. 

Squadron	 Leader	 Sandes	 in	 BK272	 made	 a	 similar	 decision.	 Squadron	 Leader	 Robert

James	 Sealer	 Parsons	 in	 Z1663	 decided	 to	 press	 home	 the	 attack	 but	 eight	 kilometres

south	west	of	Urk	over	the	Zuider	Zee,	he	was	attacked	by	Unteroffizier	Kurt	Knespel	of

10./JG1	in	a	FW	190.	As	his	cannon	shells	tore	through	the	fuselage	Flight	Sergeant	John

Austin	 Parker,	 the	 Canadian	 WOp/AG	 was	 hit	 and	 died	 instantly.	 Flames	 from	 the

ruptured	 wing	 gasoline	 tanks,	 fanned	 by	 the	 slipstream,	 spread	 rapidly.	 Parsons	 shouted

over	 the	 intercom	 that	 he	 would	 try	 to	 ditch	 the	 bomber.	 The	 Canadian	 front-gunner, 

Sergeant	 J.	 M.	 Golmour,	 entered	 the	 cockpit	 from	 his	 turret	 and	 saw	 Flight	 Sergeant

William	Leonard	Clough,	the	31-year-old	observer	with	the	cabin	fire	extinguisher	in	his

hand	 vainly	 trying	 to	 subdue	 the	 raging	 furnace.	 The	 aircraft	 hit	 the	 sea	 and	 only	 the

Canadian	gunners,	Sergeants	Golmour	and	J.	J.	Stansell	emerged. 

When,	 on	 24	 September	 115	 Squadron	 moved	 to	 Mildenhall,	 Marham’s	 association

with	 the	 Wellington	 came	 to	 an	 end	 as	 the	 station	 left	 3	 Group	 and	 became	 a	 part	 of	 2

Group.	For	the	remainder	of	the	war	the	station	became	the	Main	Operating	Base	for	the

Mosquito. 

On	8	September	the	Wellingtons	on	142	Squadron	struck	at	Frankfurt-on-Main.	Norman

Child	 wrote:	 ‘We	 carried	 one	 4,000lb	 ‘cookie’.	 Our	 route	 out	 took	 us	 via	 Over	 Flakkee, 

south	of	Cologne,	Koblenz	and	then	due	east	to	Frankfurt.	The	Met	report	said	it	would	be

probably	hazy	over	the	target	but	otherwise,	good.	Airborne	at	2020	hours.	Set	course	for

Over	Flakkee	and	climbed	to	10,000	feet.	Cloud	thicker	than	expected	over	Holland	and

we	fly	in	cloud	up	to	the	German	border.	Break	in	the	cloud	and	we	get	a	good	pinpoint	on

the	Maas.	Steered	well	clear	of	Cologne	but	plenty	of	flak	to	port	suggests	that	a	number

of	 aircraft	 have	 wandered	 off	 course	 in	 cloud	 and	 are	 over	 the	 city.	 Cloud	 now	 clearing

and	only	3/10ths	cover.	North	of	Mainz	we	are	attacked	by	a	night	fighter	and	he	scores	a

hit	on	our	tail	fin.	‘Jock’	Sloan,	the	rear	gunner,	gives	him	a	burst	and	we	weave	and	dive

our	way	to	safety. 

‘Approaching	 target	 we	 detect	 a	 Halifax	 just	 overhead	 with	 its	 bomb	 doors	 open.	 We

take	quick	avoiding	action	and	prepare	for	our	own	run	in.	Very	heavy	defences	and	well

predicted	flak.	Enormous	flash	in	the	sky	and	flaming	debris	falling	-	looks	as	though	two

aircraft	have	collided.	Dropped	our	‘cookie’	into	the	middle	of	a	huge	circle	of	explosions

and	 fires	 and	 dived	 away	 into	 the	 night.	 Checked	 on	 the	 damage	 to	 tail	 but	 although	 it

looked	a	ragged	sight,	it	was	still	functioning	satisfactorily.	Steered	course	for	home	north

of	Koblenz	and	south	of	Cologne.	‘Brief	encounter	with	flak	ship	off	Dutch	coast	and	a	ew

more	holes	punched	into	us.	None	of	the	crew	hurt.	Message	from	base:	‘Weather	closed

in	-	visibility	very	poor.	Divert	to	Waterbeach’.	Landed	at	Waterbeach.	Duration	of	flight:

6	 hours	 55	 minutes.	 Riggers	 inspected	 the	 tail	 unit	 and	 the	 damage	 was	 so	 severe	 they

were	amazed	that	the	whole	structure	hadn’t	collapsed.	The	Wellington	is	a	tough	baby.’

At	this	stage	of	the	war	a	number	of	Wellington	1Cs	were	still	in	use	with	OTUs	and

when	 a	 maximum	 effort	 was	 required,	 extra	 aircraft	 were	 used	 from	 OTUs	 to	 make	 up

numbers.	 Noel	 ‘Chris’	 Croppi,	 a	 Pilot	 Instructor	 with	 16	 OTU	 at	 Upper	 Heyford	 and

veteran	of	all	three	1,000-bomber	raids	(on	Lancasters),	recalls:	‘The	Wellington	IC	was	a

shock	 after	 the	 Lancaster	 and	 I	 had	 a	 crew	 who	 had	 not	 completed	 OTU	 and	 had	 no

operational	 experience!	 Our	 first	 op	 was	 to	 Düsseldorf	 on	 10	 September.	 There	 was	 the

usual	flak	and	searchlights	but	nothing	particularly	alarming.’

It	 was	 different	 two	 nights	 later,	 on	 13	 September,	 when	 Bomber	 Command	 struck	 at

Bremen.	Croppi	recalls:

‘This	 was	 a	 real	 horror.	 Our	 Wellington	 was	 a	 very	 old	 IC	 in	 poor	 condition.	 I	 could

only	obtain	a	maximum	height	of	10,000	feet	and	we	ran	out	of	oxygen	before	reaching

the	target.	There	was	very	heavy	flak.	I	had	been	to	Bremen	many	times	before	so	I	knew

what	to	expect.	After	completing	the	bombing	run	I	asked	the	navigator	for	a	course	direct

to	base.	He	gave	me	1780	-	almost	due	south.	I	told	him	in	very	choice	language	that	even

if	he	wanted	to	finish	up	in	China,	I	did	not	and	I	was	going	to	fly	278	degrees!	(Things

were	 a	 bit	 desperate	 in	 1942	 -	 we	 were	 losing	 about	 nine	 out	 of	 ten	 aircrew	 before	 they

finished	 their	 tour.)	 Long	 before	 we	 reached	 the	 coast	 of	 England,	 while	 over	 the	 North

Sea,	 ALL	 petrol	 gauges	 were	 registering	 ZERO:	 more	 panic!	 The	 Wellington	 had	 two

reserve	 fuel	 tanks,	 one	 in	 each	 engine	 nacelle,	 but	 the	 pilot	 could	 not	 turn	 them	 on	 and

there	 were	 no	 gauges	 on	 them.	 We	 only	 knew	 that	 they	 held	 about	 fifty	 gallons	 each. 

Therefore,	I	sent	the	front	gunner	to	sit	on	the	main	spar	and	hook	his	index	fingers	into

each	 pull	 ring,	 which	 opened	 the	 valves	 and	 pull	 if	 we	 needed	 fuel.	 As	 it	 turned	 out	 we

never	used	them.	Duff	gauges,	but	as	I	said,	these	aircraft	were	real	old.	We	eventually	hit

the	coast	at	least	fifty	miles	north	of	track.	The	navigator	had	by	this	time	almost	given	up

(he	was	grounded	after	this	trip)	but	we	spotted	a	beacon	and	eventually	made	it	back	to

base.’

In	 October	 a	 directive	 was	 issued	 that	 crews	 stood	 down	 from	 night	 flying	 would	 be

well	employed	on	daylight	intruder	missions	and	so	keep	the	enemy	sirens	wailing	and	the

work	benches	empty.	Norman	Child	recalls:

‘Our	 black-painted	 Wellingtons	 were	 quite	 unsuitable	 for	 this	 type	 of	 work	 and	 to	 the

crews,	 plain	 suicidal,	 but	 orders	 were	 orders.	 On	 23	 October	 the	 order	 was	 to	 penetrate

well	into	Germany,	circle	for	a	while	and	return.	The	Met	report	was	two	layers	of	cloud

and	10/10ths	at	6,000	feet	with	clear	sky	between	the	layers,	‘these	conditions	extending

from	the	English	coast	to	central	Europe.	Airborne	at	1240	hours.	Climbed	to	8,500	feet

and	flew	in	upper	layer	for	approximately	one	hour.	When	over	the	Dutch	coast,	the	cloud

started	to	thin	and	we	ran	into	clear	sky.	Immediately,	we	dived	for	the	thick	lower	layer

and	continued	on	course	at	6,500	feet.	It	was	noticeable	that	the	cloud	was	beginning	to

thin	 and	 after	 three	 quarters	 of	 an	 hour	 we	 suddenly	 ran	 out	 into	 clear	 sunshine,	 many

miles	 short	 of	 the	 German	 border.	 We	 steep-turned	 back	 into	 cloud	 and	 headed	 home	 at

full	throttle,	volubly	cursing	all	the	‘duff	gen	merchants’	and	what	they	could	do	with	their

forecasts.	We	came	unscathed	through	light	flak	at	the	Dutch	coast	and	flew	low	in	thick

cloud	to	avoid	fighters.	Duration	of	flight:	three	hours	thirty	minutes.’

The	following	day	Wellingtons	of	142	Squadron	flew	down	to	Manston	in	Kent	to	refill

overload	tanks	for	a	bombing	operation	to	Milan.	Each	Wellington	carried	a	mixed	bomb

load	of	500	lb	bombs	and	canisters	of	incendiaries.	The	Met	report	indicated	fine	weather, 

good	visibility	and	light,	variable	winds. 

Child	 recorded:	 ‘Airborne	 1630	 hours.	 Landed	 Manston	 1730	 hours.	 Took	 on	 fuel	 for

overload	 tanks.	 Airborne	 again	 1915	 hours.	 Climbed	 to	 9,000	 feet	 over	 France.	 Clear

starlit	night.	Fighter	reported	on	starboard	bow	cruising	at	same	speed	so	we	throttle	back

and	descend	to	15,000	feet	to	clear	Swiss	Alps	-	extremely	cold.	Good	pinpoint	on	Lake

Geneva	to	port	and	mountain	range	looming	ahead.	Mont	Blanc	identified	quite	easily	in

clear	night	air	and	set	new	course	for	target.	Box	barrage	over	target	which	quietens	down

when	bombing	commences	(unlike	German	targets)	and	we	bomb	through	comparatively

little	 opposition.	 Many	 fires	 started	 and	 large	 explosions	 seen.	 Bombed	 at	 12,000	 feet. 

Turned	 on	 course	 for	 base	 and	 climbed	 back	 to	 15,500	 feet.	 At	 course	 change	 at	 Haute

Savoie	we	notice	the	port	engine	is	leaking	oil	badly	and	beginning	to	overheat.	The	port

engine	is	throttled	right	back	and	we	start	a	very	slow	descent	across	France	to	keep	up	a

reasonable	airspeed.	Everyone	is	keyed	up	and	anxious. 

‘We	 reach	 the	 French	 coast	 at	 3,000	 feet	 and	 pinpoint	 Ste-Valery.	 Everything	 is	 quiet

and	we	steal	out	to	sea	untouched.	The	port	engine	temperature	is	now	so	high	we	decide

on	a	forced	landing	at	West	Malling.	They	cleared	us	for	emergency	landing	and	when	we

taxied	to	a	halt	the	port	engine	died.	The	fitters	found	an	oil	feed	line	had	been	damaged

by	a	shell	splinter	and	the	engine	was	starved	of	oil.	Across	France	we	had	the	choice	of

feathering	 the	 prop	 and	 probably	 a	 forced	 landing	 there,	 or	 pressing	 on	 and	 risking	 the

engine	catching	fire.	We	made	the	right	choice	-	just.	Duration	of	flight:	seven	hours	fifty

minutes.’

On	7	November	142	Squadron	ventured	to	the	harbour	approaches	at	Brest	for	a	mine

laying	 operation,	 three	 miles	 south	 of	 Pointe-de-Ste-Mathieu.	 The	 Wellingtons	 were	 to

drop	the	mines	from	a	height	of	700	feet	at	ten	second	intervals.	The	Met	report	indicated

that	visibility	would	be	fair	but	deteriorating	with	an	approaching	front.	Pilot	Officer	Gill’s

Wellington	was	airborne	at	2110	hours.	Norman	Child	recalls:

‘We	climbed	to	6,000	feet	and	set	course	for	Portland	Bill.	Cloud	was	thickening	inland

but	 clearer	 over	 the	 sea.	 We	 set	 course	 for	 Ushant	 Island	 from	 Portland	 Bill.	 Midway	 to

Ushant	 our	 radio	 receiver	 reported	 U/S	 but	 our	 transmitter	 was	 OK.	 We	 decided	 to

continue	 to	 the	 target	 whilst	 the	 fault	 on	 the	 receiver	 was	 traced.	 Ushant	 Island	 was

identified	approx	five	miles	to	port.	It	was	a	dark	night	but	visibility	was	reasonably	good. 

No	 joy	 with	 the	 receiver.	 We	 made	 a	 wide	 turn	 out	 to	 sea	 and	 descended	 to	 dropping

height.	 Engines	 throttled	 right	 back	 and	 mines	 dropped	 on	 time	 track	 in	 the	 harbour

approach.	Opened	up	engines	and	executed	tight	turn	to	port	to	avoid	the	town.	Halfway

on	turn	and	climbing,	there	was	a	terrific	explosion	aft	and	the	aircraft	was	almost	out	of

control.	Ground	fire	continued	for	a	few	minutes	but	we	were	not	hit	again.	We	set	course

for	 base	 and	 climbed	 to	 4,000	 feet	 at	 reduced	 revs.	 The	 damage	 was	 inspected	 and	 we

discovered	an	enormous	hole	blasted	out	of	the	underbelly	and	side.	A	freezing	gale	was

raging	through	the	aircraft	and	we	brought	the	rear	gunner	forward	of	the	damage.	Over

southern	England	the	weather	had	worsened	with	thick	cloud	and	light	rain.	We	descended

to	2,000	feet,	still	in	cloud.	We	called	base,	reported	the	damage	and	the	receiver	U/S.	We

checked	that	the	undercarriage	would	lock	down	and	we	landed.	Cloud	ceiling	at	base	was

700	feet.	Duration	of	flight:	7	hours	45	minutes.	With	our	receiver	U/S	we	did	not	know

that	there	had	been	a	general	recall	and	as	a	consequence,	we	were	the	only	aircraft	from	1

Group	flying	that	night!	We	should	have	aborted	with	a	U/S	receiver	and	earned	ourselves

a	reprimand.	However,	a	couple	of	days	later	we	heard	that	an	enemy	freighter	had	struck

a	 mine	 and	 blew	 up	 in	 Brest	 harbour	 approach	 which,	 to	 this	 day,	 we	 always	 claim	 as

‘ours’.’

Hundreds	 of	 Bomber	 Command	 aircraft	 were	 lost	 to	 enemy	 action	 and	 mechanical

failure	 over	 the	 North	 Sea	 during	 the	 war,	 with	 most	 of	 the	 crew	 members	 declared

missing.	This	dreaded	fate	was	known	to	aircrew	as	going	‘down	in	the	drink’.	On	22/23

September	1943	Bomber	Command	mounted	a	heavy	raid	on	Hanover,	with	711	aircraft

despatched	for	the	first	major	raid	of	a	series	of	four	on	this	city;	twenty-six	aircraft	failed

to	 return.	 Sergeant	 Len	 Tierney	 had	 lifted	 Wellington	 X	 LN547	 QO-G	 of	 432	 Squadron

RCAF	 off	 Skipton-on-Swale’s	 runway	 at	 1907	 and	 his	 21-year-old	 rear	 gunner,	 Flight

Sergeant	Basil	Williams	RNZAF,	recalls	what	happened:

‘The	 trip	 to	 Hanover	 was	 reasonably	 quiet	 until	 we	 were	 about	 to	 make	 our	 bombing

run,	when	all	hell	broke	loose.	We	were	coned	in	the	search-lights	with	all	the	flak	coming

up.	The	pilot	put	the	plane	in	a	steep	dive,	losing	a	few	thousand	feet	and	then	pulled	it	up

abruptly.	I	thought	that	the	turret	was	going	to	come	away;	my	head	seemed	as	if	it	was

parting	company	with	the	eardrums	ready	to	burst.	I	was	held	in	suspension	even	with	the

safety	belt	on.	According	to	the	pilot	the	speedometer	hit	the	maximum.	When	we	pulled

out	and	regained	some	height,	the	pilot	circled	again	and	we	dropped	our	bombs,	then	he

called	for	the	petrol	to	be	checked.	The	reply	from	the	navigator:	‘sixty	gallons’.	A	pause, 

then	he	checked	again,	answer:	‘NOTHING!’

‘That	 left	 us	 the	 nacelle	 tanks	 plus	 something	 if	 there	 was	 any	 not	 registering	 on	 the

gauges.	How	far	can	we	get?	And	where	to	from	here?	The	questions	for	the	shortest	way

home.	On	to	Sweden	or	do	we	bale	out	over	enemy	occupied	territory,	or	last,	head	for	the

North	Sea,	hopefully	to	be	picked	up	by	air-sea	rescue?	No	panic	by	anyone;	we	were	all

young	 and	 invincible	 and	 supreme	 optimists,	 aged	 twenty	 to	 twenty-three.	 As	 I	 had

experienced	another	crash,	when	I	was	dragged	out	of	the	rear	turret,	my	thoughts	before

ditching	 were	 that	 I	 had	 to	 get	 out.	 I	 turned	 the	 turret	 at	 right	 angles	 to	 prepare	 for	 the

landing.	The	force	of	the	ditching	turned	the	turret	a	few	degrees	making	it	a	tight	squeeze

getting	out.	Also,	from	the	turret	to	the	tailplane	was	quite	a	step.	Whilst	standing	on	the

tailplane	in	the	pitch	darkness	I	saw	the	white	face	of	the	WOp	getting	past	fast;	I	shouted

‘grab	the	tailplane’	and	then	he	went	under.	That	call,	as	he	later	said,	saved	his	life,	as	it

helped	break	the	shock	cycle. 

‘My	next	job	was	getting	up	to	the	fuselage.	Being	in	the	turret	the	bombing	jacket	was

too	bulky;	my	clothing	was	two	pairs	of	aircrew	underwear,	electric	waistcoat	roller	neck

sweater,	battledress	and	Mae	West.	The	bomb-aimer	and	myself	had	bought	small	sheath

knives	 while	 on	 leave	 in	 Kilmarnock,	 his	 home	 town.	 My	 next	 move	 was	 from	 the

tailplane	 up	 on	 to	 the	 fuselage,	 then	 sliding	 along	 towards	 the	 front	 using	 the	 knife	 to

make	 a	 grip	 in	 the	 canvas.	 I	 could	 not	 see	 very	 far	 at	 this	 stage.	 The	 waves	 were	 now

coming	over	the	plane;	my	thought	was	‘where	am	I	going?’,	so	I	paused	with	my	knife	in

the	 fuselage.	 I	 was	 laying	 flat	 down,	 the	 swell	 lifted	 me	 up,	 I	 swallowed	 sea	 water	 and

made	another	move.	About	this	time	I	saw	the	bomb-aimer	and	the	navigator	standing	on

the	wing	and	I	joined	them	on	the	right	wing	on	the	outside	as	I	appeared	to	be	the	last.	At

this	time	the	plane	was	going	down	fast,	I	thought	‘what	a	way	to	go’,	no	one	would	know

what	had	happened;	a	known	grave	seemed	lovely. 

‘From	out	of	the	darkness	we	heard	a	whistle	and	then	the	pilot	with	the	dinghy	came

up,	a	welcome	sight!	As	I	was	closest	to	him	I	got	in	first,	not	the	easiest	when	you	are

saturated.	I	turned	to	get	the	navigator	and	told	Len	that	Johnny	had	gone.	Len	said	‘No, 

he	is	slipping	away’.	Len	moved	over	to	balance	the	dinghy	while	I	pulled	Johnny	in;	he

had	a	badly	gashed	forehead	and	was	almost	out.	Next	in	came	Dickie	the	navigator.	My

thoughts	at	this	time	went	to	the	railway	station	at	Great	Yarmouth	where	Dick’s	widowed

mother	asked	me	to	look	after	him,	so	he	was	the	fourth	one	in	the	dinghy.	It	was	heavy

work,	with	one	more	to	go.	Les,	who	was	six	foot,	was	just	holding	on,	even	asking	him	to

exert	himself	did	not	make	much	difference:	he	was	too	shocked.	We	got	him	almost	half

in	and	then	with	some	help	he	was	home	for	the	night. 

‘The	next	thing	to	happen,	I	brought	up	the	sea	water	swallowed	on	the	way	down	the

fuselage,	a	delayed	reaction	probably.	We	surveyed	our	plight.	A	sheath	knife	was	found

on	the	rubber	floor	so	we	threw	everything	sharp	overboard	as	our	well-equipped	dinghy

had	no	leak	stoppers	or	storm	sheet.	When	the	pilot	had	got	out,	he	had	stepped	straight

into	the	dinghy	and	with	the	high	sea	that	was	running	he	did	not	like	getting	wet	with	the

water	coming	over	the	side.	Even	while	soaked	and	very	cold,	the	extra	spray	was	not	very

comfortable.	 We	 had	 not	 felt	 the	 cold	 from	 the	 sudden	 immersion	 as	 that,	 at	 the	 time, 

seemed	 inconsequential.	 We	 all	 passed	 out	 from	 exhaustion	 the	 first	 night,	 the	 wireless

operator	 being	 semi-conscious.	 Next	 morning	 we	 rode	 the	 waves,	 they	 seemed	 ten	 foot

high.	One	 minute	 we	were	 on	 top,	the	 next	 instant	 we	were	 at	 the	bottom	 of	 the	 trough. 

While	 at	 the	 bottom,	 we	 sighted	 a	 Beaufighter	 pass	 overhead.	 It	 would	 have	 been

impossible	for	the	crew	to	have	seen	us. 

‘The	nights	were	the	worst,	as	one	had	dreams.	One	of	the	nights	I	dreamt	that	we	had

landed	in	South	Africa	and	that	they	had	offered	us	some	wine	which	I	refused,	as	I	only

wanted	water.	The	large	sea	eventually	settled	down.	The	known	record	published	at	this

time	for	RAF	aircrew	being	in	the	sea	was	seven	days,	so	the	five	supreme	optimists	of	us

thought	that	we	would	start	to	worry	after	that	seventh	day;	then,	on	being	rescued,	join

the	Goldfish	Club	and	have	ten	days’	survivor	leave,	which	would	have	been	the	second

such	leave	for	me. 

‘We	 rationed	 out	 the	 water	 at	 one	 mouthful	 per	 day,	 along	 with	 a	 few	 horlick	 tablets

plus	one	square	of	glucose	or	barley	sugar,	only	one	of	them	in	the	four	days.	The	third

day	we	saw	some	small	birds	which	moved	the	navigator	to	suggest	that	we	were	in	The

Wash	and	should	be	close	to	home.	By	this	time,	with	the	cold,	it	was	hard	to	move	one’s

legs	as	they	got	tangled	up	with	the	others’.	Owing	to	cramp	one	had	to	use	one’s	hands	to

lift	 them.	 The	 beaker	 or	 whatever	 for	 measuring	 water	 was	 used	 for	 urinating	 in,	 which

owing	to	the	cold	was	a	continuing	project. 

‘Early	on	the	fourth	day	a	Ju	88	flew	over	us,	then	later	a	German	flying	boat	circled

and	dropped	a	flare	to	mark	the	spot	colouring	the	sea	red.	Our	chemical	was	green,	the

German	 chemical	 was	 far	 better.	 Ditched	 RAF	 aircrew	 could	 be	 recognized	 by	 the

greenish	dyed	uniforms.	This	sighting	by	the	Germans	inspired	us	to	start	paddling	again; 

naturally	 we	 got	 nowhere.	 Much	 later	 on	 the	 fourth	 day	 a	 German	 air-sea	 rescue	 boat

arrived.	We	threw	our	escape	packs	away	with	the	foreign	currency.	They	laughed;	we	had

to	be	helped	aboard	and	‘For	you	the	War	is	over.’	How	wrong	they	were. 

‘When	we	were	all	in	the	cabin	we	got	undressed,	quite	a	task	as	our	arms	had	swollen

and	everything	had	shrunk,	including	our	stomachs.	The	German	crew	were	very	kind	and

offered	us	some	cognac	and	told	us	that	they	had	been	looking	for	us	for	days.’	30
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17			Two	of	which,	were	destroyed	by	Oberleutnant	Rudolf	Schoenert,	St	Kpt	4./NJG2. 

18			472	Wellingtons,	124	Halifaxes,	96	Lancasters,	69	Stirlings,	51	Blenheims,	50	Hampdens,	50	Whitleys,	24	Bostons, 20	Manchesters	and	4	Mosquitoes.	Five	further	aircraft	provided	by	Army	Co-Operation	Command	were	also	added	to the	force.	The	final	numbers	dispatched,	1,067	aircraft,	made	this	a	larger	raid	than	that	on	Cologne	at	the	end	of	May. 

The	entire	5	Group	effort	-	142	aircraft	-	were	to	bomb	the	Focke-Wulf	factory.	Twenty	Blenheims	were	allocated	the A.G.	Weser	shipyard;	the	Coastal	Command	aircraft	were	to	bomb	the	Deschimag	shipyard;	all	other	aircraft	except	for 5	 Group	 were	 to	 carry	 out	 an	 area	 attack	 on	 the	 town	 and	 docks.	 This	 raid	 was	 the	 last	 flown	 operationally	 by Manchesters,	after	which	the	type	was	withdrawn. 

19			W.	R.	Chorley. 

20	 	 	  The	 Bomber	 Command	 War	 Diaries:	 An	 Operational	 reference	 book	 1939-1945.	 Martin	 Middlebrook	 and	 Chris Everitt.	(Midland	1985). 

21			After	flying	273	operational	hours	in	the	RAF	and	surviving	a	crash	in	a	‘Wimpy’	in	the	Sinai	desert	in	November 1942,	Goldberg	transferred	to	the	8th	Air	Force. 

22			W.	R.	Chorley. 

23			5	Group	destroyed	an	assembly	shop	at	the	Focke-Wulf	factory	when	a	4,000lb	‘Cookie’	scored	a	direct	hit.	6	other buildings	were	seriously	damaged. 

24			Thirteen	aircraft	including	Stirling	N3718/A	on	218	Squadron,	which	was	shot	down	by	a	German	night-fighter	on the	 final	 Stirling	 operation	 from	 Marham,	 were	 lost.	 All	 of	 Pilot	 Officer	 Geoffrey	 George	 Jeary’s	 crew	 were	 killed. 

Another	Stirling	had	to	fight	off	three	other	night-fighters	but	returned	safely	to	Marham.	On	7	July	the	Stirlings	left	the station	for	Downham	Market.	1483	(Bomber)	Gunnery	Training	Flight	arrived	a	week	later	with	Wellington	IC	and	III and	Defiant	I	and	II	aircraft	to	train	bomb	aimers	and	air	gunners	who	came	directly	from	training	schools	without	going to	OTUs.	The	bomb	aimers	in	particular	performed	exercises	using	‘Gee’	before	the	Flight	returned	to	Newmarket	Heath on	29	June	1943.	1427	Training	Flight	moved	to	Marham	with	Stirlings	on	4	August	1942.	This	flight,	which	moved	to Stradishall	on	2	October	1942,	trained	ATA	(Air	Transport	Auxiliary)	pilots	on	four-engined	bombers. 

25	 	 	 Warrant	 Officer	 II	 George	 Vincent	 Booth	 RCAF	 (USA),	 observer,	 Flight	 Sergeant	 Warnford	 Francis	 Victor	 Pink RAFVR,	WOp	and	Sergeant	John	Munro,	rear	gunner,	were	buried	in	Nijmegen	(Jonkerbos)	War	Cemetery.	Wellington	III X3561	 KO-X	 crashed	 7km	 SE	 of	 Roermond.	 Two	 other	 Wellingtons	 of	 115	 Squadron,	 flown	 by	 Pilot	 Officer	 K.	 J. 

Stanford	DFM	RNZAF	(6	PoW)	and	Sergeant	John	Horace	Fletcher	(5	KIA)	were	lost.	Two	Wellingtons	were	claimed	by Oberleutnant	 Reinhold	 Knacke,	 St.	 Kpt	 1./NJG1:	 X3561	 5km	 southeast	 of	 Roermond	 and	 X3750	 8	 km	 east	 of Eindhoven	for	his	22nd	and	23rd	victories.	Of	291	bombers	despatched,	12	aircraft	-	ten	Wellingtons,	1	Halifax	and	1

Hampden	FTR. 

26			76	prisoners	escaped	from	the	North	Compound	of	Stalag	Luft	III	on	the	night	of	24/25	March	1944	before	‘Harry’

(the	name	of	the	tunnel)	was	discovered.	(‘Tom’	had	been	discovered	in	the	summer	of	1943	and	was	blown	up	by	the Germans.	 ‘Dick’	 was	 used	 subsequently	 to	 store	 tools	 and	 equipment	 for	 Harry.)	 Fifty	 of	 the	 escapers	 who	 were captured,	including	Squadron	Leader	Roger	Bushell	SAAF,	who	as	‘Big	X’	organised	the	successful	escape	were	taken to	 remote	 spots	 and	 shot	 in	 the	 back	 of	 the	 head	 by	 the	 Gestapo.	 Only	 Bram	 van	 der	 Stok,	 Royal	 Netherlands	 Navy; Flight	 Lieutenant	 Jens	 Einar	 Mueller,	 Royal	 Norwegian	 Air	 Force	 and	 Flight	 Lieutenant	 Peter	 Rockland	 RAF	 made

‘home	runs’. 

27			7.2%	of	the	total	force	despatched	-	15	Wellingtons,	8	Halifaxes,	2	Hampdens	of	420	Squadron,	2	Lancasters	and	4

Stirlings.	2	other	aircraft	crashed	on	return. 

28			Oberst	Helmut	Lent,	102	Nachtjagd	victories	(including	61	Viermots	and	1	Mosquito)	in	396	sorties	with	NJG1,	2

and	3,	plus	8	as	Zerstörer	in	3./ZG76.	Ritterkreuz	with	Eichenlaub,	Schwerter	and	Brillanten,	died	after	landing	accident at	Paderborn	7	October	1944. 

29			On	28/29	July	when	256	aircraft	attacked	Hamburg	again	16	Wellingtons	failed	to	return.	Two	of	the	Wellingtons were	on	115	Squadron	and	they	were	piloted	by	Sergeant	Alan	Campbell	Williamson	RNZAF	and	Pilot	Officer	Leonard Martin	Mason	RNZAF. 

30			The	Wellington	crew	were	taken	to	Borkum	Island,	where	they	were	rudely	interrogated,	the	Germans	threatening	to shoot	Pilot	Officer	Les	Whetton,	the	bomb-aimer,	if	he	continued	to	refuse	to	give	them	anything	but	his	name,	rank	and service	number.	Three	days	later,	the	five	men	were	taken	by	train	through	Holland	and	the	Ruhr	and	the	journey	finally ended	in	Sagan	prisoner	of	war	camp	for	the	two	officers	and	a	camp	in	Lithuania	for	the	three	NCOs.  Night	Airwar	by Theo	Boiten	(Crowood	1999). 

Chapter	3

Bombers	Moon

James	Negley	Farson

 ‘Then	without	any	warning,	without	any	whistle	or	swish,	a	high	explosive	bomb	drops	on

 the	 ground	 underneath	 our	 bridge.	 I	 am	 hurled	 upwards	 through	 the	 air	 at	 a	 terrifying

 speed.	 At	 the	 top	 of	 my	 flight	 I	 seem	 to	 be	 Stationary	 for	 a	 second.	 I	 am	 conscious	 of	 a brilliant	 light	 from	 the	 exploding	 bomb	 and	 in	 this	 instant	 I	 see	 the	 bridge	 breaking	 up

 underneath	 me.	 Kirby,	 the	 officer	 in	 charge,	 is	 flying	 through	 the	 air	 and	 the	 light	 is

 playing	on	his	polished	brass	epaulettes.	There	is	the	roar	of	the	explosion	and	the	rumble

 of	 falling	 bricks	 and	 masonry.	 Then	 it	 is	 dark.	 I	 begin	 to	 turn	 over	 and	 over	 as	 I	 fall.	 I know	that	I	have	a	long	way	to	drop	and	I	imagine	that	I	shall	be	killed	when	I	reach	the

 ground.	 I	 let	 my	 body	 go	 limp	 because	 I	 think	 that	 by	 doing	 this	 I	 will	 possibly	 avoid

 violent	fractures.	I	wonder	how	much	it	is	going	to	hurt.	There	is	still	a	loud	rumbling	of

 falling	debris	and	I	feel	my	forehead	become	moist	against	the	wind	as	something	grazes

 the	skin.	It	seems	that	I	have	already	been	falling	a	week.	I	begin	to	feel	annoyed.	Annoyed

 at	the	thought	of	dying	before	this	war	is	finished.	A	pattern	of	loosely-connected	thought

 impinges	 on	 my	 consciousness.	 All	 my	 life	 I	 have	 watched	 civilisation	 in	 revolt:	 first

 creeping,	 then	 a	 stampede.	 It	 would	 have	 been	 so	 interesting,	 so	 exciting.	 To	 be	 able	 to

 beat	down	the	forces	that	are	trying	to	stop	us.	The	future	of	mankind…	A	new	and	better

 world	 order…	 not	 by	 race	 domination.	 I	 might	 have	 seen	 the	 beginning	 of	 a	 world

 community.	In	our	time,	or	in	our	children’s	time.	In	a	small	way	I	had	hoped	to	be	part	of

 the	 great	 change,	 but	 here	 I	 am	 turning	 crazily	 over	 and	 over	 and	 falling	 towards	 my

 doom.	 I	 am	 annoyed.	 Then	 I	 realise	 that	 these	 feelings	 are	 stimulated	 by	 very	 selfish

 motives	 and	 I	 console	 myself	 that	 at	 least	 I	 have	 lived	 to	 see	 the	 turning	 point	 in

 civilisation.	That	in	itself	is	something.	Then	I	wonder	again	how	hard	the	ground	is	going

 to	be.	I	am	conscious	of	the	fact	that	I	have	stopped	falling.	There	is	a	pain	in	my	left	arm

 but	I	just	can’t	think	that	I	am	alive.	A	piece	of	debris,	a	door	frame	or	something,	lands

 across	 my	 chest,	 but	 its	 full	 force	 is	 taken	 by	 the	 debris	 that	 is	 on	 either	 side	 of	 me.	 I welcome	the	twinge	in	my	chest,	I	must	still	be	alive.	I	attempt	to	raise	the	debris,	but	my

 left	arm	will	not	respond	to	the	impulse.	My	right	arm	is	active	and	I	manage	to	get	up	and

 grope	my	way	towards	a	group	of	dim	lights…’

The	journal	of	a	London	fireman	stationed	near	Streatham	Common;  Fire	Over

 London:	The	Story	of	the	London	Fire	Service	1940-41. 

The	first	air-raid	warning	was	the	worst.	Before	this	war	began	the	experts	were	predicting

that	when	the	Nazis	made	mass	air	attacks	on	London	the	casualties	would	be	from	30,000

to	 35,000	 a	 day.	 We	 believed	 them.	 So,	 when	 the	 Banshees	 began	 their	 howling	 on	 that

sunny	 Sunday	 morning	 of	 September	 1939,	 my	 knees	 shook.	 So	 did	 a	 lot	 of	 other

people’s.	Tom	Purvis	and	I	began	this	book	a	year	later,	after	a	week	of	heavy	air	raids.	It

was	his	idea.	The	skyline	of	London	was	bound	to	be	altered,	he	said;	so	why	not	make	a

record	 of	 it,	 during	 the	 raids,	 in	 picture	 and	 print?	 Make	 a	 record,	 also,	 of	 what	 the

Londoners	were	doing	during	these	shocking	incidents.	After	a	few	days,	when	there	was

very	little	left	to	the	imagination,	we	found	ourselves	uneasy	when	we	had	a	quiet	night. 

There	was	something	suspicious	about	it.	What	were	the	Nazis	up	to? 	31

You	 could	 see	 the	 people	 of	 London	 acquiring	 a	 technique	 to	 withstand	 the	 raids. 

People	began	to	say,	‘Well,	see	you	in	the	same	place	tomorrow	-	if	it’s	still	there!’	At	first

it	never	struck	them	seriously	that	it	wouldn’t	be.	Then	it	wasn’t.	I	had	a	late	drink	with	a

Russian	artist	one	night	in	the	famous	‘Six	Bells’.	‘See	you	here	tomorrow,’	I	said,	‘about

noon’.	 When	 I	 got	 there	 I	 found	 him	 outside,	 looking	 into	 a	 broken	 window.	 The	 bomb

had	 fallen	 at	 the	 back,	 gone	 down	 into	 the	 basement	 -	 and	 sort	 of	 blown	 the	 ‘Six	 Bells’

outward.	It	wasn’t	serving	drinks	that	day.	(It	is	now!)

Around	 the	 corner	 from	 where	 I	 live	 are	 a	 row	 of	 little	 shops.	 All	 of	 them	 are	 two-

storey.	Their	owners	live	on	the	one	storey	that	is	over	them.	You	could	not	call	them	big

storekeepers.	 Yet	 -	 and	 there	 is	 something	 charmingly	 British	 about	 it	 -	 their	 signs	 are

household	names	to	a	great	class	of	people	who	have	never	known	a	financial	worry	(not	a

real	one)	in	all	their	picturesque	and	varied	lives.	I	speak	of	the	families	which	supplied

the	 Army,	 Navy	 and	 Air	 Force	 officers,	 the	 Judge,	 the	 Colonial	 Governor,	 the	 Resident

Magistrate	 in	 up-country	 India,	 even	 stockbrokers.	 They	 or	 their	 families	 have	 been

dealing	with	these	little	shops	from	a	few	years	to	half	a	century.	There	is	one	which	has

been	supplying	fresh	vegetables	to	this	family	for	forty-two	years. 

Now	it	was	part	of	the	ritual	of	life	in	South	Kensington	to	take	the	morning	walk	down

to	 Harrods	 and	 the	 big	 stores	 in	 Knightsbridge.	 Then	 the	 men	 strolled	 on	 to	 their	 clubs. 

That	was	as	traditional	as	morning	tea.	And	while	the	wife	of	the	ex-Governor	of	the	Gold

Coast,	or	Admiral,	did	do	most	of	her	expensive	shopping	at	the	big	stores	(Harrods	being

an	 institution),	 there	 was	 always	 something	 that	 she	 got	 from	 little	 Jones	 or	 Simpson’s. 

They	would	deliver,	you	must	know,	at	almost	any	time.	And	she	liked	her	morning	talk

with	these	small,	independent	and	invariably	useful	trades-people.	She	liked	their	cheery

ways.	They	were	friendly. 

And	so,	while	these	shops,	descending	from	father	to	son,	never	got	any	bigger,	they	did

not	 get	 smaller.	 Their	 owners	 were	 not	 tortured	 by	 restless	 ambition;	 they	 thought	 about

cuts	of	meat,	how	to	hold	Mrs.	So-and-So	(there	had	been	an	uncomfortable	talk	over	the

carrots),	when	to	begin	selling	bundles	of	faggots	for	the	winter	coal	fires,	how…	In	short, 

while	their	customers	never	had	any	serious	financial	worries,	these	small	tradesmen	also

had	security.	They	had	solid	lives. 

Well,	 the	 other	 night	 a	 bomb	 hit	 the	 block	 of	 modern	 flats	 across	 from	 these	 shops. 

When	I	saw	them	a	few	minutes	later	most	of	them	looked	blown	in.	I	saw	one	or	two	of

their	inmates	being	helped	down	the	street	and	one	stretcher	case.	Others	were	emerging

from	 where	 most	 of	 them	 had	 been	 sleeping	 during	 the	 raids:	 in	 their	 cellars.	 And	 they

were	 covered	 with	 that	 peculiar	 cement-like	 dust	 that	 seems	 the	 accompaniment	 of	 all

bomb-debris.	They	looked	knocked-out,	finished. 

For	two	days	the	street	was	immobilised.	There	was	a	time-bomb	on	the	corner.	Then

that	went	off	(smashing	a	few	of	the	back	windows	of	this	house	and	blowing	a	hole	in	the

roof);	and	the	tradesmen	came	back.	They	began	their	own	salvage. 

It	was	about	three	days	later,	I	think	(and	I	had	been	staring	at	it	for	some	time	before	I

realised	 the	 complete	 meaning	 of	 it),	 when	 this	 particular	 BUSINESS	 AS	 USUAL	 sign

came	 into	 focus.	 For	 it	 was	 a	 haberdasher’s,	 catering	 to	 the	 lesser	 affluent	 people	 in	 the

neighbourhood;	and	now	I	saw	that	all	of	his	window-framing	had	been	blasted	out	-	so

much	so	that	he	could	not	even	get	a	purchase	for	the	small	apertures	that	let	you	look	into

the	rest	of	the	shops.	And	then,	as	if	he	feared	possible	passing	trade	might	not	realise	at

all	what	he	sold,	he	had	chalked	the	name	of	every	conceivable	article	on	the	tarred	felt

that	now	blindly	blanked-out	the	spaces	where	his	windows	had	been:	SHIRTS	•••	PANTS

•••	 VESTS	 •••	 TIES	 •••	 COLLARS	 •••	 SILK	 STOCKINGS.	 And	 above	 this,	 from	 a

shattered	 upper	 window,	 just	 to	 show	 how	 he	 felt	 about	 things,	 he	 had	 hung	 two	 Union

Jacks. 

He	 was,	 obviously,	 a	 man	 who	 never	 did	 things	 by	 halves.	 This	 is	 not	 fiction;	 we	 all

know	many	a	place	in	London,	such	as	the	acres	of	ruins	in	the	East	End,	where	you	will

see	 the	 Union	 Jack	 flying.	 And	 I,	 as	 it	 happened,	 was	 not	 on	 an	 inquisitive	 tour	 of

investigation,	 but	 was	 walking	 down	 this	 street	 with	 a	 woman	 who	 had	 dealt	 with	 its

green-grocer	for	forty-two	years.	She	wanted	to	get	some	onions,	which	were	practically

unobtainable	in	London-and	were	tenpence	a	pound	that	day. 

Now,	Mr.	Simpson	was	one	of	the	people	whom	I	had	seen	on	the	night	of	the	bombing, 

still	staggering	from	the	blast.	We	heard	afterwards	that	he	had	been	very	badly	knocked

about.	In	fact,	one	simpleton	assured	me	that	he	had	heard	that	Mr.	Simpson	had	‘passed

on’.	 But,	 when	 I	 looked	 in	 through	 the	 eighteen-by-twenty-inch	 glass	 that	 is	 now	 his

window,	I	saw	Mr.	Simpson	standing	in	the	shop. 

Not	only	that,	but	through	the	window	I	could	see	all	his	golden	oranges	piled	in	their

traditional	 triangles,	 tomatoes,	 neat	 heaps	 of	 Brussels	 sprouts,	 golden	 heaps	 of	 Cox’s

Pippins,	 clusters	 of	 bananas,	 Cornice	 pears	 and,	 stacked	 on	 the	 recently	 erected	 shelves, 

practically	every	kind	of	tinned	fruit	and	vegetable.	Mr.	Simpson	informed	us	that	whilst

cleaning	up	the	debris	and	getting	started	again	he	had	‘been	offered	the	hospitality’	of	a

shop	 in	 Brompton	 Road.	 From	 there,	 owing	 to	 the	 courtesy	 of	 a	 rival	 storekeeper,	 Mr. 

Simpson	had	carried	on,	‘so	that	I	did	not	lose	a	single	customer!’

Mr.	Simpson	also	had	the	onions. 

Now,	 there	 was	 another	 and	 unwritten,	 declaration	 of	 courage	 in	 Mr.	 Simpson’s

BUSINESS	AS	USUAL	sign.	Like	all	the	others	in	this	small-tradesman’s	street	(men	and

women	who	defied	disaster	to	make	them	fold	up	and	clear	out),	Mr.	Simpson	had	already

lost	some	60	per	cent	of	his	customers.	The	wealthy,	retired	people	in	the	neighbourhood, 

who	 had	 no	 useful	 reason	 for	 remaining	 in	 London,	 had	 long	 since	 gone	 to	 live	 in	 the

country.	The	wives	of	men	who	had	positions,	or	felt	it	their	duty,	to	remain,	had	also	been

shipped	out	and	the	men	were	eating	as	far	as	it	was	possible	in	restaurants	or	their	clubs. 

The	 breakage	 of	 the	 gas-mains	 in	 the	 neighbourhood,	 too	 -	 a	 stoppage	 of	 some	 weeks	 -

had	 also	 practically	 ruined	 the	 business	 of	 the	 butcher,	 who	 could	 not	 find	 many	 people

with	even	an	oil-stove	to	cook	his	meat.	And	then	it	was	only	chops. 

Now,	 in	 thousands	 of	 instances,	 that	 is	 what	 a	 BUSINESS	 AS	 USUAL	 sign	 means	 in

London	 these	 days.	 It	 is	 far	 more	 than	 patriotism:	 it	 is	 just	 another	 example	 of	 the

indomitable	 pluck	 which	 will,	 one	 day,	 give	 this	 great	 city	 the	 slogan:	 ‘You	 can’t	 beat	 a

city	that	won’t	be	beaten.’

This	 idea,	 the	 Englishman’s	 calculated	 courage	 which	 has	 made	 him	 decide	 that	 he	 is

going	 to	 stick	 it	 out,	 really	 does	 mean	 that	 London	 can	 be	 made	 unbeatable.	 This

determination	 has,	 to	 put	 it	 slangily,	 taken	 like	 a	 good	 vaccination.	 Opposed	 to	 it,	 of

course,	 can	 be	 more	 and	 (it	 is	 possible)	 heavier	 air	 raids.	 But	 the	 plain	 fact	 seems	 to	 be

that	the	raids	can	never	be	made	so	heavy	that	they	can	break	this	determination.	And	the

story	of	London	now	seems	indicated	to	be	the	grim	struggle	of	physical	resistance.	Two

women	had	been	got	out	from	next	door.	A	doctor	was	attending	to	them.	Outside	in	the

street	was	a	smashed	bus.	Its	driver	had	been	killed,	sitting	in	his	seat.	The	blast	blew	a

pane	of	glass	into	the	back	of	his	head.	All	along	the	square	windows	had	been	blown	out

and	the	heavy	wooden	shutters	ripped	off	their	hinges	or	punched	in.	The	glass	crunched

under	McDougall’s	feet,	tinkled	and,	it	struck	him,	it	covered	the	streets	like	slush. 

The	die	is	cast.	Having	failed	to	panic	the	Londoners	in	their	first	furious	air	raids,	the

Nazis	can	never	panic	them. 

It	is	hard	to	dissociate	the	old,	misty	London,	with	the	nimbus	around	its	street	lamps, 

from	 the	 present	 dark,	 battered	 shape.	 And	 who	 wants	 to?	 One	 of	 the	 first	 things	 you

always	 notice	 in	 the	 streets	 you	 enter	 here	 is	 the	 amazing	 amount	 of	 business	 that	 is

conducted	 in	 the	 front	 doors	 of	 shops.	 There	 is	 sociability	 about	 it.	 Today	 this	 life	 was

more	open	than	usual-several	of	the	shops	had	no	glass	in	their	windows.	And	in	one	very

wide-open	 space	 was	 a	 radio	 set,	 playing	 all	 by	 itself.	 The	 sign	 read:	 COME	 IN	 -	 IT’S

COSY	INSIDE.	There	was	an	unexpected	queer	crescent	of	garden	in	the	New	Kent	Road, 

with	several	‘old	‘uns’	lolling	on	the	benches,	smoking	contentedly	in	the	sun.	Near	it,	at

No.	 240,	 two	 men	 were	 putting	 up	 cellophane	 to	 form	 a	 window.	 The	 cellophane	 was

being	protected	by	chicken-wire.	The	shop’s	sign	needs	no	comment,	other	than	that	it	was

appropriate	to	the	times.	It	was:	240.	ARTIFICIAL	LEGS.	ARMS	&	EYES.	240. 

Then	 came	 the	 gay	 spectacle	 of	 the	 coloured	 painting	 adorning	 the	 exterior	 of

EDINGTON’S.	TENT-MAKERS.	A	sign-painter’s	Breughel.	The	next	window	said:	OUR

WINDOW	HAS	GONE	BUT	WE	NEVER	DID	LIKE	WINDOW-DRESSING	ANYWAY. 

Between	 these;	 mind	 you,	 were	 the	 sinister	 slides	 of	 dusty	 rubble,	 bricks	 and	 that

disconcerting	 sight	 of	 the	 jackstraw	 jumble	 of	 planks	 which	 had	 been	 floors.	 There	 is	 a

shocking	similarity	about	these	buildings	in	death	-when	they	had	been	so	different	in	life. 

A	Parsee	could	appreciate	the	irony	of	that! 

One	 street,	 apparently	 empty-but,	 waiting	 in	 it,	 a	 long	 string	 of	 empty	 green	 busses, 

marked	AMBULANCE. 

At	 one	 bridge	 there	 were	 sixty	 yards	 of	 ruins.	 It	 seemed	 as	 if	 the	 dust	 had	 only	 just

settled	 from	 the	 crash	 of	 bomb	 explosions.	 Yet,	 sitting	 on	 the	 small	 brick	 partitions	 that

jutted	out	between	the	doors	of	houses	in	this	neighbourhood	were	dozens	of	people	-	all

with	 grins	 on	 their	 dusty	 faces.	 I	 never	 saw	 such	 an	 exhibition	 of	 sangfroid	 in	 my	 life. 

Actually,	my	first	thought	was:	I	can	understand	a	lot	of	things	in	British	history…when

people	can	act	like	that! 

So	it	went. 

At	 the	 ‘White	 Hart’,	 where	 I	 changed	 trams	 for	 Greenwich,	 I	 stopped	 for	 some	 bread

and	cheese-but	saw	the	pub	had	been	hit.:	Nevertheless,	as	people	were	going	in	through

its	door	and	others	coming	out-wiping	their	lips	-	I	went	in.	I	saw	this	sign,	illustrated	with

a	bursting	bomb:	FORGET	IT!	You	Can	At	The	‘WHITE	HART’. 

There	is	a	church	near	the	corner	of	Burdett	Road	and	Mile	End	Road,	which	makes	this

appeal	to	possible	worshippers:	IF	YOUR	KNEES	KNOCK	KNEEL	ON	THEM. 

One	big	tailor,	reported	to	have	been	annihilated	by	a	bomb,	sent	out	a	notice	to	all	his

clientele	the	next	day:	‘Do	not	be	perturbed;	we	have	still	kept	all	our	records.’	He	knew

how	much	you	owed	him! 

And,	lunching	with	Cecil	Beaton	one	day,	I	made	the	feeble	joke	that	although	bombs

had	 dropped	 to	 the	 right	 of	 him	 and	 bombs	 to	 the	 left	 they	 still	 had	 not	 got	 my	 tailor. 

Whereupon	a	Guards	officer	across	the	table	said,	‘Well,	they	got	mine	last	night.’

‘Who	was	it?’

He	answered. 

‘My	God!’	I	cried;	‘that	is	mine!’

The	BUSINESS-AS-USUAL	sign	carries	more	courage	with	it	in	the	East	End	than	it

does	in	the	West.	In	the	first	place,	they	have	been	hit	harder;	they	were	hit	first-before	it

was	tacitly	decided	by	everyone	that	nothing	was	going	to	break	London’s	spirit;	and,	to

put	 it	 simply,	 most	 of	 them	 were	 people	 who	 could	 least	 afford	 to	 be	 bombed.	 The	 East

End,	in	fact,	was	probably	the	first	part	of	the	great	city	which	had	to	make	up	its	mind, 

one	way	or	the	other,	whether	it	would	‘stick	it’. 

Therefore,	when	you	see	a	modiste’s	shop	with	a	French	name,	such	as	‘Valerie’	and,	in

the	eighteen-by-twenty	square	inches	of	glass	that	now	show	through	its	boarded	window

you	 see	 one	 hat,	 it	 gives	 a	 tug	 at	 your	 heart.	 ‘Valerie’	 (Mrs.	 Rubenstein)	 is	 carrying	 on. 

And	 that	 modish	 little	 bonnet,	 being	 offered	 beside	 an	 avalanche	 of	 bricks	 and	 broken

timber,	speaks	of	an	optimism	superb	in	scope. 

Disorganised	-	yes;	dismayed	-	far	from	it!	This	psychology	is	beautifully	expressed	by

the	 sign	 shown	 today	 on	 a	 factory	 in	 the	 Kingston	 By-Pass.	 It	 reads:	 BOMBED?	 YES! 

BUT	 YOU	 SHOULD	 SEE	 WHAT	 THE	 RAF	 HAS	 DONE	 TO	 OUR	 BRANCH	 IN

BERLIN! 

 In	 case	 there	 is	 an	 attack	 on	 the	 centre	 of	 Government	 in	 London,	 it	 seems	 very

 important	to	return	the	compliment	the	next	day	upon	Berlin.	I	understand	you	will	have

 by	the	end	of	this	month	a	respectable	party	of	Stirlings	ready.	Perhaps	the	nights	are	not

 yet	long	enough.	Pray	let	me	know.’

Winston	Churchill	in	a	letter	to	the	Chief	of	the	Air	Staff,	July	1940. 

Endnotes	Chapter	3

31			James	Negley	Farson	was	an	American	author	and	adventurer	who	reported	in	Britain	for	the	 Chicago	Daily	News. 

Born	 in	 Plainfield,	 New	 Jersey	 in	 1890,	 Farson	 was	 raised	 by	 his	 eccentric	 grandfather,	 the	 Civil	 War	 General	 James Negley.	He	was	educated	at	Andover	and	read	civil	engineering	at	the	University	of	Pennsylvania.	He	was	expelled	from this	institution	and	emigrated	to	England.	He	went	into	journalism	and	travelled	to	Russia,	being	present	in	Petrograd	the day	the	Bolshevik	Revolution	broke	out.	Farson	went	on	to	become	one	of	the	most	renowned	foreign	correspondents	of his	 day,	 interviewing	 Gandhi	 in	 India,	 witnessing	 Gandhi’s	 arrest	 in	 Poona,	 witnessing	 bank-robber	 John	 Dillinger’s naked	body	in	the	morgue	just	after	he	had	been	shot	down	by	Hoover’s	men	and	meeting	Hitler,	who	described	Farson’s blond	son,	Daniel,	as	a	‘good	Aryan	boy.’	A	renowned	fisherman,	Farson	wrote	one	of	the	classics	of	fishing	literature, Going	 Fishing.	 The	 story	 of	 his	 life	 is	 told	 in	 his	 two	 volumes	 of	 autobiography	  The	 Way	 Of	 a	 Transgressor	 and	 A Mirror	for	Narcissus.	He	partied	with	F.	Scott	Fitzgerald	and	supposedly	out-drank	Ernest	Hemingway.	Farson	died	on 13	December	1960. 

Chapter	4

Bombing	Berlin

BBC	Broadcasts,	September	1940

 Late	 on	 Saturday	 night,	 24	 August	 1940,	 Edward	 Roscoe	 Murrow	 stood	 at	 St	 Martin-in-

 the-Fields	 at	 the	 northeast	 corner	 of	 London’s	 Trafalgar	 Square.	 Murrow	 was	 the	 chief

 European	 correspondent	 for	 the	 Columbia	 Broadcasting	 System.	 Tonight,	 he	 was

 broadcasting	 from	 a	 city	 at	 war	 Air	 raid	 sirens	 sounded.	 As	 Murrow	 spoke,	 Londoners, 

 singly	and	in	clumps,	moved	silently	past	him	in	the	dark	down	the	stairs	of	St.	Martin’s	to

 the	makeshift	bomb	shelter	in	its	crypt.	Murrow	described	the	scene:	‘Here	comes	one	of

 those	big	buses	around	the	corner…	just	a	few	lights	on	the	top	deck.	In	this	blackness,	it

 looks	 very	 much	 like	 a	 ship	 that’s	 passing	 in	 the	 night…	 More	 searchlights	 come	 into

 action.	 You	 see	 them	 reach	 straight	 up	 into	 the	 sky	 and	 occasionally	 they	 catch	 a	 cloud

 and	seem	to	splash	on	the	bottom	of	it.’	London	is	a	low,	sprawling	city	rich	in	history	and

 tradition;	St.	Martin’s,	where	Murrow	stood,	is	the	traditional	parish	church	of	the	British

 monarch.	On	the	night	of	the	broadcast,	London	was	the	stage	on	which	the	world’s	most

 important	history	was	being	played	out.	With	the	surrender	of	France	two	months	England

 stood	 alone,	 the	 last	 nation	 resisting	 Nazi	 domination	 of	 the	 Old	 World.	 Adolf	 Hitler

 boasted	that	he	would	‘wring	England’s	neck	like	a	chicken’	a	boast	many	thought	could

 be	 made	 good.	 Hitler’s	 instrument	 of	 conquest	 was	 the	 Luftwaffe,	 whose	 Messerschmitts

 and	Heinkels	came	nightly	by	the	hundreds	into	England’s	late	summer	skies. 

 As	Murrow	delivered	his	broadcast,	the	Luftwaffe’s	planes	began	arriving	over	London, 

 the	sound	of	their	engines	clear	to	Murrow	on	the	ground	and	to	his	listeners	in	America. 

 To	the	sound	of	aircraft	overhead,	Murrow	added	a	second.	He	lowered	his	microphone	to

 pavement	level,	so	listeners	could	hear	the	unhurried	steps	of	Londoners	passing	by.	With

 London	 in	 blackout,	 faces	 and	 bodies	 obscured,	 Murrow	 reached	 for	 a	 telling	 phrase	 to

 describe	 the	 sound	 of	 footsteps	 ‘walking	 along	 the	 street,	 like	 ghosts	 shod	 with	 steel

 shoes.’	His	next	sentence	underscored	the	city’s	calm:	‘A	taxi	draws	up	in	front	and	stops, 

 just	waiting	for	the	red	light	to	change	as	the	sirens	holler.’

 This	was	characteristic	Murrow	reporting.	He	was	not	taking	the	facts	to	his	listeners

 as	 much	 as	 he	 was	 bringing	 his	 listeners	 to	 the	 scene,	 painting	 a	 picture	 that	 those	 in

 living	 rooms	 thousands	 of	 miles	 distant	 could	 see	 in	 their	 imaginations.	 This	 style	 was

 Murrow’s	own.	He	did	not	transfer	it	from	experience	with	newspaper	reporting;	Murrow

 had	never	worked	as	a	reporter,	nor	been	trained	as	one.	It	was	not	 standard	to	radio	live, 

 on-the-scene	 news	 reporting	 was	 so	 recent,	 no	 real	 standards	 existed.	 Indeed,	 it	 could

 hardly	 be	 said	 to	 be	 the	 child	 of	 experience,	 as	 Murrow,	 at	 thirty-two,	 was	 not	 greatly

 experienced	 at	 anything.	 The	 Second	 World	 War	 brought	 many	 in	 uniform	 and

 government,	 to	 broad	 attention.	 Murrow	 became,	 arguably	 the	 war’s	 most	 important

 civilian.	He	was	tall,	slender	and	earnest,	but	what	millions	in	America	knew	best	of	him

 was	 his	 voice,	 a	 resonant	 baritone	 that	 as	 on	 this	 night	 was	 taking	 a	 war	 far	 from	 the

 nation’s	thoughts	and	making	it	something	palpable,	nearby	and	real. 

 Murrow’s	talk	from	St.	Martin’s	was	one	segment	of	a	larger	production;	that	night,	he

 was	orchestrating	London	After	Dark	with	broadcasts	from	reporters	scattered	throughout

 the	 City.	 From	 Murrow	 near	 Trafalgar	 Square,	 the	 broadcast	 carried	 to	 the	 posh	 Savoy

 Hotel,	where	François	Latry,	the	hotel’s	famed	chef,	bid	a	heavily	accented	greeting	to	‘his

 friends	 in	 America’	 and	 assured	 them	 that	 ‘the	 war	 has	 not	 affected	 my	 cooking.’

 ‘Whatever	 privations	 wartime	 brought	 others,	 the	 Savoy’s	 diners	 that	 evening	 were

 choosing	 from	 caviar	 and	 seven	 other	 hors	 d’oeuvres,	 as	 well	 as	 eight	 meat	 dishes, 

 including	fresh	game. 

 Next,	the	broadcast	swung	to	an	antiaircraft	battery	where	the	correspondent	reported

 that	 the	 cannon	 was	 being	 ‘brought	 around	 to	 the	 direction	 in	 which	 the	 enemy	 is

 expected.	 I	 can	 now	 hear…the	 distant	 drone	 of	 the	 airplanes.’	 From	 there,	 the	 report

 shifted	 to	 an	 Air	 Raid	 Precautions	 station	 set	 up	 in	 a	 London	 apartment	 complex.	 The

 station,	CBS’s	correspondent	Larry	LeSueur	reported,	received	warnings	of	approaching

 aircraft	from	spotters	on	the	coast	and	then	used	colors	to	indicate	status.	Yellow	meant:

 ‘Be	on	your	guard.’	Red	meant:	‘Start	up	first-aid	cars	and	ambulances.’	LeSueur	heard

 and	passed	along	the	words:	‘Stretcher	party	one	ambulance,	one	car	to	114	High	Street. 

 Sector	220.	Messenger,	don’t	forget	your	helmet.’

 The	correspondents’	voices	travelled	to	an	underground	bunker	at	Broadcasting	House, 

 the	 large	 and	 unattractive	 headquarters	 of	 the	 British	 Broadcasting	 Corporation.	 The

 sound	 was	 then	 relayed	 by	 shortwave	 to	 Long	 Island,	 New	 York,	 from	 there	 to	 the	 host

 CBS	studio	in	New	York	City	and	on	to	the	115	affiliated	CBS	stations	and	their	listeners. 

 Often,	 sunspots	 or	 atmospheric	 static	 played	 havoc	 with	 the	 signal,	 reducing	 it	 to	 a

 metallic	echo;	this	night’s	report	came	through	clear. 

 Those	reports	included	one	from	Eric	Sevareid,	hired	by	Murrow	the	previous	year.	At

 11:45	 pm,	 Sevareid	 was	 at	 the	 huge	 Hammersmith	 Palais	 dance	 hall,	 London’s	 largest. 

 ‘Few	 spots	 are	 busier	 on	 a	 Saturday	 night,’	 he	 said,	 ‘air-raid	 warning	 or	 not.’	 The

 orchestra	 leader	 had	 just	 ‘told	 the	 crowd	 he	 was	 willing	 to	 play	 on	 past	 the	 midnight

 wartime	closing	hour’	Of	those	snatching	a	bit	of	gaiety	in	wartime,	Sevareid	said,	‘I	don’t

 expect	more	than	half	a	dozen	people	have	left.’	The	broadcast	conveyed	the	city’s	size	and

 variety	 moving	 to	 correspondent	 Vincent	 Sheean,	 who	 spoke	 of	 the	 silent	 streets	 at

 Piccadilly	 Circus	 and	 on	 to	 London’s	 cavernous	 Euston	 Station	 for	 some	 words	 with

 British	railway	workers. 

 The	programme	ended	at	Whitehall	Court,	a	remnant	of	‘Whitehall	Castle	and	perhaps

 England’s	 most	 famous	 spot.	 Here,	 Henry	 VIII	 had	 secretly	 married	 Anne	 Boleyn;	 here, 

 their	daughter	Elizabeth	had	plotted	England’s	rise.	Now,	speaking	for	CBS,	British	critic

 and	novelist	J.	B.	Priestley	spoke	of	wars	dreadful	cost.	Looking	out	the	window,	Priestley

 said,	he	could	see	the	Cenotaph,	England’s	tribute	to	its	one	million	war	dead	of	1914	to

 1918,	many	of	them	friends	of	mine,	boys	that	I	played	 with	as	a	boy	men	that	might	have

 been	leaders	now.’	Priestley	then	tied	history	and	war	to	the	urgent	present.	England	was

 under	 attack;	 Europe	 was	 under	 barbarism.	 The	 current	 struggle,	 Priestley	 said,	 made

 Whitehall	‘the	very	center	of	the	hopes	of	free	men	everywhere.	It’s	the	heart	of	this	great

 rock	that’s	defying	the	dark	tide	of	invasion	that	has	destroyed	freedom	all	over	Western

 Europe.’

 The	 broadcast	 closed.	 The	 correspondents,	 with	 the	 adrenaline	 rush	 of	 performance, 

 remained	awake.	Murrow	and	Vincent	Sheean	walked	through	the	city	to	London	Bridge. 

 Bombs	had	set	oil	dumps	along	the	Thames	ablaze.	The	pair	watched	from	the	bridge	as

 flames	 spread	 along	 the	 river	 Murrow	 and	 his	 correspondents	 had	 not	 known	 at	 what

 moment	the	German	bombers	would	strike.	Their	arrival	lent	a	chilling	immediacy	to	the

 CBS	broadcast.	From	the	standpoint	of	the	war,	however,	that	night’s	attack	had	a	greater

 significance.	 In	 August	 1940	 England	 feared	 invasion.	 If	 the	 German	 Messerschmitts

 could	drive	Britain’s	Spitfires	and	Hurricanes	from	the	skies,	the	British	fleet,	would,	for

 lack	of	air	cover,	be	forced	from	the	English	Channel.	With	the	fleet	withdrawn	invasion

 could	 proceed.	 The	 night	 of	 the	 broadcast,	 the	 Luftwaffe	 focused	 its	 attacks	 on	 Britain’s

 military	airfields.	The	airfields	were	military	targets;	thus	far,	the	Luftwaffe	had	avoided

 residential	 London.	 On	 24	 August	 however	 and	 possible	 the	 night	 before,	 bombs	 fell	 on

 London’s	populous	East	End.	The	Germans	insisted	this	had	been	a	mistake.	Nonetheless, 

 British	 Prime	 Minister	 Winston	 Churchill	 ordered	 retaliation.	 Eighty	 RAF	 bombers	 were

 sent	to	Berlin	the	following	night.’
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‘I	 made	 my	 first	 trip	 to	 Berlin	 the	 other	 night’	 [probably	 25/26	 August	 33]	 recalled	 an

anonymous	squadron	bombing	leader	in	a	BBC	broadcast.	Listeners	were	told	that	he	had

made	 six	 operational	 trips	 as	 navigator	 and	 bomb-aimer.	 ‘Before	 that	 I	 had	 been	 over

France	a	few	times,	when	the	Jerries	were	walking	through	and	I	had	made	the	trip	to	the

Ruhr	and	to	Milan.	Berlin	was	a	job	I	really	wanted.	Of	course,	I	had	no	real	say	in	the

matter	 at	 all:	 it	 was	 just	 luck.	 The	 choice	 lies	 with	 the	 commanding	 officer.	 Anyway,	 I

struck	lucky.	Lucky,	because	I	am	not	a	regular	member	of	any	particular	crew.	So	far	I

haven’t	flown	in	the	same	crew	twice.	That	happens,	as	I	am	the	squadron	bombing	leader

and	change	about	a	great	deal. 

Before	the	Flying	Officer	‘of	A	Heavy	Bomber	Squadron’	describes	his	particular	raid

he	 wanted	 to	 mention	 something	 which	 gave	 the	 RAF	 ‘one	 of	 the	 biggest	 laughs	 it	 had

since	the	war	started.’

‘A	few	days	ago	we	had	sent	round	to	us	an	extract	from	an	Italian	paper	which	made

the	following	remarkable	statement:	‘The	RAF	succeeded	in	bombing	Germany	and	Italy

by	 offering	 to	 colonial	 mercenary	 pilots	 the	 following	 bonuses	 in	 respect	 of	 every	 night

raid	-	£500	over	Germany.	£600	over	Italy.’

‘Last	night	I	carried	out	my	twentieth	raid	over	Germany,	so	at	that	rate	of	pay	I	should

now	have	tucked	away	in	the	bank	the	nice	little	sum	of	£10,000.	One	can	only	wonder

why	it	is	that	any	Italians	should	be	asked	to	believe	that	any	pilot	in	any	Air	Force	-	their

own	not	excluded	-	should	need	such	a	fantastic	inducement	to	do	what	has	now	come	to

be	regarded,	by	the	RAF	at	any	rate,	as	a	more	or	less	routine	job	of	work.	We	pasted	the

extract	up	on	the	notice-board	in	the	officers’	mess,	with	a	big	red	arrow	pointing	to	it.	It

really	was	too	good	to	be	missed. 

‘But	if	you	want	a	true	picture	of	things	in	the	RAF	Bomber	Squadron,	let	me	tell	you

what	 happened	 the	 first	 time	 the	 squadron	 I	 belong	 to	 was	 detailed	 for	 a	 raid	 on	 Berlin. 

The	wing	commander	who	commands	the	squadron	called	in	during	the	afternoon	in	the

usual	way	for	‘briefing’	-	that’s	to	say,	to	give	us	all	the	details	of	the	operation.	Half	the

squadron,	 he	 said,	 would	 be	 on	 Berlin,	 the	 remainder	 on	 other	 targets	 in	 Germany.	 He

asked	if	there	were	any	captains	and	crews	who	had	any	particular	preference	for	Berlin. 

Every	 man	 operating	 that	 night	 wanted	 to	 go,	 though	 the	 wing	 commander	 decided	 that

the	fairest	way	to	arrange	things	was	to	work	it	out	in	order	of	seniority.	Some	of	the	chaps

started	shooting	a	line	about	their	seniority	-	trying	to	pull	a	bit	of	a	fast	one,	in	fact	-	but

that	 didn’t	 cut	 any	 ice	 and	 the	 whole	 thing	 was	 properly	 worked	 out	 by	 the	 two	 flight

commanders.	 We	 have	 an	 ‘A’	 Flight	 and	 a	 ‘B’	 Flight.	 In	 the	 end,	 however,	 everybody

went,	because	later	in	the	afternoon,	we	were	taken	off	the	other	targets	and	all	put	on	to

Berlin.	 I	 think	 that	 most	 pilots	 if	 they	 were	 asked	 for	 their	 opinion	 on	 the	 Berlin	 raid

would	say	that	given	moderately	decent	weather	they	were	quite	normal	trips.	They	take

longer,	 of	 course,	 than	 some	 of	 the	 other	 raids,	 but	 distance	 alone	 doesn’t	 really	 make

much	difference	so	long	as	the	aircraft	can	stand	up	to	it	as	easily	as	ours	do	and	as	long	as

you	 have	 got	 well-trained	 captains	 and	 crews.	 In	 fact,	 it’s	 precisely	 the	 sort	 of	 job	 that

we’ve	been	trained	to	do. 

‘That	 afternoon,	 we	 were	 given	 our	 targets	 and	 general	 instructions	 and	 between	 the

briefing	and	the	time	of	takeoff	we	worked	out	the	details.	Soon	after	dinner	we	took	off, 

just	 as	 day	 was	 giving	 way	 to	 night.	 The	 light	 was	 failing	 fast	 as	 we	 started	 on	 our	 650

mile	 outward	 journey	 and	 by	 the	 time	 we	 had	 crossed	 the	 odd	 200	 miles	 of	 sea	 and

reached	the	enemy	coast	it	was	dark.	We	had	a	favourable	wind	and	saw	nothing	for	the

hour	and	three-quarters	that	we	spent	crossing	the	sea.	There	was	a	lot	of	cloud	below	us, 

which	 began	 to	 clear	 as	 we	 approached	 the	 Dutch	 coast.	 There	 we	 ran	 into	 intense

antiaircraft	fire.	Heavy	bursts	in	the	distance	at	about	12,000	feet,	with	continual	flashes, 

which	looked	like	lightning.	It	wasn’t	reaching	us	and	we	wondered	who	was	getting	the

benefit	 of	 it.	 Other	 aircraft	 were	 ahead	 and	 it	 looked	 as	 though	 the	 gunners	 were

concentrating	on	them.	From	then	on,	there	was	nothing	at	all,	until	we	were	over	Emden, 

when	searchlights	began	to	show	and	to	hunt	about	in	the	sky.	They	failed	to	locate	us	and

we	went	round	them,	dodging	trouble. 

‘The	 captain	 took	 over	 from	 the	 second	 pilot.	 It	 is	 not	 a	 difficult	 operation,	 changing

over,	although	some	people	seem	to	believe	that	it	is	like	rocking	a	canoe.	All	that	happens

is	that	the	second	pilot	gets	the	aircraft	dead	straight,	flying	level,	slips	out	of	his	seat	and

the	captain	moves	in.	The	rest	of	the	run	to	Berlin	was	uneventful.	We	were	there	about

twenty	minutes	before	midnight.	Searchlights	came	on,	quite	a	lot	of	them	and	flak.	There

seemed	to	be	a	solid	rectangle	of	brilliant	light	in	the	sky.	It	wasn’t	coming	our	way	-	then, 

but	was	making	things	as	difficult	as	possible	for	the	others	who	had	left	a	quarter	of	an

hour	earlier	and	were	already	over	the	target. 

‘When	our	estimated	time	of	arrival	suggested	that	we	should	have	arrived,	we	headed

for	the	searchlights	and	dropped	a	flare	to	see	what	was	below	us.	We	spotted	a	river	and	I

had	 a	 look	 at	 the	 map	 to	 see	 if	 it	 was	 the	 one	 we	 wanted:	 there	 are	 several	 stretches	 of

water	 there.	 While	 we	 were	 trying	 to	 identify	 it,	 we	 were	 picked	 up	 by	 searchlights	 at

seven	 thousand	 feet.	 They	 held	 us	 and	 we	 moved	 pretty	 rapidly,	 taking	 very	 violent

avoiding	 action	 to	 get	 away.	 We	 got	 away	 and	 again	 dropped	 flares	 to	 pin-point	 our

position.	 In	 fact	 we	 repeated	 that	 operation	 several	 times	 and	 were	 again	 caught	 by

searchlights	 and	 heavy	 anti-aircraft	 fire.	 Some	 of	 the	 bursts	 came	 too	 close	 to	 us	 to	 be

comfortable,	but	we	thought	we	had	escaped.	I	know	that	we	flew	through	big	black	balls

of	smoke	that	looked	like	balloons.	They	were	only	smoke. 

‘Cloud	 made	 it	 hard	 to	 identify	 the	 target	 and	 gave	 us	 a	 jolt	 once.	 We	 thought	 a

squadron	of	aircraft	was	flying	over	us.	There	were	silhouettes	in	the	light,	very	clear	and

very	 sharp.	 They	 were	 our	 own	 shadows	 thrown	 on	 to	 the	 clouds	 by	 the	 searchlights.	 A

very	strange	sight	and	a	very	strange	feeling,	that.	For	an	hour	and	a	half	we	flew	around

trying	to	make	sure.	Of	course	we	could	have	unloaded	on	Berlin	at	any	time	we	liked:	but

-	as	you	know	we	don’t	do	indiscriminate	bombings.	The	exact	spot	still	eluded	us	and	the

captain	 decided	 to	 come	 round	 the	 searchlights	 and	 make	 a	 low	 level	 attack.	 So	 we

descended	to	one	thousand	feet	-	over	London	that	would	be	a	few	hundred	feet	above	St. 

Paul’s.	 We	 saw	 fires	 to	 the	 east,	 caused	 by	 other	 aircraft	 and	 followed	 the	 river	 towards

them	 to	 come	 over	 the	 target	 area	 again	 and	 into	 a	 curtain	 of	 flak	 of	 all	 colours	 and

descriptions.	We	reached	the	fire,	which	was	now	blazing	well	and	easily	recognised	the

Siemens-Schuckert	 Works,	 with	 railway	 sidings	 alongside.	 We	 dropped	 a	 long	 stick	 of

high	explosives	and	incendiaries	at	a	little	over	one	thousand	feet.	The	searchlights	were

nearly	 horizontal	 by	 now	 and	 the	 anti-aircraft	 fire	 really	 hot.	 We	 could	 imagine	 the

gunners	frantically	turning	the	handles,	trying	to	get	their	guns	to	bear	on	us.	Streams	of

green	tracer	shells	were	hosepiping	over	us	as	we	took	evasive	action	to	get	away	from	the

target.	The	captain	put	the	nose	down	and	we	came	well	below	that	one	thousand	feet.	The

rear-gunner	had	meanwhile	reported	the	bursts	of	our	bombs,	with	fires	and	explosions	in

the	 works	 as	 a	 result.	 There	 was	 a	 good	 fire	 going	 in	 the	 centre	 and	 we	 had	 bombed

alongside	it.	Some	of	our	heavy	stuff	must	have	landed	on	the	railway.	We	couldn’t	miss

from	that	height.	All	we	could	do	was	done,	so	we	climbed	through	the	clouds	to	12,000

feet	and	turned	for	home	with	the	engines	running	smoothly. 

‘Coming	 home,	 there	 was	 not	 much	 opposition	 and	 the	 crew	 had	 a	 time	 for	 a	 little

relaxation	-	with	hot	coffee	and	biscuits	-	and	perhaps	forty	winks	for	some.	The	wireless

operator	 was	 exploring	 the	 fuselage	 and	 came	 forward	 again	 with	 a	 wide	 grin	 and	 his

hands	full	of	pieces	of	aluminium	to	tell	us	tales	of	a	large	series	of	holes	we	had	collected

over	 Berlin.	 ‘Against	 the	 wind	 we	 made	 the	 North	 Sea	 and	 flew	 into	 the	 dawn.	 The

wireless	operator	grew	excited	again,	pointing	out	quite	a	large	hole	in	the	wing.	Reaching

home,	the	captain	spoke	to	the	ground	and	wished	them	good	morning.	We	touched	down

after	ten	and	a	quarter	hours	in	the	air,	had	a	look	at	the	machine	and	found	enough	holes

to	give	the	riggers	a	spot	of	work	for	a	while.	Nothing	had	struck	a	vital	part:	but	another

six	inches	and	they	would	have	got	the	petrol	tanks	and	then	we	might	have	come	down

somewhere	else.	That	was	that.	Then	we	had	our	interrogation	on	the	trip;	after	which	we

were	 ready	 for	 breakfast	 and	 bed.	 It	 was	 a	 good	 twenty-four	 hours	 since	 we	 had	 been

there,	but	we	had	had	an	enjoyable	trip	between	times.’

‘Well,	how	about	those	gasworks	in	Berlin.	If	one’s	to	judge	from	results	actually	seen, 

I	suppose	it’s	my	most	successful	trip	so	far.	As	a	matter	of	fact,	it	was	the	first	time	I’ve

been	 to	 Berlin,	 though	 I	 have	 visited	 a	 good	 many	 other	 places,	 in	 Germany.	 We	 got	 a

certain	amount	of	AA	fire	on	the	way	out	-	but	nothing	remarkable.	By	the	time	we	arrived

there	were	already	a	lot	of	our	aircraft	buzzing	about	and	flares	were	dropping	all	over	the

place.	One	could	pick	out	streets	and	railways,	small	parks	and	places	like	that.	Over	the

city,	 the	 guns	 were	 letting	 off	 at	 us	 pretty	 heavily,	 but	 we	 were	 not	 hit.	 We	 found	 our

targets	 without	 any	 difficulty.	 It	 was	 a	 gas-generating	 plant	 only	 a	 few	 miles	 from	 the

centre	of	Berlin.	Someone	else	had	started	two	fires	in	the	NE	corner	of	it	and	we	ran	up

from	 west	 to	 east.	 My	 second	 pilot	 was	 flying	 the	 aircraft	 and	 I	 was	 doing	 the	 bomb

aiming.	By	this	time	we	were	down	to	8,000	feet	and	I	could	clearly	see	the	outside	of	the

works. 

‘Perhaps	I	ought	just	to	explain	here,	very	briefly,	how	the	bombing	is	done.	The	bomb

aimer	is	lying	flat	on	his	face	in	the	nose	of	the	aircraft	looking	down	through	a	large	glass

panel	which	takes	the	place	of	the	floor.	Allowances	have	to	be	made	on	the	bomb-sight

for	 the	 speed	 and	 direction	 of	 the	 wind,	 the	 height	 and	 speed	 of	 the	 aircraft	 and	 so	 on; 

then,	when	the	target	comes	in	line	with	the	pointers	on	the	fore	and	back	sight,	the	bomb

aimer	 presses	 the	 firing	 switch	 -	 and	 down	 they	 go.	 On	 this	 occasion,	 when	 the	 bombs

burst,	 there	 were	 four	 huge	 explosions	 across	 the	 works.	 I	 think	 that	 the	 first	 one	 must

have	 hit	 a	 gasometer,	 as	 far	 as	 I	 can	 see;	 there	 was	 no	 other	 explanation	 for	 what

happened.	There	was	a	violent	eruption	upwards	and	outwards.	It	reminded	me	of	a	scene

on	the	films.	The	first	four	large	explosions	were	followed	by	series	of	smaller	explosions. 

Two	huge	fires	started	and	great	tongues	of	flame	leaped	up	-	I	estimated	that	they	must

have	been	rising	to	1,500	feet-then	dense	clouds	of	smoke	began	to	pour	out.	It	was	the

most	terrific	sight	I	have	ever	seen.	The	bombs	had	fallen	about	fifty	yards	apart.	Almost

immediately	 the	 fires	 and	 explosions	 seemed	 to	 link	 up	 and	 for	 a	 distance	 of	 200	 yards

through	the	works	there	was	this	great	mass	of	flames.	Next	I	saw	our	incendiaries	fall	on

the	western	edge	of	the	plant.	They	take	longer	to	get	down	than	the	heavy	bombs.	What

part	of	the	works	they	hit,	I	don’t	know,	but	I	could	see	large	clusters	of	brilliant-coloured

flashes	on	the	ground.	We	circled	round	and	watched	the	fires	blazing	up.	The	rear	gunner, 

I	 remember,	 shouted:	 ‘Oh	 Boy,	 it’s	 terrific.’	 The	 whole	 of	 Berlin	 must	 have	 seen	 them

lighting	 up	 the	 sky.	 In	 the	 light	 of	 the	 explosions	 I	 had	 seen,	 momentarily,	 two	 long

buildings	and	a	tower.	Then	the	aircraft	passed	over	and	I	could	not	see	any	more	from	the

front,	but	the	rear-gunner	said	he	saw	one	of	the	buildings	collapse	in	flames. 

‘By	the	time	we	had	circled	round	twice,	the	guns	were	getting	a	little	too	close	and	I

gave	orders	to	set	course	for	base.	From	the	beginning	of	the	runup	the	whole	thing	took

only	five	or	six	minutes.	About	a	quarter	of	an	hour	after	we	had	left,	we	could	still	see	the

reflection	of	the	fire	in	the	sky	and	about	this	time	we	made	out	another	terrific	explosion. 

We	were	not	quite	certain	whether	that	was	somebody	else	bombing	or	whether	it	was	the

result	of	our	attacks.	Well,	that’s	the	story	of	one	aircraft	on	one	raid	on	Berlin.	One	is	not

always	 so	 successful,	 of	 course,	 but	 it	 may	 give	 you	 some	 idea	 of	 the	 sort	 of	 work	 the

RAF	is	doing	over	there.’

The	next	day	Wellington	crews	on	9	Squadron	at	Honington	who	had	taken	part	in	the

first	 bombing	 raid	 on	 Berlin	 had	 a	 visit	 from	 the	 Commander-in-Chief,	 Air	 Marshal	 Sir

Richard	Peirse.	New	 Zealand	Pilot	Officer	 ‘Sammy’	Hall	(later	 Group	Captain	‘Sammy’

Hall	OBE	DFC	who	achieved	a	distinguished	record	as	a	Pathfinder	later	in	the	war)	was	the

first	commissioned	navigator	to	be	posted	to	the	squadron	and	therefore	was	included	in

the	group	of	officers	assembled	to	meet	the	‘great	man’. 

‘When	 our	 Squadron	 Commander	 announced	 the	 destination	 at	 briefing	 it	 caused	 no

more	than	normal	apprehension	-	rather	a	feeling	of	excitement…an	eagerness	at	having

the	 opportunity	 of	 hitting	 the	 heart	 of	 Germany	 -	 in	 the	 face	 of	 bombastic	 boastings	 by

Hitler	and	Goering.	At	this	early	stage	of	the	war	our	main	fears	during	operational	flying

concerned	poor	navigation	due	to	lack	of	aids	and	sudden	deterioration	of	the	weather.	We

relied	on	a	carefully	prepare	flight	plan	plus	map	reading.	Even	astro-navigation	had	yet	to

be	included	in	the	training	curriculum	and	the	sparse	radio	aids	were	confined	to	getting	us

home.	 It	 was	 possible	 to	 raise	 a	 QDM	 (magnetic	 course	 home	 to	 base)	 and	 with	 greater

effort	now	and	again	a	‘fix’	-	usually	second	class. 

We	 took	 off	 and	 crossed	 the	 Dutch	 coast	 on	 time	 which	 indicated	 the	 forecast	 Met

winds	were	reasonably	accurate	and	on	ETA	we	were	in	an	area	of	much	hostile	activity. 

Timings	 varied,	 aircraft	 were	 loosely	 spread.	 The	 sky	 was	 clear	 on	 this	 occasion	 -	 I

convinced	myself	I	could	identify	the	Siemens-Schukert	works	with	the	aid	of	the	target

map	–	started	the	bombing	run	and	released	our	load;	the	rear	gunner	announced	he	could

see	the	explosions	but	at	to	the	success	of	the	operation	we	had	no	means	of	telling	save

that	 of	 waiting	 for	 the	 Intelligence	 report	 published	 some	 months	 later.	 There	 were	 no

fighters	seen	but	flak	was	heavy.	A	strong	head	wind	caused	some	anxiety	on	the	return

and	there	were	frequent	examinations	of	the	petrol	gauges	but	we	got	back	to	Honington

safely	-	with	seventy	gallons	remaining	-	not	much	in	the	way	of	a	margin	for	coping	with

an	 emergency.	 Since	 the	 weather	 and	 particularly	 the	 winds	 at	 height	 were	 much	 as

forecast	 this	 was	 taken	 as	 confirmation	 that	 we	 had	 bombed	 the	 designated	 target!	 My

total	 flying	 time	 was	 117	 hours	 by	 day	 and	 39	 by	 night	 including	 my	 training	 in	 New

Zealand. 

The	 conversation	 with	 the	 Commander	 in	 Chief	 went	 something	 like	 this,	 as	 my

Commanding	Officer	introduced	me. 

Wing	Command:	‘This	is	Pilot	Officer	Hall,	Sir.’

AOC-in-C:	‘Ah,	when	did	you	last	operate,	Hall?’

Myself	(rather	eagerly);	‘Last	night	Sir.’

AOC-in-C:	‘Good,	good.	Where	did	you	go?’	(I	think,	‘Doesn’t	he	know?	He	sent	me

there.’)

Myself:	‘Berlin,	Sir.’

AOC-in-C:	‘Good.	What	did	you	think	of	it?’

Myself	 (realising	 this	 was	 no	 time	 to	 say	 that	 I	 had	 been	 frightened	 stiff):	 ‘Very

interesting,	Sir.’

AOC-in-C:	‘Good,	good	and	how	many	trips	have	you	done?’

Myself	(proudly):	‘Three,	Sir.’

AOC-in-C	turns	on	his	heel	to	the	Squadron	Commander	and	says	crisply,	‘And	now	I’d

like	to	talk	to	someone	with	experience.’
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32			 World	War	II	On	The	Air	Edward	R	Murrow	and	the	Broadcasts	that	riveted	a	nation	by	Mark	Bernstein	&	Alex Lubertozzie. 

33			About	fifty	Wellingtons,	Hampdens	and	Whitleys	attacked	Berlin	as	a	reprisal	for	the	bombing	of	London	the	night before.	 The	 flight	 involved	 a	 round	 trip	 of	 eight	 hours	 and	 1,200	 miles.	 Seven	 aircraft	 aborted	 and	 of	 the	 remaining force,	 29	 bombers	 claimed	 to	 have	 bombed	 Berlin	 and	 a	 further	 27	 overflew	 the	 German	 capital	 but	 were	 unable	 to pinpoint	their	targets	because	of	thick	cloud.	Five	aircraft	were	lost	to	enemy	action,	including	three,	which	ditched	in the	North	Sea.	Bombing	results	had	been	unimpressive	but	the	RAF	had	scored	a	great	victory	for	morale.	Berlin	was bombed	again	on	the	night	of	28/29	August	when	79	Blenheims,	Hampdens,	Wellingtons	and	Whitleys	took	part	in	raids on	the	German	capital	and	other	targets. 



Cologne	in	ruins	at	the	end	of	the	war. 



Flight	Sergeant	Leslie	Hyder	(below)	of	149	Squadron	in	safe	hands	while	recovering	from	wounds	received	over	Turin on	the	night	of	28/29	November	1942.	Hyder	was	second	pilot	in	a	Stirling	which	was	hit	by	flak	over	the	target, temporarily	rendering	the	skipper,	Flight	Sergeant	Rawdon	Hume	Middleton,	(right)	unconscious	and	sending	the



aircraft	into	a	dive. 

Although	also	wounded,	Hyder	managed	to	regain	control	of	the	aircraft	which	went	on	to	release	its	bombs	on	the	FIAT

works.	When	Middleton	regained	consciousness,	he	resumed	command	despite	dreadful	head	injuries,	and	nursed	his crippled	Stirling	back	over	the	Alps.	Over	the	English	coast	he	ordered	his	crew	to	bail	out,	but	in	his	weakened	state was	unable	to	follow	and	died	with	two	of	his	crew	as	the	Stirling	crashed	into	the	sea.	The	four	survivors	were	all decorated;	their	skipper	was	awarded	a	posthumous	Victoria	Cross. 



A	fusillade	of	20mm	cannon	shells	and	7.9mm	bullets	from	a	Luftwaffe	night	fighter	was	responsible	for	this	damage	to Stirling	BF5l7/AA:O	of	75	Squadron	on	the	night	of	26/27	April	1943.	The	rear	gunner,	Sergeant	Brian	Arthur	Rogers, was	mortally	wounded	and	two	other	crew	members	suffered	minor	wounds.	The	pilot,	Pilot	Officer	P.	J.	Buck,	managed



to	evade	further	attacks	when	the	Stirling	was	intercepted	30	miles	north	of	the	target,	Duisburg,	but	had	difficulty	in maintaining	altitude.	Other	crew	members	jettisoned	all	movable	equipment	on	the	flight	home,	a	crash-landing	being made	at	Newmarket	without	further	injury	to	the	airmen. 


Stirling	I	W7588	LS-J	on	15	Squadron	at	Wyton.	On	Tuesday,	28	July	1942	on	the	operation	on	Hamburg,	Pilot	Officer James	Lloyd	Meredith	RNZAF	and	crew	crashed	at	RAF	Coltishall.	Meredith	and	his	crew	were	killed	on	1/2	October 1942	when	they	were	lost	in	the	Baltic. 



Flight	Sergeant	Arthur	Louis	Aaron	VC	DFM	was	a	native	of	Leeds,	Yorkshire.	His	father	was	a	Russian	Jewish

immigrant.	He	trained	as	a	pilot	in	Texas.	Returning	to	England,	he	joined	218	‘Gold	Coast’	Squadron.	He	had	flown	90

operational	flying	hours	when	on	13	August	1943	21-year	old	Aaron	was	flying	Stirling	EF452	on	his	20th	sortie. 

Nearing	the	target,	his	bomber	was	struck	by	machine	gun	fire	thought	to	have	been	from	an	enemy	night	fighter,	but may	have	been	fire	from	another	Stirling.	The	Canadian	navigator,	Cornelius	A.	Brennan,	was	killed	and	other	members of	the	crew	were	wounded.	Despite	grievous	wounds	Aaron	flew	the	badly	damaged	Stirling	to	safety	but	nine	hours



after	landing,	Aaron	died	from	exhaustion.	He	is	commemorated	at	the	AJEX	Jewish	Military	Museum	in	Hendon, 

London,	one	of	three	wartime	Jewish	VC’s,	the	others	being	Tommy	Gould,	RN	and	John	Keneally,	Irish	Guards. 

Air	Marshal	Sir	Arthur	Harris	with	Air	Vice	Marshal	Sir	Robert	Saundby,	Deputy	C-in-C	(far	right). 



The	first	production	Whitley	I	K7183	which	was	powered	by	the	Armstrong	Whitworth	Tiger	IX	radial	engines,	each	of 795	hp.	Thirty	four	Whitley	Is	were	built	for	the	RAF.	Whitleys	were	finally	retired	from	Bomber	Command	in	the spring	of	1942. 



Sergeant	Reginald	L.	Luce	on	the	Whitley	crew	on	77	Squadron	at	Topcliffe	(on	Flight	Lieutenant	Charles	Robert McLeod	Petley	DFC’s	crew)	who	were	shot	down	on	the	night	of	7	July	1941	by	23-year	old	Oberleutnant	Helmut	‘Bubi’

(‘Nipper’)	Lent,	Staffelkapitän	6./NJG1	(below). 

Oberst	Helmut	Lent	shot	down	110	aircraft,	102	of	them	at	night.	Born	into	a	devoutly	religious	family,	he	showed	an early	passion	for	glider	flying;	against	his	father’s	wishes,	he	joined	the	Luftwaffe	in	1936.	After	completing	his	training he	was	assigned	to	1.Staffel	ZG76,	flying	the	Bf	110	heavy	fighter.	Lent	claimed	his	first	aerial	victories	in	the	invasion of	Poland	and	over	the	North	Sea…. 



…During	the	invasion	of	Norway	he	flew	ground	support	sorties	before	he	was	transferred	to	the	newly	established NJG1.	Lent	claimed	his	first	night	Abschuss	(victory)	on	12	May	1941	and	on	30	August	was	awarded	the	Knight’s Cross	of	the	Iron	Cross	for	22	victories.	On	the	night	of	15	June	1944	Major	Lent	was	the	first	night	fighter	pilot	to





claim	100	victories	at	night,	a	feat	which	earned	him	the	Knight’s	Cross	of	the	Iron	Cross	with	Oak	Leaves,	Swords	and Diamonds	on	31	July	1944.	On	5	October	Lent	flew	a	Junkers	Ju	88	on	a	routine	transit	flight	from	Stade	to

Nordborchen,	south	of	Paderborn.	On	the	landing	approach	one	of	the	engines	cut	out	and	the	aircraft	collided	with power	lines.	Three	crew	men	died	shortly	after	the	crash	and	Lent	succumbed	to	his	injuries	two	days	later. 

A	75	Squadron	Wellington	is	prepared	for	another	night’s	operation. 

Wellington	WS461	of	104	Squadron,	which	went	missing	in	action	on	13	August	1941. 



At	0230	hours	on	26	July	1943,	Squadron	Leader	Clive	Sinton	RCAF	on	432	Squadron	at	Skipton-on-Swale,	Yorkshire and	the	crew	of	Wellington	X	HE514/K	ditched	a	mile	off	Cromer	and	were	rescued	by	the	Cromer	lifeboat,	the	 H	F

 Bailey	and	its	coxswain	was	Henry	Blogg	(pictured).	One	of	the	most	outstanding	coxswains	in	the	history	of	the lifeboat	service,	he	had	as	his	number	two	his	nephew,	‘Shrimp’	Davis.	One	of	four	motor-powered	lifeboats	all	called	 H

 F	Bailey	after	the	donor,	Mr	Henry	Francis	Bailey	a	London	merchant	who	had	been	born	in	Brockenhurst,	Norfolk	and had	died	in	1916,	was	the	busiest	of	all	the	lifeboats	during	the	war,	being	launched	no	less	than	128	times	and	saving 518	lives. 



Stirlings	on	1651	HCU	in	1942.	‘B’	is	W7427. 



‘Nazi	arson	drops	wholesale	from	the	protecting	clouds,	and	the	ominous	glow	in	the	sky	bring	spectator’s	hearts	to	their mouths.	In	1666	the	Great	Fire	of	London	laid	waste	to	the	City	-	nearly	275	years	later	art	did	it’s	damnedest	to	improve on	nature.	The	towers	of	St	Paul’s	still	stand	above	their	sorely	tried,	yet	defiant	parish…’



‘…but	the	fire	brigades,	both	regular	and	auxiliary	kept	both	feet	in	hell	for	hours	on	end,	pumping	water	from	the Thames	when	the	mains	were	hit,	and	adding	an	imperishable	chapter	to	fire-fighting	history.	It	was	expected	that	if	the City	was	once	ablaze,	it	would	burn	forever.	The	Germans	turned	up	the	heat.	but	it	was	not	as	hot	as	they	hoped!’



‘The	child	is	father	to	the	man.	Brighton	school-children	learn	to	handle	the	smaller	hoses	of	a	stirruppump.	Every schoolboy	longs	to	become	a	fireman	-	Hitler	made	their	dreams	come	true!’



‘Fires	in	the	docks	and	along	the	Thames	were	the	province	of	the	river	patrols.	The	earstwhile	water-gypsies	worked side	by	side	with	the	bargees.	Each	boat	could	boast	a	full	fire-fighting	equipment,	and	the	curving	streams	of	their powerful	hoses	held	in	check	many	a	raging	blaze.’



‘The	lines	of	communication	and	transport	were	held	firm	by	determined	effort.	The	road	spotter	and	the	bus	driver consult.	Routes	may	be	changed	several	times	a	day	or	night:	a	crater	in	the	road,	debris	blocking	a	turn,	a	fire	ahead, may	take	them	into	uncharted	ways,	but	somehow	they	manage	to	get	you	there	in	the	end.	The	rumble	of	a	bus



lumbering	by	or	the	roar	of	the	underground	are	strangely	comforting	noises	during	a	raid.’

‘Likewise	in	the	country,	the	clip-clop	of	horses	hooves	and	the	baying	of	hounds	continue	age	old	traditions,	despite having	to	pass	bombed-out	buildings.	To	Horse	Gentlemen,	to	Hounds!’



The	flames	and	fury	of	the	Blitz	numbed	the	senses. 



In	the	USA	radio	listeners	tuned	in	to	hear	their	favourite	foreign	correspondent	Edward	R.	Murrow,	head	of	CBS

European	Bureau	in	London,	begin	his	broadcast,  This	Is	London.	Murrow	had	become	well	known	in	America	for	his broadcasts	during	the	Blitz	when	the	USA	was	still	neutral.	Murrow	wrote	the	Preface	for	the	1941	publication	‘Grim Glory	-	Pictures	of	Britain	Under	Fire’.	(CBS)



Pilot	Officer	Geoffrey	Leonard	Cheshire	was	destined	to	become	one	of	the	most	eminent	pilots	to	serve	with	Bomber Command. 





German	88	mm	anti-aircraft	gun. 

A	powerful	German	searchlight	which	aided	the	anti-aircraft	defences. 

Chapter	5

The	Ordeal	Of	Pilot	Officer	Romans	DFC

David	Masters

 Unhappily	the	pilot	was	mortally	wounded.	Through	that	tiny	puncture	a	small	fragment

 of	shell	had	entered	and	pierced	the	brain. 

About	9	o’clock	in	the	dusk	of	a	September	evening	in	1940	34	a	Hampden	bomber	took off	 from	 its	 English	 base	 to	 bomb	 Eschwege	 aerodrome.	 The	 great	 black	 shape	 of	 the

bomber	 rose	 as	 it	 circled	 the	 airfield	 and	 the	 voice	 of	 the	 pilot	 came	 through	 to	 his

navigator,	Pilot	Officer	David	Albert	Alton	Romans,	to	ask	for	his	course.	The	navigator, 

making	a	few	swift	calculations,	gave	the	course	to	the	pilot	who	adjusted	his	gyroscopic

compass	and	climbed	on	his	way.	Fair	at	the	start,	the	weather	worsened	a	bit	over	the	sea:

but	this	bad	patch	was	gradually	left	behind	them	and	by	the	time	they	reached	the	other

side	the	weather	had	cleared	and	there	was	a	good	moon	to	aid	them	in	their	task.	Flying	at

4,000	 feet,	 the	 bomber	 approached	 its	 target.	 In	 the	 front	 cockpit,	 Pilot	 Officer	 Romans, 

making	 his	 preparations	 to	 bomb,	 saw	 the	 searchlights	 feeling	 about	 for	 them.	 The	 anti-

aircraft	 fire	 began	 to	 increase.	 Watching	 the	 sudden	 flashes	 of	 the	 guns	 below,	 the

navigator	saw	numerous	shells	bursting	around	him. 

In	a	Hampden	the	crew	are	more	or	less	isolated	from	each	other.	They	depend	upon	the

intercommunication	 system	 to	 a	 greater	 extent	 than	 do	 the	 crews	 of	 other	 aircraft	 where

the	seating	arrangements	enable	the	men	to	see	each	other	as	well	as	speak	to	each	other

on	 the	 ‘intercom’.	 The	 pilot	 sits	 in	 his	 cockpit	 above	 the	 wing,	 which	 gives	 him	 a	 good

view	 forward	 and	 around.	 At	 the	 back	 of	 his	 seat	 there	 is	 an	 opening	 perhaps	 four	 feet

deep,	just	big	enough	for	a	man	to	get	down,	which	continues	in	a	sloping	tunnel	under	the

pilot’s	seat	leading	into	the	front	cockpit.	Here	the	navigator	sits	right	forward	in	the	nose

of	the	 aircraft.	 His	bomb	 sights	 are	placed	 under	 the	 table	near	 his	 feet,	so	 he	 lies	 down

flat	on	the	floor	to	manipulate	them	and	drop	the	bombs. 

Before	the	pilot	can	get	into	his	seat,	he	has	to	lower	the	back	which	is	hinged	to	fall

down	across	the	well	leading	to	the	front	cockpit.	He	then	has	to	slide	over	the	back	of	the

seat	and	pull	it	up	behind	him	to	leave	the	entrance	to	the	front	cockpit	open.	When	seated, 

he	cannot	see	the	navigator,	who	is	obliged	to	crawl	or	slide	through	the	passage	or	tunnel

under	 the	 pilot’s	 seat,	 owing	 to	 lack	 of	 headroom,	 to	 get	 in	 and	 out	 of	 the	 front	 of	 the

aircraft.	In	the	centre	section,	behind	the	entrance	to	the	front	cockpit,	is	a	small	well	in

which	the	collapsible	dinghy	and	other	things	are	stored;	then	comes	a	metal	door	which

completely	 cuts	 off	 the	 wireless	 operator	 who	 sits	 with	 his	 wireless	 panel	 and	 two

machine-guns	 facing	 aft	 in	 a	 turret	 with	 a	 sliding	 dome.	 Further	 aft,	 his	 head	 on	 a	 level

with	 the	 wireless	 operator’s	 feet,	 the	 rear-gunner	 sits	 with	 his	 legs	 stretched	 out	 on	 the

padded	floor	of	the	fuselage	in	the	rear	turret.	Space	is	used	to	such	good	advantage	in	the

Hampden	 that	 it	 is	 not	 easy	 for	 the	 crew	 to	 move	 about	 and	 it	 would	 be	 impossible	 for

anyone	to	appreciate	the	dangers	and	difficulties	which	were	overcome	in	the	bomber	that

night	without	having	an	idea	of	the	positions	of	the	crew.	Each	sits	alone	in	his	cockpit, 

unable	to	see	or	be	seen	by	the	pilot	who	gives	his	orders	through	the	‘intercom.’

As	 the	 ack-ack	 grew	 in	 intensity,	 the	 bomber	 began	 to	 swing	 about	 to	 evade	 it.	 Such

action	 is	 so	 common	 during	 an	 attack	 that	 bomber	 crews	 expect	 it	 as	 a	 matter	 of	 course

and	pay	little	attention	to	it. 

Suddenly	the	navigator	felt	two	severe	jolts	on	the	aircraft	which	at	once-began	to	stall

and	 dive.	 Thinking	 that	 the	 pilot,	 who	 was	 his	 friend,	 was	 merely	 taking	 evasive	 action, 

Romans	 paid	 no	 attention	 for	 a	 second	 or	 two.	 All	 his	 faculties	 were	 alert.	 ‘Watch	 your

speed!’	he	called	to	the	pilot	through	the	intercom.	There	was	no	answer.	He	sensed	that

something	 was	 wrong.	 The	 aircraft	 was	 going	 down.	 There	 was	 silence	 instead	 of	 the

voice	he	knew	so	well.	Ripping	off	his	helmet,	he	moved	through	the	tunnel	quicker	than

ever	 before	 as	 the	 aircraft	 continued	 to	 go	 down.	 Bobbing	 up	 behind	 the	 pilot’s	 seat,	 he

saw	him	slumped	over	the	controls.	In	an	instant	he	was	up	on	the	padded	rest	of	the	main

spar	tugging	at	the	pilot’s	straps	in	order	to	let	down	the	back	of	the	seat.	All	the	time	he

struggled	to	release	the	pilot,	the	Hampden	dropped.	His	friend	made	no	movement.	There

was	no	sign	of	blood,	nothing	to	tell	what	had	happened.	The	navigator	got	the	back	of	the

seat	 down	 at	 last.	 Kneeling	 upon	 it,	 he	 shifted	 the	 limp	 body	 of	 the	 pilot	 off	 the	 control

column	until	he	was	lying	flat	on	the	lowered	back	of	the	seat.	The	needle	of	the	altimeter

gradually	 moved	 round.	 The	 speed	 had	 dropped	 to	 no	 more	 than	 80	 mph	 and	 they	 were

down	to	2,000	feet.	He	clambered	over	his	recumbent	friend	and	sat	on	top	of	him	while

he	grabbed	the	control	column	and,	easing	it	back,	pulled	the	bomber	out	of	her	dive.	Then

he	managed	to	get	the	feet	of	the	pilot	out	of	the	rudder	controls	and	insert	his	own. 

‘I	managed	to	pull	the	aircraft	up	and	got	her	under	control	again,’	he	said	afterwards. 

‘During	this	time,	the	wireless	operator	simply	thought	we	were	doing	evasive	action,	but

I	succeeded	after	awhile	in	letting	him	know	what	was	wrong.	As	I	took	the	aircraft	up	to

6,000	feet,	the	wireless	operator	struggled	to	pull	the	pilot	out	from	underneath	me.	It	was

an	awful	job	in	the	cramped	space,	but	he	got,	him	out,	took	off	his	parachute	and	helmet

and	saw	that	he	was	hit	at	the	side	of	the	head.’

The	 navigator	 estimated	 that	 from	 the	 instant	 he	 felt	 the	 shells	 bursting	 until	 he

succeeded	in	pulling	up	the	aircraft	and	saving	it	from	crashing,	a	bare	minute,	or	at	most

a	minute	and	a	half,	elapsed.	If	he	had	hesitated	for	a	few	seconds	longer,	the	BBC	would

probably	have	announced	that	‘one	of	our	aircraft	did	not	return.’	It	proves	how	swift	the

mental	and	muscular	reactions	of	the	crews	in	the	RAF	must	be	in	an	emergency	if	they

are	 to	 escape	 disaster.	 Who	 can	 know	 the	 thoughts	 of	 the	 navigator	 when	 he	 found	 his

friend	 unconscious	 over	 the	 controls?	 It	 was	 as	 well,	 perhaps,	 that	 the	 task	 of	 flying	 the

aircraft	was	so	onerous	that	there	was	no	time	for	personal	feelings	to	obtrude.	Fortunately

he	was	a	trained	pilot,	for	it	devolved	upon	him	not	only	to	fly	the	Hampden	in	the	face	of

all	the	difficulties	that	had	arisen,	but	to	navigate	it	also. 

The	 shells,	 which	 hit	 the	 aircraft	 between	 the	 starboard	 engine	 and	 the	 fuselage,	 had

wrought	 havoc	 with	 the	 instruments.	 The	 gyroscope	 controlling	 the	 automatic	 compass

was	put	out	of	action,	so	he	was	robbed	of	the	assistance	of	one	of	the	most	valuable	aids

to	navigation.	A	glance	at	the	revolution	counter	shocked	him.	It	was	not	registering	at	all. 

Through	his	mind	flashed	the	thought	that	the	engines	were	stopped.	Swiftly	he	looked	out

of	the	sides	of	the	cockpit.	The	propellers	were	working!	He	breathed	freely	once	more, 

knowing	 the	 engines	 were	 all	 right	 and	 that	 it	 was	 the	 revolution	 counter	 that	 had	 been

smashed.	Meanwhile	the	wireless	operator,	getting	the	first-aid	kit,	attended	to	the	stricken

pilot,	who	was	quite	unconscious.	Giving	him	a	dose	of	morphia,	he	found	a	tiny	puncture

behind	the	pilot’s	ear.	It	was	hardly	discernible.	Very	carefully	he	bandaged	up	the	pilot’s

head	 and	 made	 him	 as	 comfortable	 as	 possible.	 Unhappily	 the	 pilot	 was	 mortally

wounded.	Through	that	tiny	puncture	a	small	fragment	of	shell	had	entered	and	pierced	the

brain. 

‘Get	 my	 map	 and	 instruments	 from	 down	 below,’	 said	 the	 navigator	 to	 the	 wireless

operator.	 Romans	 was	 anxious	 to	 find	 out	 his	 position	 to	 fix	 his	 course	 and	 directly	 the

wireless	 operator	 returned,	 the	 navigator	 successfully	 took	 a	 sight	 while	 piloting	 the

aircraft.	Twice	later	he	was	able	to	check	his	position.	After	flying	for	three	hours	over	the

sea	 against	 a	 head	 wind	 of	 twenty-five	 mph	 he	 made	 his	 landfall	 on	 the	 east	 coast	 and

landed	safely	at	his	home	station. 

The	gallantry	of	Pilot	Officer	David	Romans	that	night,	his	swift	reactions	which	saved

the	bomber	from	crashing	with	her	crew	will	be	understood	by	all;	but	only	those	with	an

intimate	 knowledge	 of	 the	 cramped	 space	 in	 a	 Hampden	 can	 realize	 to	 the	 full	 the

difficulties	which	he	overcame.	The	better	a	Hampden	is	known	the	more	impossible	the

feat	 seems,	 yet	 he	 accomplished	 it.	 That	 is	 why	 Romans	 wears	 the	 ribbon	 of	 the	 DFC. 

Born	in	Nova	Scotia,	the	young	Canadian,	who	was	just	twenty	years	old	when	he	won	his

decoration,	is	slightly	under	six	feet	tall,	with	a	slim	figure,	dark	wavy	hair,	dark	eyes	and

a	 small	 dark	 moustache.	 Coming	 to	 England	 to	 join	 the	 RAF	 about	 three	 months	 before

the	 outbreak	 of	 war,	 he	 has	 during	 his	 bombing	 operations	 twice	 had	 the	 misfortune	 of

coming	down	on	the	sea	and	twice	he	has	had	the	good	luck	to	escape.	The	first	time	the

bomber	came	down	about	a	mile	from	land	and	they	were	picked	up.	When	they	hit	the

water	the	second	time,	fortunately	without	injury,	they	were	about	three	quarters	of	a	mile

from	 the	 shore.	 On	 this	 occasion	 they	 had	 to	 take	 to	 the	 dinghy,	 so	 two	 members	 of	 the

crew	 sat	 in	 it,	 while	 the	 navigator	 and	 Pilot	 Officer	 Romans	 swam	 behind	 pushing	 it	 …

this	was	a	trifle	unorthodox	but	very	effective.	After	that,	his	friends	promptly	dubbed	him

‘Duckfeet!’35

There	 was	 another	 night	 when,	 flying	 on	 a	 long	 trip,	 he	 was	 suddenly	 perturbed. 

Speaking	to	the	rear-gunner	on	the	intercom,	he	was	unable	to	get	any	reply.	Fearing	the

worst,	feeling	sure	that	he	had	been	hit,	he	dived	through	the	tunnel	to	his	aid,	striking	his

head	a	terrific	bump	on	the	way.	Reaching	the	‘tin’	he	looked	down.	The	rear-gunner	lay

there	 with	 eyes	 closed.	 Stooping	 over,	 Romans	 took	 the	 gunner’s	 hand	 to	 feel	 his	 pulse

and	see	if	he	was	still	alive.	At	his	touch	the	gunner	opened	his	eyes	and	looked	up.	‘Did

you	see	any	ack-ack?’	asked	Romans. 

‘No!’	was	the	reply.	The	rear-gunner	had	calmly	slept	through	it	all.36

Endnotes	Chapter	5

34			Twenty-year	old	David	Albert	Alton	Romans,	a	Canadian	Hampden	pilot	on	44	Squadron	at	Waddington,	had	come to	England	to	join	the	RAF	about	three	months	before	the	outbreak	of	war.	On	the	operation	to	Eschwage	airfield	on	the night	 of	 26/27	 September	 David	 Romans	 flew	 as	 navigator-bomb	 aimer,	 carrying	 out	 his	 duties	 in	 the	 cramped	 front cockpit	behind	the	pilot,	Pilot	Officer	John	Edgecombe	Lowe. 

35			When	Berlin	and	Cologne	and	airfields	in	Holland	and	Belgium	were	attacked	on	the	last	night	of	August	1940	by 77	Blenheims,	Hampdens,	Wellingtons	and	Whitleys,	Romans	had	the	misfortune	of	coming	down	on	the	sea	returning from	 the	 raid	 on	 Berlin.	 After	 ditching	 off	 Salthouse	 on	 the	 Norfolk	 coast	 they	 paddled	 ashore	 in	 a	 dinghy	 and	 were fortunate	to	walk	through	a	minefield	unscathed.	On	the	night	of	5/6	September	while	returning	from	Stettin,	Romans	hit the	water	the	second	time,	fortunately	without	injury,	a	quarter	of	a	mile	off	Lowestoft.	On	this	occasion	they	had	to	take to	the	dinghy,	so	two	members	of	the	crew	sat	in	it,	while	the	navigator	and	Romans	swam	behind	pushing	it	…	this	was a	 trifle	 unorthodox	 but	 very	 effective.	 They	 were	 picked	 up	 by	 the	 trawler	  Ben	 Hur	 and	 landed	 at	 Lowestoft.	 The Hampden,	although	partly	submerged,	remained	afloat	for	a	time	but	when	an	attempt	was	made	to	tow	it	ashore	it	sank. 

36	 	 	 Flying	 Officer	 David	 Albert	 Alton	 Romans	 DFC	 was	 killed	 piloting	 a	 Fortress	 I	 on	 90	 Squadron	 on	 8	 September 1941	on	a	raid	on	Norway.	Two	Bf	109s	from	13./JG.77	intercepted	Romans	at	27,000	feet.	Romans’	gunners	shot	down one	 fighter	 before	 Unteroffizier	 Alfred	 Jakobi,	 whose	 aircraft	 was	 damaged	 by	 return	 fire,	 shot	 down	 the	 Fortress.	 It erupted	in	flames	and	crashed	at	Bygland	in	the	Norwegian	mountains.	There	were	no	survivors.	It	was	the	first	Fortress to	fall	in	combat	in	World	War	Two. 

Chapter	6

Last	Man	Out

‘ The	actual	flying	conversion	to	Whitley	III’s	was	quite	a	step.	A	real	heavyweight	was	my

 first	 impression,	 but	 in	 practice	 it	 was	 not	 too	 difficult	 to	 fly	 once	 the	 delayed	 action

 control	 response	 was	 accepted.	 Take-off	 produced	 a	 distinct	 swerve	 to	 port	 and	 was

 something	 to	 get	 accustomed	 to.	 A	 large	 part	 of	 the	 training	 was	 devoted	 to	 navigation

 involving	 quite	 long	 cross-country	 flights.	 Cross-country	 exercises	 at	 night	 at	 first	 were

 quite	taxing	-	it	was	a	different	world	entirely,	finding	one’s	way	around	in	the	dark,	but	at

 the	age	of	20	one	soon	learns	and	the	whole	experience	becomes	second	nature.	Much	of

 our	flying	was	carried	out	from	a	satellite	airfield	-	Stanton	Harcourt.	There	was	such	a

 thing	as	the	Harcourt	medal,	a	fictitious	gong	awarded	to	the	biggest	clot	of	the	week	and

 I	have	to	report	that	my	rear	gunner	managed	to	deliver	a	burst	from	his	four	Brownings

 over	 the	 village.	 Fortunately,	 nobody	 was	 hurt,	 but	 apparently	 the	 village	 horse-drawn

 cart	 was	 last	 seen	 disappearing	 at	 great	 speed,	 milk	 flowing	 freely	 from	 holes	 in	 the

 churn.’

Basil	S.	Craske	RAFVR,	Whitley	pilot,	OTU	Abingdon,	Oxon,	1940. 

‘Those	who	set	store	by	numbers	may	think	that	seven	was	lucky	for	Sergeant	Reginald	L. 

Luce’	wrote	Gerald	Bowman	in	his	book	 Jump	for	it! 	which	appeared	in	1955.37	‘Anyway it	was	dominant	in	his	flying	record.’	Luce	was	born	on	the	17th	of	December	1915.	His

number	in	the	Civil	Air	Guard,	a	voluntary	force	formed	before	the	war	to	provide	pilots

for	the	RAF,	was	1777.	When	war	came	Luce	elected	to	join	the	RAF	as	a	trainee	wireless

operator.	 He	 did	 most	 of	 his	 war	 flying	 on	 Whitleys	 on	 77	 Squadron	 at	 Topcliffe	 in

Yorkshire	 and	 on	 the	 seventh	 night	 of	 the	 seventh	 month	 in	 1941	 he	 was	 on	 his	 27th

operational	 flight	 when	 the	 target	 for	 54	 Whitleys	 and	 18	 Wellingtons	 was	 Osnabrück. 

Luce	 and	 his	 fellow	 members	 on	 Flight	 Lieutenant	 Charles	 Robert	 McLeod	 Petley	 DFC’s

crew	had	flown	around	thirty	operational	trips	and	they	named	their	track	out	to	the	Ruhr

‘the	25a	bus	route’.	Sergeants	George	Lightly	and	Kenneth	William	Marshall	Christopher

were	the	second	pilot	and	the	navigator	respectively.	Sergeant	Josiah	Herbert	Wilson,	the

rear	 gunner,	 was	 a	 first	 tripper	 but	 he	 was	 a	 lad	 they	 already	 liked	 well	 and	 they	 all	 felt

that	he	was	going	to	shake	down	and	give	a	good	account	of	himself	in	his	responsible,	if

unenviable	and	draughty,	position. 

The	 moon	 was	 bright	 in	 a	 clear	 summer	 sky	 as	 the	 Whitley	 droned	 away	 across	 the

sleeping	 Yorkshire	 countryside	 and	 out	 over	 the	 North	 Sea.	 Meanwhile,	 the	 bright

moonlight	promised	that	they	would	receive	a	most	lively	welcome	from	the	flak	gunners. 

There	 was	 also	 every	 chance	 that	 they	 might	 be	 intercepted	 by	 Luftwaffe	 night	 fighters

stationed	at	Leeuwarden. 

As	the	Dutch	coast	passed	beneath	the	Whitley,	making	a	dull	fringe	to	the	beaten-silver

expanse	 of	 the	 sea,	 Reg	 Luce	 got	 busy	 with	 his	 wireless	 and	 sent	 his	 routine	 signal, 

‘crossing	 enemy	 coast’.	 In	 his	 small	 cabin	 he	 could	 see	 and	 hear	 nothing	 of	 what	 went

forward	 in	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 world	 outside.	 Everything	 seemed	 normal	 enough,	 however, 

except	 the	 wireless	 set	 itself.	 As	 he	 worked,	 it	 went	 dead.	 He	 fiddled	 with	 it,	 made	 an

adjustment,	but	was	not	altogether	certain	that	it	was	functioning	properly.	However,	since

he	did	not	care	to	bother	his	skipper	with	details,	he	leant	out	of	his	cabin	to	call	Petley’s

attention	 and	 give	 him	 the	 thumbs-up	 sign	 that	 the	 signal	 had	 been	 sent.	 Then	 he	 had	 a

most	unpleasant	surprise,	for	the	pilot’s	seat	was	empty	and	for	a	moment	it	appeared	that

he	 was	 entirely	 alone	 in	 the	 aircraft.	 He	 saw	 a	 vague	 figure	 standing	 over	 the	 forward

escape	 hatch,	 wearing	 a	 parachute	 and	 beckoning	 to	 him	 urgently.	 The	 figure	 crouched

down,	slid	over	the	hatch-edge	and	disappeared.	Naturally	enough	Luce	realized	that	his

bother	with	the	wireless	set	had	meant	real	trouble.	He	knew	that	an	order	to	bail	out	must

have	been	given	by	the	skipper,	but	owing	to	general	circuit	failure	he	had	not	been	able	to

hear	it	over	the	intercom.	What	had	caused	everybody	to	grab	their	parachutes	and	jump

he	hadn’t	the	faintest	idea.	In	the	freakish	way	that	things	have	of	happening	to	aircraft,	he

had	felt	no	shock,	sensed	no	unusual	movement	and	heard	no	alteration	in	the	note	of	the

engines. 

As	the	only	man	left	aboard,	Luce	reasoned	that	it	was	no	time	to	debate	possibilities. 

The	obviously	thing	was	to	grab	his	parachute	and	follow	the	others.	Accordingly,	he	knelt

down,	whipped	his	parachute	pack	from	beneath	his	seat	and	clipped	it	on.	He	jerked	open

the	mid-fuselage	hatch	-	and	had	all	his	questions	answered.	Outside	the	hatch	a	roaring

mass	 of	 flame	 was	 blasting	 back	 from	 the	 wing	 tanks	 in	 the	 slip-stream	 of	 the	 Whitley. 

There	and	then	it	was	perfectly	obvious	that	an	enemy	fighter	must	have	crept	up	on	their

blind	spot	and	exploded	the	tanks	with	a	burst	of	cannon	shells.	Their	attacker	was	23-year

old	 Oberleutnant	 Helmut	 ‘Bubi’	 (‘Nipper’)	 Lent,	 Staffelkapitän	 6./NJG1.	 Lent,	 who	 had

taken	off	from	Leeuwarden	at	0010	hours,	had	entered	the	Luftwaffe	in	1936	as	an	officer

cadet	 and	 trainee	 pilot,	 was	 born	 into	 a	 Prussian	 family	 of	 profound	 religious	 faith	 and

believed	that	his	God	protected	him	in	combat.	It	was	said	that	he	mouthed	a	prayer	for	his

victims	each	time	a	bomber	fell	to	his	guns.38	He	had	become	a	national	hero	after	the	air battle	 of	 18	 December	 1939	 when	 flying	 a	 Bf	 110C-1	 Zerstörer	 in	 3./ZG	 76	 he	 had

claimed	three	Wellingtons	destroyed.	His	seven	Zerstörer	victories	marked	him	out	as	an

outstanding	 pilot	 and	 Lent	 scored	 his	 first	 night	 victories	 on	 11/12	 May	 1941	 when	 he

destroyed	 two	 Wellington	 ICs	 on	 40	 Squadron	 during	 the	 raid	 by	 92	 aircraft	 on

Hamburg. 39

Luce	 decided	 to	 waste	 no	 further	 time.	 He	 was	 about	 to	 crawl	 along	 the	 gangway

towards	the	escape	hatch	when	he	felt	a	sharp	stabbing	pain	in	his	body	and,	as	far	as	he

knew,	recovered	his	senses	a	few	seconds	later	to	find	himself	lying	flat	on	his	face	on	the

cabin	floor.	The	reason	for	this	was	because	Lent	had	come	back	to	administer	a	second

burst	as	a	coup	de	grâce	after	having	set	the	aircraft	on	fire	in	a	first	attack.	A	cannon	shell

from	 that	 second	 burst	 struck	 Luce	 in	 his	 left	 hip,	 went	 clean	 through	 him,	 chipping	 his

spinal	column	on	the	way	and	then	went	out	again,	leaving	a	sizeable	split	in	his	back.	He

lay	on	the	floor	for	a	while,	trying	fiercely	to	get	the	rights	of	everything	while	his	senses

slowly	returned	to	him.	One	he	could	think	connectedly	the	all-important	fact	came	back

into	his	mind:	he	must	get	out	of	the	aircraft	and	quickly,	before	the	blazing	tanks	finally

blew	up. 

Luce	got	weaving	as	best	he	could.	As	he	dragged	himself	forward	towards	the	pilot’s

seat,	his	left	side	was	completely	paralysed	and	he	had	no	feeling	in	either	his	left	arm	or

leg.	Even	so	he	got	to	the	back	of	the	seat,	clawed	himself	up	and	half-blindly	caught	hold

of	the	control	stick	in	the	process.	Naturally	enough,	in	doing	so	he	wrenched	it	back	but, 

as	 he	 realised	 later,	 one	 of	 the	 aileron	 wires	 must	 have	 been	 shot	 through	 for	 the	 stick

movement	 immediately	 put	 the	 damaged	 and	 blazing	 Whitley	 into	 a	 barrel-roll.	 What

happened	 in	 the	 course	 of	 that	 roll	 he	 could	 never	 clearly	 remember	 afterwards.	 All	 he

knew	 is	 that	 the	 aircraft	 somehow	 righted	 itself	 and	 there	 came	 a	 moment	 in	 which	 he

realized	 that	 it	 was	 roughly	 on	 a	 level	 keel	 while	 he	 himself	 was	 draped	 helplessly	 over

the	pilot’s	seat.	Since	his	tiny	nightmare	world	had	reached	some	kind	of	equilibrium	he

put	 out	 one	 more	 violent	 effort.	 He	 dragged	 himself	 out	 of	 the	 machine	 and	 reached	 to

grab	at	the	radio	mast.	By	that	time	vague	waves	were	weaving	within	his	mind.	He	knew

it	was	crazy	to	jump	from	above	the	aircraft	and,	anyway,	the	effort	was	beyond	him.	With

his	last	will-power	he	lurchingly	forced	himself	to	stand	up	on	his	good	leg.	At	the	same

time	he	took	a	blind	chance	and	pulled	at	the	rip-cord	of	his	parachute.	In	the	next	second

he	was	aware	of	passing	the	tailplane	of	the	aircraft	at	appalling	speed,	missing	it	by	what

seemed	 like	 inches.	 His	 parachute,	 of	 course,	 had	 inflated	 and	 whipped	 him	 off	 the

doomed	 Whitley.	 After	 that	 he	 did	 not	 remember	 anything	 more	 until	 consciousness

returned	to	him	while	he	was	hanging	in	his	harness	and	drifting	down	the	silent	moonless

sky	over	the	flat	countryside	of	Holland.	Luce	was	badly	wounded	and	he	knew	it.	For	the

time	being	he	was	mainly	thankful	that	he	had	somehow	managed	to	get	himself	out	of	a

spectacular	blazing	coffin	which	had	been	gyrating	round	the	sky.	Then	as	he	hung	in	his

harness	 there	 was	 a	 thudding	 explosion	 from	 below	 which	 actually	 swayed	 him	 beneath

his	parachute.	As	he	glanced	down	he	saw	a	sudden	uprush	of	bursting	flame	and	sparks

which	marked	where	the	Whitley	had	made	its	last	landing.40

Very	shortly	afterwards	Luce	made	his	own	landing	in	the	forest	of	Leeuwarden	at,	as

far	as	he	could	judge,	at	02.30	on	the	8th	of	July.	It	was	easy	because	his	parachute	caught

in	 the	 trees.	 After	 a	 few	 jerks	 and	 a	 spectacular	 crackling	 and	 breaking	 of	 branches	 he

finally	came	to	rest,	still	in	his	harness,	swaying	in	the	darkness.	Since	he	had	no	means	of

knowing	how	high	he	was	from	the	ground,	he	very	sensibly	decided	not	to	use	his	release

gear	and	drop	clear	until	dawn	broke.	From	then	until	around	0600,	when	there	was	light

enough	for	him	to	see	his	surroundings,	was	by	no	means	a	pleasant	period.	A	parachute

harness	 is	 not	 the	 most	 comfortable	 place	 of	 repose	 for	 a	 seriously	 wounded	 man. 

However,	when	at	last	he	could	make	out	where	the	ground	was,	he	found	it	less	than	3

feet	 below	 his	 dangling	 boots.	 He	 knocked	 his	 release	 gear	 undone,	 dropped	 down	 in	 a

heap	and	too	what	pleasure	he	could	from	being	actually	upon	hard,	dry	land.	In	one	way

his	peculiar	luck	had	worked	to	advantage.	His	long	period	of	hanging	in	the	harness	may

have	saved	his	life.	The	harness	suit	had	compressed	his	wounded	with	the	result	that	the

blood	 had	 coagulated.	 Meanwhile,	 he	 had	 a	 few	 cigarettes	 in	 his	 flying-suit,	 a	 chocolate

bar	and	some	spearmint	gum,	which	kept	him	going.	Still,	that	was	not	an	over-generous

ration	for	two	whole	days. 

From	the	time	he	bailed	out,	Luce	spent	almost	precisely	that	time	in	the	Leeuwarden

forest	 before	 he	 was	 found.	 Throughout	 the	 long,	 hot	 summer	 day	 of	 8	 July	 he	 lay

helplessly	 on	 the	 ground	 beneath	 the	 trees.	 From	 time	 to	 time	 he	 heard	 a	 circular	 saw

working	 somewhere	 in	 the	 forest.	 Whenever	 it	 stopped	 he	 got	 together	 what	 strength	 he

had	 left	 and	 yelled	 and	 shouted.	 But	 no-one	 came.	 The	 saw	 worked	 on	 and	 on;	 its	 thin

harsh	note	like	the	monotonous	cry	of	some	nightmare	bird	throughout	the	long	hours	of

the	 afternoon.	 Then	 it	 stopped	 and	 in	 deep	 silence	 the	 gathering	 twilight	 gradually	 gave

place	to	night. 

Luce	got	through	that	second	night	in	comparative	comfort.	It	is	more	probable	that	he

was	 unconscious	 for	 long	 periods	 without	 realising	 it.	 In	 any	 case,	 he	 could	 remember

nothing	about	it.	He	lay	where	he	was	until	the	sun	woke	him	again.	T	roughly	0900	he

heard	 something	 moving	 in	 the	 bracken.	 He	 saw	 three	 Dutch	 foresters,	 who	 had	 either

seen	 the	 remains	 of	 his	 parachute	 festooned	 in	 the	 tree	 or	 had	 just	 stumbled	 upon	 him. 

There	they	were	standing	over	him	and	staring	in	obvious	amazement. 

Luce	knew	a	little	French	and	German,	but	no	Dutch	at	all.	At	first	there	was	gabble	and

pantomime.	By	sings	they	asked	if	he	could	walk.	When	he	showed	his	helplessness	they

knelt	 down	 and	 made	 fumbling	 attempts	 to	 tie	 branches	 to	 his	 legs	 as	 splints.	 Then	 he

made	them	realize	that	the	trouble	was	his	back	and	when	they	saw	the	obvious	signs	of	it, 

the	three	took	counsel	together	in	shocked	whispers.	He	understood	them	to	say	they	must

get	 ‘the	 Boche’.	 What	 that	 meant,	 Luce	 had	 a	 slight	 idea,	 although	 he	 did	 not	 like	 the

sound	of	it. 

Two	of	the	men	went	off	but,	once	they	had	gone,	the	third	drew	a	large	knife	and	came

down	to	kneel	beside	him	with	a	somewhat	alarming	smile.	The	moment	was	not	pleasant. 

Luce	had	plenty	of	fighting	spirit	left	in	him	but	no	strength.	However,	he	almost	chuckled

in	thankfulness	when	the	Dutchman	started	cutting	the	RAF	brass	buttons	off	his	uniform. 

As	he	did	so	he	grinned,	announced	‘RAF	buttons,	goot…’	and	having	cut	off	the	lot,	fell

to	 polishing	 them	 upon	 the	 sleeve	 of	 his	 coat.	 The	 other	 foresters	 were	 as	 good	 as	 their

word.	 In	 about	 half	 an	 hour	 a	 German	 captain	 arrived	 and,	 jerking	 his	 pistol	 from	 its

holster,	asked	Luce	to	give	up	his	weapons.	When	it	was	obvious	that	the	helpless	prisoner

had	 none,	 the	 German	 dropped	 his	 military	 ferocity,	 became	 human	 and	 gave	 him	 a

cigarette.	‘Soon	you	will	be	looked	after’	he	said.	‘Dere	shall	be	no	more	worry.	For	you

mein	freund,	dees	war	if	ofer.’

Less	 than	 an	 hour	 later	 Luce	 was	 in	 the	 Leeuwarden	 Convent	 hospital,	 where	 all	 his

personal	 possessions	 were	 taken	 from	 him	 and	 he	 never	 saw	 them	 again.	 However,	 he

received	 good	 an	 immediate	 medical	 attention	 and	 some	 days	 later	 was	 moved	 to	 a

hospital	 in	 Amsterdam,	 where	 he	 was	 tucked	 up	 in	 one	 of	 a	 ward	 of	 fifty	 empty	 beds, 

which	he	found	to	be	somewhat	lonely	and	depressing.	But	there	were	two	Dutch	women

cleaners	 who	 crept	 into	 the	 room	 very	 early	 each	 morning,	 knelt	 by	 his	 bed	 and	 kissed

both	 his	 hands.	 From	 that	 point	 he	 was	 moved	 to	 thirteen	 different	 prison	 camps	 and

hospitals	in	Holland	and	Germany	and	was	ready	to	admit	that	he	was	to	thank	a	German

doctor,	 Professor	 Schmiedem,	 for	 saving	 his	 life	 with	 a	 delicate	 operation.	 Although	 the

professor	was	seventy-seven	years	old,	he	practically	rebuilt	Luce’s	bowel	passage	which

the	cannon	shell	had	torn	apart.	The	doctor	also	enabled	him	to	go	on	living	without	the

top	 left-hand	 side	 of	 his	 pelvic	 girdle.	 With	 this	 help	 and	 the	 constant	 attention	 of	 two

brother	 prisoners,	 Major	 Lorst	 and	 Major	 Martin,	 both	 of	 whom	 had	 been	 captured	 at

Dunkirk,	he	gradually	returned	to	normal	physical	life. 

During	 this	 time	 he	 became	 known	 to	 the	 Germans	 and	 their	 staff	 doctors	 as	 the

wundermensch	 -	 or	 wonder	 boy	 -	 for	 his	 fantastic	 powers	 of	 survival.	 Finally,	 he	 was

repatriated	in	1943	and	demobilized	in	1944	with	the	rank	of	Warrant	Officer;	in	August

of	 that	 year	 he	 was	 fortunate	 in	 choosing	 the	 right	 day	 upon	 which	 to	 visit	 the	 Roebuck

Hotel	 at	 Buckhurst	 Hill	 in	 Essex.	 There	 he	 met	 Cecilia,	 the	 girl	 he	 later	 married,	 on

Boxing	Day	1946.	Reg	Luce	became	a	government	officer	in	Dagenham,	leading	a	full	life

and	able	to	enjoy	an	hour	of	swimming	and	drive	his	own	car.	He	would	never	forget	the

three	 crewmembers	 who	 were	 buried	 together	 at	 Westerbork	 General	 Cemetery	 in	 the

small	Dutch	village	of	Oosterbeek	Luce	thought	that,	in	the	haste	to	abandon	the	aircraft	at

the	time	of	the	fire	outbreak,	his	comrades	must	have	jumped	facing	the	nose	instead	of

the	tail.	This	would	almost	inevitable	mean	that	they	must	have	been	struck	by	the	aircraft, 

which	 again	 seemed	 likely	 since	 the	 good	 Dutch	 folk	 who	 found	 them	 and	 gave	 them	 a

Christian	burial	reported	that	none	of	them	bore	wounds. 

Helmut	Lent,	who	was	destined	to	rise	to	command	of	NJG3	and	to	score	an	incredible

final	 total	 of	 113	 victories,	 including	 105	 Bomber	 Command	 aircraft,	 was	 killed	 on	 5

October	 1944	 flying	 a	 Ju	 88	 to	 Paderborn	 to	 visit	 his	 friend	 and	 comrade	 Hans-Joachim

Jabs,	Kommodore	of	NJG1.	Lent	crashed	while	attempting	to	land	on	one	engine.	All	four

men	 on	 board	 the	 Junkers	 were	 critically	 injured	 and	 all	 subsequently	 died	 of	 their

injuries.	Lent	was	the	last	to	die,	two	days	after	the	accident. 
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39	 	 	 By	 7	 July,	 when	 Lent	 destroyed	 a	 Whitley	 V	 on	 10	 Squadron	 on	 the	 raid	 on	 Münster,	 his	 score	 had	 reached	 14, seven	of	them	at	night. 

40			The	Whitley	crashed	near	Orvelte	in	Holland.	All	told	three	Whitleys	were	lost	on	the	raid	on	Osnabrück. 

Chapter	7

Operational	On	Whitleys

‘ The	 Whitley	 was	 a	 fairly	 solid	 and	 lumbering	 machine.	 It	 may	 have	 been	 slow,	 but	 you

 could	make	the	thing	slide	about	the	sky	if	attacked	by	fighters;	slap	on	full	rudder	and	she

 would	 skid,	 beautifully;	 and	 his	 tracer	 would	 go	 way	 out.	 If	 you	 could	 judge	 when	 the

 enemy	 pilot	 was	 going	 to	 fire	 you	 could	 make	 it	 very	 difficult	 for	 him	 to	 hit	 you. 

 Mechanically	 they	 weren’t	 too	 troublesome.	 The	 late	 versions	 had	 Rolls-Royce	 engines

 with	the	usual	problem	in	that	we	had	to	run	them	on	very	weak	mixture	if	we	were	after

 maximum	 range	 -	 about	 7	 to	 8	 hours’	 duration.	 As	 a	 result	 the	 cylinder	 liners	 tended	 to

 crinkle	 a	 bit	 which	 let	 the	 coolant	 get	 past	 in	 the	 wrong	 places.	 If	 your	 exhaust	 colours

 took	a	green	hue	you	knew	there	was	a	glycol	leak	and	it	was	probably	time	to	think	about

 going	home.	They	flew	nose	down	and	looked	like	a	stick	of	celery	from	the	side.	I	became

 very	fond	of	them	and	was	quite	sorry	when	they	were	retired.’

Flying	Officer	T.	H.	‘Tom’	Minta	on	58	Squadron. 

On	18	July	1941	Michael	Renaut	was	posted	to	78	Squadron	Middleton	St.	George,	on	the

borders	 of	 County	 Durham	 and	 Yorkshire.	 The	 young	 pilot,	 who	 was	 born	 in	 1920	 in

London	 and	 who	 had	 enlisted	 in	 1940	 and	 was	 commissioned	 in	 the	 following	 year, 

arrived	 at	 Darlington	 Station	 in	 the	 late	 afternoon	 and	 took	 a	 taxi	 to	 the	 aerodrome.	 ‘I

asked	the	taxi	driver	what	78	Squadron	was	like	and	he	consoled	me	greatly	by	telling	me

that	they	hadn’t	lost	a	crew	for	six	whole	weeks.	(So	much	for	security’)	When	I	arrived

the	 squadron	 was	 airborne	 on	 its	 way	 back	 from	 bombing	 the	  Scharnhorst	 and	 the

 Gneisenau,	the	German	battle-cruisers,	which	were	in	dock	on	the	Atlantic	seaboard.	Only

eleven	aircraft	returned	out	of	sixteen,	which	came	as	rather	a	shock	to	me	after	the	taxi

driver’s	 report.	 Middleton	 St.	 George	 was	 a	 peacetime	 station	 with	 comfortable	 messes

and	quarters	and	was	virtually	modelled	on	Cranwell.	It	was	completed,	I	believe,	in	1939. 

‘I	first	flew	on	the	squadron	on	27th	July	with	Pilot	Officer	Jock	Calder	(later	to	achieve

fame	 on	 617	 Squadron)	 just	 to	 familiarise	 myself	 with	 the	 locality.	 There	 were	 several

good	 landmarks	 like	 Durham	 Cathedral	 and	 the	 balloon	 barrage	 at	 Billingham	 (the	 ICI

Chemicals	 factory)	 and	 the	 long	 straight	 railway	 line	 from	 Thirsk	 and	 Northallerton	 to

Darlington.	 76	 Squadron	 were	 also	 stationed	 at	 Middleton	 St.	 George,	 but	 they	 had

Merlin-engined	Halifaxes;	they	made	the	Whitleys	look	very	old-fashioned. 

‘The	 sergeants’	 mess	 was	 very	 comfortable	 and	 the	 food	 excellent	 but	 there	 always

seemed	to	be	an	atmosphere	of	urgency	about	the	place.	Darlington	was	only	four	miles

away	and	we	nearly	always	went	there	for	our	entertainment,	particularly	to	the	Imperial

Hotel	and	its	good	food. 

‘No	 78	 Squadron	 was	 commanded	 by	 Wing	 Commander	 Sawyer	 and	 76	 Squadron	 by

Wing	 Commander	 ‘Bull’	 Jarman.	 Each	 squadron	 was	 split	 into	 ‘A’	 and	 ‘B’	 flights	 and	 I

was	under	the	command	of	Squadron	Leader	James	‘Jock’	Mercer,	a	Scot,	who	was	slight

of	 build	 and	 somewhat	 shy,	 but	 a	 brilliant	 and	 capable	 pilot	 who	 taught	 me	 a	 lot. 

Tragically	he	was	killed	on	the	night	of	1/2	November	on	operations	against	Kiel.	He	was

shot	 down	 by	 a	 German	 night	 fighter	 over	 the	 North	 Sea	 and	 there	 were,	 of	 course,	 no

survivors.	Hitting	the	sea	in	an	aircraft	is	really	no	different	from	hitting	a	concrete	wall, 

though	it	was	not	impossible	to	land	on	the	sea	with	the	undercarriage	retracted	and	float

for	an	hour	or	two. 

‘We	 continued	 our	 training	 at	 Middleton	 St.	 George	 -	 formation	 flying,	 flying	 on	 one

engine	 and	 homing	 on	 beacons.	 I	 didn’t	 relish	 formation	 flying,	 because	 I	 knew	 it	 was

training	for	daylight	raids	and	these	were	highly	dangerous. 

‘August	6th	1941	was	a	day	I	shall	never	forget;	nightfall	was	to	see	my	first	operation, 

as	second	pilot	to	Pilot	Officer	Lowry,	an	experienced	pilot	with	some	twenty	trips	to	his

credit.	In	the	morning	we	tested	the	Whitley	(Z6742)41	and	the	target	was	to	be	Frankfurt. 

All	 day	 I	 experienced	 a	 strange	 feeling	 inside	 me,	 not	 entirely	 fear,	 a	 feeling	 of

apprehension	and	yet	an	excited	anticipation	of	real	danger.	This	was	the	culmination	of

all	our	training;	I	had	dreaded	it	and	yet	now	I	wanted	it	to	happen	and	happen	quickly.	As

the	 hour	 drew	 nearer	 for	 briefing	 I	 became	 mentally	 and	 physically	 calmer	 and	 at	 the

briefing	 itself,	 when	 the	 target	 was	 announced	 I	 even	 began	 to	 look	 forward	 to	 it.	 The

Meteorological	 Officer	 painted	 a	 poor	 picture	 of	 the	 weather	 over	 the	 Continent	 and	 it

appeared	that	we	were	going	to	encounter	a	good	deal	of	cloud. 

‘Take-off	was	planned	for	midnight,	so	there	was	a	long	spell	of	time	to	kill.	I	played

snooker	indifferently	as	I	had	other	things	to	think	about.	What	would	it	be	like?	Would

we	be	chased	by	night	fighters?	What	would	the	flak	be	like	over	the	enemy	coast?	Finally

we	had	our	‘last	supper’	of	bacon	and	egg;	this	was	always	given	to	operational	aircrew

despite	the	egg	shortage	and	one	relished	the	treat. 

‘After	a	long	and	weary	cockpit	drill	we	taxied	on	to	the	runway	and	became	airborne

about	midnight,	crossing	the	English	coast	at	Flamborough	Head.	All	was	quiet	save	for

the	 roar	 of	 the	 two	 synchronised	 engines	 as	 we	 climbed	 slowly	 to	 14,000	 feet	 and	 the

occasional	 exchange	 of	 verbal	 checks	 over	 the	 radio	 telephone.	 ‘Captain	 to	 rear	 gunner, 

OK?’	 ‘All	 OK	 Skipper.’	 and	 so	 on	 through	 the	 crew	 of	 five.	 We	 began	 to	 suffer	 severe

icing	in	the	dense	cumulus	cloud	and	this	affected	our	rate	of	climb.	Lowry	didn’t	seem

concerned	but	I	was	somewhat	alarmed	by	the	noise	of	chunks	of	ice	as	they	flew	off	the

airs	crew	tips	and	banged	against	the	side	of	the	fuselage.	We	had	all	put	on	our	oxygen

masks	at	10,000	feet	and	we	looked	like	men	from	Mars	with	our	flying	helmets,	masks

and	Sidcot	suits. 

‘Captain	 to	 navigator:	 how	 long	 before	 we	 cross	 the	 enemy	 coast?’	 ‘Navigator	 to

Skipper:	eight	minutes.’

‘Eight	minutes	was	an	eternity	but	suddenly	we	could	hear	the	noise	of	bursting	shells

all	round	us	and	we	felt	the	shock	as	they	came	close.	Statistics	showed	that	a	shell	had	to

burst	 within	 about	 20	 feet	 of	 an	 aeroplane	 to	 bring	 it	 down	 so	 one	 realised	 that	 gunfire

would	 have	 to	 be	 extremely	 accurate	 before	 it	 became	 lethal.	 Nevertheless	 it	 was

unnerving	being	shot	at	in	thick	cloud	and	my	mouth	went	dry	with	sheer	fright.	What	was

lethal	was	when	several	guns	put	up	a	box	barrage	on	one’s	course	and	one	had	no	option

but	to	fly	through	it.	We	were	soon	out	of	range	of	the	coastal	batteries	and	all	was	quiet

again. 

‘Captain	to	Navigator:	ETA	target?’	(Estimated	time	of	arrival). 

‘Navigator	to	Skipper:	0420	hours.’

‘We	were	now	in	the	midst	of	a	severe	electrical	storm	at	14,000	feet,	still	icing	and	still

in	 broken	 cumulus	 cloud,	 when	 suddenly	 there	 was	 an	 enormous	 bang	 and	 flash	 and	 all

the	lights	went	out.	‘Captain	to	crew:	prepare	to	bail	out.’

‘We	 had	 been	 struck	 by	 lightning	 and	 the	 trailing	 wireless	 aerial	 had	 burned	 up	 to	 its

fixing	 point	 between	 the	 wireless	 operator’s	 legs.	 The	 Warrant	 Officer	 was	 frantic	 and

quite	 thought	 he	 had	 done	 himself	 an	 injury,	 but	 all	 was	 well	 apart	 from	 the	 pilot’s

compass	spinning	and	the	engines	running	out	of	phase.	I	went	a	mass	of	goose-pimples

and	 thought	 to	 myself,	 ‘What	 a	 beginning,	 to	 bail	 out	 and	 be	 taken	 prisoner	 on	 my	 first

trip!’	 I	 thought	 of	 the	 telegram	 to	 my	 parents;	 ‘Regret	 to	 inform	 you	 your	 son,	 M.	 W. 

Renaut,	missing,	believed	killed	night	of	6th	August.’

‘Lowry	 took	 stock	 of	 the	 situation	 and	 made	 his	 decision	 to	 jettison	 the	 bombs	 inside

the	 German	 border	 as	 we’d	 used	 an	 excessive	 amount	 of	 petrol	 climbing	 through	 icing

conditions	and	had	lost	height	considerably	after	being	struck.	Accordingly	we	jettisoned

our	bomb	load	over	Germany,	twenty	miles	east	of	Luxembourg	and	turned	the	nose	for

home.	I	sat	and	pondered	what	would	happen	when	the	bombs	exploded;	would	they	fall

harmlessly	in	open	fields	or	would	they	destroy	a	small,	sleepy	village	beneath?	There	in

the	 second	 pilot’s	 seat	 I	 felt	 let	 down	 at	 having	 missed	 the	 excitement	 of	 bombing	 a

specific	target	and	I	wondered	how	much	flak	we	would	have	seen	over	Frankfurt,	which

was	heavily	defended. 

‘Lowry	had	now	regained	control	and	decided	to	climb	to	20,000	feet	to	avoid	icing	and

get	above	the	warm	front.	We	re-crossed	the	enemy	coast	and	heard	a	few	more	desultory

bangs	and	then	began	to	lose	height	fairly	quickly.	We	touched	down	at	0540	hours,	long

before	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 squadron	 and	 went	 in	 for	 debriefing	 and	 ‘bacon	 and	 eggs,	 I	 felt

cheated	 at	 not	 having	 achieved	 anything	 on	 my	 first	 trip	 but	 I	 was	 elated	 at	 having	 got

back	in	one	piece.	The	wireless	operator’s	trousers	were	scorched	but	apart	from	that	there

were	no	casualties. 

‘Two	days	 later	 we	were	 briefed	 for	the	 docks	 at	 Kiel	and	 again	 I	was	 sent	 as	 second

pilot	to	Lowry.	Kiel	was	a	popular	target	with	the	aircrews	because	it	was	nearly	all	sea

crossing	 and	 very	 little	 time,	 comparatively,	 over	 enemy	 territory.	 This	 time	 the	 weather

conditions	 were	 ideal,	 with	 a	 full,	 bright	 moon.	 We	 could	 see	 the	 barrage	 at	 Kiel	 from

eight	miles	away	and	it	looked	formidable. 

‘Suddenly	nine	Messerschmitt	109s	in	vic	formation	passed	about	250	yards	in	front	of

us.	I	prayed	to	God	they	hadn’t	seen	us	because	it	meant	curtains	for	us	if	they	attacked, 

but	luckily	we	saw	nothing	more	of	them. 

‘Sergeant	Beardmore,	one	of	our	OTU	course,	had	been	to	Kiel	as	a	second	pilot	some

nights	before	and	he	amused	us	in	the	sergeants’	mess	with	his	description	of	the	flak.	He

was	thrilled	with	it	and	kept	on	saying	how	‘pretty’	the	light	flak	was	-	‘lots	of	coloured

balls	coming	up	at	you;	just	like	the	4th	of	June	at	Eaton.’	Its	killing	power	was	something

he	overlooked!	To	him	it	was	simply	a	pleasure	to	see!	Beardmore	was	a	case.	In	peace-

time	 he	 owned	 greyhounds	 and	 every	 day	 in	 the	 mess	 he	 had	 a	 stack	 of	 letters	 from	 his

trainer.	We	used	to	pull	his	leg	about	it	and	kidded	him	that	he	knew	nothing	until	one	day

we	said,	‘Let’s	go	to	Stockton	dog	track	and	sec	what	you	really	know.’	He	fell	for	this	and

four	of	us	went	in	Geoff’s	car	to	Stockton	for	the	first	race	at	2.30	pm.	We	had	to	be	back

at	 5.30	 for	 briefing	 so	 there	 was	 just	 time	 to	 see	 the	 six	 races	 and	 no	 sooner	 than	 we

walked	in	the	place,	Beardmore	recognised	an	old	friend.	Beardmore	was	a	cockney	and

to	hear	these	two	talking	a	foreign	language	about	greyhounds	made	me	laugh;	what	with

‘6	to	4’	and	‘No	5	will	piss	it’	and	‘look	at	that	bleedin’	mongrel,	hasn’t	got	a	cat’s	‘ell’s

chance’	I	felt	in	another	world.	Beardmore	bet	in	pounds	from	a	great	wad	of	notes	in	his

battledress	pocket	but	we	simply	followed	his	selections	in	shillings.	In	the	end	we	backed

all	six	winners	and	I	came	away	with	£18.	Beardmore	must	have	won	about	£100	but	we

were	happy.	We	drove	back	to	Middleton	for	briefing	and	we	all	planned	to	go	to	Stockton

every	meeting.	We	were	going	to	make	our	fortunes	at	the	dogs	but	Beardmore	was	killed

that	 night	 [16/17	 August	 1941]	 flying	 second	 pilot	 to	 Sergeant	 Malet-Warden.	 Nothing

was	ever	heard	of	the	crew. 42

‘Kiel	drew	nearer	and	the	flak	barrage	was	like	an	inferno	-	they	were	obviously	firing

from	ships	and	the	shore	batteries	and	one	could	see	aircraft	coned	in	the	searchlights	in

front	of	us.	We	started	our	approach	down	Kieler	Hafen,	came	under	heavy	fire	and	quite

suddenly	we	were	caught	in	a	searchlight	and	then	a	dozen	or	more	in	quick	Succession. 

This	was	my	first	experience	of	searchlight	and	they	were	absolutely	blinding;	one	felt	so

naked	and	the	flak	became	intense	at	our	height	of	12,000	feet. 

‘I	 could	 hear	 fragments	 of	 shell	 banging	 and	 cutting	 through	 the	 Whitley	 and	 I	 found

myself	 lowering	 my	 head	 to	 try	 and	 escape	 danger.	 This	 was	 quite	 ludicrous	 as	 the	 thin

metal	fuselage	offered	no	more	protection	than	the	Perspex	window	but	somehow	one	felt

safer	and	it	was	better	not	to	look	out	at	the	flak.	We	were	coned	for	Twelve	minutes	and	it

seems	 like	 an	 eternity	 as	 we	 made	 our	 bombing	 run	 across	 the	 docks.	 The	 town	 was

burning	and	this	cast	some	light	on	the	docks.	I	could	see	it	all	quite	clearly. 

‘The	navigator	suddenly	shouted,	‘Bombs	gone’	and	we	felt	the	old	Whitley	shudder	as

she	 shed	 her	 load.	 Unfortunately	 most	 of	 our	 stick	 of	 bombs	 landed	 in	 Kiel	 harbour	 but

with	some	of	them	we	straddled	the	buildings	and	dock	installations. 

‘At	this	stage	Bomber	Command	was	not	a	very	accurate	weapon;	in	the	event	of	cloud

cover	over	or	near	a	target	the	accuracy	was	pitiful.	We	had	not	got	PFF	(Pathfinder	Force)

under	the	command	of	Don	Bennett	nor	had	we	the	navigational	aids	like	‘Gee’	and	H2S	-

these	 were	 to	 come	 later.	 A	 maximum	 effort	 from	 Bomber	 Command	 meant	 a	 force	 of

under	 650,	 composed	 of	 Whitleys,	 Wellingtons	 (which	 bore	 the	 brunt)	 Halifaxes, 

Lancasters,	Stirlings,	Manchester	 and	Hampdens,	(the	 last	two	were	 suicidal).	The	Short

Bros	‘Stirling’	had	many	fine	qualities	and	was	delightful	to	handle	but	it	never	succeeded

as	a	bomber	because	its	ceiling	with	a	bomb	load	was	pathetically	low.	I	only	discovered

the	reason	when	I	spoke	to	their	Chief	Test	Pilot	after	the	war.	This	was	because	several

feet	had	to	be	trimmed	off	the	wingspan	after	the	design	of	the	prototype	in	order	to	get	it

into	 the	 standard	 RAF	 hangar!	 Thus	 a	 certain	 amount	 of	 necessary	 ‘lift’	 was	 sacrificed

because	 the	 Air	 Ministry	 would	 not	 (or	 could	 not)	 alter	 the	 hangar	 entrance	 width.	 How

we	ever	won	the	war	with	such	master	planners	I	just	do	not	know! 

‘On	 a	 fine	 night	 in	 a	 not	 too	 heavily	 defended	 target	 the	 Command	 strike	 was

reasonably	effective	and	a	good	deal	of	damage	was	caused	in	the	residential	areas.	The

effect	of	this	on	the	Hun	was	not	really	worth	the	losses,	any	more	than	their	destruction	of

the	 City	 of	 London	 was	 of	 value	 of	 them.	 Later,	 of	 course,	 the	 accurate	 destruction	 of

small,	important	targets	was	far	more	effective	and	we	can	count	ourselves	lucky	that	the

enemy	didn’t	pursue	such	a	strategy	over	Britain. 

‘We	shook	ourselves	free	of	Kiel	and	Lowry	allowed	me	to	take	over	for	the	long	flight

back	 across	 the	 North	 Sea.	 Once	 well	 clear	 of	 the	 enemy	 coast	 we	 lost	 height	 down	 to

2,000	feet,	took	off	our	oxygen	masks	and	out	came	the	thermos	flasks.	That	hot	cup	of

coffee	was	a	livener	and	conversation	over	the	radio	telephone	became	voluble.	It	was	like

a	reprieve	from	the	death	sentence	and	we	all	behaved	like	happy	schoolboys. 

‘My	next	trip	was	to	Hanover	with	another	Pilot	Officer	as	captain.	He	was	an	untidy

and	jittery	pilot	whose	flying,	at	times,	was	appalling	(he	was	killed	later).	This	was	on	14

August	and	the	full	moon	was	a	godsend	when	it	came	to	bombing,	but	a	curse	if	one	was

attacked	 by	 night	 fighters.	 It	 was	 amazing	 how	 far	 one	 could	 see	 on	 a	 moonlit	 night	 at

15,000	feet	-	looking	into	the	western	horizon	in	May	and	June,	long	after	the	sun	had	set, 

it	was	possible	to	see	other	aircraft	five	to	ten	miles	away,	quite	clearly.	The	night	fighters

had	no	need	of	radar	or	ground	control	guidance,	they	simply	used	their	‘eyes’.	Even	on	a

pitch	 dark	 night,	 one	 soon	 became	 ‘dark-accustomed’	 and	 I,	 for	 one,	 could	 often	 spot

another	 aircraft	 1,000	 yards	 away.	 My	 eyesight	 was	 classified	 as	 ‘exceptional’	 in	 my

medical	exam	and	it	stood	me	in	good	stead. 

‘It	was	only	in	1942	and	later	that	we	had	such	aids	as	‘Gee’	and	H2S.	I	well	remember

the	security	that	surrounded	the	introduction	of	‘Gee’	and	all	our	crews	were	assembled	in

the	 briefing	 room	 to	 learn	 of	 this	 new	 device	 which	 was	 compared	 in	 effect	 to	 the

introduction	of	the	tank	in	the	1918	war.	I	am	not	an	expert	on	radar,	but	this	instrument

was	a	sinysle	radar	screen	which	gave	one’s	exact	position	over	land	and	one	could	bomb

accurately	 through	 dense	 cloud,	 without	 ever	 seeing	 the	 ground	 target.	 H2S	 was	 an

improvement	on	Gee	in	that	the	navigator	could	actually	see	a	‘television	picture’	of	the

ground	 below.	 Towns,	 rivers	 and	 coastlines	 stood	 out	 boldly	 and	 we	 were	 thus	 able	 to

bomb	a	target	as	far	away	as	Berlin	without	once	seeing	the	ground	after	take-off. 

‘Unfortunately	the	Hun	soon	learned	of	the	device	through	his	intelligence	and	what	he

salvaged	from	crashed	bombers	and	was	able	to	design	a	counter	device	which	used	H2S

as	 a	 means	 of	 ‘homing’	 on	 to	 bombers	 and	 after	 that	 we	 could	 only	 use	 it	 as	 far	 as	 the

enemy	coast.	The	‘television’	set	had	an	explosive	device	fitted	so	that	anything	more	than

a	heavy	landing	destroyed	it.	We	were	undoubtedly	far	ahead	of	the	Germans	in	radar	but

they	soon	had	their	own	radar	network	which	was	equally	effective. 

‘We	 encountered	 seven	 to	 ten-tenths	 cloud	 most	 of	 the	 way	 to	 the	 target	 and	 after	 the

usual	greeting	at	the	Dutch	coast	we	had	no	trouble	with	searchlights.	The	weather	cleared

perfectly	some	twenty	miles	from	the	target	and	we	could	see	very	heavy	flak	to	the	west

of	 Hanover,	 but	 we	 were	 left	 alone.	 This,	 of	 course,	 was	 ominous	 and	 usually	 indicated

that	night	fighters	were	about. 

‘Sure	enough,	the	rear	gunner	spotted	a	Junkers	88	on	our	tail	and	only	about	700	yards

behind	 us.	 The	 fateful	 voice	 came	 over	 the	 R/T:	 ‘Rear	 gunner	 to	 Captain.	 Fighter

approaching	 700	 yards	 astern.’	 My	 reaction	 was	 a	 dry	 mouth	 and	 goose	 pimples	 at	 the

funereal	voice	of	the	rear	gunner.	I	was	quite	sure	this	was	the	end.	Any	second	now	the	Ju

88	would	open	fire	and	we	should	hear	and	feel	his	cannon	shells	ripping	into	us	-	but	I

hadn’t	 reckoned	 on	 Frandsen;	 he	 suddenly	 started	 taking	 violent	 avoiding	 action	 and

treated	the	old	Whitley	like	a	Tiger	Moth.	He	was	literally	flinging	the	aircraft	all	over	the

sky	and	presenting,	of	course,	a	very	different	target	to	the	Hun,	who	soon	cleared	off	in

disgust. 

‘We	all	breathed	again.	We	bombed	accurately	in	the	perfectly	clear	sky;	and	we	had	the

satisfaction	of	materially	adding	to	the	fires	down	below	in	Hanover.	The	return	trip	was

uneventful	 save	 for	 the	 landing	 at	 the	 base	 which	 resembled	 an	 elephant	 sitting	 down! 

Pilot	 Officer	 Fransden’s	 landings	 were	 well	 known43	 but	 I	 was	 quite	 content	 to	 have survived	 my	 third	 trip	 and	 didn’t	 take	 much	 part	 in	 the	 subsequent	 leg-pulling.	 I	 went

again	on	operations	with	Frandsen	on	16th	August	and	this	time	the	target	was	Cologne. 

However,	at	the	Dutch	coast	at	10,000	feet	the	oxygen	supply	failed	and	Fransden	decided

to	return	to	base.	I	noted	the	following	in	my	diary:	At	10,000	feet	over	the	Dutch	coast

oxygen	supply	failed	so	Captain	decided	to	return.	Terrifying	landing	made	at	approx	20

feet	 at	 80	 mph.	 Fransden	 never	 saw	 flare	 path	 and	 made	 four	 ‘landings’	 on	 the	 grass

alongside	the	runway	eventually	coming	to	a	rest	at	a	dispersal	point.	Total	flying	time	6

hours	40	minutes. 

‘We	suffered	about	a	week’s	bad	weather	and	my	next	trip	as	second	pilot	was	not	until

24	August	with	Pilot	Officer	Calder.	At	briefing	the	target	was	announced	as	Düsseldorf

and	my	heart	sank	to	my	boots	at	the	thought	of	the	dreaded	Ruhr	-	here	was	the	biggest

concentration	 of	 flak	 and	 searchlights	 in	 the	 whole	 of	 Germany	 and	 most	 crews	 felt	 the

same	way.	Berlin	was	bad	enough	but	the	Ruhr	was	universally	hated	as	a	target. 

‘We	 took	 off	 in	 ideal	 meteorological	 conditions	 and	 crossed	 the	 coast	 at	 Dunkerque

where	 we	 endured	 very	 heavy	 and	 accurate	 flak.	 Calder	 was	 at	 9,000	 feet	 and	 after	 ten

minutes’	 severe	 flak	 he	 decided	 to	 fire	 the	 enemy	 cartridge	 from	 the	 Very	 pistol.	 It	 said

something	for	the	British	Intelligence	service	that	each	night	before	ops	we	were	told	the

German	 cartridge	 colours	 for	 that	 night.	 These	 might	 be	 two	 reds	 and	 a	 green	 or	 yellow

and	 white	 and	 were	 used	 in	 strict	 emergencies	 only	 (like	 sending	 out	 an	 SOS).	 I	 have

known	 it	 to	 happen	 that	 we	 had	 been	 on	 the	 runway,	 about	 to	 take	 off,	 when	 the	 duty

flying	control	officer	would	run	to	the	fuselage	door	announcing	a	change	of	colours.	This

meant,	 a	 rapid	 last	 minute	 change	 of	 cartridges,	 but	 some	 unknown	 British	 agent	 had

risked	 his	 life	 and	 obtained	 the	 latest	 enemy	 colour	 combination	 and	 transmitted	 the

information	to	Britain.	With	counter	intelligence	the	Hun	mostly	knew	our	colours	too! 

‘We	duly	fired	the	cartridge	and	the	effect	was	startling	-	all	the	flak	died	away	and	the

searchlights	 switched	 off!	 It	 was	 only	 a	 short	 run	 from	 Dunkerque	 to	 the	 Ruhr	 and	 we

soon	saw	the	battery	of	eight	hundred	searchlights	and	several	times	more	flak	batteries.	I

remember	 this	 trip	 vividly	 because	 it	 was	 the	 first	 time	 I	 saw	 an	 aircraft	 shot	 down	 at

night.	It	was	eerie	to	watch	t	he	Wellington	bomber	being	badly	coned	over	to	our	left;	the

flak	 at	 the	 apex	 of	 the	 cone	 was	 intense.	 The	 aircraft	 was	 hit,	 began	 to	 burn	 slowly	 and

then	suddenly	exploded	and	fell	in	flaming	pieces	to	the	ground. 

‘I	 watched	 and	 saw	 all	 the	 searchlights	 quickly	 transfer	 their	 attention	 to	 another

unfortunate	and	I	began	to	dwell	upon	what	I’d	just	seen.	It	was	hard	to	believe	that	five

men	had	died	in	that	explosion	-	their	bodies	scattered	over	the	Ruhr,	never	to	be	found; 

no	 funerals,	 no	 mourning-just	 posted	 as	 ‘missing	 believed	 killed	 on	 operations	 against

Dusseldorf.’

‘Then	 we	 ourselves	 began	 to	 get	 involved	 and	 I	 had	 other	 things	 to	 think	 about	 as	 a

shell	burst	uncomfortably	close	and	we	were	holed	in	several	places.	The	whole	area	was

a	hive	of	activity	but	Calder	was	as	cool	as	a	cucumber.	We	bombed	accurately	and	left	the

wasp’s	nest	with	all	possible	speed,	which	was	125	mph	-	laughable	really! 

‘About	 this	 time	 young	 Christopher	 Cheshire	 -	 brother	 of	 the	 world-famous	 Group

Captain	Leonard	Cheshire	-	went	missing	and	we	were	all	upset	as	he	was	so	popular	with

the	squadron.44	Group	Captain	‘Chesh’	was	terribly	upset	and	had	an	even	stronger	desire to	hit	the	enemy	-	this	desire	became	almost	fanatical	and	quickly	led	to	courageous	and

daring	exploits	like	coming	back	from	the	target	at	roof-top	height	and	shooting	anything

that	 moved	 at	 night	 in	 Germany.	 He	 wasn’t	 shot	 down,	 miraculously	 and	 I	 believe	 that

getting	 away	 with	 it	 so	 often	 led	 ‘Chesh’	 to	 adopt	 these	 tactics	 regularly	 in	 his	 highly

successful	low-level	target	marking	technique.	I	liked	Cheshire	enormously,	as	did	we	all. 

I	 remember	 once	 going	 on	 a	 pub-crawl	 when	 Cheshire	 got	 somewhat	 high	 and	 was

sticking	pins	in	his	hand	without	drawing	blood.	To	my	surprise,	when	he	taught	me	the

knack	I	was	able	to	do	it	too! 

‘My	next	op	was	on	28	August	with	Pilot	Officer	Kirkpatrick.	He	was	quite	experienced

and	we	had	an	easy	target	this	time	-	Dunkerque.	This	was	almost	worse	than	the	op	itself

-	we	knew	at	9.30	that	morning	that	we	were	going	to	operate	that	night	but	of	course	the

target	was	kept	secret	till	briefing	at	12.15	am.	Occupying	one’s	mind	was	a	problem;	we

played	snooker,	table	tennis	and	cards	and	wrote	letters	-	anything	to	keep	one’s	mind	off

the	impending	danger.	I	frequently	used	to	go	for	a	long	walk	with	Geoff	and	we	chatted

away	about	this	and	that	in	pretence	of	light-hearted	camaraderie. 

‘Looking	 back,	 I	 think	 it	 was	 bad	 policy	 for	 Group	 Commanders	 to	 announce	 that

certain	 crews	 would	 be	 flying	 on	 operations	 that	 night.	 The	 names	 went	 up	 on	 a

blackboard	often	as	early	as	9am	and	briefing	would	not	take	place	until	9	or	10	pm	with

actual	take-off	at	midnight.	The	target	was	not	announced	officially	until	briefing	but	such

was	 the	 ‘bush	 telegraph’	 on	 some	 squadrons	 that	 the	 target	 was	 generally	 known	 before

lunch!	Seeing	one’s	name	on	the	board	so	early	left	one	several	hours	to	brood	on	the	risks

and	 dangers	 and	 frequently	 some	 crew	 members	 went	 ‘sick’	 for	 some	 reason	 or	 another

after	 getting	 themselves	 unnecessarily	 worked	 up.	 What	 a	 job	 for	 the	 Squadron	 Medical

Officer,	 who	 had	 to	 decide	 between	 malingering	 and	 real	 illness!	 He	 had	 to	 be	 able	 to

distinguish	between	fear	and	real	headache	and	make	his	decision	whether	to	put	you	off

‘sick’	 or	 whether	 to	 order	 you	 to	 fly.	 No	 wonder	 those	 capable	 doctors	 were	 good

psychologists	too! 

‘I	would	have	preferred	a	method	whereby	all	crews	were	standing	by	until	Command

either	decided	to	operate	or	stood	us	down.	That	way,	apprehensions	would	have	existed

but	if	one	had	not	actually	been	named,	one	need	not	have	worried	so	much.	I	personally

always	found	that	when	my	name	went	up	on	the	squadron	ops	board	early	in	the	day,	I

started	to	get	restless	and	nervous	-	I	would	start	biting	my	nails	and	couldn’t	put	my	mind

to	 anything	 -	 I	 even	 lost	 my	 normally	 good	 appetite.	 It	 meant	 hanging	 round	 the

aerodrome	 sometimes	 for	 twelve	 hours,	 feeling	 tensed	 up	 and	 anxious	 but	 as	 soon	 as	 I

entered	 the	 briefing	 room	 I	 would	 feel	 better	 as	 there	 were	 details	 and	 things	 to	 be

memorised	and	worked	on	which	kept	one’s	mind	occupied. 

‘Briefing	was	an	exciting	affair!	On	a	‘maximum	effort’	maybe	eighteen	or	more	crews

would	 be	 assembled	 (126	 aircrew)	 together;	 with	 briefing	 officers,	 intelligence	 officers

and	all	those	directly	concerned	with	planning	operations.	The	Station	Commander	would

normally	 enter	 first	 and	 announce	 the	 target.	 He	 was	 then	 followed	 by	 all	 the	 specialist

officers	 -	 meteorological,	 wireless,	 navigation,	 armaments,	 intelligence	 and	 finally	 the

Squadron	 Commander	 who	 would	 sum	 up	 and	 explain	 in	 detail	 the	 method	 of	 attack, 

height,	timing,	etc.	All	pilots	and	navigators	would	synchronise	their	watches	and	with	a

‘good	 luck	 everyone’	 the	 crews	 would	 disperse.	 The	 whole	 station	 then	 buzzed	 with

activity	-	navigators	would	be	plotting	their	courses	on	their	charts,	pilots	checking	with

ground	crews	and	last	minute	adjustments,	the	locker	rooms	filled	with	boisterous	aircrew

changing	 into	 flying	 suits,	 packing	 escape	 kits,	 torches,	 thermos	 flasks,	 boiled	 sweets, 

biscuits,	 ‘keep	 awake’	 pills,	 colour	 cartridges,	 mascots,	 empty	 beer	 bottles	 to	 throw	 out

over	Germany	(they	made	a	horrible	whistle	as	they	fell!)	and	all	the	other	paraphernalia

that	we	all	needed	for	the	task	ahead. 

‘At	 the	 appointed	 time	 3-ton	 lorries	 would	 assemble	 outside	 the	 locker	 rooms	 and

convey	us	out	to	our	aircraft	at	dispersal	points	often	a	mile	away,	dropping	off	the	various

crews	 at	 their	 aircraft.	 This	 was	 the	 real	 climax	 of	 the	 day	 and	 forced	 humour	 or

sometimes	sheer	silence	would	prevail,	depending	on	how	we	all	felt.	There	were	always

the	squadron	‘wags’	who	were	irrepressible	and	they	would	laugh	and	joke	whatever	the

target	-	I	sometimes	wondered	whether	they	had	no	imagination	and	were	quite	fearless,	or

whether	this	was	a	way	of	unloading	their	fears.	We	were	all	frightened	to	a	degree,	but	no

one	showed	it,	or	even	dared	to	indicate	his	real	feelings	in	public. 

‘As	soon	as	the	crews	reached	their	aircraft	the	real	work	began,	often	in	darkness	and

by	torchlight.	The	ground	crews	would	be	there	to	help.	Stuff	had	to	be	stowed	away,	guns

checked,	radios	and	intercom	checked	and	the	pitot	head-cover	removed	(God	help	you	if

you	forgot!).	This	was	a	nine	inch	long	metal	rod,	with	a	hole	drilled	through	the	middle, 

at	the	end	of	the	wing,	which	was	connected	to	the	airspeed	indicator	in	the	cockpit.	If	you

forgot	to	remove	the	protective	cover	you	had	no	airspeed	indicator	-	as	simple	as	that	and

yet	hundreds	of	pilots	forgot	in	the	excitement	of	the	moment,	often	to	die	with	their	crews

as	a	result	of	their	forgetfulness. 

‘Geoff	[sic]	Thomas45	once	did	this	with	a	full	bomb	and	petrol	load	aboard	on	a	dark night	and	he	told	me	he’d	never	been	so	terrified	when	he	became	airborne	at	the	end	of

the	runway	and	found	his	airspeed	registering	zero!	A	skilled	and	experienced	pilot	would

generally	cope	but	it	wasn’t	easy	guessing	one’s	speed	in	the	dark	on	an	approach	to	land. 

Equally	stupid	and	horrible	to	watch	was	one	of	our	pilots	who	took	off	in	a	Halifax	with

the	 elevator	 control	 locked!	 He’d	 failed	 to	 carry	 out	 a	 simple	 but	 vital	 check,	 with	 the

result	 that	 they	 became	 airborne	 with	 a	 full	 bomb-load,	 climbed	 steeply,	 stalled	 and

exploded,	killing	everyone	instantly.	It	really	taught	you	the	vital	need	for	‘cockpit	checks’

which	 though	 tedious	 and	 a	 frightful	 nuisance,	 were	 obviously	 essential.	 If	 you	 made	 a

mistake	or	forgot	one	vital	check	in	thirty,	you	usually	discovered	it	in	the	air,	by	which

time	it	was	too	late. 

‘I	 once	 saw	 Wing	 Commander	 Young	 take	 off	 in	 a	 Halifax	 on	 a	 flight	 test	 and	 he

suddenly	 started	 to	 bank	 to	 port	 on	 becoming	 airborne.	 The	 bank	 became	 steeper	 and

steeper	and	I	felt	sure	he	was	going	to	crash	when	suddenly	the	Halifax	straightened	up, 

made	a	circuit	of	the	aerodrome	and	landed	safely.	The	airframe	fitter	had	cross-cabled	the

aileron	trimmer	tabs	and	David	Young	hadn’t	spotted	this	during	his	cockpit	checks,	with

the	result	that	to	bank	to	starboard	meant	using	all	his	enormous	strength.	Only	because	he

had	3,000	hours	flying	behind	him	with	Scottish	Aviation	at	Prestwick	did	he	cotton	on	to

this	careless	mistake	and	lived	to	tear	a	colossal	strip	off	the	fitter	responsible! 

‘As	 pupil	 pilots	 we	 used	 to	 chant:	 ‘Ailerons,	 elevator,	 rudder,	 undercarriage	 locked

down,	 flaps	 up,	 pitot	 head	 cover	 removed,	 compass	 set,	 altimeter	 set	 at	 barometric

pressure,	hatches	closed,	oxygen	off,	bomb	door	closed,	oil	pressures,	airscrews	set	at	fine

pitch,	 intercom	 working,	 radio	 functioning,	 bombs	 unfused,	 brakes	 efficient,	 windows

clean,	 all	 instruments	 and	 navigational	 aids	 functioning’	 to	 name	 but	 a	 few!	 Anything

missed	out	could	mean	sudden	death	or	worst,	or	an	abortive	operation	at	best.	No	wonder

they	drilled	‘cockpit	checks’	into	you	from	Tiger	Moths	to	Halifaxes.	All	checks	complete

and	the	engines	run	up	in	turn,	you	signalled	to	the	ground	crew	‘chocks	away’	and	taxied

out	to	the	take-off	runway	where	a	final	check	took	place.	1f	all	was	well	you	turned	into

wind,	lined	up	and	started	the	take-off	run. 

‘We	 were	 driven	 out	 to	 the	 aircraft	 at	 1	 am	 and	 made	 all	 the	 vital	 checks	 at	 dispersal

point.	Kirkpatrick	(who	was	later	killed)	taxied	out	at	1.25am	and	inadvertently	stalled	one

engine	so	we	had	to	wait	for	ages	for	a	heavy	starter	battery	and	didn’t	take	off	till	2.15am. 

This	meant	that	we	would	be	at	the	tail	end	of	the	bomber	stream,	but	as	Dunkerque	was

not	 a	 deep	 penetration	 it	 didn’t	 matter	 so	 much.	 We	 carried	 out	 a	 glide	 bombing	 attack

from	 15,000	 to	 11,000	 feet	 in	 bright	 moonlight	 and	 our	 bombs	 definitely	 straddled	 the

docks.	 A	 glide	 attack	 quite	 often	 deceived	 the	 Huns	 because	 the	 engines	 made	 no	 noise

and	one	was	losing	height	all	the	time.	This	tended	to	fox	their	radar	and	more	often	than

not	one	wasn’t	fired	at. 

‘Dawn	broke	as	we	left	the	target	and	the	sky	was	quickly	lightening	so	we	put	our	nose

down	and	dived	for	home,	re-crossing	the	English	coast	at	Orfordness.	Just	as	we	crossed

the	coast	we	met	a	Messerschmitt	110	who	challenged	us	with	a	Very	cartridge	and	then

came	 in	 to	 attack.	 Kirkpatrick	 dived	 to	 tree	 top	 level	 and	 took	 violent	 evading	 action;	 I

was	in	the	front	turret	together	with	one	gas-operated	Vickers	machine-gun	and	I	longed	to

draw	a	bead	on	this	bastard	in	the	Me	110,	but	the	evasive	action	was	so	violent	that	it	felt

as	 if	 we	 were	 on	 a	 roller	 coaster.	 We	 shook	 him	 off	 and	 I	 vented	 my	 rage	 on	 a	 few

seagulls.	 We	 climbed	 up	 to	 1,000	 feet	 and	 entered	 some	 strato-cumulus	 and	 then	 got

horribly	lost	somewhere	over	the	Midlands	but	all	turned	out	OK	and	we	landed	at	base	at

7am. 

‘Geoff	and	I	went	back	to	our	flat	to	sleep	and	spent	a	lazy	day	shopping	in	Darlington. 

There	we	met	some	other	crews	who	told	us	that	we	were	operating	again	and	advised	us

to	 hurry	 back	 for	 briefing.	 I	 couldn’t	 believe	 that	 we	 were	 to	 do	 two	 ops	 in	 twenty-four

hours	 but	 nevertheless	 we	 jumped	 in	 the	 car	 and	 tore	 back.	 Sure	 enough	 we	 were	 both

down	to	operate	-	I	with	dear	old	Mercer	again	and	the	target	was	Frankfurt.	We	flew	in

ideal	 weather	 all	 the	 way	 to	 the	 target	 and	 Mercer	 allowed	 me	 to	 operate	 the	 bombsight

and	 release	 the	 bombs.	 We	 could	 see	 the	 town	 beautifully	 and	 bombed	 from	 8,000	 feet

very	satisfactorily.	Mercer	allowed	me	to	fly	the	Whitley	back	and	instructed	me	on	flak

and	 searchlight	 evasion	 when	 we	 crossed	 the	 enemy	 coast	 at	 Dunkerque.	 I	 learnt	 a	 lot

under	 his	 guidance	 and	 felt	 more	 ready	 to	 captain	 an	 aircraft,	 which	 one	 was	 usually

allowed	to	do	after	eight	trips	as	second	pilot.	This	was	my	seventh. 

‘My	 last	 trip	 as	 second	 pilot	 was	 on	 2	 September	 with	 an	 Australian	 called	 Sergeant

Newborn,	to	Frankfurt	again.	We	had	an	uneventful	trip	at	15,000	feet	all	the	way	to	the

target	 and	 then	 got	 caught	 in	 a	 searchlight	 belt.	 Don	 Newborn	 let	 me	 work	 the	 IFF

(Identification	Friend	or	Foe)	as	the	transmitter	affected	the	Hun	radar,	but	at	the	critical

moment	 I	 collapsed	 through	 lack	 of	 oxygen.	 Evidently	 my	 oxygen	 plug	 was	 not	 pushed

home	fully	and	I	passed	out	cold!	Luckily	Newborn,	who	had	done	28	trips,	sent	someone

back	down	the	fuselage	when	he	couldn’t	get	an	answer	from	me	over	the	intercom	and

they	pushed	my	plug	fully	home	and	turned	up	the	oxygen	supply.	I	soon	recovered	and

dropped	our	bombs	and	leaflets	plumb	in	the	middle	of	the	town,	which	wasn’t	difficult	in

the	 perfect	 visibility	 and	 conditions.	 The	 effect	 of	 dropping	 leaflets	 was	 questionable. 

Whether	the	German	civilian	population	took	them	seriously	any	more	than	we	believed

their	‘Lord	Haw	Haw’	I	find	a	difficult	question	to	answer.	Anyway	we	scattered	millions

and	millions	of	leaflets	over	the	German	Reich	so	they	were	never	short	of	lavatory	paper! 

‘Something	went	very	wrong	with	the	navigation	coming	home	(I	was	doing	the	flying)

and	 with	 fierce	 easterly	 winds	 blowing	 up	 we	 crossed	 the	 English	 coast	 at	 Southampton

instead	of	Orfordness!	Newborn	wouldn’t	risk	crossing	the	coast	at	that	point	so	he	made

me	fly	all	the	way	round	the	Kentish	coast	and	across	the	Thames	estuary	till	we	crossed

the	 coast	 on	 our	 designated	 point	 in	 Essex.	 I	 began	 to	 look	 at	 the	 petrol	 tank	 readings

where	the	needles	were	hovering	on	zero	and	so	did	Newborn.	We	eventually	joined	the

circuit	at	Cottesmore	aerodrome	but	so	did	a	number	of	other	planes	and	we	were	held	in

circuit	 for	 three-quarters	 of	 an	 hour.	 The	 petrol	 tank	 needles	 had	 been	 wavering	 on	 zero

for	too	long	and	as	I	put	the	aircraft	down	on	the	runway	we	ran	out	of	petrol	completely. 

This	 was	 a	 dangerous	 situation	 because	 we	 were	 stationary	 in	 the	 middle	 of	 the	 runway

with	not	even	enough	petrol	to	taxi	to	safety,	but	as	we	pondered	on	our	plight	a	Hampden

came	in	to	land	behind	us	and	we	prepared	to	flee	to	safety,	he	too,	ran	out	of	petrol	and

came	 to	 a	 halt	 200	 yards	 behind	 us.	 We	 had	 been	 airborne	 for	 eight	 hours	 and	 forty

minutes. 

‘I	 had	 now	 completed	 eight	 trips	 as	 second	 pilot	 and	 I	 knew	 that	 the	 next	 operation

would	be	my	‘fresher’	as	it	was	called,	as	captain	of	aircraft.	I	had	done	260	hours.	This

was	really	comparatively	little	to	be	entrusted	with	a	heavy	bomber	and	five	human	lives

but	I	felt	strangely	confident	and	almost	fearless	at	the	thought.	I	hoped	and	prayed	that	I

would	 be	 given	 an	 easy	 target	 like	 Ostend,	 but	 it	 was	 not	 to	 be	 and	 on	 13	 September

(thank	God	I	was	not	superstitious!)	the	target	was	announced	as	Brest	with	briefing	at	5

o’clock	that	afternoon.	I	had	a	long	and	weary	wait	but	there	was	eager	anticipation	and

not	fear	in	me.	There	was	and	always	would	be,	the	flutter	in	the	pit	of	one’s	stomach	but

it	was	controllable	and	I	certainly	didn’t	think	that	my	end	had	come. 

‘Take-off	was	at	8.30pm.	All	went	smoothly	and	I	had	taken	the	usual	pill	to	keep	me

awake.	We	climbed	slowly	to	15,000	feet	over	Southern	England	but	I	felt	hot	and	sleepy	-

the	immediate	reaction	of	the	pill	was	sleepiness	-	and	ill	at	ease. 

‘Suddenly	I	heard	a	voice	over	the	intercom	saying,	‘Are	you	all	right,	Skipper?’	and	I

awoke	 startled	 and	 self	 conscious.	 I	 had	 actually	 fallen	 asleep	 and	 let	 the	 aircraft	 lose

height	in	a	dive	to	8,000	feet. 

‘I	hastily	reassured	my	crew	that	I	was	all	right	and	told	them	we	had	been	caught	in	a

colossal	air	pocket.	I	shall	never	know	whether	they	believed	me	or	not!	We	crossed	the

Channel	and	altered	course	for	Brest	and	later	we	could	see	the	defence	barrage,	as	it	was

such	a	clear	night. 

‘I	 began	 my	 long	 bombing	 run	 from	 seaward	 and	 immediately	 we	 came	 under	 heavy

fire	 from	 the	 shore	 batteries	 and	 ships	 and	 we	 were	 hit	 in	 numerous	 places.	 This	 was

unnerving	 as	 I	 never	 knew	 Brest	 was	 so	 heavily	 defended	 -	 nor	 had	 they	 warned	 us	 at

briefing	-	but	presumably	the	Huns	had	berthed	some	battle-cruisers	in	the	docks	and	their

armament	was	contributing	largely	to	the	barrage. 

‘There	were	night	fighters	about	and	we	saw	Sergeant	Bell	shoot	down	a	Heinkel	112

[sic]	over	the	target,	it	was	the	first	German	aircraft	I	had	seen	shot	down	at	night	and	this

flaming,	 falling	 ball	 of	 fire	 was	 awe-inspiring.	 However,	 we	 had	 no	 time	 to	 stare	 as	 we

were	 still	 under	 continuous	 fire	 but	 we	 bombed	 fairly	 accurately	 and	 plastered	 the	 dock

area.	This	was	enough	for	me	and	I	dived	steeply	seawards	to	avoid	the	flak,	very	pleased

to	have	come	through	with	35	holes	in	the	old	Whitley	and	to	know	that	we	hadn’t	been

hit	in	the	petrol	tanks	or	engines	nor	had	any	crew	injuries	as	a	result. 

‘I	levelled	out	some	miles	over	the	sea	and	was	in	quite	a	tizzy	at	the	thought	that	I’d

done	my	first	trip	as	captain.	Down	went	the	thermos	of	coffee	and	the	intercom	bristled

with	excited	small	talk	as	we	made	our	way	homewards	discussing	what	we	were	all	going

to	do	when	we	got	back	to	base.	We	landed	after	seven	hours	exactly,	were	debriefed	and

fed	and	crawled	into	bed	happy	and	contented	at	the	first	obstacle	having	been	overcome. 

‘Debriefing’	 was	 simply	 a	 formality	 where	 all	 crew	 members	 were	 interrogated	 after	 an

‘op’	 by	 an	 intelligence	 officer.	 The	 sort	 of	 questions	 he	 asked	 were:	 ‘Did	 you	 bomb	 the

target,	If	not,	what	and	where	did	you	bomb?	Did	you	observe	the	results?	Did	you	have

any	combat	with	night	fighters?	Did	you	damage	or	shoot	down	any	enemy	fighters	and	if

so,	what	type?	Did	you	see	any	of	our	aircraft	shot	down;	if	so,	when,	where	and	did	you

see	anyone	abandon	by	parachute?	What	was	the	flak	concentrations	like?	Were	they	any

better	or	worse	than	our	intelligence	had	indicated?	Did	you	see	anything	unusual?’

‘All	 the	 debriefing	 reports	 were	 gathered	 in,	 analysed	 and	 sent	 to	 Group	 HQ.	 They	 in

turn	 checked	 all	 the	 different	 squadrons’	 details	 and	 forwarded	 them	 to	 Bomber

Command.	Then	the	Intelligence	branch	sorted	out	the	corn	from	the	chaff	and	an	accurate

picture	emerged.	From	this	it	was	possible	to	correct	our	estimations	of	their	flak	batteries, 

determine	 how	 many	 night	 fighters	 had	 been	 bagged,	 corroborate	 and	 confirm	 ‘unusual

events’.	 If	 several	 crews	 reported	 the	 same	 ‘hallucination’	 at	 the	 same	 time	 and	 in	 the

same	place,	some	credence	usually	attached	to	their	reports.	I	recall	once	reporting	seeing

a	Messerschmitt	262	jet	fighter	near	Berlin	and	our	Intelligence	officer	seemed	sceptical	-

he	then	made	me	have	doubts	because	I	only	saw	it	for	an	instant	and	wasn’t	absolutely

certain	 and	 none	 of	 my	 crew	 saw	 it.	 However,	 Bomber	 Command	 interpreted	 all	 the

debriefing	 reports	 that	 night	 and	 their	 Lancaster	 crews	 had	 reported	 seeing	 a	 fighter

resembling	 the	 Me	 262	 in	 the	 same	 area,	 at	 the	 same	 time.	 It	 was	 possible	 to	 establish

therefore	that	this	night	fighter	was	in	service	and	could	be	regarded	with	extreme	caution! 

‘The	next	morning	I	went	out	to	the	Whitley	to	inspect	the	damage	from	flak	and	I	was

surprised	at	the	number	of	holes	near	vital	parts.	The	ground	crew	were	already	patching

up	and	putting	in	new	panels	when	someone	shouted:	‘Look	what	I’ve	found!’	and	there, 

under	the	starboard	wing,	was	an	airframe	fitter	carefully	pulling	out	a	starling’s	nest	with

five	eggs.	The	birds	had	built	their	nest	inside	the	wing	where	the	tethering	nap	was	open

and	 had,	 I	 suppose,	 built	 the	 nest	 since	 26th	 August	 when	 the	 aircraft	 last	 flew.	 The

dispersal	point	was	in	a	field	and	the	starlings	had	evidently	thought	that	this	huge,	black

shape	was	there	for	their	benefit.	The	eggs	were	cold,	of	course	and	no	doubt	the	starlings

had	baulked	at	accompanying	us	to	Brest. 

‘On	20	September	I	did	my	second	‘fresher’	to	Ostend	and	I	quote	from	my	diary:	‘Very

easy	trip.	Bombed	on	Easr	to	West	heading	without	interference	from	ground	defences.	4

hours	40	minutes	airborne.’

‘Others	were	not	so	lucky	and	poor	Jock	McLeod	and	his	crew	were	killed	that	night.	It

was	 his	 first	 ‘fresher’.	 The	 ‘fresher’	 target	 for	 German	 bomber	 crews	 was	 Hull,	 in

Yorkshire.	 They	 chose	 this	 for	 the	 same	 reasons	 that	 we	 chose	 Ostend,	 Dunkerque	 and

Brest	 -	 it	 was	 easy	 to	 find	 at	 night	 and	 did	 not	 involve	 deep	 penetration	 over	 enemy

territory.	Poor	Hull	came	in	for	pretty	constant	battering	during	the	period	1940-1944	and

was	in	fact,	by	population	per	square	mile,	the	most	heavily	bombed	town	in	the	whole	of

Britain. 

‘The	 time	 was	 drawing	 near	 for	 my	 21st	 birthday	 and	 I	 began	 to	 look	 forward	 to	 the

party	-	I	was	a	true	‘Michael’	for	I	had	been	born	on	Michaelmas	Day,	the	29th	September. 

In	 the	 morning	 of	 the	 great	 day	 I	 stood	 to	 attention	 in	 Squadron	 Leader	 Mercer’s	 office

and	 asked	 for	 the	 day	 and	 night	 off	 duty.	 I’ll	 always	 remember	 his	 reply:	 ‘No	 chance, 

Renaut;	you’re	operating	tonight	like	everyone	else.	Sorry.’

‘That	shattered	me	and	I	returned	to	the	crew-room	somewhat	dejected	to	see	my	name

on	the	board	as	captain.	I	could	already	see	the	headline:	‘Pilot	missing	believed	killed	on

his	twenty-first	birthday.’

‘Briefing	was	early	and	the	target	was	named	as	Stettin	and	my	heart	fell.	This	was	a

deep	penetration	into	Germany	and	a	heavily	defended	target	near	the	Baltic.	I	entered	in

my	diary:	‘My	twenty-first	birthday,	What	a	glorious	way	to	spend	an	evening.’

‘We	 took	 off	 at	 9.30pm	 and	 it	 was	 bitterly	 cold	 at	 altitude.	 The	 alcohol	 froze	 in	 the

compass	 and	 the	 hot	 coffee	 froze	 as	 we	 drank	 it.	 It	 was	 a	 long	 and	 tedious	 North	 Sea

crossing	 and	 we	 crossed	 the	 Danish	 coast	 after	 about	 3¾	 hours	 flying.	 The	 flak	 was

intermittent	as	our	route	took	us	carefully	through	the	Baltic	and	avoided	defended	areas. 

It	was	a	perfect	starlit	night	with	no	moon	and	thanks	to	the	conditions	my	navigator	had

an	easy	job	routing	us	safely	to	Stettin	(actually	in	Poland).	The	town	was	burning	well	on

our	arrival	and	our	bomb-load	was	dropped	bang	in	the	middle	of	the	blaze. 

‘Ominously	the	flak	was	conspicuous	by	its	absence	and	we	knew	night	fighters	were

prowling	 the	 area.	 Sure	 enough	 as	 we	 left	 the	 target	 area	 we	 had	 a	 Me	 109	 come	 in	 to

attack.	Thanks	to	the	clear	night	sky,	we	spotted	him	in	good	time	and	with	no	bombs	on

board	we	were	able	to	fling	the	Whitley	about	all	over	the	sky.	Later	on	over	Denmark	we

spotted	a	Ju	88	but	thank	God	he	never	saw	us. 

‘My	 relief	 at	 re-crossing	 the	 North	 Sea	 without	 either	 danger	 or	 trouble	 was

inexpressible	and	I	quickly	lost	height	down	to	a	warmer	level.	I	had	been	frozen	stiff	over

the	target	and	couldn’t	feel	either	my	feet	or	my	hands	-	the	second	and	third	fingers	on

each	hand	were	absolutely	white	and	numb.	To	this	day,	when	I	am	particularly	cold	these

same	 two	 fingers	 go	 numb	 and	 white	 and	 I	 wonder	 whether	 this	 affrication	 dates	 from

Michaelmas	 night	 in	 1941.	 My	 God,	 I	 was	 cold!	 Though	 I	 was	 too	 afraid	 to	 admit	 it	 to

anyone	for	fear	of	being	ragged,	I	secretly	wore	long	woollen	combinations	for	my	tour	of

ops	as	my	knees	always	used	to	get	so	cold!	I	also	had	woollen	mittens,	silk	gloves	and

fleece-lined	gauntlets,	but	still	my	fingers	were	numb	with	cold	and	my	feet	I	just	never

felt	for	hours	at	a	time.	I	must	have	suffered	from	bad	circulation	-	for	other	aircrews	were

able	to	keep	warm. 

‘One	night	we	were	briefed	for	a	trip	to	Essen	with	take-off	at	midnight	and	our	Station

Commander	 routed	 us	 straight	 through	 the	 heavy	 defended	 area,	 instead	 of	 round	 it, 

because	90	mph	tail	winds	would	give	us	a	ground	speed	of	250	mph.	It	worked	well	and

we	 flew	 through	 the	 flak	 barrage	 unscathed	 -	 I	 remember	 well	 we	 were	 at	 16,000	 feet, 

bitterly	cold	and	going	like	the	clappers	when	I	suddenly	wanted	to	pee	very	badly.	I	think

it	was	a	combination	of	too	much	coffee,	nervous	tension	and	extreme	cold. 

‘Anyway,	I	had	no	second	pilot	and	I	had	to	ask	the	flight	engineer	to	bring	me	the	pee

bottle	 whilst	 I	 struggled	 out	 of	 my	 seat	 at	 the	 controls,	 leaving	 ‘George’,	 the	 automatic

pilot	to	fly	the	aeroplane.	This	was	a	dangerous	thing	to	do	if	a	night-fighter	attacked	but	I

had	no	option	-	I	was	bursting,	with	numb	finger	I	struggled	through	layers	of	clothing	and

held	 the	 bottle	 somewhat	 unsteadily.	 To	 aim	 accurately	 was	 impossible	 and	 my	 poor

navigator,	 who	 was	 down	 below	 at	 his	 table,	 was	 showered	 with	 frozen	 urine	 falling	 as

sleet	on	to	his	maps!	I	was	laughing	so	much	at	his	indignation	that	my	aim	became	even

poorer	 and	 it	 seemed	 to	 go	 on	 for	 minutes.	 What	 ecstatic	 relief	 as	 I	 hurried	 back	 to	 my

seat! 

‘The	 Whitley	 had	 the	 usual	 heating	 system	 but	 it	 only	 blew	 cold	 air	 in	 terribly	 cold

conditions	 and	 there	 was	 literally	 no	 means	 of	 keeping	 warm,	 not	 even	 with	 fur-lined

boots	and	fleecy-lined,	heated,	Sidcot	suit.	At	my	request	my	mother	had	knitted	me	some

woollen	 knee	 covers	 but	 even	 those	 had	 no	 effect.	 We	 landed	 exhausted	 9	 hours	 25

minutes	 after	 take-off	 and	 I	 felt	 too	 tired	 even	 to	 enjoy	 the	 coffee	 and	 rum	 and	 the

inevitable	bacon	and	egg. 

‘Although	 we	 didn’t	 realise	 it	 at	 the	 time,	 these	 long	 trips	 were	 a	 frightful	 strain;	 on

really	deep	penetrations,	such	as	Magdeburg,	one	could	be	the	victim	of	Hun	defences	for

four	or	five	hours	at	a	stretch.	There	were,	of	course,	long	stretches	of	countryside	like	the

Black	 Forest	 where	 one	 might	 have	 been	 flying	 over	 the	 Atlantic,	 it	 was	 so	 quiet.	 But

quiet	or	not,	the	strain	remained	and	whilst	there	were	no	guns	firing	there	was	always	the

risk	of	fighter	attack.	The	eye-strain	was	colossal	in	the	ever	constant	watch	on	the	night

sky.	One	had	also	to	beware	of	hallucinations	and	‘seeing	things’;	I	can	recall	one	night	a

pilot	at	de-briefing	reported	seeing	barrage	balloons	at	18,000	feet!	When	he	was	told	that

these	were	puffs	of	black	smoke	left	hanging	in	the	sky	by	heavy	flak	he	refused	to	believe

it.	 We	 tried	 hard	 to	 convince	 him	 that	 this	 would	 mean	 a	 cable	 3½	 miles	 long	 but	 he

remained	adamant	and	said:	‘They	were	balloons!’

‘I	 was	 sympathetic	 because	 I’d	 been	 caught	 myself	 on	 two	 occasions	 -	 the	 first	 was

when	I	was	flying	just	above	a	bed	of	stratus	cloud	on	the	way	back	from	Nuremburg	and

I	suddenly	saw	a	night	fighter	coming	straight	for	me	with	his	wing	lamp	full	on.	I	dived

into	a	cloud	and	told	the	crew	to	keep	their	eyes	skinned.	A	minute	later	I	nosed	cautiously

up	 out	 of	 the	 cloud	 and	 there	 he	 was	 nearer	 than	 ever	 -	 neither	 of	 the	 gunners	 had	 seen

him.	Back	down	again	I	went	into	the	cloud	and	on	the	second	surfacing	I	realised	that	it

was	 the	 moon	 coming	 up	 over	 the	 cloud	 bank!	 I	 did	 feel	 a	 lemon	 but	 nevertheless	 I’d

frightened	myself	to	death	over	it. 

‘The	second	occasion	was	when	I	took	violent	evasive	action	from	an	oncoming	night

fighter	only	to	find	that	it	was	a	squashed	fly	on	the	windscreen!	Shadows	also	cast	weird

shapes	on	a	cloud	bank	-	there	could	be	one’s	own	shadow	or	that	of	another	aircraft	and

on	a	dark	night	one	could	imagine	almost	anything	and	be	convinced	it	was	real. 

‘On	5th	October	1941	I	went	sent	to	No	2	Blind	Approach	Training	Course	at	Driffield

(one	 of	 the	 few	 bomber	 stations	 in	 Yorkshire	 which	 had	 been	 severely	 attacked	 by	 the

Hun)	 for	 six	 days.	 One	 of	 the	 instructors	 was	 Flying	 Officer	 Ennis	 who	 was	 universally

known	 as	 ‘Ennis	 the	 menace’,	 but	 was	 a	 brilliant	 pilot.	 We	 used	 to	 take	 off	 and	 land	 in

thick	fog	purely	by	instruments	and	team	flying	and	it	certainly	gave	one	confidence	in	the

system.	 There	 was	 a	 steady	 hum	 in	 one’s	 ears	 down	 the	 centre	 of	 the	 beam	 but	 if	 one

drifted	off	to	starboard	one	heard	intermittent	dashes	and	if	one	drifted	to	port	one	heard

intermittent	dots.	With	this	system	it	was	possible	to	take	off	and	land	with	twenty	yards

visibility	 and	 Ennis	 taught	 me	 a	 lot.	 The	 course	 covered	 thirty	 hours	 flying.	 Instrument

flying	 was	 often	 eerie	 because	 one’s	 own	 instincts	 told	 one	 one’s	 altitude	 and	 one’s

instrument	 another	 and	 yet	 one	 could	 rely	 implicitly	 on	 the	 instruments	 -	 but	 it	 took

infinite	faith.	Poor	Ennis	was	later	killed	on	the	successful	raid	on	Peenemünde. 

‘Peenemünde	was	both	a	major	success	and	major	tragedy.	Our	Intelligence	knew	that

the	German	scientists	were	well	ahead	with	the	development	of	guided	missiles	and	it	was

essential	to	retard	the	programme	with	a	devastating	raid	on	the	development	centre	-	this

small	town	of	Peenemünde,	on	the	Baltic.	Our	Intelligence	misled	Bomber	Command	as

to	 the	 number	 of	 flak	 concentrations	 which,	 they	 claimed,	 were	 scattered	 and	 a	 few	 in

number;	they	failed	to	establish	the	fact	that	the	Hun	realising	the	importance	of	this	work, 

had	moved	in	large	quantities	of	both	light	and	heavy	flak	to	guard	the	aerodrome. 

‘In	 consequence	 of	 this,	 Bomber	 Harris	 and	 his	 staff	 planned	 the	 operation	 at	 a

comparatively	low	level,	with	the	result	that	the	main	force	met	with	the	most	fiendish	and

concentrated	 flak	 and	 the	 bombers	 were	 decimated.	 It	 was	 a	 credit	 to	 the	 bomber	 crews

that	they	pressed	home	their	attack	with	extraordinary	accuracy	despite	the	frightful	loss

of	lives.	On	the	credit	side,	‘Peenemünde’	was	badly	damaged,	key	scientists	were	killed, 

vital	 equipment	 and	 prototype	 ‘V’	 weapons	 were	 destroyed	 and	 their	 V1	 and	 V2

development	programme	was	retarded	for	several	months.	Londoners	could	thank	Bomber

Command	 for	 the	 fact	 that	 flying	 bombs	 didn’t	 appear	 until	 mid-1944	 and	 V2	 rockets

some	months	later.	Had	the	raid	not	been	so	successful,	the	duration	of	the	war,	or	even

the	course	of	events,	might	have	been	so	very	different. 

‘It	was	after	this	course	that	I	was	given	a	new	navigator	-	Pilot	Officer	Collins	-	and	he

was	 terrific!	 He’d	 been	 at	 Oxford	 and	 could	 play	 simultaneously	 six	 games	 of	 chess

blindfolded	 and	 win	 every	 game.	 We	 called	 him	 ‘The	 Professor’	 and	 no	 other	 nickname

could	 have	 suited	 him	 better.	 I	 grew	 to	 admire	 this	 man;	 I	 respected	 his	 enormous	 brain

and	when	I	visited	him	in	his	London	flat	and	met	his	lovely	and	attractive	wife,	we	were

closer	than	ever.	A	pilot	and	his	navigator	were	the	closest	members	of	a	bomber	crew	and

in	our	case	we	were	inseparable.	Tim	Collins	undoubtedly	shepherded	me	through	my	first

tour	of	operations.	He	always	kept	in	touch	with	me	after	our	first	tour	of	35	operations

and	I	had	a	letter	from	him	saying	that	he	had	gone	back	on	his	second	tour	of	ops	with	a

young	inexperienced	pilot.	His	letter	said:	‘If	we	get	through	our	first	five	trips	with	this

pilot	we’ll	be	OK	but	I’m	a	bit	nervous	as	to	his	ability.’	They	lasted	three	trips	and	were

shot	down	over	Germany.	Nothing	was	ever	heard	of	any	member	of	the	Halifax	crew	and

I	 felt	 desolated	 at	 the	 news.	 I	 imagine	 a	 night	 fighter	 got	 them	 and	 they	 exploded	 or

crashed	into	the	sea,	never	to	be	seen	or	heard	of	again. 

‘There	followed	on	12th	and	14th	October	two	operations	to	Nuremburg	and	these	were

deep	penetrations	into	Germany.	We	always	seemed	to	be	routed	between	Dunkerque	and

Ostend	 and	 I	 was	 amazed	 that	 the	 Hun	 didn’t	 move	 some	 flak	 batteries	 into	 the	 gap.	 If

one’s	navigation	was	accurate	and	one	passed	at	a	point	equidistant	between	the	two,	the

searchlights	and	flak	were	almost	negligible,	but	they	were	bad	if	one	passed	over	and	not

between.	One	could	almost	say	that	if	you	passed	over	you	passed	on!	Strangely	enough

neither	 of	 these	 ops	 made	 a	 clear	 impression	 on	 my	 mind	 and	 for	 that	 reason	 they	 must

both	have	been	trouble-free	except	that	I	see	from	my	diary	that	we	landed	at	Abingdon

after	the	first	and	at	Swanton	Morley	after	the	second.	That	indicated	that	we	must	have

been	short	of	petrol,	but	not	lost,	as	I	had	Tim	Collins	as	navigator. 

‘On	24	October	we	moved	as	78	Squadron	to	Croft	-	a	new	aerodrome	just	built	and	just

over	the	borders	of	Yorkshire.	I	hated	it	as	it	was	a	satellite	aerodrome,	all	Nissen	huts	and

dear	 old	 Middleton	 St.	 George	 was	 a	 permanent	 brick-built	 station	 and	 eminently

comfortable.	 Geoff	 and	 I	 unpacked	 and	 shared	 a	 room	 in	 one	 of	 the	 huts	 and	 when	 we

climbed	into	bed	on	the	first	night	we	could	feel	the	damp	bed	clothes	literally	absorbing

our	body	heat	-	I	knew	this	was	fatal	and	I	woke	up	the	very	next	morning	with	a	severe

chill. 

‘The	next	day	one	of	our	Whitleys	crashed	on	take-off	and	somersaulted	on	to	its	back, 

killing	all	the	crew	except	the	wireless	operator.	He,	poor	chap,	was	trapped	upside	down

in	his	seat	but	quite	unhurt	and	full	of	beans.	The	Medical	Officer	kept	him	cheerful	while

an	army	of	fitters	began	the	job	of	extricating	him.	This	was	not	easy	because	petrol	was

everywhere	 and	 the	 smallest	 spark	 would	 have	 blown	 up	 the	 entire	 aeroplane	 and	 its

occupants. 

‘After	 six	 hours	 of	 delicate	 kicking	 and	 cutting,	 breaking	 and	 bending,	 the	 poor	 chap

was	 released	 and	 made	 straight	 for	 the	 Sergeants’	 Mess	 to	 get	 himself	 a	 stiff	 whisky. 

Before	he	even	drank,	he	collapsed	and	died	and	I	had	my	first	experience	of	death	from

shock.	 It	 rather	 stunned	 us	 all	 that	 a	 man	 with	 no	 injuries	 and	 talking	 excitedly	 to	 his

saviours	 could	 suddenly	 collapse	 and	 die,	 but	 he	 did	 and	 I’ll	 never	 forget	 his	 courage. 

What	 he	 must	 have	 gone	 through	 in	 those	 six	 hours	 no	 one	 will	 ever	 know	 but	 he	 must

have	realised	from	the	pungent	smell	of	petrol	that	the	least	spark	would	have	killed	him. 

Was	this	fear?	I’m	convinced	it	was	-	fear	of	fire,	fear	of	the	losing	battle	in	freeing	him, 

fear	of	his	crew	dead	all	around	him	and	it	was	fear	that	killed	him	without	leaving	a	trace. 

‘I	recovered	from	my	chill	and	on	1st	November	my	name	went	up	on	the	ops	boards	at

9.30	am.	Kiel	was	the	target,	not	a	very	nice	one	from	experience	and	somewhat	unhealthy

when	it	comes	to	flak.	Fate	was	on	our	side	and	after	three-quarters	of	an	hour’s	flying	my

radio	 packed	 up	 and	 we	 had	 to	 return	 to	 base.	 It	 was	 on	 this	 operation	 that	 Squadron

Leader	 Mercer	 failed	 to	 return	 and	 I	 dwelt	 upon	 how	 lucky	 I	 was	 not	 to	 have	 been	 his

second	pilot.	 The	 loss	of	 Mercer	 became	a	 fear	 and	 a	worry	 -	 what	were	 my	 chances	 of

survival	if	an	experienced	man	like	Mercer	went	for	a	Burton?	It	taught	me	the	risks	that	I

already	knew	were	one	in	a	hundred	on	survival	and	it	wasn’t	a	cheering	thought.’

Endnotes	Chapter	7

41			This	aircraft	was	lost	on	the	night	of	24/25	August	1941	when	it	crashed	at	Mistley,	Essex	on	the	raid	on	Düsseldorf. 

One	man	was	killed.	Pilot	Officer	Fransden	and	the	three	other	crewmembers	survived. 

42			Sergeant	John	Clifford	Beardmore,	Sergeant	John	Hamish	Malet-Warden	and	the	rest	of	the	crew	were	killed.	The Whitley	V	(Z6752)	crashed	at	Buggenum	in	Holland. 

43			On	the	night	of	24/25	August	1941	Pilot	Officer	Fransden	and	the	three	other	crewmembers	survived	when	their Whitley	 crashed	 at	 Mistley,	 Essex	 on	 the	 raid	 on	 Düsseldorf.	 One	 man	 was	 killed.	 On	 10/11	 October	 1941	 on	 the operation	on	Essen	Pilot	Officer	Fransden	collided	with	another	Whitley	on	the	runway	at	Middleton	St.	George. 

44			One	of	the	flak	victims	was	Flight	Lieutenant	Christopher	C.	Cheshire	and	his	crew	of	Halifax	I	L9530	MP-L	of	76

Squadron	who	were	shot	down	on	12/13	August	1941.	Cheshire	and	four	crew	members	were	taken	prisoner.	The	two

other	crew	members	were	KIA. 

45			Jeffrey	Stuart	Thomas,	who	was	a	Bachelor	of	Science	graduate	from	Birmingham	University. 

Chapter	8

Operational	On	Halifaxes

 ‘The	moon	was	on	our	right	and	in	the	sky	ahead	of	us	was	a	rosy	glow.	‘How	long	until

 we	 get	 there,	 Navigator?’	 ‘About	 ten	 minutes,’	 he	 replied.	 ‘Good,	 that’s	 all	 we	 need	 to

 know.	The	red	glow	is	Cologne.	Those	chaps	have	lit	themselves	quite	a	fire.’	The	sky	was

 full	of	antiaircraft	projectiles,	tracer	fire,	bursting	shells	and	searchlight	beams,	so	that	it

 looked	like	a	fireworks	display	at	a	country	fair.	The	Germans	were	firing	on	all	barrels. 

 Viewed	through	the	bombsight,	Cologne	glowed	in	the	dark	like	the	tip	of	a	huge	cigarette. 

 Then	 our	 plane	 stood	 directly	 over	 the	 fires	 and	 the	 pilot	 ordered:	 ‘Bomb	 bays

 operational.’	 ‘Bomb	 bays	 operational,’	 came	 the	 reply.	 The	 pilot	 spoke	 again:	 ‘Damn	 it, 

 hold	 on	 a	 minute.	 There’s	 no	 point	 in	 wasting	 the	 stuff	 on	 buildings	 that	 are	 already

 burning.	Let’s	look	for	a	dark	spot.’	Block	after	block	of	city	buildings	blazed	up	under	our

 aircraft;	smoke	drifted	past	the	wings,	which	stood	out	distinctly	against	the	flames.	In	the

 firelight	 we	 could	 make	 out	 structural	 skeletons	 of	 white-hot	 steel.	 A	 tiny	 dark	 speck

 appeared	on	the	west	bank	of	the	Rhine.	‘That	must	be	the	Elektra	steel-wire	plant,’	said

 the	pilot.	‘Let’s	have	a	go	at	it.’	We	had	an	anxious	moment	as	we	approached	the	target. 

 Then	 the	 bomb-gunner	 pressed	 the	 button	 and	 our	 aircraft	 zoomed	 upward,	 freed	 of	 its

 heavy	payload.	Jubilant	shouts	came	over	the	intercom.	We	had	completed	our	mission.	It

 was	a	breeze	from	there	back	to	our	home	base.	Our	Short	Stirling	heavy	bomber	sent	out

 a	call	and	the	control	center	informed	the	pilot	that	he	was	fourth	in	line	to	land;	he	was

 told	 the	 altitude	 at	 which	 he	 should	 circle	 before	 landing.	 The	 bus	 carried	 the	 cheerful

 crew	 to	 debriefing	 headquarters,	 along	 with	 other	 men	 who	 had	 just	 come	 back	 from

 Cologne.	 A	 slender	 pilot	 with	 a	 sunburnt	 face	 and	 white	 eyebrows	 said	 laughing:	 ‘Well

 that	was	the	only	time	I’ve	been	glad	to	be	over	Cologne	-	and	it	was	my	fifth	flight.	God, 

 what	a	nice	little	fire.’	‘A	damned	fine	sight,’	others	agreed.	The	debriefing	was	over;	the

 crews	took	off	to	eat	a	special	food	allowance	of	ham	and	eggs.’

 Associated	Press,	May	1942

Michael	 Renaut	 did	 not	 fly	 again	 till	 5th	 December	 1941.	 He	 was	 posted	 to	 28	 Halifax

Conversion	Course	at	Leconfield	where	he	learned	to	fly	the	larger	four-engined	Halifax. 

‘I	had	a	very	good	instructor	-	Flight	Lieutenant	Owen	-	and	I	soloed	after	an	hour	and	a

quarter’s	 dual.	 The	 Halifax	 was	 a	 tough	 aircraft	 and	 could	 take	 a	 lot	 of	 knocking	 about

from	 flak	 and	 fighters;	 it	 was	 not	 as	 pretty	 or	 as	 gentle	 as	 the	 Lancaster	 but	 I	 vastly

preferred	 it	 in	 battle.	 Great	 hunks	 could	 be	 shot	 away	 and	 still	 the	 Halifax	 plodded	 on

undismayed.	It	was	at	Leconfield	that	I	first	met	Willie	Tait	-	the	man	who	later	sank	the

 Tirpitz	 -	 and	 had	 some	 dual	 instruction	 from	 him.	 He	 was	 very	 quiet	 and	 shy	 and

according	to	the	mechanics	was	an	excellent	pilot,	except	for	his	landings	which	were	well

known	 as	 bumpy.	 It	 is	 incredible	 to	 think	 that	 this	 shy	 young	 man	 won	 the	 DSO	 four

times. 

‘I	had	rather	a	shock	that	week	when	Flight	Lieutenant	Owen	killed	himself	and	thirteen

other	 men.	 What	 happened	 apparently	 was	 that	 Owen	 was	 air	 testing	 a	 Halifax	 on	 a

blustery,	 rainy	 day:	 he	 had	 offered	 a	 trip	 to	 sundry	 fitters	 and	 clerks	 and	 they	 were

following	a	railway	line	in	poor	visibility	(known	as	‘Bradshawing’)	when	they	flew	into	a

hillside.	The	Halifax	exploded	killing	all	the	occupants	instantly.46	There	was	a	hell	of	a row	about	it	because	several	unauthorised	personnel	were	on	board	and	none	was	entered

in	 the	 flight	 manifest.	 The	 result	 was	 that	 there	 had	 to	 be	 a	 Station	 roll-call	 to	 try	 and

establish	who	was	missing.	One	must	remember	that	in	a	crash	like	this	it	was	impossible

to	identify	twenty-eight	arms	and	legs	and	fourteen	trunks	and	heads. 

‘The	Halifax	had	a	tendency	to	swing	on	take-off	in	inexperienced	hands	and	therefore

the	 emphasis	 was	 on	 take-offs	 and	 landings.	 I	 found	 the	 brute	 quite	 placid,	 I	 enjoyed

flying	the	type	and	of	course	there	was	the	extra	security	of	four	engines.	However,	there

were	 twice	 as	 many	 dials	 as	 on	 the	 Whitley	 and	 this	 meant	 that	 one	 carried	 a	 flight

engineer	to	look	after	most	of	them,	just	leaving	the	pilot	to	his	essential	instruments.	We

then	had	Rolls	Royce	Merlin	engines	and	they	suffered	all	types	of	coolant	leaks;	later	we

were	to	have	Bristol	Hercules	radial	engines	and	these	were	to	transform	the	Halifax	into	a

fine	aeroplane.	I	treasure	my	painting	of	a	Halifax	Mark	Ill,	signed	for	me	very	kindly	by

the	 late	 Sir	 Frederick	 Handley-Page.	 I	 often	 used	 to	 go	 to	 Radlett	 aerodrome	 where

Handley-Page	 Halifaxes	 were	 collected	 and	 flown	 to	 operational	 squadrons	 and	 I	 found

Sir	Frederick	a	kind	and	charming	man.	I	certainly	had	faith	in	his	aeroplane. 

‘On	 22	 December	 I	 was	 posted	 to	 76	 Squadron,	 Middleton	 St.	 George.	 It	 felt	 queer

returning	 to	 the	 station.	 The	 command	 of	 the	 squadron	 had	 been	 given	 to	 Wing

Commander	 David	 Young,	 DSO	 DFC	 AFC	 and	 I	 was	 to	 meet	 him	 for	 the	 first	 time.	 What	 an

incredible	 person	 he	 was	 -	 tall,	 good-looking,	 with	 iron-grey	 hair,	 a	 devout	 Catholic,	 an

experienced	 pilot	 with	 already	 3,000	 hours	 mainly	 in	 civil	 flying	 behind	 him.	 A	 man	 of

extreme	courage	and	a	true	‘commander’.	He	oozed	authority	and	the	impact	he	made	on

the	squadron	and	the	station	was	electric	-	here	was	a	man	who	could	be	depended	upon. 

Our	 Station	 Commander	 was	 a	 lovable	 man	 -	 Group	 Captain	 Tommy	 Traill	 -	 later	 to

achieve	fame	in	2nd	TAF	as	Air	Marshal)	and	he	and	David	Young	got	on	well	together. 

‘In	 mid-December	 I	 suddenly	 heard	 that	 I	 was	 to	 be	 commissioned	 (on	 Squadron

Leader	 Mercer’s	 recommendation)	 and	 off	 I	 dashed	 to	 see	 Moss	 Bros	 in	 London	 to	 get

kitted	 out.	 They	 had	 such	 a	 choice	 of	 sizes	 that	 I	 had	 no	 difficulty	 in	 being	 fitted	 from

stock	and	back	and	I	went	to	Middleton	St.	George	feeling	very	proud.	That	day	one	of	the

Halifax	 crews	 was	 executing	 a	 rate	 four	 turn	 on	 take-off	 (exhibitionism	 and	 very

dangerous)	 when	 the	 wingtip	 touched	 the	 ground	 and	 the	 Halifax	 cart-wheeled	 and

exploded.	A	number	of	us	rushed	to	the	scene	to	give	assistance	but	the	heat	of	the	blaze

repelled	us	and	we	could	only	stand	and	watch	seven	men	incinerated.	I	shall	never	forget

the	 sight	 of	 the	 second	 pilot	 trying	 to	 hack	 his	 way	 feverishly	 out	 of	 the	 cabin	 but	 he

screamed	as	the	blaze	overcame	him	and	he	perished.	I	felt	slightly	sick,	but	in	other	ways

I	 had	 become	 callous	 at	 the	 sight	 of	 death	 and	 although	 that	 face	 haunted	 me	 for	 days	 I

soon	forgot	the	incident. 

‘However,	 what	 I	 didn’t	 forget	 was	 Group	 Captain	 Tommy	 Traill’s	 request	 to	 me	 to

meet	the	parents	at	Darlington	Station	and	accompany	them	to	the	funeral.	This	was	my

first	job	as	an	officer	and	I	was	nervous	as	to	whether	I	would	do	it	well.	I	met	the	parents

off	the	train	at	Darlington,	together	with	the	fiancée	of	the	dead	pilot	who	was	carrying	a

large	parcel	under	her	arm	and	escorted	them	to	the	aerodrome.	The	young	girl	asked	me

whether	she	could	put	her	wedding-dress	in	the	coffin	and	she	particularly	wanted	to	do	it

personally.	I	told	her	it	was	best	to	remember	him	as	he	was	and	not	to	look	at	the	ghastly

mess	in	the	coffin	but	she	insisted	and	was	crying	desperately.	It	was	a	harrowing	sight	-

this	 girl	 sobbing	 her	 heart	 out	 -	 I	 felt	 quite	 helpless	 and	 on	 the	 verge	 of	 tears	 myself.	 I

knew	that	there	were	only	sandbags	(as	makeweight)	and	charred	flesh	in	the	coffin	and	I

simply	didn’t	know	how	to	dissuade	her.	I	eventually	asked	the	station	padre	to	come	to

my	aid	and	he	finally	managed	to	quieten	her	and	persuade	her	to	let	us	do	it.	I	gave	the

three	 of	 them	 lunch	 and	 after	 about	 four	 hours	 of	 tears	 I	 took	 them	 back	 to	 Darlington

Station	 and	 saw	 them	 off.	 The	 father	 said	 to	 me:	 ‘Thank	 you	 for	 your	 kindness;	 if	 the

circumstances	were	not	so	tragic,	we	could	almost	have	enjoyed	ourselves.’	So	I	felt	I	had

done	the	job	adequately	and	that	my	attempts	at	humour	had	not	been	in	vain. 

‘I	had	the	greatest	respect	for	the	RAF	Meteorological	branch	-	they	had	an	exceedingly

difficult	task,	not	only	on	operational	squadrons	but	on	Conversion	units	also.	It	was	their

task	 to	 try	 and	 forecast	 the	 weather	 conditions	 over	 England	 and	 as	 far	 away	 as

Czechoslovakia	 with	 as	 much	 accuracy	 as	 possible.	 Some	 ops	 lasted	 ten	 hours	 or	 more

and,	needless	to	say,	our	English	weather	could	change	completely	in	four	hours,	let	alone

ten.	I	well	remember	one	night	in	1941	the	weather	over	England	changing	so	quickly	that

although	we	left	in	clear	starlit	skies	and	a	strongly	easterly	wind,	on	our	return	some	eight

hours	 later,	 the	 whole	 of	 Yorkshire,	 Lincolnshire	 and	 Norfolk	 was	 blanketed	 with	 thick

fog.	 The	 petrol	 carried	 did	 not	 permit	 a	 diversion	 to	 Prestwick	 or	 Devon,	 so	 thirty

Whitleys	bailed	out	their	crews	over	Yorkshire,	the	aircraft	being	all	completely	destroyed

yet	 not	 one	 member	 of	 150	 aircrew	 was	 killed	 or	 even	 injured.	 In	 later	 years	 we	 had

emergency	runways	2½	miles	long	at	Manston,	Carnaby	and	Woodbridge	and	these	were

fitted	with	‘FIDO’	fog	dispersal	equipment.	These	consisted	of	dozens	of	petrol	lamps	on

each	 side	 of	 the	 runway	 which,	 when	 lit,	 cleared	 a	 path	 through	 the	 fog.	 This	 saved

countless	bombers	in	1943-1945. 

‘We	had	a	young	Met	officer	at	Rufforth,	ginger-haired	and	nervous	and	I	tried	hard	for

several	 weeks	 to	 get	 him	 to	 fly	 with	 me.	 He	 was	 frightened	 of	 flying	 but	 I	 eventually

persuaded	him	one	fine	June	evening	to	come	on	a	short	flip	round	York.	I	went	out	to	my

Halifax	 and	 only	 took	 a	 flight	 engineer	 and	 this	 Met	 officer	 with	 me.	 When	 we	 got

airborne	I	circled	York	Minster	at	850	feet	and	let	him	look	around	at	the	landmarks	and

whilst	 his	 attention	 was	 focussed	 elsewhere	 I	 quickly	 stopped	 the	 two	 starboard	 engines

and	 ‘feathered’	 the	 airscrews.	 The	 Met	 Officer	 suddenly	 noticed	 the	 two	 engines	 had

stopped	and	was	quite	panic-stricken	and	kept	pointing	at	them	and	saying	-	‘Are	we	all

right?’

‘It	 was	 naughty	 of	 me	 but	 I	 was	 very	 school	 boyish	 and	 my	 practical	 joke	 nearly

misfired	because	as	I	approached	to	land	on	two	engines,	the	port	wing	suddenly	caught

fire	at	400	feet	for	no	apparent	reason!!	This	left	me	with	one	engine	only	and	I	had	to	do

a	 glide	 approach	 and	 landing.	 I	 pressed	 the	 Graviner	 fire	 extinguisher	 as	 soon	 as	 we

touched	down	and	the	fire	immediately	subsided.	Needless	to	say,	the	Met	Officer’s	flight

baptism	was	the	first	and	last	time	he	ever	got	airborne! 

‘We	 had	 a	 visit	 of	 six	 Russian	 officers	 who	 had	 distinguished	 themselves	 in	 the	 early

campaign	against	Germany.	I	was	to	act	as	host	to	a	Major	Svetsov	and	I	found	him	a	very

likable	man.	He	actually	played	snooker	and	such	was	my	knowledge	of	Russians	that	I

thought	 they’d	 never	 heard	 of	 the	 game!	 The	 Officers	 Mess	 food	 was	 luxurious	 and	 the

Russians	 fed	 like	 fighting	 cocks	 but	 beneath	 it	 all	 they	 were	 accusing	 us	 of	 stuffing

ourselves	while	people	in	Russia	were	starving.	Had	we	known	it	we	would	have	fed	them

on	corned	beef	and	stewed	prunes	but	I	doubt	if	this	would	have	convinced	them!	For	four

days	 we	 were	 blanketed	 with	 fog	 and	 they	 kept	 asking	 us	 why	 we	 weren’t	 attacking	 the

Hun.	When	we	explained	that	none	of	our	aircraft	could	land	back	at	base	they	scoffed	and

said	that	if	we	lost	the	whole	squadron	what	did	it	matter?	It	was	attacking	the	Hun	that

was	most	important.	I	was	quite	relieved	when	they	departed	and	I	was	again	able	to	sit

down	to	roast	duck	without	a	guilt	complex. 

‘We	 then	 had	 a	 very	 unexpected	 visit	 from	 the	 Duke	 of	 Kent.	 I	 was	 asked	 by	 Group

Captain	Traill	to	assemble	all	the	available	crews	down	at	the	locker	room.	Practically	the

whole	 squadron	 were	 doing	 a	 daylight	 raid	 on	 Brest	 and	 I	 wasn’t	 included	 as	 I	 hadn’t

enough	 experience	 of	 formation	 flying.	 I	 was	 introduced	 to	 the	 Duke	 who	 was	 most

charming	 and	 promptly	 asked	 me	 whether	 I	 used	 brakes	 on	 take-off	 to	 correct	 swing!	 I

thought	 to	 myself	 ‘What	 a	 clever	 question’	 but	 decided	 on	 reflection	 that	 he’d	 probably

been	briefed	on	the	sort	of	question	to	ask!	I	then	had	lunch	with	him	and	Group	Captain

Traill,	which	was	a	great	honour	and	afterwards	we	stood	round	the	anteroom	fire	telling

stories	 until	 it	 was	 time	 for	 him	 to	 leave.	 Poor	 man,	 he	 was	 killed	 soon	 afterwards	 as	 a

passenger	 in	 a	 Sunderland	 when	 the	 aircraft	 flew	 into	 a	 Scottish	 mountainside.	 A	 tragic

loss	of	a	fine	man! 

‘During	the	few	days	before	Christmas	1941	our	Intelligence	service	reported	that	the

cruisers	 Scharnhorst	and	 Gneisenau	were	likely	to	make	a	dash	for	it	through	the	English

Channel	and	all	crews	were	ordered	to	stay	in	the	locker	room	in	full	flying	kit.	This	scare

lasted	over	Christmas	and	we	none	of	us	had	any	Christmas	dinner. 

‘My	 first	 operation	 as	 a	 Halifax	 captain	 was	 not	 until	 11	 February	 and	 the	 target	 was

Mannheim.	 Again	 this	 was	 a	 deep	 penetration	 and	 I	 wasn’t	 awfully	 bucked	 at	 the	 idea, 

particularly	when	at	briefing	they	warned	us	that	Mannheim	was	very	heavily	defended.	It

was	bitterly	cold	that	night	and	I	knew	we	were	in	for	a	cold	trip.	I	felt	the	security	of	four

engines	 but	 looking	 out	 at	 the	 exhaust	 flames	 was	 somewhat	 shattering	 after	 the	 old

Whitleys	 -	 and	 it	 all	 seemed	 so	 much	 bigger.	 After	 crossing	 the	 enemy	 coast	 we	 had	 an

uneventful	 trip	 down	 south	 and	 it	 was	 a	 glorious	 starry	 night	 so	 Tim	 Collins	 had	 a	 nice

easy	piece	of	navigation,	only	having	to	check	by	map-reading	occasionally. 

‘I	 was	 following	 Mercer’s	 advice	 and	 was	 weaving	 all	 the	 time	 and	 throttling	 the

engines	out	of	phase	to	confuse	the	enemy	radar.	We	could	see	the	reception	committee	at

Mannheim	 quite	 clearly	 and	 it	 looked	 most	 unhealthy.	 On	 our	 bombing	 run	 we	 were	 hit

quite	badly	by	flak	and	my	port	outer	engine	must	have	had	a	piece	of	shrapnel	through	an

oil	 pipe	 for	 the	 oil	 pressure	 began	 to	 fall	 off	 alarmingly.	 Tim	 was	 busy	 with	 the	 Sperry

bombsight	 but	 I	 was	 madly	 trying	 to	 keep	 a	 straight	 course	 and	 deal	 with	 the	 failing

engine.	I	was	forced	to	feather	the	airscrew	and	thought	to	myself,	‘Oh	God,	we’re	only	on

three	engines	now.’	God	forbid	a	fighter	attack	or	more	flak,	because	I	was	going	to	have

to	 nurse	 back	 the	 Halifax	 on	 three	 engines	 for	 a	 very	 long	 way.	 We	 bombed	 very

accurately	in	the	centre	of	the	town	where	all	the	fires	were	and	immediately	turned	round

and	set	course	for	home.	I	was	making	about	150	mph	on	three	engines	and	as	luck	would

have	it	there	was	a	dense	layer	of	cloud	at	13,000	feet	so	I	simply	sat	on	top	of	the	cloud

layer	and	put	‘George’	the	automatic	pilot,	in.	My	rear	gunner	reported	a	Junkers	88	night

fighter	 on	 the	 starboard	 quarter	 but	 he	 didn’t	 see	 us	 and	 sheared	 off	 after	 about	 half	 a

minute.	 I	 sighed	 deeply	 after	 the	 awful	 silence	 and	 felt	 so	 relieved	 that	 we’d	 not	 been

spotted.	Flying	above	a	cloud	layer	was	pretty	safe	as	I’ve	said	before,	but	it	meant	that

anyone	 flying	 above	 would	 spot	 us	 easily.	 Clouds	 were	 strange	 things	 but	 terribly

beautiful	 on	 a	 moonlight	 night,	 especially	 the	 towering	 cumulonimbus.	 The	 strato-

cumulus	was	like	a	layer	of	cotton	wool	and	one	could	even	practise	landing	on	the	layer! 

My	flight	engineer	was	watching	the	dials	like	a	hawk	and	I	kept	on	checking	the	petrol

consumption	 with	 him	 but	 it	 appears	 that	 on	 three	 engines	 one	 used	 less	 petrol,	 even

though	 the	 good	 engines	 were	 revving	 slightly	 higher.	 We	 re-crossed	 the	 enemy	 coast	 at

the	 favourite	 spot	 and	 were	 shot	 at	 badly,	 but	 soon	 dived	 down	 over	 the	 North	 Sea	 and

made	for	home.	The	trip	lasted	seven	hours	thirty-five	minutes	and	we	were	all	quite	tired

and	ready	for	bed.	This	was	my	fourteenth	trip	and	I	started	cutting	notches	on	my	locker

door-	 the	 fitters	 and	 airframe	 mechanics	 used	 to	 paint	 one	 small	 bomb	 below	 the	 pilot’s

side	window	for	every	trip	completed	in	the	aircraft.	One	began	to	start	counting	now	how

many	more	trips	before	being	‘screened’	(finishing	thirty	trips). 

‘Two	days	later	we	attacked	Cologne	and	again	had	a	fairly	uneventful	trip	apart	from

the	 rough	 handling	 over	 the	 Ruhr.	 An	 amusing	 thing	 happened	 coming	 back	 -	 I	 let	 the

second	 pilot,	 Sergeant	 Morris,	 fly	 the	 best	 part	 of	 the	 return	 journey	 and	 whilst	 we

changed	seats	I	asked	him	not	to	be	so	clumsy.	His	great	bum	had	knocked	the	throttles	all

over	the	shop	and	let	the	flaps	partly	down!	Anyway	we	changed	seats	and	I	was	keeping

a	look	out	for	night	fighters	when	after	about	ten	minutes	I	suddenly	saw	a	green	light	on

our	starboard	side.	It	eventually	struck	me	that	all	our	navigation	lights	were	on	-	Sergeant

Morris	had	been	so	clumsy	climbing	into	the	seat	that	his	leg	had	accidentally	knocked	the

navigation	light	switch.	To	think	that	for	ten	minutes	our	navigation	lights	were	on!	…	We

were	 literally	 advertising	 our	 presence	 to	 night	 fighters.	 It	 was	 now	 my	 turn	 to	 show

Morris	 how	 to	 avoid	 flak	 and	 I	 taught	 him	 as	 Mercer	 and	 Cheshire	 had	 taught	 me.	 We

crossed	 the	 enemy	 coast	 in	 Holland	 as	 arranged	 and	 the	 flak	 was	 not	 very	 severe	 -	 the

whole	trip	lasted	six	hours. 

‘We	 were	 suddenly	 all	 assembled	 next	 day	 for	 a	 talk	 on	 security	 by	 Group	 Captain

Traill	and	he	impressed	upon	us	that	no	information	should	be	given	away	either	by	letter

or	 verbally.	 He	 then	 proceeded	 to	 read	 extracts	 from	 our	 letters	 home	 and	 I	 felt	 most

embarrassed	when	part	of	a	letter	of	mine	was	read	out.	I’d	written	to	my	mother	telling

her	 that	 on	 my	 first	 trip	 in	 a	 Halifax	 I	 had	 returned	 from	 Mannheim	 on	 three	 engines.	 I

couldn’t	see	any	harm	in	this	but	we	were	made	to	understand	that	no	information	should

be	given	away	at	all.	Telephone	lines	were	tapped,	letters	were	opened,	conversations	were

listened	to	-	all	in	an	endeavour	to	stop	leakages	of	information	to	the	enemy.	It	was	a	well

known	fact	that	at	a	restaurant	called	‘Betty’s	Bar’	in	York	and	at	the	‘Half	Moon’	pub	one

could	learn	the	‘Target	for	Tonight’	at	ten	o’	clock	in	the	morning	of	the	operation!	That

was	why	on	occasions	both	establishments	were	put	out	of	bounds	to	all	ranks. 

‘It	 was	 during	 this	 month	 that	 the	 German	 battle-cruisers	 made	 their	 dash	 up	 the

Channel	and	on	the	morning	of	their	escape,	during	lunch	in	the	mess,	we	were	suddenly

rushed	 out	 to	 our	 aeroplanes.	 Armourers	 were	 busy	 bombing	 up	 with	 armour-piercing

bombs	 and	 they’d	 hardly	 finished	 when	 we	 were	 off.	 There	 was	 no	 briefing	 -	 our

instructions	were	simply	to	find	the	ships	and	bomb	them.	The	weather	was	foul	over	the

Channel	and	the	cloud	base	was	about	1,200	feet,	but	we	started	a	square	search	out	in	the

murk	 in	 the	 hope	 that	 we’d	 locate	 them.	 We	 carried	 on	 up	 and	 down,	 until	 our	 petrol

supply	ran	out	but	we	never	saw	anything	of	them.	In	fact	for	four	hours	we	scanned	the

Channel	 for	 ships	 and	 never	 even	 saw	 another	 aeroplane	 or	 even	 a	 seagull.	 And	 yet

somewhere	in	the	murk	a	squadron	of	Swordfish	perished	one	by	one	in	suicidal	torpedo

attacks	-	and	we	never	saw	a	living	soul. 

‘On	 21	 February	 we	 were	 briefed	 for	 a	 dawn	 attack	 on	 Lister	 aerodrome	 in	 Norway. 

This	 was	 the	 aerodrome	 from	 which	 the	 Huns	 provided	 air	 cover	 for	 their	 ships.	 It	 was

snowing	 hard	 on	 take-off	 and	 we	 flew	 through	 severe	 icing	 till	 our	 ceiling	 of	 9,000	 feet

and	set	course	for	Norway.	What	happened	I	shall	never	know,	because	we	were	recalled

when	halfway	across	the	North	Sea	and	the	whole	trip	was	abandoned.	Whether	the	ships

had	sailed	further	north,	or	what,	God	above	knew.	I	very	nearly	crashed	on	return	from

this	trip;	when	I	circled	the	aerodrome	in	the	early	dawn	it	was	completely	snow-covered

and	 one	 had	 great	 difficulty	 in	 even	 spotting	 the	 runway.	 I	 made	 my	 approach	 in	 the

normal	way	and	then	started	to	hold	off	for	a	landing	and	simply	stalled!	It	was	so	tricky

landing	 on	 a	 blanket	 of	 snow	 that	 I	 was	 attempting	 to	 land	 some	 eighty	 feet	 above	 the

runway.	I	banged	the	throttles	open	to	go	round	again	but	I	hit	the	runway	very	hard	and

ballooned	fifty	feet	in	the	air.	I	eventually	came	to	rest	after	one	of	the	worst	landings	I’ve

ever	made.	That	taught	me	to	be	careful	about	snow. 

‘We	 had	 a	 pilot	 in	 the	 squadron	 named	 Flight	 Lieutenant	 Sam	 Weller	 who	 was

wonderful.	 He	 was	 short	 and	 thick-set	 and	 always	 wore	 a	 colossal	 grin.	 He	 had	 a

marvellous	sense	of	humour	and	even	though	things	may	have	been	hard,	Sam	was	always

laughing	 and	 joking.	 He	 had	 a	 habit	 (one	 I	 didn’t	 relish	 much)	 of	 saying	 at	 the	 ‘last

supper’:	 ‘I	 think	 you’re	 going	 to	 get	 the	 chop	 tonight,	 Mike.’	 He	 was	 an	 asset	 to	 the

squadron	and	although	I	don’t	think	he	was	fearless	he	certainly	never	gave	the	hint	that

he	was	anything	but.	One	night	he	had	an	entirely	new	crew	with	him	and	for	once	he	kept

a	straight	face	but	half-way	down	the	runway,	with	full	petrol	and	bomb	load,	he	suddenly

said	to	the	crew:	‘Do	I	push	the	stick	forward	or	back	to	take	off?’	The	second	pilot	looked

at	him	in	blank	amazement	and	wondered	what	sort	of	a	captain	he’d	got.	Nobody	knows

what	the	other	members	of	the	crew	thought,	but	I’ll	wager	they	wondered	who	was	at	the

controls!	The	more	hazardous	the	target	the	more	old	Sam	beamed	-	he	was	a	tonic	to	us

all.	I	believe	he	now	flies	for	Scandinavian	Air	Services. 

‘Wing	 Commander	 Young	 had	 a	 similarly	 fearless	 outlook	 although	 he	 hadn’t	 Sam

Weller’s	sense	of	fun	-	he	was	after	all	a	commander	and	had	to	set	an	example,	so	it	was

different.	 But	 Young	 was	 a	 brave	 man	 -	 I	 remember	 when	 he	 led	 the	 squadron	 on	 a

daylight	raid	on	the	German	battle-cruisers	at	Brest.	Most	of	the	Stirling	Squadron	which

could	only	climb	to	11,000	feet	was	shot	down	by	heavy	and	accurate	flak	and	even	the

Halifaxes	 at	 16,000	 feet	 were	 slowly	 being	 decimated	 by	 the	 dense	 flak.	 Wing

Commander	Young	was	determined	not	to	be	put	off	by	the	frightening	sight	of	the	flak

barrage,	so	he	simply	lowered	his	seat	in	order	not	to	be	able	to	see	out	of	the	windows! 

He	made	his	bombing	run	on	instruments	with	the	rest	of	the	formation	clinging	close	and

on	instructions	of	the	bomb-aimer.	He	claims	this	was	not	bravery,	but	a	combination	of

Catholic	faith	and	cold	calculated	flying!	He	was	awarded	the	DFC	for	this	raid	and,	we

all	thought,	deservedly. 

‘It	was	about	this	time	that	I	had	a	slight	difference	of	opinion	with	Wing	Commander

Young.	My	particular	Halifax	at	the	time,	unlike	any	others	I	had	flown,	tended	to	swing

to	port	on	take-off	and	I	was	sure	it	wasn’t	‘pilot	error’.	(I	had	had	one	narrow	escape	with

two	4,000	lb	bombs	on	board,	when	I	only	just	cleared	the	water	tower	at	the	far	end	of	the

runway;	I	had	to	use	all	the	power	on	the	port	side	to	correct	the	swing	and	even	brakes, 

but	 to	 no	 avail	 and	 I	 hauled	 the	 Halifax	 off	 the	 end	 of	 the	 runway	 at	 a	 mere	 90	 mph.)	 I

reported	this	to	Wing	Commander	Young	who	was	adamant	that	it	was	the	pilot	and	not

the	aeroplane!	I	even	argued	with	him,	which	was	silly	as	he	quite	rightly	lost	his	temper

with	me. 

‘However,	one	night	I	was	stood	down	for	some	reason	and	another	pilot	and	crew	were

to	 use	 my	 Halifax	 ‘L	 for	 London’.	 I	 warned	 the	 pilot	 of	 what	 to	 expect	 and	 instead	 of

going	to	bed	I	went	along	at	1.15	am	to	watch	the	squadron	takeoff,	out	of	sheer	curiosity. 

It	 was	 cold	 and	 I	 was	 standing	 at	 the	 end	 of	 the	 runway	 watching	 Halifax	 after	 Halifax

take	off	with	full	bomb	loads.	Eventually	‘L	for	London’	lined	up	and	I	watched	intently

as	the	aeroplane	began	to	lumber	down	the	runway.	I	could	hear	the	hiss	of	air	as	brakes

were	 applied	 and	 twice	 the	 Halifax	 veered	 left	 off	 the	 runway	 on	 to	 the	 grass	 and	 back. 

The	pilot	was	evidently	in	difficulty	and	at	the	far	end	of	the	runway	there	was	an	awful

bang	 and	 the	 Halifax	 seemed	 to	 haul	 itself	 off	 the	 ground,	 its	 engines	 thundering	 and

sparks	 flying	 from	 it.	 Miraculously	 it	 gained	 height	 and	 slowly	 circled	 the	 aerodrome	 at

100	feet	making	an	eerie	roar.	I	didn’t	wait	a	moment	but	grabbed	a	car	and	raced	round

the	perimeter	track	to	the	far	end	of	the	take-off	runway.	There	was	confusion	and	panic	at

a	dispersal	point	where	my	‘L	for	London’	had	crashed	through	a	metal	gantry,	shattered	a

ground	 crew	 hut	 and	 shed	 its	 undercarriage	 by	 a	 hedgerow!	 We	 got	 some	 torches	 and

followed	the	path	of	the	Halifax	across	a	ploughed	field	where	we	found	parts	of	the	metal

airscrews	 (8	 inches	 long	 and	 at	 least	 a	 dozen	 from	 the	 four-bladed	 tips).	 We	 also	 found

undercarriage	 nacelle	 doors	 and	 sundry	 other	 pieces	 of	 the	 aircraft	 and	 incredulously

stared	 up	 at	 my	 Halifax	 which	 was	 still	 circuiting	 at	 a	 low	 height.	 I	 hurried	 back	 to	 the

control	Tower	to	hear	the	R/T	conversation	between	the	pilot	and	the	controller.	The	pilot

was	 reporting	 colossal	 vibration	 (little	 wonder,	 since	 all	 his	 airscrews	 were	 unbalanced

having	 had	 eight	 inches	 ripped	 off	 the	 blades!)	 and	 difficulty	 in	 climbing	 and	 he	 was

asking	for	instructions	as	he	had	a	full	bomb-load	on	board. 

‘Wing	Commander	Young	remained	calm	and	had	sized	up	the	situation	after	hearing	of

what	we	had	found	at	the	end	of	the	runway.	He	instructed	the	pilot	to	jettison	his	bombs

off	the	coast	at	Bridlington,	then	to	fly	inland,	turn	back	towards	the	sea,	set	the	automatic

pilot	 on	 an	 easterly	 course	 and	 bail	 out	 the	 crew.	 This	 was	 a	 wise	 decision	 for	 a	 belly

landing	would	have	been	hazardous	in	view	of	the	power	needed	to	keep	the	Halifax	even

airborne.	It	was	now	2.30	am	and	the	pilot,	who	was	unsure	of	the	extent	of	damage	to	his

aircraft,	obeyed	the	instructions	and	finally	bailed	out	his	crew,	who	landed	safely	around

the	 Yorkshire	 Wolds.	 The	 Halifax	 we	 presumed	 droned	 on	 across	 the	 North	 Sea	 with

‘George’	at	the	controls	until	it	ran	out	of	petrol	and	crashed	into	the	sea. 

‘Bomber	 Command	 now	 had	 a	 brainwave.	 They	 decided	 that	 a	 daylight	 raid	 on

Germany	 would	 be	 possible	 if	 there	 was	 broken	 cloud	 all	 the	 way	 to	 the	 target,	 their

theory	 being	 that	 the	 Halifax	 could	 hop	 from	 cloud	 to	 cloud	 and	 that	 way	 dodge	 the

fighters.	 The	 Squadron	 Commander	 picked	 me	 and	 Pete	 Warner	 for	 this	 experiment,	 on

instructions	from	Bomber	Harris	to	our	AOC	and	we	were	duly	told	to	stand	by.	Pete	was

a	great	friend	of	mine;	he	had	the	nicest	personality	-	I	was	very	fond	of	him	and	we	later

had	lots	of	fun	together.	(He	was	tragically	shot	down	by	one	of	our	own	Mosquitoes	in

Egypt.)	Pete	and	I	couldn’t	believe	that	anyone	could	be	so	stupid	as	to	go	through	with

this	 farce.	 I	 couldn’t	 sleep	 at	 night	 from	 sheer	 terror	 and	 I	 hastily	 wrote	 a	 letter	 saying

goodbye	to	my	mother	which	I	sealed	and	handed	to	the	Station	Padre	(‘Holey	Coley’). 

‘The	 next	 morning	 we	 were	 warned	 to	 stand	 up	 for	 a	 2	 pm	 take-off	 for	 Essen	 in	 the

Ruhr.	I	was	absolutely	petrified,	couldn’t	eat	lunch	and	when	I	looked	at	Peter	Warner	his

face	 expressed	 my	 own	 feelings.	 We	 were	 to	 die	 in	 roughly	 three	 hours.	 Our	 only	 hope

was	 a	 Mosquito	 Photographic	 Reconnaissance	 which	 was	 in	 process	 of	 going	 over	 our

route	to	establish	the	amount	of	cloud	-	we	were	to	await	his	return	before	any	decision

was	made.	We	sat	like	condemned	men	waiting	the	electric	chair	and	a	quarter	of	an	hour

seemed	 an	 eternity.	 We	 attended	 a	 briefing,	 just	 the	 two	 of	 us.	 Everyone	 was	 most

sympathetic	but	so	far	no	news. 

‘At	 the	 eleventh	 hour	 the	 Mosquito	 returned	 with	 the	 information	 that	 there	 was	 no

cloud	 after	 the	 Dutch	 coast	 so	 our	 operation	 was	 cancelled	 for	 the	 day.	 We	 never	 heard

anything	more	about	this	scatterbrained	plan	and	I	can	only	assume	that	Wing	Commander

Young	 must	 have	 convinced	 Group	 Headquarters	 of	 the	 impossibility	 of	 the	 task.	 I	 felt

honoured	to	have	been	picked	with	Pete	Warner	out	of	the	whole	of	Command	but	I	was

more	than	grateful	at	our	reprieve.	I	promptly	went	and	ate	a	huge	lunch	and	so	did	Pete

Warner.	Afterwards	we	played	table	tennis	to	release	our	pent-up	feelings. 

‘During	early	March	we	heard	a	rumour	that	we	were	to	attack	the	German	battleship

 Tirpitz,	 which	 was	 lying	 heavily	 camouflaged	 at	 Aasen	 Fjord	 near	 Trondheim.	 The	 plan

was	 for	 two	 squadrons	 to	 attack	 the	  Tirpitz;	 one	 squadron	 (ours)	 was	 to	 drop	 4,000	 lb

bombs	to	try	and	put	off	the	gunners	and	the	shore	batteries	and	the	other	squadron	was	to

go	in	at	mast	height	with	mines.	The	idea	was	to	fly	straight	at	the	ship	beamwards	and

drop	the	mines	against	the	side	of	the	mountain.	They	would	then	roll	down	the	slope	and

lodge	between	the	 Tirpitz	and	the	mountain	and	explode.	This	would	ensure	a	beautifully

restricted	explosion	which	would	blow	in	the	steel	panels	of	the	ship!	I’d	never	heard	such

rubbish	 and	 imagined	 some	 young	 statistician	 at	 Bomber	 Command	 sitting	 down	 and

working	out	this	insane	plan.	Nevertheless	it	was	carried	out. 

‘On	27	March	we	were	ordered	to	fly	to	the	advanced	base	at	Kinloss	where	I	had	done

my	Whitley	course.	That	afternoon	a	Mosquito	landed	at	Kinloss	with	photos	of	the	exact

position	of	the	 Tirpitz,	together	with	a	close-up	of	the	latest	camouflage.	These	photos	had

been	 taken	 by	 a	 Norwegian	 patriot	 at	 the	 risk	 of	 his	 life	 and	 rushed	 to	 Sweden	 where	 a

Mosquito	was	standing	by	to	fly	the	film	to	Northern	Scotland.	Such	was	the	excellence	of

our	Intelligence	Service.	The	weather	report	was	good,	with	slight	sea	fog	at	the	target,	so

we	were	briefed,	bombed	up	and	fed.	The	Halifax	was	not	really	the	ideal	aircraft	to	carry

a	4,000lb	bomb	because	it	was	about	the	size	of	a	pillar	box	and	the	bomb	doors	wouldn’t

quite	close.	This	meant	that	there	was	a	good	deal	of	air	resistance	which	slowed	down	the

speed	of	the	aeroplane.	With	a	4,000	lb	bomb	on	board	we	couldn’t	take	a	full	petrol	load

either.	 Consequently	 the	 operation	 to	 Trondheim	 was	 stretching	 our	 endurance	 to

something	like	twenty	minutes	flying	in	hand.’

‘Within	a	few	days	of	the	attacks	on	Rostock	on	25/26	April	1942	Lancasters	on	44	and

97	 Squadrons	 had	 deployed	 to	 Lossiemouth	 in	 Scotland	 when	 the	 10,000-ton	 heavy

cruiser	 Prinz	Eugen,	joined	the	 Tirpitz	in	Trondheim	Fjord,	to	take	part	in	two	attempts	to

sink	 the	 German	 battleship.	 Both	 were	 attacked	 on	 two	 successive	 low-level	 attacks	 at

night	on	the	night	of	28/29	April	when	a	total	of	23	Lancaster	and	54	Halifax	sorties	were

flown	against	the	 Tirpitz	but	a	smoke	screen	frustrated	this	attempt	though	these	resulted

in	 unconfirmed	 hits	 on	 the	 battleship.	 Six	 Halifaxes	 and	 one	 Lancaster	 were	 lost	 on	 the

two	raids.47

‘We	took	off	about	10	pm	in	failing	light	and	set	course	for	Norway,	which	meant	about

four	hours	flying	across	the	North	Sea.	We	saw	with	relief	about	four	destroyers	25,	50,	75

and	 100	 miles	 from	 base	 in	 a	 line	 to	 Norway	 and	 realised	 that	 they	 were	 there	 for	 our

benefit	 on	 return,	 in	 case	 anyone	 ran	 short	 of	 petrol.	 Whilst	 the	 North	 Sea	 crossing	 was

tedious	 at	 least	 we	 had	 no	 flak	 or	 fighters	 and	 all	 one	 needed	 to	 dwell	 on	 was	 the

forthcoming	 reception	 at	 Trondheim!	 We	 crossed	 the	 Norwegian	 coast	 and	 the	 scenery

looked	marvellous	from	the	air	since	it	was	never	really	dark. 

‘We	then	saw	the	most	colossal	barrage	ahead	from	the	 Tirpitz	and	it	seemed	as	if	every

gun	in	Norway	had	been	moved	to	Aasen	Fjord.	We	were	at	4,000	feet	and	at	this	height

there	was	a	very	slight	risk	that	we	might	be	hit	by	our	own	bomb	fragments	or	at	any	rate

we	 could	 feel	 the	 blast.	 We	 started	 our	 bombing	 run	 and	 we	 could	 see	 clearly	 the	 other

squadron	going	in	at	mast	height.	I	saw	a	Halifax	clearly	below	us	start	its	run	in	and	300

yards	from	the	 Tirpitz	it	caught	fire	and	exploded	on	the	hillside. 

‘We	could	see	the	 Tirpitz	faintly	in	the	light	from	the	blaze	and	Tim	started	to	ask	me	to

hold	 a	 steady	 course.	 It	 was	 not	 fear	 that	 prevented	 me,	 it	 was	 the	 sheer	 intensity	 of	 the

flak	-	I	just	couldn’t	hold	the	Halifax	steady	and	listened	to	the	flak	punching	holes	in	us. 

The	 first	 bombing	 run	 was	 hopeless	 because	 the	 Hun	 had	 started	 a	 smokescreen,	 the

 Tirpitz	had	now	disappeared	under	the	smoke	but	we	knew	near	enough	where	she	lay	and

I	 attempted	 to	 hold	 the	 Halifax	 steady	 for	 a	 moment,	 imploring	 Tim	 to	 drop	 the	 bomb. 

Tim’s	temper	was	raised	and	he	said:	‘I	haven’t	come	all	this	bloody	way	to	drop	the	bomb

haphazard	-	you	hold	a	steady	course	and	I’ll	let	it	go.’

‘Round	I	went	for	a	third	bombing	run,	frightened	to	death	and	not	at	all	anxious	to	be

shot	down	over	the	snow-covered	mountain.	Tim	said:	‘Hold	her	steady’	and	that	but	the

flak	was	murderous	and	I	could	hear	chunks	of	it	hitting	the	Halifax	again.	Just	then	I	saw

another	 low	 level	 Halifax	 hit	 and	 burn	 and	 crash	 in	 the	 valley	 below	 -	 a	 flaming	 torch

disintegrating	as	it	ploughed	its	way	on	its	belly.	Little	did	I	know	then	that	it	was	none

other	 than	 Wing	 Commander	 Don	 Bennett,	 the	 commander	 of	 the	 low-level	 squadron, 

later	to	become	Air-Vice	Marshal	Don	Bennett	in	charge	of	the	Pathfinder	Group.	(Later	I

learned	from	Don	Bennett	that	he	had	been	severely	hit	by	the	 Tirpitz	on	the	port	wing	and

had	 burst	 into	 flames	 instantly.	 He	 flew	 straight	 on	 and	 belly-landed	 on	 an	 ice	 covered

fjord,	which	accounted	for	my	grandstand	view	of	the	aircraft	disintegrating.	They	all	got

out	safely,	except	that	the	wireless	operator	had	a	broken	leg	and	contacted	a	Norwegian

woodsman	who	hid	them	and	later	escorted	them	over	the	border	into	Sweden.	They	were

then	interned	but	Bennett,	being	Bennett,	got	himself	back	in	the	bomb	bay	of	a	Mosquito

some	weeks	later.)	48

‘Still	I	couldn’t	fly	a	steady	course	and	again	Tim	refused	to	let	the	bomb	go,	so	round	I

went	for	a	fourth	time.	I	said	to	Tim:	‘I	have	only	petrol	for	one	more	run	so	it’s	got	to	go

this	time.’	I	tried	to	hold	the	Halifax	steady	but	the	flak	was	just	as	severe	as	before	and	I

knew	I	had	to	risk	being	shot	out	of	the	air	to	give	Tim	his	chance.	I	did	hold	her	steady

for	 twenty	 seconds	 which	 seemed	 like	 twenty	 years	 and	 I	 whooped	 for	 joy	 as	 I	 felt	 the

shock	of	the	bomb	released.	Tim	seemed	fairly	confident	that	we	dropped	our	bomb	in	the

centre	 of	 the	 smoke	 screen	 but	 all	 I	 was	 concerned	 with	 was	 getting	 out	 of	 that	 bloody

inferno	and	quickly! 

‘Tim	 Collins	 seemed	 to	 me	 to	 be	 quite	 fearless	 (I	 never	 felt	 I	 could	 ask	 him	 his	 true

feelings,	 although	 we	 were	 very	 close)	 and	 the	 way	 he	 calmly	 bombed	 the	  Tirpitz	 with

light	 flak	 being	 pumped	 straight	 up	 at	 him	 from	 the	 ground	 was	 nothing	 short	 of	 cool

headedness	 and	 unconcern	 at	 danger.	 How	 sad	 that	 so	 fine	 a	 man	 should	 die.	 After	 our

first	tour	of	operations	he	put	in	a	recommendation	to	Bomber	Command	for	a	different

plan	 and	 execution	 of	 bomber	 operations	 which	 was	 both	 logical	 and	 brilliant	 in

conception.	Needless	to	say,	Bomber	Command	regarded	a	humble	pilot	officer’s	ideas	as

illogical	and	impertinent	but	he	had	an	honours	degree	at	Oxford	and	was	no	fool	at	the

age	of	twenty-eight!	He	died	before	he	had	the	chance	to	prove	his	theory. 

‘We	set	course	for	home	and	I	began	to	work	out	with	the	flight	engineer	just	how	much

petrol	we	had	left.	A	quick	calculation	told	us	that	we	had	about	enough	to	make	the	coast

of	 Scotland!	 I	 immediately	 throttled	 back	 and	 set	 the	 revs	 as	 low	 as	 I	 could	 so	 that	 we

should	use	less	fuel	and	we	began	a	long	haul	back	across	the	North	Sea.	(I	began	to	bless

those	destroyers	that	we’d	seen	on	the	way	out).	We	crossed	the	Scottish	coast	with	all	the

petrol	tanks	showing	zero	and	I	put	down	at	the	first	aerodrome	I	saw	-	Lossiemouth.	At

de-briefing	we	learned	that	out	of	a	bomber	force	of	twenty-four,	seven	were	missing	and

three	others	were	down	in	the	sea,	so	that	attack	had	been	very	costly,	both	in	aircraft	and

crews.	 On	 the	 credit	 side	 we	 later	 learned	 that	 the	  Tirpitz	 was	 badly	 damaged,	 but

unfortunately	 we	 hadn’t	 put	 her	 out	 of	 action	 as	 she	 was	 soon	 repaired	 and	 seaworthy

again. 

‘Amongst	the	aircraft	shot	down	was	our	‘B’	Flight	Commander,	so	Hank	Iveson	was

made	 a	 squadron	 leader.	 I	 was	 shot	 straight	 from	 pilot	 officer	 to	 flight	 lieutenant	 and

appointed	 deputy	 flight	 commander.	 This	 was	 quite	 a	 jump	 for	 me,	 considering	 I’d	 only

been	commissioned	three	months,	but	life	was	like	that	and	promotion	in	war	was	largely

a	case	of	filling	dead	men’s	shoes.	It	was	also	a	question	of	experience	and	I	was	one	of

the	few	survivors	with	seventeen	operations	to	my	credit.	The	fact	that	I	was	only	twenty-

one	didn’t	seem	to	matter	very	much. 

‘We	returned	from	advanced	base	on	6	April.	It	was	good	to	be	back	at	Middleton	St. 

George	and	in	one’s	own	bed	again.	On	8	April	my	name	once	again	went	up	on	the	ops

board	and	the	target’	was	Hamburg	-	a	heavily	defended	port.	In	Hamburg	is	a	huge	lake

which	made	finding	the	city	an	easy	matter,	so,	typically	of	the	Germans,	they	covered	the

whole	lake	with	camouflage!	Our	bomb	load	was	two	4,000	lb	bombs	and	again	it	meant

going	with	the	bomb	doors	slightly	open.	We	had	a	fairly	easy	trip	past	the	Dutch	coast, 

from	 which	 point	 we	 could	 easily	 see	 Hamburg	 and	 its	 flak	 barrage	 and	 searchlight

concentration;	the	night	was	clear	starlight	but	cold	at	our	height	of	16,500	feet. 

‘We	 didn’t	 see	 any	 night	 fighters	 on	 this	 trip	 and	 bombed	 very	 accurately.	 The	 heavy

flak	was	most	unhealthy	and	we	were	hit	in	the	port	wing	and	fuselage	over	the	target.	I

could	feel	the	lurch	as	both	our	4,000	lb	bombs	were	let	go	but	it	was	difficult	for	anyone

but	the	bomb-aimer	to	see	where	they	fell.	From	my	seat	I	could	only	see	the	outskirts	of

the	 town	 and	 not	 much	 of	 the	 incendiary	 fires	 underneath	 me,	 but	 I	 had	 other	 things	 to

think	about	-	getting	clear	of	the	target	area	was	one.	I	let	Sergeant	West	fly	the	aeroplane

back,	 even	 to	 crossing	 the	 Dutch	 coast	 and	 the	 defences	 and	 it	 was	 good	 experience	 for

him. 

‘The	next	day	I	was	called	to	Group	Captain	Traill’s	office	and	I	wondered	what	I	had

done	 wrong.	 He	 introduced	 me	 to	 a	 gentleman	 named	 Air	 Commodore	 Hoskinson	 who

was	 completely	 blind.	 (He	 was	 blinded	 at	 his	 front	 door	 watching	 a	 London	 air	 raid.)

Hoskinson	had	concocted	the	filling	for	a	special	8,000lb	bomb	and	he	asked	me	if	I	was

prepared	to	take	it	to	Essen	for	him	and	watch	the	explosion.	If	Essen	was	cloud	covered	I

was	to	take	the	bomb	to	Duisburg	but	on	no	account	was	I	to	drop	the	bomb	unless	I	could

definitely	see	the	explosion. 

‘This	 was	 the	 first	 8,000	 lb	 bomb	 ever	 to	 be	 dropped	 over	 Germany	 and	 I	 felt	 highly

honoured	to	be	the	one	pilot	in	Bomber	Command	picked	for	the	job.	The	10th	April	was

the	 night	 picked	 for	 me.	 I	 attended	 briefing	 in	 the	 normal	 way	 and	 rehearsed	 all	 the

instructions	given	in	Traill’s	office.	I	went	out	to	my	Halifax	to	see	this	huge	bomb	strung

up	 in	 the	 bomb	 bay	 and	 it	 was	 frighteningly	 big!	 It	 resembled	 two	 pillar	 boxes	 stuck

together,	so	of	course,	the	bomb	doors	were	fully	open	and	I	didn’t	relish	taking	off	at	all. 

‘The	time	drew	near	for	take-off	and	I	began	to	have	qualms	about	the	ability	to	get	the

Halifax	 into	 the	 air	 and	 sure	 enough	 when	 I	 got	 the	 green	 Aldis	 lamp	 from	 the	 control

tower	and	I	started	to	trundle	down	the	main	runway	I	realised	I	was	over-loaded.	I	used

the	emergency	boost	(two	minutes	only	at	Maximum	revs)	and	used	the	whole	2,000	yards

of	the	runway	before	I	hauled	the	Halifax	in	the	air	and	then	I	was	only	clinging	by	my

airscrews	to	the	night	air.	Once	I’d	climbed	up	to	1,000	feet	I	shut	off	the	emergency	boost

and	to	 my	 horror	I	 couldn’t	 maintain	height.	 I	 was	 really	scared	 now	 and	had	 to	 use	 the

emergency	boost	again	for	about	an	hour	to	get	up	to	a	miserable	8,000	feet	-	I	thought	the

engines	 were	 about	 to	 seize	 up	 and	 I	 knew	 that	 they	 couldn’t	 stand	 very	 much	 more

thrashing.	I	crossed	the	enemy	coast	at	8,000	feet	still	desperately	trying	to	gain	height	but

by	now	I	had	used	so	much	fuel	and	was	that	much	lighter,	that	I	began,	very	slowly,	to

climb	again. 

‘What	if	a	night	fighter	chased	us?	I	had	promised	not	to	jettison	the	bomb	but	I	had	my

doubts	 whether	 I	 could	 stand	 up	 to	 attack	 in	 my	 pregnant	 condition.	 As	 we	 approached

Essen	 I	 had	 staggered	 up	 to	 11,000	 feet	 and	 that	 was	 as	 high	 as	 I	 could	 go,	 so	 we

immediately	 got	 coned	 in	 searchlights	 and	 came	 under	 very	 heavy	 fire	 not	 only	 from

heavy	flak	but	from	the	light	flak	as	well.	Tim	told	me	it	was	only	half-clouded	sky	and

that	he	could	see	Essen	quite	clearly,	so	we	began	our	bombing	run.	I	was	having	to	fly	by

instruments	because	I	was	blinded	by	thirty	odd	searchlights	on	us	-	the	noise	and	shock	of

the	flak	barrage	was	intense. 

‘I	 remember	 copying	 David	 Young’s	 technique	 of	 lowering	 the	 seat	 and	 flying	 on

instruments	 but	 even	 so	 I	 couldn’t	 resist	 the	 temptation	 to	 look	 out	 occasionally.	 The

searchlights	were	terribly	blinding	so	it	really	served	no	purpose,	but	when	the	port	inner

engine	caught	fire	after	a	close	shell	burst,	I	watched	the	flames	slowly	extinguished	and

prayed	silently	that	we	would	come	through	alive.	I	was	not	a	particularly	religious	person

-	 compulsory	 church	 parades	 and	 seven	 years	 at	 boarding	 school	 with	 church	 every

Sunday	had	done	more	harm	than	good.	Looking	back	over	the	war	years,	I	prayed	a	lot	to

God,	but	I	regret	they	were	selfcentred	prayers	for	my	own	life	and	that	of	my	wife	and

son!	Later	as	a	young	squadron	commander	at	North	Creake,	I	always	used	to	pray	before

an	operation	that	I	would	come	through	safely	and	uninjured	-	and	it	certainly	helped	me

to	fight	the	fears	that	were	constantly	lurking.	I	must	have	whispered	the	Lord’s	Prayer	a

hundred	times	a	year	to	myself! 

‘Tim	shouted,	‘Bomb	gone’	and	my	old	Halifax	reared	in	the	air	like	a	horse	without	a

jockey.	Tim	followed	the	bomb	down	for	several	thousand	feet	in	the	glare	of	searchlights

and	when	it	went	off	there	was	a	tremendous	orange	flame	in	the	town.	That	was	fine,	but

meanwhile	I	was	in	God-awful	trouble	and	there	were	now	about	forty	searchlights	on	us

as	well	as	intense	flak.	Suddenly	the	port	inner	engine	was	badly	hit	and	caught	fire	and	I

gave	the	order	to	bail	out	as	I	pressed	the	Graviner	fire	extinguisher.	Thank	God,	it	worked

like	 a	 charm	 and	 as	 I	 feathered	 the	 airs	 crew	 the	 fire	 gradually	 died	 out.	 I	 then	 heard	 a

voice	on	the	intercom	saying,	‘I’ve	been	hit’.	It	turned	out	to	be	the	mid-upper	gunner	who

had	a	large	lump	of	shrapnel	in	his	thigh	and	was	bleeding	like	a	stuck	pig,	poor	chap. 

‘All	the	interior	lights	had	fused	from	flak	damage	and	I	ordered	the	wireless	operator

to	 give	 him	 a	 shot	 of	 morphia	 from	 the	 first	 aid	 kit,	 but	 this	 turned	 out	 be	 a	 very

complicated	business.	To	get	him	out	of	the	turret	and	to	cut	away	his	Sidcot	flying	suit	in

pitch	darkness	was	not	easy	and	in	the	end	I	had	to	send	Tim	back	with	a	torch	to	give	a

hand.	 Although	 it	 seems	 funny	 now,	 the	 poor	 gunner	 was	 in	 agony	 and	 the	 wireless

operator	shot	the	morphia	into	his	thumb	by	mistake	-	his	fingers	being	numb	with	cold

after	taking	off	his	fleece-lined	gauntlets! 

‘Eventually	someone	got	the	morphia	into	him	and	all	was	well	after	a	tourniquet	had

been	 fitted	 to	 his	 thigh.	 He	 never	 lost	 consciousness	 throughout	 his	 ordeal	 although	 he

bled	 profusely	 and	 his	 calm,	 cool	 voice	 saying	 over	 the	 intercom	 saying	 ‘I’ve	 been	 hit’

impressed	me.	He	had,	of	course,	no	idea	of	his	injuries	and	the	bitter	cold,	numbness	and

excitement	had	to	some	extent	dulled	the	pain.	When	we	got	down	to	a	lower	altitude	his

circulation	improved	and	he	was	in	great	pain	but	he	never	complained	once.	None	of	us

really	knew	his	thigh	had	been	ripped	open	to	the	extent	it	had. 

‘I	knew	many	aircrew	who	suffered	terrible	injuries	but	felt	no	excruciating	pain	at	the

time,	either	through	numbness	or	emotional	stress.	Some	wonderful	first-aid	patching	up

of	 wounds	 took	 place	 in	 darkened	 bombers	 under	 the	 most	 difficult	 conditions	 and	 men

survived	 who	 would	 otherwise	 have	 perished.	 Many	 pilots	 passed	 out	 from	 excessive

haemorrhage	after	being	hit	and	other	crew	members	took	over	the	controls	and,	with	the

help	of	ground	controllers	and	calm	advice,	brought	their	aeroplane	down	in	one	piece.	I

recall	one	pilot	being	hit	in	the	chest	by	a	cannon	shell	from	a	Hun	night	fighter	and	he	sat

in	his	seat	dead	at	the	controls.	I	could	imagine	the	feelings	of	the	other	members	of	the

crew	having	to	lift	him	away	from	the	controls	so	that	someone	else	could	take	over.	I	also

knew	 a	 pilot	 who	 was	 hit	 in	 the	 shoulder	 and	 one	 foot	 over	 Essen,	 but	 stayed	 at	 the

controls	 in	 agony	 (and	 obviously	 terrified)	 and	 eventually	 landed	 back	 at	 base	 before

collapsing	over	the	controls	halfway	down	the	runway;	with	sheer	determination	and	guts

he	defied	pain	and	unconsciousness	until	he	had	brought	his	crew	back	safely	to	base. 

‘I	 gave	 the	 order	 for	 an	 R/T	 message	 to	 be	 sent	 to	 Docking	 aerodrome	 calling	 for	 an

ambulance	 to	 be	 available	 on	 landing	 and	 we	 set	 course	 with	 all	 possible	 speed	 for	 the

Norfolk	 coast.	 I	 lost	 height	 rapidly	 and	 was	 now	 on	 three	 engines	 but	 weaved	 my	 way

violently	 through	 the	 enemy	 defences	 in	 Holland.	 My	 mouth	 had	 gone	 dry	 from	 sheer

terror	and	I	felt	a	bit	excited	and	shaky,	but	nevertheless	had	control	of	myself	and	of	the

situation.	We	landed	at	Docking	and	the	ambulance	met	us	at	the	end	of	the	runway	and

took	off	the	injured	gunner.	I	had	to	spend	a	day	there	while	a	new	engine	was	fitted	to	the

port	inner	and	I	went	to	see	my	gunner	in	hospital	at	Newmarket.	They	had	operated	on

his	thigh	and	had	removed	a	piece	of	shrapnel	four	inches	long	with	jagged	edges,	as	well

as	 a	 halfcrown	 and	 two	 pennies!	 He	 didn’t	 lose	 his	 leg,	 but,	 poor	 man;	 he	 died	 some

months	later	when	he	joined	another	crew!	Such	was	life! 

‘We	 attended	 de-briefing	 at	 Docking	 and	 the	 Intelligence	 officer	 was	 very	 piqued	 that

we	wouldn’t	tell	him	anything	about	the	purpose	of	our	operation,	but	I	had	been	sworn	to

secrecy	 by	 Group	 Captain	 Traill	 and	 Air	 Commodore	 Hoskinson.	 Late	 that	 afternoon	 I

took	off	for	Middleton	St.	George	and	when	we	looked	at	the	Halifax	in	daylight	we	found

seventy-nine	holes,	including	one	just	above	the	elevator	control	cable.	There’s	no	doubt

that	 we	 were	 extremely	 lucky	 not	 to	 have	 been	 shot	 down,	 since	 it	 was	 also	 found

necessary	to	change	the	three	remaining	engines	for	new	ones.	They	had	all	nearly	seized

up. 

‘Traill	and	Hoskinson	were	eager	as	beavers	to	hear	the	full	story	and	Hoskinson	made

copious	notes	on	the	colour	of	the	explosion	and	the	way	the	bomb	fell.	He	then	asked	me

if	I	would	take	another	one	that	night	and	I	said	I	would	if	he	ordered	me,	but	I	pointed	out

that	with	his	bomb	on	board	the	Halifax	looked	and	flew	like	a	pregnant	duck	and	I	wasn’t

at	all	that	keen	if	it	meant	pushing	the	engines	to	maximum	boost.	I	admired	Hoskinson

and	the	way	he	wrote	notes,	considering	that	he	was	absolutely	blind.	They	were	both	very

kind	to	me	and	most	concerned	at	what	we’d	all	been	through.	I	must	admit	that	I’d	been

very	frightened	and	I	look	back	on	that	trip	with	a	shudder	at	what	might	have	happened. 

‘We	 were	 never	 alone	 on	 our	 night	 operations	 to	 Germany:	 we	 had	 always	 one	 dark-

suited	 companion	 whose	 name	 was	 Death.	 This	 gentle	 phantom	 might	 be	 the	 guide	 to	 a

night	fighter	attack	ahead,	pointing	to	us	as	prey;	or	tired	of	her	drab	costume	she	might

startle	the	night	in	a	blaze	of	sequins,	each	one	a	pellet	of	destruction.	But	perhaps	she	was

most	sinister	when	we	never	saw	her	and	could	merely	report	death	by	‘aircraft	failure’, 

by	collision,	by	bombs	falling	from	an	aircraft	overhead	or	even	death	by	serious	pilot	or

crew	error.	She	was	there,	always	there,	trimmed	and	manicured	and	with	a	heart	of	stone. 

She	 was	 the	 enemy	 we	 never	 conquered,	 the	 lady	 with	 no	 name	 and	 no	 features,	 save	 a

cold,	white	smile.’

‘There	 followed	 a	 fairly	 slack	 period	 and	 after	 the	 last	 trip	 on	 10th	 April	 we	 were

constantly	 stood	 down	 until	 the	 end	 of	 the	 month	 when	 Intelligence	 informed	 Bomber

Command	that	the	 Tirpitz	had	now	been	repaired	and	was	ready	to	put	to	sea.	Off	we	went

again	 to	 Scotland	 and	 flew	 to	 an	 advanced	 base	 at	 Tain	 near	 Invergordon.	 The	 tendency

for	 ground	 fog	 at	 Aasen	 Fjord	 persisted	 and	 we	 were	 just	 aimlessly	 amusing	 ourselves

until	the	night	came	for	perfect	conditions.	This	happened	on	27	April	and	once	again	we

set	out	for	Norway,	only	this	time	with	a	4,000lb	bomb	and	four	250lb	bombs.	The	extra

weight	 could	 be	 taken	 because	 since	 our	 last	 trip	 to	 Norway	 the	 Merlin	 engines	 on	 the

Halifax	had	been	improved.	When	we	arrived	over	the	target	a	sea	mist	had	rolled	in	and

the	 Tirpitz	wasn’t	visible	but	its	gunfire	gave	away	its	position.	How	I	loathed	the	ground

defences	at	Aasen	Fjord	-	they	were	vicious.	The	Hun	obviously	didn’t	intend	the	 Tirpitz

to	 be	 sunk	 without	 putting	 up	 a	 stout	 defence.	 Tim	 Collins	 made	 me	 do	 three	 bombing

runs	but	we	missed	and	he	saw	our	stick	of	bombs	fall	harmlessly	alongside	the	ship.	No

one	else	had	any	better	luck	so	the	operation	was	laid	on	again	the	following	night.	That

awful	grind	across	the	North	Sea	was	boring	as	hell,	but	at	least	we	were	safe	from	night

fighters	 because	 in	 North	 Norway	 aerodromes	 were	 few	 and	 far	 between.	 Not	 only	 that, 

we	weren’t	being	shot	at	all	the	way	there	and	back	and	this	made	it	less	of	a	frightening

trip.	This	time	Tim	bombed	well	and	he	swears	that	we	hit	the	ship	under	its	smokescreen, 

but	it	was	difficult	to	be	sure. 

‘Intelligence	later	told	us	that	the	 Tirpitz	was	heavily	damaged	and	wouldn’t	put	to	sea

again	 for	 many	 weeks.	 This	 was	 some	 consolation	 for	 our	 raids,	 but	 we	 paid	 heavily	 in

both	men	and	aircraft. 

‘I	 remember	 when	 we	 were	 stood	 down	 for	 a	 day	 from	 operating,	 David	 Young,	 Bill

Kofoed,	 (a	 brave	 New	 Zealander)	 Pete	 Warner	 and	 I	 all	 piled	 into	 a	 Humber	 Shooting

wagon	 at	 Tain	 and	 drove	 up	 to	 the	 north-west	 of	 Scotland	 as	 far	 as	 Inverkirkaig.	 I	 had

bought	a	Remington	.22	rifle	in	Tain	and	had	it	in	the	car	with	me,	when	David	suddenly

spotted	three	deer	about	a	hundred	yards	from	the	road.	He	stopped	the	car	and	I	took	aim

at	the	largest	and	let	fly.	In	an	instant	David	and	Bill	leapt	out	of	the	car,	jumped	a	four

foot	fence	and	ran	to	pick	up	the	deer	while	I	stayed	in	the	car	pondering	the	frightful	bit

of	 poaching	 I	 had	 done!	 David,	 who	 was	 about	 6	 feet	 2	 inches	 tall	 and	 strong	 as	 an	 ox, 

picked	up	the	deer,	which	weighed	about	75	lbs,	slung	it	across	his	shoulders	and	sprinted

back	 to	 the	 car.	 It	 was	 quickly	 slung	 in	 the	 back	 and	 we	 drove	 off	 in	 a	 hurry.	 We

subsequently	 strapped	 the	 deer	 across	 the	 rear	 turret	 of	 our	 Halifax	 and	 flew	 it	 back	 to

Middleton	St.	George,	where	the	officers’	mess	had	venison	on	the	menu.	I	still	look	back

and	think	how	lucky	we	were	not	to	be	caught.’

‘I	 had	 cut	 twenty-one	 notches	 on	 my	 locker	 door	 and	 each	 time	 I	 cut	 a	 fresh	 one	 I

wondered	if	it	would	be	the	last.	On	3	May	we	attacked	Hamburg	again	but	this	time	with

a	4,000lb	bomb	and	four	250lb	cans	of	incendiaries.	The	town	was	burning	well	when	we

arrived	and	we	came	in	for	the	usual	greeting	when	we	began	our	bombing	run.	Who	was

it	who	said,	‘The	natives	were	unfriendly’?	They	certainly	were	and	chucked	all	the	iron	at

us	 that	 they	 could	 lay	 their	 hands	 on.	 Tim	 was	 undismayed.	 He	 always	 remained	 the

essence	of	cool	headedness	in	an	emergency.	Was	he	as	frightened	as	I	was?	I	shall	never

know.	 Neither	 of	 us	 ever	 showed	 fear,	 but	 that	 didn’t	 mean	 to	 say	 the	 emotion	 wasn’t

permanently	present.	The	flak	on	the	edge	of	Hamburg	subsided	and	we	knew	that	meant

night	fighter	interference.	We	all	kept	a	sharp	look	out,	except	old	Tim,	who	was	intent	on

his	Sperry	bombsight	and	asking	to	fly	a	straight	course.	I	held	her	beautifully	steady	for

him	 to	 bomb	 and	 there	 was	 only	 desultory	 shelling	 around	 us.	 Over	 on	 our	 port	 side	 a

Lancaster	was	coned	badly	in	searchlights	and	must	have	received	a	direct	hit	in	the	bomb

bay,	 or	 it	 may	 have	 been	 cannon	 fire	 from	 a	 fighter.	 Anyway,	 whatever	 it	 was	 caused	 a

sudden	 explosion	 in	 the	 sky	 and	 flaming	 pieces	 dropped	 like	 a	 Roman	 candle	 to	 the

ground.	 Thank	 God,	 I	 thought,	 that	 the	 seven	 men	 on	 board	 will	 not	 have	 felt	 anything. 

Death	will	have	been	swift	and	unfelt. 

‘As	we	left	the	target	area	my	rear	gunner	spotted	a	Messerschmitt	110	a	thousand	yards

behind	us	and	I	told	him	to	keep	a	sharp	watch.	The	fighter	had	seen	us	and	prepared	to

line	us	up	in	his	sights	but	I	wasn’t	having	any.	Just	as	he	opened	fire	with	cannon	I	yawed

violently	to	port	and	saw	his	shells	go	winging	past	us	on	the	port	side.	This	was	a	trick

that	Cheshire	had	taught	me	and	it	was	very	effective.	To	yaw	an	aeroplane	all	one	did	was

to	kick	hard	on	port	or	starboard	rudder	without	allowing	aileron	and	the	effect	would	be

for	 the	 aeroplane	 to	 crab	 sideways	 with	 the	 nose	 pointing	 either	 left	 or	 right.	 If	 a	 night

fighter	pilot	was	fooled	by	this	manoeuvre,	as	he	generally	was,	he	would	guess	that	we

were	 about	 to	 turn	 to	 port	 or	 starboard	 and	 would	 deflect	 his	 fire	 accordingly.	 This

greenhorn	in	the	Messerschmitt	110	was	fooled	and	by	the	time	he’d	realised	his	error	I

was	split-arsing	all	over	the	sky	and	he	never	saw	us	again! 

‘We	 spotted	 two	 Messerschmitt	 109s	 on	 our	 starboard	 beam	 but	 they	 were	 intent	 on

some	 other	 poor	 victim	 and	 never	 saw	 us.	 Tim	 Collins	 was	 somewhat	 alarmed	 by	 my

erratic	manoeuvres	and	he	accused	me	of	upsetting	his	navigation	calculations,	but	I	told

him	in	no	uncertain	terms	that	if	a	fighter	was	on	our	tail	I	was	going	to	gyrate	all	over	the

sky	and	he’d	have	to	pick,	up	the	threads	of	navigation	after	we’d	shaken	him	off.	Home

we	 went	 across	 sleepy	 Holland	 and	 back	 to	 bed	 -	 and	 operation	 number	 22	 was	 duly

notched	up	on	my	cupboard	door	with	some	trepidation. 

‘I	 had	 now	 great	 faith	 in	 the	 Halifax	 and	 its	 handling	 qualities	 and	 I	 had	 seen	 how	 it

stood	 up	 to	 a	 battering.	 Mind	 you,	 it	 took	 strength	 in	 the	 forearms	 and	 wrists	 to	 hurl	 it

about	 the	 sky	 and	 unlike	 the	 Lancaster	 it	 responded	 slowly	 and	 heavily.	 As	 I’ve	 said

before	the	Lancaster	was	much	gentler	to	fly	but	give	me	the	Halifax	for	a	battering	every

time. 

‘Two	days	later	we	were	off	again,	this	time	to	Stuttgart	and	I	had	an	eerie	feeling	that

this	was	to	be	my	last	trip.	I	certainly	never	suffered	from	presentiments	before	but	there

was	 something	 about	 this	 trip	 which	 was	 worrying	 me.	 We	 took	 off	 and	 carried	 out	 our

normal	climb	to	altitude	and	as	I	left	the	English	Channel	coast	we	were	at	16,000	feet.	I

crossed	the	enemy	coast	at	Dunkirk	when	suddenly	there	was	a	frightful	scream	from	the

port	out	engine.	I	had	a	quick	look	at	the	instruments	and	the	port	outer	revs	had	gone’	off

the	clock!	This	meant	that	the	reduction	gear	on	the	airs	crew	had	gone	for	a	Burton	and

the	engine	would	have	seized	up	had	I	not	immediately	feathered. 

‘This	didn’t	stop	the	airscrew	windmilling	though	and	I	had	to	make	a	quick	decision. 

After	a	short	conference	with	Tim	I	decided	to	return	to	base,	as	to	undertake	such	a	deep

penetration	 on	 three	 engines	 would	 have	 been	 unwise’	 if	 not	 madness.	 We	 got	 two

pastings	over	Dunkirk,	one	coming	and	the	other	going,	but	this	was	vastly	preferable	to	a

long	and	dangerous	trip	to	Stuttgart.	Funny	that	I	should	have	had	eerie	feelings	over	this

trip!	Perhaps	God	himself	stepped	in	and	prevented	the	operation	being	completed	-	I	do

not	know. 

‘On	14	May	rumours	got	about	that	Bomber	Harris	was	to	launch	an	attack	on	Germany

with	 1,000	 bombers	 and	 we	 were	 told	 to	 stand	 by	 for	 a	 ‘Maximum	 Effort’.	 The	 secret, 

which	really	was	Top	Secret,	had	leaked	out	despite	the	strict	security.	Everyone	seemed

to	 know	 and	 great	 excitement	 prevailed.	 Nobody	 knew	 the	 target	 but	 everyone	 was

alerted,	 the	 training	 groups	 as	 well	 as	 the	 operational	 squadrons	 and	 we	 did	 nothing	 but

air-test	 our	 machines	 each	 day	 in	 readiness.	 The	 great	 day	 dawned	 on	 30	 May	 and	 at

briefing	 the	 target	 was	 announced	 as	 Cologne.	 Conditions,	 we	 were	 told	 by	 the

meteorological	 officer,	 would	 be	 superb.	 A	 clear	 cloudless	 night	 with	 a	 full	 moon.	 What

better?	Every	single	aeroplane	in	our	squadron	was	operating	that	night	and	throughout	the

whole	country	they	raised	1,053	aircraft	of	assorted	shapes,	types	and	sizes.	We	took	off	at

about	 10	 pm	 -	 the	 final	 wave	 to	 bomb	 -	 and	 I	 could	 simply	 not	 believe	 my	 eyes	 at	 the

Dutch	coast	at	what	I	saw	100	miles	ahead	of	us.	It	was	a	gigantic	fire	that	an	hour	before

had	been	the	city	of	Cologne.	There	it	was	on	fire	from	end	to	end,	with	still	another	300

bombers	to	deliver	their	load. 

‘I	had	never	seen	anything	of	the	London	blitz	and	had	never	been	in	London	during	an

air-raid	so	I	always	imagined	the	Germans	were	suffering	more	than	we	were	in	Britain.	I

was	 in	 Devon	 throughout	 the	 worst	 period	 of	 the	 Battle	 of	 Britain	 and	 the	 blitz	 that

followed	 so	 I	 knew	 nothing	 of	 the	 misery	 and	 suffering	 of	 Londoners.	 Being	 a	 true

‘cockney’	 myself,	 I	 felt	 for	 them	 later	 when	 I	 knew	 more	 of	 their	 ordeal,	 which	 they

withstood	like	heroes.	(I	would	far	rather	have	faced	death	in	a	bomber	than	to	have	sat

huddled	in	an	air-raid	shelter	being	bombed!)	Later	on	in	1944	and	1945	the	German	civil

population	 suffered	 worse	 than	 anyone	 and,	 make	 no	 mistake,	 they	 deserved	 what	 was

coming	 to	 them.	 They	 were	 on	 the	 receiving	 end	 of	 such	 things	 as	 ten-ton	 bombs	 and

4,000	lb	phosphorus	bombs	-	the	latter	could	set	whole	streets	alight	and	burn	people	alive

in	thick	concrete	air-raid	shelters.	The	12,000	and	20,000	lb	armour	piercing	bombs	would

penetrate	the	deep	shelters	and	tube	stations	underground	in	Berlin	with	tremendous	effect

on	the	civilians,	who	thought	they	were	safe	in	Potsdamer	Platz	tube	station.	In	fact	650

people	died	after	a	12,000lb	bomb	had	penetrated	100	feet	underground!	Londoners	had	a

ghastly	time	but	at	least	they	were	safe	on	the	underground	station	platforms. 

‘Tim	 Collins	 had	 no	 need	 to	 navigate	 -	 there	 was	 our	 target	 ahead	 of	 us	 and	 we	 went

like	 moths	 to	 a	 candle!	 I	 saw	 dozens	 of	 strange	 aeroplanes	 in	 the	 moonlit	 sky	 -

Wellingtons,	 Hudsons,	 Whitleys,	 Hampdens,	 Halifaxes,	 Manchesters,	 Ansons	 and

Lancasters	 all	 making	 their	 way	 to	 the	 blaze	 ahead.	 We	 arrived	 over	 Cologne	 at	 our

appointed	 time	 and	 the	 defences	 were	 swamped	 -	 just	 the	 occasional	 bit	 of	 flak	 and	 a

handful	 of	 searchlights	 -	 but	 there	 were	 hundreds	 of	 night	 fighters	 about	 and	 they	 were

taking	their	toll.	I	believe	I’m	right	in	saying	that	1,016	bombers	actually	reached	Cologne

out	of	the	1,053	sent	out.	We	placed	our	bombs	and	incendiaries	in	that	part	of	the	town

that	 wasn’t	 already	 alight	 -	 an	 easy	 job	 for	 Tim	 at	 last	 and	 he	 made	 the	 most	 of	 his

opportunity.	 The	 trip	 was	 absolutely	 uneventful	 but	 we	 saw	 a	 number	 of	 night	 fighter

combats	all	around	us	and	the	defences	were	still	flinging	flak	about.	We	were	lucky	and

were	 not	 attacked	 and	 we	 landed	 back	 at	 base	 after	 5	 hours	 and	 40	 minutes	 in	 the	 air. 

There	was	a	buzz	of	conversation	in	the	locker	room	and	crews	were	saying	what	a	raid	it

had	 been.	 Photographic	 Reconnaissance	 aircraft	 went	 to	 Cologne	 the	 next	 day	 and

photographed	the	city.	Approximately	60	per	cent	of	the	city	had	been	set	alight	and	the

homeless	must	have	numbered	thousands. 

‘It	 was	 a	 feather	 in	 Bomber	 Harris’s	 cap	 and	 marked	 the	 turning	 point	 of	 Bomber

Command’s	part	in	the	war.	Unfortunately	he	made	the	mistake	of	immediately	attacking

another	city	in	conditions	of	cloud	and	poor	visibility	and	the	effects	were	puny	compared

to	the	damage	on	Cologne.	Why	he	couldn’t	wait	for	ideal	meteorological	conditions	I’ll

never	know,	but	the	fact	remains	that	Essen	and	Bremen	were	attacked	by	a	force	of	over	a

thousand	bombers	whilst	there	was	low	cloud	and	poor	visibility	and	the	confidence	that

the	 High	 Command	 had	 obtained	 through	 Cologne	 was	 dissipated.	 A	 few	 months’	 later

1,000	 bombers	 in	 a	 night	 operation	 were	 common-place,	 but	 Bomber	 Command	 very

nearly	didn’t	make	the	grade	as	a	weapon	of	war. 

‘Anyway,	two	nights	after	Cologne	raid,	we	set	out,	1,036	strong,	to	attack	Essen,	but	as

we	approached	the	Ruhr	we	could	see	thin	cloud	and	industrial	haze	all	over	the	target	and

environs.	The	fires	were	scattered	and	widespread,	but	the	defences	were	concentrated	and

accurate	and	we	ourselves	came	under	heavy	fire	on	our	bombing	run.	The	Ruhr	always

put	 up	 a	 good	 defence	 and	 we	 were	 never	 really	 happy	 in	 the	 ‘Happy	 Valley’	 as	 it	 was

called.	 Just	 on	 the	 edge	 of	 the	 Ruhr	 was	 a	 town	 called	 Mönchengladbach	 to	 which	 we

always	 gave	 a	 wide	 berth.	 Intelligence	 told	 us	 that	 this	 was	 the	 place	 where	 budding

gunners	 were	 trained	 in	 the	 art	 of	 shooting	 down	 bombers	 and	 quite	 obviously	 if	 one

inadvertently	flew	near	enough,	there	were	several	instructors	ready	to	show	their	prowess

to	beginners. 

‘Tim	 Collins	 had	 a	 simple	 task	 in	 bombing	 the	 existing	 fires	 but	 we	 were	 not	 sure

exactly	 where	 Essen	 lay	 under	 the	 low	 cloud.	 Pathfinder,	 Target	 Market	 and	 Master

Bomber	 techniques	 were	 unknown	 until	 late	 1943	 and	 of	 course,	 they	 increased	 the

efficiency	 of	 Bomber	 Command	 operations	 enormously.	 Until	 then	 the	 value	 of	 Bomber

Command	 raids	 were	 doubtful,	 even	 to	 the	 effect	 on	 morale	 of	 the	 German	 civilian

population	of	1,000	Bomber	raids,	but	the	formation	of	8	Pathfinder	Bomber	Croup	under

the	command	of	Air	Vice-Marshal	D.	C.	T.	Bennett	and	later	the	brilliant,	courageous,	low

level	 target	 marking	 techniques	 of	 Group	 Captain	 Geoffrey	 Leonard	 Cheshire	 VC

transformed	Bomber	Command	into	a	powerful	and	effective	force. 

‘Here	 again,	 I	 think	 it	 was	 as	 a	 result	 of	 Cheshire’s	 daring	 low	 level	 flights	 over

Germany	 by	 night	 on	 his	 first	 tour	 of	 operations,	 that	 convinced	 him	 that	 low	 level

marking	 by	 night	 was	 comparatively	 safe	 and	 effective.	 To	 hit	 a	 fast	 flying	 Mosquito	 at

night	at	low	level	(50	to	100	feet)	was	a	difficult	task	and	Chesh	got	away	with	it	scores	of

times.	 I	 think	 he	 would	 agree	 that	 our	 sympathies	 lay	 with	 the	 Master	 Bombers!	 These

were	pilots	who	had	often	done	two	tours	of	operations	and	yet	still	volunteered	to	circle	a

heavily	defended	target	like	Berlin	or	Essen	for	an	hour	or	more,	directing,	by	cool	verbal

instruction	over	the	R/T,	where	the	main	force	should	aim	their	bombs.	Since	our	coloured

target	markers	were	immediately	duplicated	by	the	Germans	some	five	or	ten	miles	from

the	 target	 itself	 and	 bomber	 crews	 were	 naturally	 fooled	 by	 such	 ruses,	 in	 order	 not	 to

waste	 effort,	 bombs	 and	 lives	 and	 to	 prevent	 dummy	 targets	 being	 attacked,	 the	 Master

Bomber	 simply	 told	 the	 800	 odd	 bomb	 aimers	 exactly	 what	 to	 do	 and	 which	 markers	 to

bomb.	Even	PFF	made	mistakes	and	markers	were	wrongly	placed	on	occasions,	but	again

the	Master	Bomber	told	the	crews	to	ignore	the	markers	and	bomb	under	his	orders.	It	was

no	wonder	that	 incredibly	brave	men	 like	Wing	Commander	 Guy	Gibson	 VC	of	the	Dam

Buster	Squadron,	lost	their	lives	as	Master	Bombers.	We	were	lucky,	on	average,	in	being

in	 the	 target	 area	 for	 three	 minutes	 only,	 whereas	 the	 Master	 Bomber	 was	 being	 shot	 at

non-stop	for	a	period	of	half	to	one	hour!	What	cool	courage.	We	dropped	our	bombs	and

got	clear	of	the	Ruhr	in	a	hurry,	picking	our	way	through	the	searchlight	concentrations. 

Again	 we	 saw	 no	 night	 fighters	 and	 I	 counted	 myself	 lucky	 that	 the	 operation	 had	 gone

according	 to	 plan.	 Something	 like	 forty	 bombers	 were	 lost	 over	 Essen,	 which	 was	 more

than	were	lost	over	Cologne,	but	then,	the	defences	were	far	greater	over	the	Ruhr. 

‘The	Command	was	dissatisfied	with	the	result	of	the	operation	on	Essen,	so	we	were

briefed	 on	 8	 June	 to	 go	 again.	 I	 was	 standing	 on	 the	 perimeter	 track	 near	 the	 take-off

runway	at	about	11	pm	when	suddenly	I	heard	the	word	‘Sir’	over	the	intercom	and	who

should	 walk	 in	 and	 sit	 beside	 me	 in	 full	 flying	 kit	 but	 Group	 Captain	 Traill.	 He	 politely

informed	me	that	he	was	taking	the	place	of	my	second	pilot	and	coming	with	us	to	Essen. 

I	was	flabbergasted	at	this	though	I	felt	very	honoured	to	have	my	Station	Commander	as

a	 passenger.	 It	 was	 also	 very	 brave	 of	 Group	 Captain	 Traill	 because	 as	 a	 Station

Commander	he	was	not	supposed	to	fly	operationally	and	could	have	kept	his	safe	seat	at

Middleton	St.	George	if	he’d	wished.	However,	strictly	against	regulations,	he	had	decided

to	do	an	operation. 

‘I	was	terribly	apprehensive	at	carrying	such	important	‘cargo’.	He	put	us	all	at	our	ease

immediately	and	asked	me	to	be	captain	of	the	aircraft	and	to	treat	him	like	an	ordinary

member	of	the	crew.	This	was	all	very	well!	We	had	an	uneventful	trip	as	far	as	the	Dutch

coast	 but	 things	 began	 to	 hot	 up	 after	 that.	 For	 the	 first	 time	 we	 saw	 a	 new	 German

weapon	in	the	sky;	it	was	a	sort	of	dustbin	which	was	shot	up	to	about	16,000	feet	full	of

phosphorus,	 magnesium,	 nuts	 and	 bolts,	 explosive,	 bits	 of	 iron	 and	 everything	 but	 the

kitchen	 stove.	 The	 effect	 when	 it	 exploded	 was	 just	 like	 an	 aircraft	 being	 shot	 down	 -	 a

colossal	flash	followed	by	a	cascade	of	falling	flaming	fragments.	I	think	the	Hun	meant	it

to	look	like	an	exploding	aircraft	just	to	unnerve	us	in	the	target	area. 

‘I	 showed	 Group	 Captain	 Traill	 how	 to	 evade	 searchlights	 as	 we	 ran	 up	 to	 the	 target

area	 and	 explained	 about	 my	 weaving	 to	 avoid	 the	 heavy	 flak.	 He	 seemed	 nervous	 but

excited	and	was	busy	looking	round	the	night	sky	at	the	performance	put	on	in	our	honour. 

There	was	still	a	good	deal	of	cloud	over	the	Ruhr	and	Essen	was	so	spread	about	that	it

wasn’t	easy	to	pin-point	the	middle	of	the	town.	Tim	Collins	set	me	on	my	bombing	run

which	 I	 did	 with	 a	 silent	 glide	 approach	 and	 we	 bombed	 reasonably	 satisfactorily.	 Just

after	leaving	the	target	we	suddenly	saw	a	Ju	88	on	our	starboard	side	and	he	shot	across

our	bows	firing	his	cannon	and	machine	gun	tracer	at	another	Halifax	a	hundred	yards	on

our	port	side.	The	Ju	88	never	saw	us;	he	was	too	intent	on	his	prey	and	the	poor	wretched

Halifax	suddenly	burst	into	flames	along	its	starboard	wing. 

‘I	was	fascinated	with	fear	and	watched	the	doomed	aircraft	start	to	spiral	downwards

and	I	thought	how	easily	it	could	have	been	us.	I	think	the	Hun	must	have	hit	the	pilot	and

second	 pilot	 because	 the	 aircraft	 immediately	 went	 into	 a	 spin	 down	 a	 searchlight	 cone

and	no	parachutes	were	seen	opening.	Traill	didn’t	look	at	all	happy	at	that	moment	and	I

expect	he	was	probably	wondering	why	he’d	ever	come	with	us. 

‘We	were	just	leaving	the	Ruhr	valley	when	the	blue	tinted	Master	searchlights	started

hunting	for	us.	If	the	Master	searchlight,	which	was	automatically	controlled,	found	you, 

the	other	searchlights	fastened	on	and	in	a	matter	of	seconds	you	could	be	coned	badly.	I

was	 weaving	 fairly	 broadly	 and	 each	 time	 the	 Master	 searchlight	 moved	 to	 find	 us	 we

moved	against	its	direction	and	we	crossed	the	sky.	The	flak	was	still	noisy	and	unpleasant

and	there	were	quite	a	number	of	dustbins’	being	chucked	up	near	the	target	area,	but	we

soon	got	clear	and	set	course	for	the	Belgian	coast. 

‘The	usual	reception	awaited	us	there	and	as	soon	as	we	were	through	it	I	instructed	the

wireless	operator	to	send	a	message	to	Group	Headquarters	telling	them	that	our	valuable

cargo	was	safe!	I	asked	Traill	if	he	wanted	to	fly	for	a	bit	but	he	declined	and	drank	his

coffee	 with	 much	 relief	 beside	 me.	 Everyone	 looked	 alike,	 a	 flying	 helmet	 and	 oxygen

mask	 and	 all	 that	 was	 identifiable	 were	 their	 eyes	 -	 those	 sometimes	 showed	 their

emotions	 but	 in	 the	 darkness	 it	 was	 hard	 to	 tell	 the	 difference	 between	 fear	 and	 joy.	 We

landed	back	at	base	after	a	trip	of	only	five	hours	fifty	minutes	and	attended	briefing. 

‘On	 12	 June	 I	 went	 home	 on	 twelve	 days’	 leave	 and	 I	 felt	 I	 needed	 the	 rest.	 More

particularly	to	be	free	from	the	fear	of	death	for	twelve	days	was	something	on	its	own. 

My	parents	were	pleased	to	see	me	and	I	was	asked	by	the	local	ATC	to	give	a	couple	of

lectures	to	the	pupils.	I	went	up	to	London	to	see	my	uncle	and	aunt	and	I	told	my	uncle

how	 frightful	 it	 must	 be	 to	 live	 in	 Germany	 under	 the	 colossal	 bombardment	 they	 were

enduring.	He	said	that	London	was	just	as	bad,	if	not	worse	and	proceeded	to	take	me	on	a

conducted	 tour	 of	 the	 East	 End	 and	 the	 City	 of	 London.	 I	 must	 confess	 that	 the	 damage

impressed	me;	I	had	never	before	seen	such	destruction.	I	think	that	car	ride	did	me	good! 

I	went	back	to	the	squadron	convinced	that	the	raids	on	Germany	were	fully	deserved	and

I	no	longer	had	any	sympathy	for	the	Germans. 

‘I	returned	from	leave	refreshed	and	immediately	saw	my	name	on	the	ops	board.	It	was

to	 be	 the	 third	 (and	 last	 of	 the	 series)	 thousand-bomber-raid	 on	 Germany	 and	 the	 target

was	Bremen.	At	briefing	we	were	told	that	the	weather	should	be	fine	over	the	target	but

that	there	would	be	a	good	deal	of	cloud.	Whatever	happened	we	were	ordered	to	bomb

below	 cloud	 and	 everyone	 in	 Bomber	 Command	 was	 told	 the	 same	 thing.	 We	 took	 off

eventually	 at	 around	 10.30	 pm	 on	 25th	 June	 and	 made	 our	 way	 to	 the	 target	 -	 the	 moon

was	 still	 bright	 and	 one	 could	 see	 hundreds	 of	 other	 bombers	 around	 the	 sky.	 I	 thought

what	a	benefit	for	the	Hun	night	fighters!	The	flak	around	Bremen	was	effective	but	there

were	no	searchlights	as	the	town	was	under	10/10th	cloud. 

‘I	circled	the	target	and	Tim	and	I	watched	the	bombing;	we	could	see	the	bright	light	of

fires	reflected	on	the	underside	of	the	cloud	base	-	the	cloud	layer	was	thin	for	us	to	have

seen	this.	I	said	to	my	crew:	‘Well	…	here	goes	…	Bremen,	here	we	come.’	We	were	at

16,000	feet	and	I	started	a	diving	turn	round	the	city	until	I	was	doing	over	300	mph.	The

Halifax	was	shuddering	violently	and	obviously	didn’t	like	this	speed	and	I	observed	that

we	were	still	a	long	way	from	the	cloud	base	when	we	got	down	to	7,000	feet.	I	wondered

what	 the	 rest	 of	 Command	 were	 doing,	 but	 I	 was	 in	 the	 midst	 of	 severe	 light	 flak	 being

pumped	up	at	us	through	the	cloud.	Again	I	thought	why	does	Bomber	Harris	send	over

1,000	bombers	to	Bremen	on	a	cloudy	night?	…surely	with	a	bit	more	patience	he	could

have	clear	starlit	skies. 

‘I	 dithered	 over	 the	 decision	 that	 I	 had	 to	 make.	 Must	 I	 obey	 our	 instructions	 to	 the

letter	or	can	I	justly	say	that	we	bombed	at	7,000	feet	because	of	10/10ths	cloud?	I	knew	it

would	 be	 suicidal	 to	 go	 beneath	 cloud	 because	 from	 where	 we	 were	 the	 cloud	 base	 was

obviously	about	2,000	feet.	Without	consulting	my	crew	I	knew	I	had	to	make	a	decision

and	 I	 reluctantly	 decided	 to	 go	 down.	 I	 held	 the	 fate	 of	 seven	 men	 in	 my	 hands	 by	 that

decision	and	I	began	to	wonder,	as	I	started	the	final	dive,	whether	it	was	fair	of	me	not	to

put	 the	 question	 to	 them	 and	 take	 a	 majority	 vote.	 However	 I’d	 done	 it	 and	 if	 we	 were

killed	it	was	Bomber	Command’s	fault,	not	mine. 

’I	levelled	out	at	3,000	feet	 still	above	cloud	and	not	one	member	of	the	crew	had	called

me	 in	 the	 intercom	 since	 we	 started	 losing	 height	 from	 16,000	 feet.	 That	 was	 ominous. 

They	 all	 knew	 what	 I	 was	 doing	 and	 they	 must	 have	 been	 very	 frightened.	 My	 airspeed

was	not	in	excess	of	300	mph	and	‘in	for	a	penny,	in	for	a	pound’	I	dived	down	through

the	 cloud	 on	 a	 fast	 straight	 bombing	 run	 and	 finally	 broke	 cloud	 over	 Bremen	 docks	 at

1,200	feet. 

‘I	was	hurtling	through	the	air	at	325	mph	and	everything	seemed	to	happen	at	once	-

Tim	 was	 shouting:	 ‘This	 is	 marvellous,	 I	 can	 see	 everything.’	 I	 was	 shouting	 at	 the	 two

gunners	to	blaze	away	at	the	searchlights	and	gun	crews	as	it	was	like	broad	daylight	with

the	 fires	 reflected	 on	 the	 base	 of	 the	 cloud.	 The	 wireless	 operator	 had	 drawn	 his	 curtain

and	called	out:	‘God,	Skipper,	what	a	wonderful	sight.’	Tim	was	yelling:	‘Hold	her	steady. 

Left,	left	…	right	a	bit.’

‘We	flashed	across	the	town	with	light	flak	streaming	at	us	from	every	direction	and	I

could	 hear	 holes	 being	 punched	 in	 the	 Halifax.	 Tim	 suddenly	 shouted:	 ‘Bombs	 gone. 

Christ,	its	bloody	wonderful	-	look	at	our	bombs	heading	straight	for	the	docks	-	we’ve	hit

them	fair	and	square	…	God,	this	is	marvellous.’

‘I	 knew	 we’d	 be	 shot	 down	 the	 next	 second	 and	 my	 hair	 felt	 as	 if	 it	 was	 pushing

upwards	under	my	helmet	with	fear.	My	mouth	had	gone	dry	and	my	heart	was	pounding

through	my	Sidcot	flying	suit,	but	despite	my	fear	I	kept	in	command	of	my	faculties.	We

not	 only	 felt	 the	 blast	 of	 our	 own	 bombs	 but	 we	 were	 peppered	 by	 them	 (later	 the

armourers	 found	 pieces	 of	 British	 shrapnel	 in	 the	 Halifax)	 and	 immediately	 I	 heard

‘Bombs	gone’	I	hauled	back	on	the	stick	and	our	colossal	impetus	and	forward	speed	took

us	straight	up	to	10,500	feet	where	I	levelled	out.	The	rear	gunner	was	telling	me	that	the

light	flak	was	yards	behind	and	quite	obviously	the	Hun	gunners	had	underestimated	our

flying	speed. 

‘I	 climbed	 back	 up	 to	 16,000	 feet	 and	 felt	 utterly	 relieved	 to	 have	 got	 clear	 of	 that

inferno	without	being	killed.	The	flak	at	the	Dutch	coast	was	like	pea-shooters	after	what

we’d	been	through	and	I	soon	crossed	the	North	Sea	and	made	for	base	where	we	landed

at	 4.45	 am.	 When	 we	 all	 went	 in	 for	 de-briefing	 the	 Intelligence	 Officer	 asked	 me	 what

son	of	trip	we’d	had	and	when	I	said	that	we’d	bombed	below	cloud	he	nearly	had	a	fit. 

Apparently	I	was	the	only	aircraft	in	the	whole	of	Bomber	Command	to	have	gone	below

cloud. 

‘The	Intelligence	Officer	said:	‘What	about	the	balloon	barrage?	…	What	about	all	the

bombs	 falling	 on	 you	 from	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 main	 force?’	 I	 nearly	 collapsed	 when	 he

mentioned	balloons,	for	the	memory	of	Coventry	was	still	fresh	in	my	mind,	but	to	think	I

had	flown	through	Bremen’s	balloon	barrage	nearly	finished	me	off!	We	had	undoubtedly

been	 very	 lucky	 to	 survive	 and	 the	 funny	 thing	 is	 that	 Wing	 Commander	 Young

immediately	recommended	me	for	the	DFC!	Had	he	known	how	terrified	I	had	been	and

had	 he	 realised	 that	 I	 was	 only	 obeying	 the	 briefing	 orders,	 he	 might	 not	 have	 done	 so! 

Still	it	was	nice	to	wear	a	DFC	ribbon,	however	ill-gotten. 

‘We	were	all	so	excited	and	so	wide	awake	that	instead	of	going	straight	to	bed	we	hung

about	 in	 the	 ops	 room	 and	 listened	 to	 other	 crews	 being	 debriefed.	 We	 lost	 five	 aircraft

from	the	squadron	that	night	(nearly	six!)	and	I	believe	most	of	them	were	shot	down	by

night	 fighters.	 The	 low	 cloud	 bank	 and	 the	 incendiary	 fires	 made	 bombers	 stand	 out	 in

silhouette	 and	 the	 German	 night	 fighters	 must	 have	 had	 a	 fairly	 easy	 task	 in	 finding

targets. 

‘Looking	 back	 to	 those	 awful	 deep	 penetrations	 into	 Germany,	 the	 strain	 took	 its	 toll

and	it	was	a	wonder	to	me	that	there	weren’t	more	cases	of	LMF	(Lack	of	Moral	Fibre). 

One	had	to	be	constantly	on	the	alert	and	ever	watchful	for	night	fighters	which	were	the

real	danger.	It	was	an	easy	matter	for	the	Hun;	he	only	had	to	find	the	bomber	stream	or

identify	the	target	or	rendezvous	and	there	were	a	thousand	four-engined	bombers	for	his

picking.	I	believe	that	the	record	held	by	a	Hun	night	fighter	pilot	was	nine	four-engined

bombers	in	one	night.	Such	a	claim	was	never	made	in	Britain	for	our	night	fighters	never

had	the	concentrations	of	bombers	either	on	the	way	to,	or	over	the	target	area.	The	strain	I

think	was	aptly	put	by	W.	J.	Lawrence	who	wrote	the	history	of	No	5	Bomber	Group.	He

wrote:

‘To	 be	 a	 member	 of	 a	 bomber	 crew	 required	 persistent	 fortitude	 at	 a	 time	 and	 in

circumstances	 when	 the	 stoutest	 mind	 and	 heart	 would	 have	 every	 excuse	 to	 show	 a

natural	and	normal	weakness.	The	average	operation	was	in	darkness	and	the	early	hours

of	 the	 morning;	 everyone	 who	 took	 part	 in	 it	 knew	 that	 casualties	 were	 so	 high	 that	 the

odds	were	against	the	survival	of	any	particular	airman.	It	never	was	and	never	could	be	a

mode	of	warfare	to	be	conducted	in	hot	blood;	the	bomber	crew	was	engaged	throughout	a

flight	in	a	series	of	intricate	tasks	resembling	those	of	a	skilled	craftsman	in	his	workshop; 

calculations	and	minute	adjustments	of	machinery	had	to	be	made	all	the	time	with	a	clear

head	and	a	steady	hand.	And	a	long	flight	by	night	is	in	itself	no	task	for	a	weakling	when

a	small	navigation	error	may	result	in	a	forced	landing	at	the	best.	But	all	this	had	to	be

done	in	the	face	of	the	most	formidable	defences	against	air	attack	that	the	wit	of	man	and

a	vast	organisation	could	devise.’

‘Searchlights	 and	 anti-aircraft	 guns	 set	 up	 a	 visible	 and	 terrifying	 barrier	 between	 the

bomber	and	the	target,	but	the	far	more	deadly	night	fighter	might	at	any	moment	during

the	flight	of	hundreds	of	miles	over	enemy	territory	strike	without	warning	within	a	period

to	be	counted	in	seconds;	in	all	such	encounters	a	bomber	aircraft	by	its	very	nature	was	at

a	gross	disadvantage	with	inferior	speed,	manoeuvrability	and	fire	power.	No	one	who	was

present	at	a	bomber	airfield	before,	during	and	after	an	operation	could	for	a	moment	be

unconscious	of	the	unnatural	and	inhuman	strain	to	which	so	many	young	men	were	being

subjected;	 until	 all	 was	 over	 no	 one	 could	 feel	 the	 tension	 relaxed	 or	 forget	 what	 was	 at

stake. 49

‘I	often	heard	it	said	that	the	great	majority	of	four-engined	bombers	shot	down	never

saw	their	attacker.	Most	of	the	highly	skilled	night	fighter	pilots	closed	on	their	prey	from

the	 blind	 spot	 below	 and	 aft	 and	 then	 usually	 only	 needed	 to	 fire	 once	 to	 hit	 the	 petrol

tanks	 or	 the	 bomb	 load.	 I	 spoke	 to	 a	 great	 friend	 of	 mine,	 Squadron	 Leader	 Lashbrook

DFM50	when	he	escaped	to	Gibraltar	from	being	shot	down	over	Czechoslovakia	and	he told	me	that	some	of	his	crew	spotted	the	night	fighter	that	got	him	-	the	first	thing	they

knew	was	that	the	port	wing	suddenly	burst	into	flames.	Lashbrook	gave	the	order	to	bail

out	and	stayed	at	the	controls	whilst	the	six	crew	abandoned	the	aircraft,	but	when	he	went

to	leave	himself	the	port	wing	burned	off	and	the	Halifax	started	to	spiral	viciously.	The

centrifugal	force	was	terrific	and	it	was	only	after	using	superhuman	strength	that	he	did

succeed	in	leaving	the	pilot’s	seat	and	baling	out.	(When	trying	to	struggle	out	of	his	seat, 

his	harness	got	caught	up	in	the	undercarriage	and	flap	levers	and	the	Halifax	fell	14,000

feet	 in	 flames	 before	 he	 was	 able	 to	 get	 clear	 and	 jump	 -	 he	 said	 those	 few	 frightening

minutes	seemed	an	eternity.)	51

‘On	his	return	to	UK	Squadron	Leader	Lashbrook	told	me	of	his	miraculous	and	quick

escape	to	Gibraltar.	He	landed	by	parachute	in	a	ploughed	field	at	2	o’clock	in	the	morning

in	pitch	darkness,	buried	his	parachute	and	hid	in	some	woods.	By	night	only,	he	walked

from	 Czechoslovakia,	 through	 Germany	 and	 into	 France,	 alone,	 before	 he	 contacted	 the

‘Rabbit	Run’	escape	organisation	run	by	Colonel	Patrick	O’Leary	(also	known	as	Colonel

Guerisse	 and	 ‘Monsieur	 Courage’).	 This	 remarkable	 and	 efficient	 escape	 network

organised	by	Belgian,	Dutch	and	French	agents	escorted	Lashbrook	to	the	Spanish	border

(the	 Pyrenees)	 and	 enabled	 him	 to	 reach	 Lisbon	 in	 under	 three	 weeks	 from

Czechoslovakia!	It	was	on	the	sun	terrace	of	a	hotel	in	Lisbon	that	Lashbrook	read	in	The

Times	 the	 notice:	 ‘Squadron	 Leader	 Lashbrook	 DFC,	 missing	 believed	 killed!’	 He	 tried	 to

describe	 to	 me	 the	 feelings	 that	 ran	 through	 his	 mind	 as	 he	 read	 that	 announcement	 -

‘There	but	for	the	Grace	of	God	go	I’!	In	due	course	he	left	for	Gibraltar	and	was	flown

home	for	further	duty.	I	believe	he	survived	the	war,	but	I’m	not	sure.	He	was	awarded	the

DSO	and	certainly	deserved	to	survive	two	tours	of	ops. 

‘At	 the	 beginning	 of	 July	 word	 got	 around	 via	 the	 grapevine	 that	 the	 squadron	 was

being	groomed	for	some	special	work	and	during	the	first	few	days	we	carried	out	petrol

consumption	tests.	It	was	anybody’s	guess	what	we	were	being	trained	for	but	most	people

thought	 it	 was	 a	 special	 long	 distance	 flight	 to	 Russia	 or	 Africa.	 Security	 on	 the	 station

was	so	severe	that	we	were	confined	to	camp	for	the	whole	of	the	next	week	and	guesses

got	wilder	and	wilder.	I	used	to	go	for	long	walks	in	the	evening	sunshine	with	Lawrence

Meynell	 (the	 well-known	 author),	 our	 adjutant	 and	 although	 I	 pumped	 him	 in	 secret	 he

never	let	on	what	he	knew.	Looking	back	I	don’t	think	Meynell	knew	what	was	afoot.	He

had	a	lovely	caustic	sense	of	humour	and	I	used	to	enjoy	our	walks	round	the	hedgerows. 

‘On	13	July	all	crews	were	summoned	to	briefing	and	it	was	announced	that	our	target

was	 the	 Italian	 fleet,	 which	 was	 concentrated	 in	 the	 Eastern	 Mediterranean.	 We	 were	 to

take	 off	 the	 next	 morning	 at	 6am	 for	 Gibraltar	 and	 warned,	 as	 we	 were	 only	 going	 for

about	seven	days,	not	to	take	anything	but	a	spongebag,	a	steel	helmet	and	a	suit	of	khaki

drill	in	lightweight	material.	All	this	was	to	be	arranged	on	the	evening	of	13	July	and	the

engine	fitters	were	busy	fitting	sand	filters	and	loading	spare	engines	in	our	aircraft.	We

were	 instructed	 to	 leave	 our	 rooms	 exactly	 as	 they	 were	 …	 not	 to	 touch	 any	 of	 our

personal	belongings	as	we	should	be	back	inside	a	week.	The	Station	buzzed	with	activity

and	we	were	all	very	excited	at	the	thought	of	Egypt	and	the	Middle	East,	bur	security	was

rigid.	Even	our	letters	home	were	opened	and	censored	and	the	outgoing	‘phone	lines	were

cut	completely;	finally	we	were	asked	not	to	write	any	letters	for	the	first	seven	days. 

‘At	precisely	six	am	on	14	July	I	became	airborne	together	with	six	crew	and	four	fitters

as	passengers,	two	spare	engines	and	a	great	deal	of	sundry	aircraft	spares.	Our	route	took

us	across	to	Blackpool,	then	south-west	off	the	Welsh	coast,	a	long	haul	over	the	Atlantic

to	make	landfall	at	Cap	Finisterre,	down	off	the	coast	of	Portugal	and	round	into	Gibraltar. 

All	went	according	to	plan	and	by	the	time	we	reached	Cap	Finisterre	it	was	very	hot	and	I

started	to	discard	clothing.	At	six	am	in	Yorkshire	it	was	quite	chilly	and	I	started	off	in	a

Sidcot	 flying	 suit,	 woollen	 pullovers	 and	 battledress	 but	 by	 Finisterre	 I	 was	 left	 in

battledress	 only.	 As	 we	 passed	 Lisbon	 the	 sun	 was	 beating	 through	 the	 Perspex	 canopy

above	 my	 head	 and	 I	 discarded	 my	 battledress	 and	 later	 everything	 except	 my	 thin

underpants.	(I	must	have	looked	a	sight!)

‘Our	first	sight	of	the	‘Rock’	was	thrilling	and	for	me	who	had	never	been	further	than

Germany	this	was	a	tremendous	experience.	The	runway	looked	exceedingly	short	(it	was

in	fact	1,200	yards)	and	if	one	overshot	one	went	off	the	end	into	the	sea.	The	air	was	very

bumpy	as	we	made	our	circuit	and	we	were	buffeted	about	by	the	cross	winds,	but	on	the

final	approach	I	held	her	on	plenty	of	engine	revs	and	made	what	was	known	as	a	powered

approach	and	landing.	I	sat	the	Halifax	down	at	the	extreme	end	of	the	runway	and	never

thought	I’d	stop	rolling	before	the	far	end,	but	violent	use	of	the	brakes	did	the	trick	and

we	 taxied	 off	 to	 dispersal.	 I	 could	 see	 a	 number	 of	 other	 Halifaxes	 scattered	 round	 the

aerodrome.	 There	 were	 two	 squadrons	 sent	 from	 Yorkshire	 4	 Group	 -	 ours	 and	 10

Squadron	under	the	command	of	Wing	Commander	Seymour	Price.	We	had	been	in	the	air

8¾	hours	and	were	tired	and	swelteringly	hot	so	we	went	in	the	Mess	for	tea.	I	had	always

heard	that	if	one	was	hot	it	was	best	to	drink	lots	of	boiling	hot	tea	but	I	proved	this	to	be	a

fallacy!	I	drank	eight	cups	and	felt	hotter	than	ever	so	I	took	everything	off	and	plunged

into	the	Mediterranean	while	the	perspiration	poured	off	me. 

‘By	six	o’clock	it	got	cool	and	we	dressed	and	went	into	the	town	to	explore	the	night

life.	 This	 consisted	 mainly	 of	 sleazy	 cafes	 and	 night	 clubs	 where	 the	 drinks	 were

expensive	 and	 potent	 and	 one	 had	 to	 more	 or	 less	 keep	 one’s	 hand	 on	 one’s	 wallet.	 We

were	due	to	take	off	at	6	pm	the	next	day	for	the	Canal	Zone	in	Egypt	and	consequently

we	weren’t	too	late	going	to	bed	because	of	the	long	flight	that	lay	ahead.	The	Halifaxes

were	loaded	to	their	maximum	capacity	with	fuel	and	the	1,200	yards	of	runway	looked

exceedingly	short;	in	fact	there	were	motor	launches	spaced	at	half	mile	intervals	off	the

end	 of	 the	 runway	 so	 that	 if	 anyone	 didn’t	 make	 it	 they	 stood	 a	 good	 chance	 of	 being

rescued. 

‘Promptly	 at	 six	 pm	 we	 lined	 up	 on	 the	 runway	 and	 began	 our	 take-off	 run	 and	 I

literally	had	to	haul	the	Halifax	off	the	ground	at	less	than	safe	flying	speed	at	the	far	end

of	the	runway.	I	couldn’t	get	my	speed	above	100	mph	and	flew	at	fifty	feet	for	thirty-five

miles	before	I	could	start	to	gain	height.	It	was	a	very	interesting	flight	because	as	it	grew

dark	around	7pm	we	could	see	for	the	first	time	towns	lit	up	and	they	looked	fascinating. 

On	the	port	side	we	could	Spanish	towns	and	on	the	starboard	side	Algerian	towns.	After

dark	we	were	routed	over	Algiers	and	then	back	into	the	centre	of	the	Mediterranean	and

we	seemed	to	see	nothing	for	hours	until	suddenly	we	could	see	gunfire	and	searchlights

over	 on	 our	 port	 side.	 I	 asked	 Tim	 where	 we	 were	 and	 he	 explained	 that	 this	 was	 in	 all

probability	 Malta	 having	 an	 air	 raid.	 It	 must	 have	 been,	 because	 although	 it	 was	 a	 long

way	away	there	was	prolonged	and	heavy	gunfire.	After	that	we	saw	nothing	but	sea	and

the	trip	grew	very	tedious	until	landfall	about	11½	hours	from	take	off.	This	was	the	Nile

Delta	and	we	were	tired!	It	looked	hot	and	hazy	even	as	dawn	broke	and	we	turned	and

few	down	the	Suez	Canal	until	we	reached	our	destination,	Kabrit	aerodrome. 

‘We	landed	exactly	twelve	and	quarter	hours	after	takeoff	and	even	though	it	was	only

0515	it	was	already	hot	and	smelly.	The	flies	abounded	and	kept	settling	on	my	nose	and

face.	We	ate	a	scrappy	breakfast	of	corned	beef	and	tea	made	with	tinned	milk	and	at	eight

am	 took	 off	 for	 our	 base	 which	 was	 Aqir	 in	 Palestine	 (as	 it	 then	 was).	 Intelligence

informed	us	that	the	Italian	fleet	had	dispersed	overnight;	apparently	German	spies	at	La

Linea	in	Spain	had	reported	two	squadrons	of	four-engined	bombers	arriving	at	Gibraltar

and	had	put	two	and	two	together.	That	left	us	without	a	target,	so	we	reasonably	thought

that	we’d	spend	a	week	in	Palestine	and	Egypt	and	then	return	home.	That,	however,	was

not	to	be;	the	battle	of	El	Alamein	was	not	far	off	and	High	Command	decided	that	they

could	usefully	employ	two	heavy	bomber	squadrons	in	long	range	targets,	so	we	stayed. 

‘On	25th	July	we	were	ordered	to	an	advanced	base,	LG224	near	Cairo	and	from	there

we	were	briefed	for	an	attack	on	Tobruk	Harbour.	We	were	bombed	up	with	six	1,000lb

bombs	and	eight	250lb	and	enough	petrol	to	give	us	an	hour’s	flying	time	in	hand	and	we

took	off	around	10pm	for	Tobruk.	Tim	found	the	navigation	easy	as	we	simply	flew	along

the	coast	road	all	the	way	to	Tobruk.	It	was	a	strange	sensation	flying	over	enemy	territory

and	 not	 being	 shot	 at	 -	 a	 relaxed	 feeling	 quite	 unlike	 the	 apprehension	 of	 hours	 over

German-occupied	 Europe.	 Apparently	 there	 were	 a	 handful	 of	 enemy	 fighters	 but	 thank

God	we	never	saw	any	in	all	our	trips	to	Tobruk. 

‘As	 we	 approached	 our	 target	 we	 could	 see	 the	 searchlights	 and	 flak	 barrage	 and	 it

certainly	 looked	 menacing	 and	 brought	 back	 memories	 of	 Kiel	 and	 Bremen.	 The	 Hun

evidently	 wished	 to	 protect	 his	 main	 supply	 port	 and	 he	 had	 a	 fierce	 concentration	 of

heavy	 flak	 to	 welcome	 us.	 We	 began	 our	 bombing	 run	 and	 almost	 immediately	 came

under	heavy	fire.	This	was	most	disconcerting	as	we	had	imagined	that	the	defences	would

be	light.	Tim	was	guiding	me	to	the	docks	and	shipping	and	I	was	having	a	job	to	hold	a

steady	course,	but	he	eventually	shouted	‘Bombs	gone’	and	I	was	pleased	to	dive	and	turn

out	of	range	of	the	guns.	We	were	hit	several	times	and	it	remained	a	surprise	to	me	that

we	 should	 find	 such	 opposition	 but	 it	 was	 nice	 and	 quiet	 all	 the	 way	 back	 to	 base	 and

safety,	after	five	hours	fifty	minutes	in	the	air. 

‘Tim	and	I	spotted	a	number	of	lights	in	the	desert	on	the	way	home	and	it	appeared	that

some	 of	 these	 were	 Arab	 encampments	 but	 a	 number	 were	 German	 camps.	 We	 decided

amongst	ourselves	that	in	future	we	would	keep	one	1,000lb	bomb	back	from	our	Tobruk

bomb	load	and	deliver	it	on	a	German	camp.	I	swore	all	the	crew	to	secrecy	and	said	that

we’d	really	have	some	fun	next	time	we	visited	Tobruk	but	it	wasn’t	to	be	mentioned	at

de-briefing.	 Our	 bombing	 of	 Tobruk	 that	 night	 had	 been	 accurate	 despite	 the	 heavy

opposition	and	I	knew	that	with	no	opposition	at	all	and	a	clear	moonlit	night	we	might

really	shake	some	sleepy	Huns	in	their	tents.	I	looked	forward	to	this	with	great	relish.	We

spent	 the	 night	 at	 LG	 (landing	 ground)	 224	 and	 flew	 back	 to	 Aqir	 the	 following	 day-

advanced	base	was	exactly	1½	hours	flying	time	away. 

‘We	flew	to	advanced	base	again	on	8th	August	and	spent	the	night	there	preparatory	to

taking	off	for	Tobruk	the	following	evening.	We	again	had	a	quiet	and	unmolested	trip	to

the	target	but	this	time	the	Germans	had	moved	in	many	more	batteries	of	heavy	and	light

flak	-	presumably	because	of	4-engined	bombers	attacking.	The	flak	on	the	bombing	run

was	 very	 severe	 and	 reminded	 us	 of	 Trondheim	 and	 the	  Tirpitz	 raids,	 but	 of	 course

visibility	in	the	desert	was	very	different	and	one	could	see	the	target	clearly. 

‘We	only	needed	to	make	one	bombing	run	as	visibility	was	so	good	and	Tim	Collins

placed	 our	 load	 nicely	 along	 the	 docks	 and	 shipping.	 (As	 arranged	 we	 kept	 back	 one

1,000lb	 bomb).	 The	 flak	 kept	 extremely	 hot	 but	 evidently	 another	 Halifax	 was	 attacking

simultaneously	because	half	the	searchlights	were	concentrated	on	the	far	side	of	the	town

and	a	great	number	of	the	flak	batteries	were	not	firing	at	us.	Tim	saw	our	bombs	explode

on	 the	 aiming	 point	 but	 there	 was	 so	 much	 smoke	 afterwards	 that	 it	 was	 difficult	 to

establish	 what	 damage	 we’d	 done.	 Immediately	 after	 leaving	 the	 target	 we	 lost	 height

down	to	1,500	feet	and	flew	back	eastwards	along	the	coast	road,	keeping	our	eyes	open

for	any	light. 

‘About	eighty	miles	from	Tobruk	we	saw	some	lights	burning	to	our	starboard	side	and

went	over	to	have	a	look;	unfortunately	these	were	extinguished	as	soon	as	we	flew	over

and	it	was	difficult	without	the	moon	to	see	whether	it	was	a	Hun	encampment	or	not.	We

flew	on	along	the	coast	road	and	soon	saw	another	gathering	of	lights	ahead	…	We	could

just	 distinguish	 lines	 of	 tents	 which	 was	 obviously	 an	 enemy	 encampment	 so	 I	 gained

height	 to	 about	 2,000	 feet	 and	 made	 a	 slow	 bombing	 run	 from	 west	 to	 east.	 Tim	 let	 the

bomb	 go	 at	 the	 centre	 of	 the	 lights	 and	 we	 hoped	 that	 someone	 spent	 a	 disturbed	 night

below	 us.	 We	 flew	 home	 satisfied	 at	 what	 we’d	 done	 and	 this	 time	 landed	 back	 at	 Aqir

direct	after	seven	hours	in	the	air.	We	kept	our	secret	from	the	Intelligence	officer! 

‘Soon	 after	 our	 last	 operation	 on	 Tobruk	 the	 squadrons	 were	 moved	 from	 Aqir	 to	 an


aerodrome	in	the	Canal	Zone	called	Fayid.	On	13	August	we	flew	again	to	advanced	base

at	 LG	 224	 and	 were	 bombed	 up	 for	 the	 usual	 haul	 to	 Tobruk.	 We	 had	 a	 more	 or	 less

uneventful	trip	and	we	all	found	it	a	great	relief	not	having	any	opposition	on	the	way	to

the	target.	We	were	able	to	see	the	defences	at	Tobruk	quite	clearly	but	at	a	distance	the

concentrations	of	searchlights	and	flak	looked	impenetrable,	whereas	over	the	target	itself

there	 was	 enough	 room	 to	 fly	 through.	 Unfortunately	 at	 Tobruk	 we	 in	 Halifaxes	 were

usually	 the	 only	 attackers,	 apart	 from	 a	 handful	 of	 Wellingtons	 and	 came	 in	 for	 the

maximum	 opposition	 because	 of	 the	 lack	 of	 concentration	 in	 attack.	 Tim	 again	 bombed

very	accurately	and	we	hoped	that	some	supply	ships	would	be	well	battered	or	if	not	that

there	would	be	damage	to	the	dock	installations.	We	kept	back	our	usual	1,000	lb	bomb

and	planted	it	amongst	some	German	tents	on	the	way	home. 

‘We	 went	 again	 to	 Tobruk	 on	 15th	 August	 and	 this	 time	 I	 had	 as	 second	 pilot	 Group

Captain	Turton-Jones,	our	Station	Commander.	Again	I	felt	honoured	to	be	taking	so	high

a	personage	and	I	admired	him	for	his	fortitude	in	coming	with	us.	We	suffered	badly	over

Tobruk	and	sustained	serious	flak	damage	in	the	starboard	outer	engine.	I	had	to	feather	it

soon	 after	 leaving	 the	 target	 area	 and	 a	 few	 minutes	 later	 the	 flight	 engineer	 calmly

informed	me	that	the	oil	pressure	was	dropping	on	the	starboard	inner	engine	as	well.	This

was	serious	and	I	eventually	lost	both	engines	on	the	starboard	side	and	had	to	fly	back	all

the	way	on	the	port	engines	-	a	tricky	business	with	all	the	power	on	one	side.	I	sent	an

SOS	to	base	to	get	the	flare	path	lit	in	good	time	but	when	we	arrived	over	Fayid	there	was

no	flare	path	and	I	had	to	make	the	circuit	and	landing	in	darkness.	Luckily	in	the	desert

one	 nearly	 always	 had	 clear	 starlit	 nights	 and	 I	 was	 able	 to	 distinguish	 the	 main	 runway

and	make	a	landing	safely. 

‘Group	Captain	Turton-Jones	remained	quite	calm	throughout	the	trip	although	he	must

have	realised	that	with	only	two	engines	running	it	would	be	a	hazardous	landing,	if	we

even	got	back	to	base	at	all.	In	those	days	we	had	no	electrically	lit	flare	paths	-	they	were

paraffin	lamps	which	had	to	be	individually	lit	and	it	took	a	long	time	to	get	the	runway

illuminated. 

‘We	 did	 a	 further	 three	 trips	 to	 Tobruk	 in	 August	 and	 my	 total	 operations	 numbered

thirty-four.	(I	was	rather	wondering	how	much	longer	Command	were	going	to	keep	us	on

operations	because	in	UK	the	maximum	was	thirty).	However	there	was	to	be	one	more

trip	 and	 it	 turned	 out	 to	 be	 the	 worst	 of	 the	 Middle	 Eastern	 tour.	 At	 that	 time	 General

Montgomery	was	building	up	his	armour	formations	at	and	behind	El	Alamein	and	nearly

every	week	high	altitude	German	photographic	reconnaissance	planes	used	to	come	over

from	Crete	at	about	42,000	feet	and	photograph	the	whole	of	the	battle	zone.	There	was	no

means	of	stopping	them	because	we	had	no	fighter	aircraft	that	was	capable	of	climbing	to

this	height.	Churchill	had	been	to	the	Middle	East	on	a	visit	and	a	request	was	put	to	him

by	the	Air	Force	for	a	Mark	X	Spitfire	and	eventually	two	were	sent	out	to	Egypt.	These

were	stripped	of	all	their	armour,	all	but	two	of	the	Browning	machine	guns	and	anything

else	movable	that	wasn’t	essential.	One	took	off	to	attack	the	Hun	reconnaissance	aircraft

and	 managed	 to	 struggle	 up	 to	 40,000	 feet,	 but	 no	 higher,	 though	 the	 next	 time	 it	 did

manage	to	get	within	range	and	shot	down	the	German	plane.	However,	the	next	day	the

Hun	appeared	again	and	both	Spitfires	were	unserviceable	so	something	drastic	had	to	be

done. 

‘Command	decided	that	we	should	attack	the	German	aerodrome	at	Heraklion	in	Crete

and	 endeavour	 to	 destroy	 their	 reconnaissance	 planes	 on	 the	 ground	 in	 daylight.	 The

operation	was	planned	so	that	both	of	our	squadrons	of	Halifaxes	would	attack	at	dusk	and

as	there	could	be	no	fighter	escort	because	of	the	distance,	we	should	have	the	protection

of	darkness	for	the	return	trip.	We	were	briefed	on	5th	September	and	bombed	up	with	six

1,000	 lb	 and	 twelve	 250lb	 rodded	 bombs.	 (These	 were	 anti-personnel	 bombs	 which	 had

special	 eighteen	 inch	 rods	 fitted	 to	 the	 nose	 so	 that	 the	 bomb	 would	 explode	 at	 ground

level.)

‘Take-off	 was	 at	 3pm	 and	 eighteen	 loaded	 Halifaxes	 took	 the	 air,	 but	 one	 aircraft

developed	 engine	 trouble	 immediately	 after	 take-off	 and	 had	 to	 hurriedly	 jettison	 his

bombs	in	the	Bitter	Lake.	Although	the	bombs	were	dropped	‘safe’	most	of	them	exploded

on	 hitting	 the	 water	 and	 a	 British	 destroyer	 promptly	 opened	 fire	 at	 the	 Halifax	 with	 its

light	guns!	The	Halifax	promptly	fired	the	Very	cartridge	of	the	day	and	there	were	some

rude	comments	about	aircraft	recognition!	One	could	hardly	blame	the	Royal	Navy,	who

took	great	exception	to	being	smothered	with	eighteen	anti-personnel	bombs	in	the	middle

of	a	quiet	afternoon’s	snooze! 

‘All	 seventeen	 bombers	 formed	 up	 over	 the	 aerodrome	 in	 vics	 of	 three	 and	 we	 set

course	in	tight	formation	for	Crete.	Squadron	Leader	Hank	Iveson	was	leading	my	vic	and

I	was	flying	on	his	port	wing	and	Bickerdike	on	his	starboard	wing.	Hank	was	a	brilliant

pilot	 and	 I	 tucked	 myself	 in	 close,	 knowing	 that	 he	 would	 hold	 a	 steady	 course	 and

airspeed.	Crete	was	about	3½	hours	from	Fayid	and	we	had	an	uneventful	trip	across	the

Mediterranean.	 Command	 had	 made	 a	 complete	 balls-up	 of	 the	 timing	 and	 we	 found

ourselves	approaching	Crete	with	the	sun	well	up	and	nowhere	near	dusk.	There	was	strict

wireless	silence	and	one	dared	not	speak	for	fear	of	alerting	the	Hun	fighter	defences,	but

Hank	signalled	to	me	that	he	was	going	to	orbit	for	a	while	about	twenty	miles	off	Crete

and	 all	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 formation	 followed	 us	 round.	 We	 must	 have	 orbited	 for	 forty

minutes	and	it	seemed	an	age	but	eventually	we	started	our	bombing	run	in	from	south-

east	to	north-west.	We	could	see	Heraklion	aerodrome	clearly	and	we	watched	six	fighters

get	airborne	which	was	ominous,	but	our	attention	was	diverted	suddenly	with	the	arrival

of	 heavy	 flak	 bursts	 all	 round	 us.	 Bickerdike	 and	 I	 tucked	 ourselves	 in	 tightly	 on	 Hank

Iveson	and	a	well-placed	shell	would	have	done	for	the	three	of	us. 

‘Another	 vic	 was	 flying	 about	 70	 yards	 on	 our	 port	 beam	 and	 I	 could	 see	 Flight

Lieutenant	 Bryan	 who	 was	 nearest,	 waving	 to	 me,	 when,	 suddenly,	 a	 heavy	 shell	 burst

alongside	him	and	his	Halifax	started	to	burn.	The	flames	spread	along	his	starboard	wing

and	I	could	see	Bryan	giving	me	the	thumbs	down	signal	and	waving	cheerio;	I	watched

three,	four	and	then	five	parachutes	billow	out	of	the	aircraft	and	then	the	starboard	wing

burned	through	and	fell	off	the	root.	The	Halifax	started	a	vicious	spiral	to	starboard	with

black	smoke	pouring	from	it	and	I	knew	then	that	Bryan	had	no	chance	of	bailing	out.	I

watched	him	down	to	about	8,000	feet	when	his	aircraft	started	to	disintegrate	and	fall	in

flaming	pieces	to	the	wooded	hills	below. 

‘Poor	 Bryan;	 he	 and	 I	 had	 been	 good	 friends,	 but	 death	 was	 swift	 and	 despite	 his

misfortune	 my	 own	 thoughts	 were	 in	 self-preservation.	 I	 looked	 for	 a	 quick	 moment

behind	 us	 and	 saw	 two	 more	 columns	 of	 black	 smoke	 where	 another	 two	 Halifaxes	 had

been	shot	down	-	the	fighters	were	still	not	up	at	our	operational	height	of	16,000	feet;	all

the	damage	was	being	done	by	heavy	and	accurate	flak. 

‘We	 then	 had	 to	 concentrate	 on	 our	 bombing	 run	 and	 in	 keeping	 tight	 formation	 on

Hank.	 Tim	 Collins	 was	 down	 in	 the	 nose	 waiting	 for	 the	 signal	 from	 Hank	 to	 bomb.	 A

shell	burst	just	ahead	of	us	and	I	ducked	instinctively	as	we	flew	through	the	black	smoke

puff,	 but	 immediately	 afterwards	 our	 bombs	 went	 and	 Hank	 began	 a	 diving	 turn	 to

starboard.	 It	 was	 a	 job	 to	 keep	 our	 places	 in	 formation	 and	 Bickerdike	 fell	 away	 to	 port

beneath	with	the	sudden	increase	in	speed. 

‘I	was	still	clinging	tight	to	Hank	and	my	rear	gunner,	Jack	Croft,	was	warning	me	that

two	Messerschmitt	109s	were	chasing	us	from	behind.	Hank	came	right	down	to	treetop

level	 over	 the	 wooded	 mountains	 and	 we	 flew	 very	 low	 over	 the	 valley.	 I	 kept	 looking

behind	and	there	were	about	five	Halifaxes	all	straggling	along	behind	us,	but	luckily	they

were	receiving	attention	from	the	fighters	and	not	us.	Our	speed	was	about	280	mph	and

we	soon	found	ourselves	over	the	coast	and	out	to	sea. 

‘Dusk	 had	 just	 about	 arrived	 and	 it	 began	 to	 be	 difficult	 to	 see	 the	 aircraft	 behind	 us. 

One	fighter	started	firing	at	us	from	extreme	range	but	he	soon	broke	off	the	combat	and

turned	 back	 to	 Crete	 and	 safety.	 Hank	 gave	 me	 the	 thumbs	 up	 sign	 and	 indicated	 that	 I

could	 break	 formation;	 Bickerdike	 was	 still	 some	 way	 behind	 and	 appeared	 to	 be	 in

combat	with	another	fighter	but	visibility	was	worsening	and	we	eventually	lost	sight	of

him.	(Poor	old	Bickerdike	was	killed	on	the	first	trip	of	his	second	tour	later.)52

‘As	 darkness	 fell	 I	 heaved	 a	 great	 sigh	 of	 relief	 and	 was	 glad	 to	 have	 survived	 the

attacks	by	flak	and	fighters.	We	started	the	long	haul	back	across	the	Mediterranean.	I	put

the	automatic	pilot	in	and	asked	the	radio	operator	to	come	and	sit	in	my	seat	and	keep	an

eye	on	the	instruments	while	I	went	down	to	join	Tim.	We	got	out	some	poker	dice	and

played	a	game	in	the	half	light	of	his	shielded	lamp.	I	suppose	it	was	the	result	of	having

escaped	with	our	lives	that	made	us	feel	so	carefree	and	happy.	We	got	back	to	Fayid	after

7	 hours	 10	 minutes	 and	 went	 into	 de-briefing.	 Of	 the	 eighteen	 aircraft	 despatched,	 three

had	turned	back	with	engine	trouble	and	of	the	fifteen	which	attacked	Heraklion	five	had

been	shot	down.	The	operation	had	been	somewhat	costly	but	considering	that	Command

had	slipped	on	the	timing	we	were	lucky	not	to	have	suffered	heavier	losses.	Later	PRU

Mosquitoes	flew	over	Heraklion	and	reported	severe	damage	to	hangars	and	buildings	and

three	of	the	high-flying	German	reconnaissance	planes	had	been	destroyed	on	the	ground. 

The	 operation	 was	 an	 undoubted	 success	 because	 there	 were	 no	 more	 reconnaissance

flights	carried	out	over	Egypt. 

‘That	completed	our	thirty-fifth	trip	and	was	the	last	operation	of	my	first	tour.	I	cannot

adequately	 express	 the	 utter	 relief	 of	 being	 rested	 from	 operational	 flying.	 I	 was

subsequently	 posted	 to	 No	 2	 Middle	 East	 training	 school	 as	 an	 instructor,	 still	 under	 the

command	 of	 Wing	 Commander	 Young	 at	 Aqir.	 I	 knew	 that	 with	 luck	 I	 should	 have	 six

months’	freedom	from	operational	flying.	It	was	like	a	last	minute	reprieve	from	the	death

sentence	and	life	immediately	took	on	a	new	meaning.	I	felt	exhilarated	and	happy. 

‘Just	 at	 that	 time	 we	 got	 a	 telegram	 from	 the	 Air	 Ministry	 advising	 us	 that	 Wing

Commander	Young	had	been	awarded	the	DSO	and	I	the	DFC.	I	was	looking	forward	to

sewing	 on	 the	 DFC	 ribbon.	 The	 citation	 read:	 Flight	 Lieutenant	 M	 Renaut	 is	 an

outstanding	 Captain	 of	 Aircraft.	 His	 sorties	 include	 attacks	 on	 such	 targets	 as	 Frankfurt, 

Kiel,	Cologne,	Brest,	Stettin	and	Essen.	He	flew	with	distinction	in	both	the	night	raids	on

the	 German	 naval	 base	 at	 Trondheim	 on	 April	 27th	 and	 28th	 last.	 This	 officer	 has

constantly	 been	 selected	 for	 special	 operations	 necessitating	 a	 high	 degree	 of	 skill	 and

reliability;	 he	 has	 never	 failed	 to	 reach	 the	 highest	 expectations:	 His	 leadership	 and

courage	have	been	of	a	high	order. 

‘We	 now	 set	 about	 the	 training	 of	 new	 crews	 -	 all	 ex-Wellington	 pilots	 -	 on	 the

understanding	that	none	of	us	would	be	repatriated	until	we	had	trained	sufficient	crews	to

replace	the	two	squadrons.’

Endnotes	Chapter	8

46			Flight	Lieutenant	Robert	Fenwick	Owen	DFC.	The	accident	occurred	on	22	December	1941. 

47			Halifax	II	W1048	which	was	damaged	by	flak	and	its	pilot,	Pilot	Officer	Donald	P.	McIntyre,	crash-landed	it	on	the frozen	 surface	 of	 Lake	 Hoklingen.	 All	 the	 crew	 survived	 and	 McIntyre	 and	 four	 others	 evaded	 capture.	 One	 man	 was captured	and	taken	into	captivity.	The	Halifax	sank	gently.	In	1973W1048	was	salvaged	from	the	bed	of	the	lake	and, after	restoration	by	airmen	at	RAG	Wyton,	was	placed	on	public	display	in	the	RAF	Museum	at	Hendon.	McIntyre	was killed	in	the	crash	of	a	Halifax	VII	on	13	February	1947. 

48			Wing	Commander	D.	C.	T.	‘Don’	Bennett	was	awarded	the	DSO	for	courage,	initiative	and	devotion	to	duty	when, after	being	shot	down	during	the	attack	on	the	 Tirpitz	on	27	April	1942	he	and	his	second	pilot,	Sergeant	N.	Walmsley escaped	to	Sweden.	It	was	soon	after	his	return	that	Bennett	became	associated	with	the	new	Path	Finder	Force.	AVM

Donald	Bennett	CBE	DSO	has	been	described	as	‘a	good	talker	with	more	wit	than	humour;	and	yet	essentially	not	a	talker but	a	man	of	action’.	‘Don’	Bennett	came	from	‘deep	in	the	rich	mud	of	the	Darling	Downs’	of	Queensland	before	the family	 moved	 to	 Brisbane.	 He	 had	 been	 a	 great	 civil	 pilot	 before	 the	 war.	 In	 1938	 he	 flew	 the	 Mercury,	 the	 upper component	 of	 the	 Mayo	 composite	 aircraft,	 from	 Dundee	 to	 South	 Africa	 and	 established	 a	 long-distance	 record	 for seaplanes.	He	joined	the	RAAF	as	a	cadet	in	1930	and	was	commissioned	in	the	RAF	in	1931.	He	took	a	flying	boat pilot’s	course	at	Calshot	in	1932,	transferred	to	the	RAAF	Reserve	in	1935	and	the	eve	of	war	found	him	in	command	of the	 Cabot,	 the	 big	 flying	 boat	 which	 was	 to	 carry	 the	 mail	 from	 Southampton	 to	 New	 York.	 Soon	 after	 the	 Germans invaded	 Norway	 the	 Cabot	 and	 her	 sister	 flying	 boat	 Caribou	 were	 destroyed	 by	 the	 enemy	 in	 the	 Norwegian	 fjords. 

Bennett	was	among	the	founders	of	the	Atlantic	Ferry	Service.	He	was	re-commissioned	in	the	RAFVR	in	1941	and	was called	on	for	service	on	the	active	list. 

49			 No	5	Bomber	Group	RAF	1939-45,	Faber	&	Faber,	1951. 

50	 	 	 On	 the	 night	 of	 15/16th	 April	 when	 96	 aircraft	 were	 detailed	 to	 bomb	 Kiel	 Flight	 Sergeant	 Wallace	 Ivor	 ‘Wally’

Lashbrook	on	35	Squadron,	piloting	Halifax	‘G-George’	lost	his	hydraulics	over	Hamburg.	He	nursed	the	Halifax	home to	Linton-on-Ouse	very	short	of	fuel	but	the	runway	lights	were	switched	off	just	as	he	made	his	approach,	thinking	he was	 an	 enemy	 intruder.	 Lashbrook	 overshot	 the	 approach	 but	 ran	 out	 of	 fuel	 before	 he	 could	 line-up	 with	 the	 runway again.	The	Halifax	hit	a	tree	near	Tollerton	village.	Only	the	navigator	and	the	tail	gunner	were	slightly	injured,	the	rest of	the	crew	escaping	relatively	unharmed. 

51			Squadron	Leader	Wally	Lashbrook	DFM	on	102	Squadron	who	had	just	begun	his	second	tour	and	was	on	his	36th operation	 and	 flying	 Halifax	 ‘T	 for	 Tommy’.	 Lashbrook	 and	 one	 other	 member	 of	 his	 crew,	 Flight	 Sergeant	 D.	 C. 

Knight,	had	joined	the	RAF	as	apprentices	at	Halton	on	15	January	1929.	After	bombing	the	target	Lashbrook	flew	into the	 Mannheim	 region	 at	 9,000	 feet	 and	 experienced	 very	 severe	 icing.	 After	 climbing	 to	 14,000	 feet	 the	 ice	 began	 to evaporate	and	as	the	height	of	the	cloud	tops	became	less,	he	reduced	height	to	9,000	feet.	In	the	Ardennes	region	an aircraft	was	seen	going	down	in	flames	on	the	starboard	side;	tracer	was	seen	and	it	was	assumed	to	be	a	fighter	attack. 

About	three	minutes	later	a	Lancaster	was	seen	going	down	in	flames	on	the	port	side.	Lashbrook	told	Sergeant	L	Neill the	mid-upper	gunner	to	keep	a	sharp	lookout	and	almost	immediately	bullets	hit	the	aircraft.	The	fighter,	a	Bf	110	flown by	Oberleutnant	Rudolf	‘Rudi’	Altendorf	of	2./NJG4,	was	not	seen	but	was	apparently	attacking	from	astern	and	below. 

Flying	Officer	Graham	George	Williams	GM	the	22-year	old	rear-gunner	was	killed	and	Neill	was	wounded.	Lashbrook put	the	Halifax	into	a	steep	dive	to	port	and	at	once	saw	there	was	a	very	fierce	fire	between	the	port	inner	engine	and the	fuselage.	After	losing	3,000	feet	he	discovered	that	he	could	not	pull	the	aircraft	out	of	the	dive	as	the	controls	were not	working	properly,	nor	could	he	throttle	back	the	port	engines	as	the	throttle	control	rods	were	loose	or	severed.	He gave	the	order	to	bail	out.	Flying	Officer	Alfred	‘Paddy’	Martin	DFC	the	bomb	aimer	and	Flying	Officer	W.	K.	Bolton	the navigator	 and	 Sergeant	 W.	 R.	 Laws	 the	 wireless	 operator	 went	 out	 through	 the	 forward	 hatch.	 Knight	 clipped	 on	 his pilot’s	 parachute	 and	 then	 dived	 out	 himself.	 As	 Lashbrook	 tried	 to	 leave,	 the	 Halifax	 went	 into	 a	 spin.	 By	 pulling himself	to	the	hatch	and	popping	his	parachute	while	leaning	partially	out	of	the	Halifax,	the	parachute	pulled	Lashbrook free	‘like	a	champagne	cork	out	of	a	bottle’.	He	was	at	less	than	1,000	feet	and	made	a	heavy	landing	100	yards	from	the wreckage	of	his	burning	Halifax.	So	swift	had	been	his	decent	that	he	saw	Knight	floating	down	a	few	hundred	yards away.	Knight	and	Neill	were	both	taken	prisoner	but	Lashbrook	and	three	other	members	of	the	crew	evaded	capture. 

Bolton	 was	 captured	 in	 Paris	 on	 18	 September.	 Laws	 successfully	 evaded.	 Wally	 Lashbrook	 and	 ‘Paddy’	 Martin	 were flown	home	from	Gibraltar	to	Bristol	in	a	Dakota	on	21	June.	Lashbrook	was	awarded	the	DFC.	Martin	was	awarded	the DFC	 later.	 See	  RAF	 Evaders:	 The	 Comprehensive	 Story	 of	 Thousands	 of	 Escapers	 and	 their	 Escape	 Lines,	 Western Europe,	1940-1945	by	Oliver	Clutton-Brock	(Grub	Street	2009). 

52			Squadron	Leader	Herbert	Frank	Bickerdike	DFC	was	killed	on	20/21	December	1943	on	the	operation	on	Frankfurt when	on	77	Squadron	at	Elvington.	His	Halifax	V	crashed	in	Belgium	with	the	loss	of	four	crew.	Another	man	evaded and	one	was	taken	prisoner. 

Chapter	9

Flying	Officer	‘X’

 Late	 in	 1942	 nine	 superbly	 written	 short	 stories	 about	 Stirling	 air	 crew	 in	 RAF	 Bomber

 Command	appeared	in	The	News	Chronicle,	all	of	them	written	under	the	pseudonym	of

 Flying	 Officer	 ‘X’.	 The	 public	 were	 not	 aware	 that	 they	 were	 the	 work	 of	 novelist	 H.	 E. 

 Bates.	Herbert	Ernest	Bates	was	born	on	16	May	1905	in	Rushden,	Northamptonshire	and

 educated	at	Kettering	Grammar	School.	After	leaving	school,	he	worked	as	a	reporter	and

 a	 warehouse	 clerk.	 Many	 of	 his	 stories	 depict	 life	 in	 the	 rural	 Midlands	 of	 England, 

 particularly	his	native	Northamptonshire.	Bates	was	partial	to	taking	long	midnight	walks

 around	 the	 Northamptonshire	 countryside	 and	 this	 often	 provided	 the	 inspiration	 for	 his

 stories.	Bates	was	a	great	lover	of	the	countryside	and	the	people,	as	exemplified	in	two

 volumes	of	essays	entitled	Through	the	Woods	and	Down	the	River.	He	discarded	his	first

 novel,	 written	 when	 he	 was	 in	 his	 late	 teens,	 but	 his	 second	 and	 the	 first	 one	 to	 be

 published,	The	Two	Sisters,	was	inspired	by	one	of	his	midnight	walks,	which	took	him	to

 the	 small	 village	 of	 Farndish.	 There,	 late	 at	 night,	 he	 saw	 a	 light	 burning	 in	 a	 cottage

 window	and	it	was	this	that	triggered	the	story.	At	this	time	he	was	working	briefly	for	the

 local	newspaper	in	Wellingborough,	a	job	which	he	hated	and	then	later	at	a	local	shoe-

 making	 warehouse,	 where	 he	 had	 time	 to	 write;	 in	 fact	 the	 whole	 of	 this	 first	 novel	 was

 written	there.	This	was	sent	to	and	rejected	by,	nine	publishers,	until	the	tenth,	Jonathan

 Cape	 accepted	 it	 on	 the	 advice	 of	 its	 highly	 respected	 Reader,	 Edward	 Garnett.	 H.	 E. 

 Bates	 was	 then	 twenty	 years	 old.	 More	 novels,	 collections	 of	 short	 stories,	 essays	 and

 articles	followed,	but	did	not	pay	well.	His	first	financial	success	was	Fair	Stood	the	Wind

 for	France. 

 Bates	was	recruited	by	the	Air	Ministry’s	Public	Relations	Department,	PR.11	in	1941

 as	 a	 short	 story	 writer	 and	 given	 the	 substantive	 rank	 of	 flying	 officer.	 The	 Air	 Ministry

 realised	that	the	populace	was	less	concerned	with	facts	and	figures	about	the	war	than	it

 was	 with	 reading	 about	 those	 who	 were	 fighting	 it	 so	 he	 was	 granted	 considerable

 freedom	 of	 movement	 and	 access	 to	 the	 Stirling	 crews	 on	 7	 Squadron	 at	 Oakington	 in	 3

 Group	 where	 he	 arrived	 in	 November	 1941,	 to	 experience	 the	 atmosphere	 of	 an

 operational	RAF	bomber	station	from	first-hand	and	then	to	write	short	stories	about	the

 life	he	observed.	The	Air	Ministry	envisaged	a	sojourn	at	Oakington	of	no	more	than	a	few

 days	but	Bates	assessed	that	it	would	more	likely	become	two	or	three	weeks,	perhaps	even

 two	or	three	months. 

In	the	second	volume	of	his	autobiography,  The	World	in	Ripeness,	H.	E.	Bates

‘The	stories	duly	appeared	in	 The	News	Chronicle	under	that	nom	de	plume,	which	in	fact

hid	 my	 identity	 for	 just	 about	 a	 single	 day.	 My	 imprint,	 it	 seemed,	 was	 on	 every	 word. 

When	 I	 got	 back	 to	 Oakington	 the	 first	 of	 the	  News	 Chronicle	 stories	 had	 already	 been

widely	read	and	I	felt	a	sense	of	inexplicable	unease.	There	was	much	leg-pulling;	and	the

Wing	 Commander,	 I	 was	 told,	 was	 gunning	 for	 me.	 The	 Station	 Commander	 was

fortunately	far	more	tolerant	…	Later	it	was	of	no	little	satisfaction	to	me	to	know	that	the

men	 of	 Bomber	 Command	 themselves	 approved	 of	 the	 stories…’53	 When	 Bates	 was informed	 that	 the	 first	 printing	 of	 his	  ‘Flying	 Officer	 X’	 stories	 would	 be	 100,000,	 his reaction	was,	‘Never	having	heard	of	a	book,	except	the	Bible	and	 Gone	 With	 the	 Wind, 

selling	such	figures,	I	nearly	fainted.’

Ironically,	the	first	story	to	feature	was	 Its	Never	In	The	Papers	and	it	tells	the	story	of	a

25-year	old	pilot	called	‘Dibden’	who	has	‘33	operational	trips	and	a	DFC	to	his	name.’

‘He	 flew	 Stirlings	 and	 looked	 more	 than	 anything	 else	 like	 a	 dark,	 very	 handsome	 little

Eskimo.	You	felt	that	it	was	a	pure	accident	that	he	was	flying	a	bomber	instead	of	doing	a

roll	in	a	kayak	or	having	a	snooze	in	an	igloo.	Dibden	was	a	good	type	and	a	very	good

pilot	indeed.	But	there	were	some	who	would	not	fly	with	him.	Navigators,	changed	from

their	 own	 crew,	 would	 suddenly	 develop	 violent	 toothache	 or	 trouble	 with	 their	 ears. 

Dibden	 was	 rather	 proud	 of	 the	 way	 he	 could	 land	 a	 Stirling	 in	 fair	 imitation	 of	 a	 golf-

ball…	He	spent	most	of	the	rest	of	his	life	being	brassed	off.	‘Good	morning,	Dibden,’	you

would	say.	‘How	goes	it?’	‘Pretty	much	brassed	off,	old	boy.’

Bates’	longest	story,	entitled	 How	Sleep	the	Brave,	tells	of	a	Stirling	crew	whose	aircraft

is	badly	shot	up	and	set	on	fire	after	bombing	the	target	and	who	are	forced	to	ditch	in	the

North	 Sea	 but	 reach	 the	 safety	 of	 the	 East	 coast	 after	 being	 adrift	 for	 sixty	 hours	 in	 a

dinghy.	‘Ellis’,	the	skipper	of	‘K.42’	who	is	‘small’	has	served	at	sea	for	‘five	or	six	years

before	the	war’.	‘Ossy’	Osborne’	the	rear	gunner	is	from	Newcastle,	five	feet	six,	with	the

‘lean	Newcastle	face	and	grey-monkey	wrinkled	eyes’.	‘Ed	Walker’	is	second	dickey	‘very

tall	and	slow-eyed’;	‘Winchester	hadn’t	taught	him	anything	better	than	a	belief	in	rabbits’

feet’.	 The	 navigator’s	 name	 is	 ‘Mac’;	 ‘the	 big	 Canadian	 from	 Winnipeg,	 slow	 and

sardonic.’	The	other	characters	are	finely	drawn	by	Bates	in	his	inimitable	style. 

This	 fictional	 story	 undoubtedly	 is	 inspired	 by	 the	 events	 surrounding	 a	 Wellington

crew	 on	 214	 Squadron	 at	 Stradishall	 flown	 by	 Pilot	 Officer	 Lucian	 Ercolani	 on	 7

November	who	reached	England	sixty	hours	after	his	aircraft	was	hit.	Ercolani	could	not

have	 been	 more	 different	 to	 ‘Ellis’.	 His	 father	 Abdon,	 who	 was	 born	 in	 St	 Angelo, 

Tuscany	in	Italy	on	8	May	1888,	a	picture	frame	maker,	migrated	to	London	in	search	of

work	 and	 in	 1898	 was	 joined	 by	 his	 family.	 He	 married	 in	 1915	 and	 he	 took	 British

citizenship	in	1923.	Lucian	Brett	Ercolani	was	born	at	High	Wycombe	on	9	August	1917

and	educated	at	Oundle,	where	he	excelled	at	sport.	He	left	school	in	1934	to	work	at	his

father’s	company,	Ercol.	When	war	broke	out	Lucian	joined	the	RAF	and	trained	as	a	pilot

in	 Canada,	 returning	 in	 May	 1941	 to	 join	 214	 Squadron.	 That	 same	 year	 he	 married

Cynthia	Douglas.54

The	 noon	 weather	 forecast	 on	 7	 November	 1941	 showed	 that	 there	 would	 be	 a	 large

area	of	bad	weather	with	storms,	thick	cloud,	icing	and	hail	over	the	North	Sea	routes	by

which,	 the	 bombers	 that	 night	 would	 need	 to	 fly	 to	 Berlin,	 Cologne	 and	 Mannheim	 and

back.	The	target	for	53	Wellingtons	and	two	Stirlings	of	1	and	3	Groups	was	Mannheim, 

which	left	169	aircraft,	just	over	a	hundred	of	them	Wellingtons,	to	raid	Berlin.	The	raid

was	a	disaster.	The	forecast	winds	were	even	stronger	than	predicted	and	only	73	aircraft

reached	 the	 general	 area	 of	 the	 German	 capital,	 where	 bombing	 was	 scattered.	 On	 the

return	 crews	 had	 to	 contend	 with	 very	 strong	 head	 winds	 and	 severe	 icing	 conditions. 

Twenty-one	Wellingtons	and	Whitleys	and	Stirlings	failed	to	return. 

Ercolani’s	 high	 explosives	 had	 fallen	 but	 the	 target	 was	 obscured	 by	 cloud	 before	 the

incendiaries	could	be	dropped.	On	the	way	home	Ercolani	was	looking	for	a	suitable	target

for	them	when	the	Wellington	was	hit	by	AA	fire	Over	Munster.	The	incendiaries	began	to

burn	 and	 soon	 the	 bomber	 was	 ablaze	 along	 the	 whole	 length	 of	 the	 bomb	 racks.	 The

bomb	 release	 gear	 had	 been	 smashed	 and	 the	 incendiaries	 could	 not,	 therefore,	 be

released.	They	burned	strongly	and	set	light	to	the	fuselage;	the	fire	resisted	all	attempts

made	by	the	crew	to	put	it	out,	first	with	the	extinguishers	and	then	with	coffee	from	their

thermos	flasks.	The	wireless	operator	took	ten	minutes	to	fight	his	way	through	the	smoke

and	flames	to	reach	the	rear	of	the	Wellington,	whence	he	could	let	out	his	trailing	aerial. 

This	would	give	him	a	greater	range	and	increase	the	chances	of	maintaining	contact	with

base.	 Ercolani	 remained	 at	 the	 controls	 but	 could	 speak	 to	 none	 of	 the	 crew,	 as	 the

intercom	was	broken.	The	blazing	Wimpy	flew	on.	Eventually	the	fire	in	the	fuselage	was

subdued	but	the	incendiaries	still	burned.	All	this	time	flak	was	bursting	round	the	aircraft

and	Ercolani	decided	to	close	the	bomb	doors	in	order	to	show	as	little	light	as	possible	to

the	German	gunners.	With	fire	in	its	belly	the	Wellington	made	out	to	sea,	away	from	the

coasts	 of	 the	 enemy	 but	 it	 was	 now	 down	 to	 1,000	 feet.	 Twenty-five	 minutes	 later	 the

petrol	gave	out	and	Ercolani	had	to	ditch	in	the	Thames	Estuary.	When	the	Wellington	hit

the	water	Ercolani	was	injured	and	he	went	down	with	the	sinking	bomber,	but	the	cockpit

section	 floated	 to	 the	 surface,	 allowing	 him	 to	 join	 his	 crew	 in	 the	 dinghy,	 which	 then

floated	into	the	North	Sea	and	eventually	along	the	English	Channel.	The	searching	ships

and	 aircraft	 failed	 to	 locate	 it	 and	 the	 crew’s	 attempts	 to	 paddle	 ashore	 were	 ineffective. 

Finally,	after	57	hours	drifting	in	the	bad	November	weather,	they	were	washed	up	on	the

southernmost	 tip	 of	 the	 Isle	 of	 Wight	 near	 Ventnor.	 Ercolani	 was	 awarded	 an	 immediate

DSO	 -	 a	 very	 rare	 accolade	 for	 so	 junior	 an	 officer	 -	 for	 ‘outstanding	 courage,	 initiative

and	devotion	to	duty’. 55

 There’s	 No	 Future	 In	 It	 is	 H.	 E.	 Bates’	 story	 of	 unrequited	 love	 between	 20	 year	 old

Kitty	and	an	older	and	a	‘rather	small	and	compact’	Stirling	crewmember	‘with	fresh	grey

eyes	that	he	sometimes	did	not	seem	able	to	focus	correctly.	He	had	31operational	trips	to

his	credit	and	all	that	seemed	to	matter	was	that	he	should	continue	coming	back.’

‘It	did	not	seem	to	matter	much	that	they	were	never	likely	to	be	married’	 says	 Bates. 

Kitty’s	 mother	 thinks	 that	 her	 daughter’s	 boyfriend	 looks	 older	 than	 twenty-four. 

‘Experienced.	His	eyes	look	old’	she	says	and	thought	that	he	might	already	be	married. 

Her	 parents	 frown	 on	 Kitty’s	 drinking	 with	 air	 force	 officers	 in	 the	 ‘Red	 Lion’	 [in	 all

probability	in	Cambridge].	‘Is	that	the	kind	of	place	to	be?’	her	father	says.	‘Drinking’	her

mother	says,	‘It’s	not	nice.	Do	you	think	so?’	It	provokes	a	fierce	argument.	Kitty	gets	up, 

calmly	enraged,	definite.	‘He	has	done	things	that	make	him	old,’	she	says	and	goes	out	of

the	room. 

The	following	night	Kitty	and	her	airman	drive	back	late	to	the	station.	‘With	the	moon

rising	and	the	searchlights	up,	the	road	shone	misty	white	between	the	dark	hedges.	The

evening	lay	behind	them,	as	always,	simply	secure;	a	few	rounds	of	light	ale	at	the	‘Red

Lion’,	 the	 boys	 coming	 in	 group	 by	 group,	 the	 rounds	 growing,	 the	 crews	 mixing, 

sergeants	 with	 squadron	 leaders,	 gunners	 with	 navigators,	 warm	 broad	 Canadian	 voices

mingled	with	English;	and	then	the	drive	home,	the	blue	lighting	of	the	searchlights	and

the	moonlight	throwing	into	relief	the	black	winter	trees,	the	hangars	lit	by	red	stars,	the

huge	solitary	dispersed	aircraft	in	the	fields;	and	lastly	the	silence	after	the	car	had	stopped

beyond	the	gate	of	the	station. 

‘Was	it	a	good	trip,	darling?’

He	did	not	answer. 

‘Bad?’

‘Pretty	bad.’

‘Did	you	have	trouble?’

‘The	usual.	Ten-tenths	most	of	the	way	and	then	some	hellish	flak.’

The	 story	 ends	 with	 Kitty	 in	 her	 upstairs	 room,	 where,	 not	 putting	 on	 the	 light,	 opens

the	window	and	stands	looking	out.	‘The	air	was	bright	with	frost	and	the	coldness	struck

with	a	momentary	shock	on	her	face	and	hands.	She	stood	there	for	a	long	time,	looking

out.	 The	 moon	 was	 going	 down	 beyond	 the	 houses.	 The	 searchlights	 were	 no	 longer	 up

beyond	the	town.	The	sky	was	clear	and	calm	and,	as	if	there	were	no	war	and	as	it	might

be	in	the	future,	if	there	were	a	future,	there	was	no	sound	of	wings.’

 The	Young	Man	From	Kalgoorlie	tells	of	a	young	Australian	pilot	called	‘Albert’	who

before	coming	to	England	lives	with	his	parents	on	a	sheep-farm	two	hundred	miles	north-

east	 of	 Kalgoorlie.	 It	 is	 so	 remote	 that	 he	 does	 not	 know	 that	 the	 war	 has	 started.	 At

Oakington,	 ‘surrounded	 by	 flat	 grey	 English	 hills	 cropped	 mostly	 by	 sugar-beet	 and

potatoes	and	steeped	in	winter-time	in	thick	windless	fogs	that	kept	the	aircraft	grounded

for	days	at	a	time’	he	tells	H.	E.	Bates	that	he	used	to	go	down	to	Kalgoorlie	only	once, 

perhaps	twice,	a	year.’	It	is	here	that	he	reads	a	newspaper,	not	really	reading	it.	It	is	late

August	 and	 the	 Nazis	 are	 bombing	 London.	 He	 does	 not	 understand	 any	 of	 it;	 who	 is

fighting	or	what	are	the	causes	of	it.	He	simply	takes	in,	from	the	headlines,	the	story	of

the	 great	 sky	 battles,	 the	 bombing,	 the	 murder	 and	 destruction,	 as	 if	 they	 are	 part	 of	 ‘a

ghastly	fantasy’.	For	the	moment	he	does	not	feel	angry	or	sick	or	outraged	because	he	has

been	deceived. 

When	he	got	back	to	his	hotel	he	drafted	a	telegram	to	his	parents,	telling	them,	as	well

as	 he	 could,	 that	 he	 understood.	 Then	 in	 the	 morning	 he	 went	 round	 to	 the	 nearest

recruiting	centre.	‘I	have	not	so	far	described	what	he	was	like’	says	Bates.	‘He	was	rather

tall,	fair	and	brown	in	the	face;	his	eyes	were	a	cool	blue	and	his	lips	thin,	determined	and

rather	tight.	He	was	just	22	and	he	had	no	way	of	holding	back	his	anger. 

‘I	want	to	be	a	pilot,’	he	said. 

‘All	right,’	they	said.	‘Good.	But	you	can’t	be	a	pilot	all	of	a	sudden,	just	like	that.’

‘No?’	he	said.	‘No?	We’ll	bloody	soon	see.” 

By	 the	 late	 autumn	 of	 1941	 the	 young	 man	 from	 Kalgoorlie	 has	 became	 captain	 of	 a

Stirling	and	about	the	same	time	he	got	to	know	a	girl.	‘Two	or	three	evenings	a	week,	if

there	were	no	operations’	says	Bates	‘we	used	to	go	down	into	the	town	and	drink	a	few

glasses	of	beer	at	a	pub	called	‘The	Grenadier’	and	one	evening	this	girl	came	in.	She	was

very	dark	and	rather	sophisticated,	with	very	red	lips	and	she	never	wore	her	coat	in	the

ordinary	 way	 but	 simply	 had	 it	 slung	 on	 her	 shoulders,	 with	 the	 sleeves	 empty	 and

dangling.	‘This	is	Olivia,’	he	said.	For	some	reason	I	never	knew	her	other	name;	we	most

often	 called	 her	 Albert’s	 popsie,	 but	 after	 that,	 every	 night	 we	 were	 in	 ‘The	 Grenadier’, 

she	would	come	in	and	soon,	after	talking	for	a	time,	they	would	go	off	somewhere	alone

together.	The	weather	was	very	bad	at	that	time	and	he	saw	her	quite	often.	And	then	for	a

few	 nights	 it	 cleared	 and	 one	 night,	 before	 going	 over,	 to	 Bremen,	 he	 asked	 if	 I	 would

keep	his	date	with	her	and	make	his	apologies	and	explain.’

‘The	flak	over	Bremen	was	very	hostile’	continues	Bates	‘and	it	seemed	that	he	had	to

take	a	lot	of	hasty	evasive	action	before	he	could	get	clear	away	along	the	coast.	They	had

brought	him	down	even	then	to	about	2,000	feet.	The	searchlights	were	very	thick	too	and

it	was	like	daylight	in	the	aircraft	marking	the	time.	But	as	if	he	couldn’t	possibly	miss	the

opportunity,	 he	 came	 down	 to	 300	 feet,	 roaring	 over	 the	 searchlight	 batteries	 as	 his

gunners	attacked	them.	They	flew	for	about	40	miles	in	this	way,	until	finally	something

hit	the	outer	starboard	engine	and	holed	the	starboard	wing.	After	that	they	were	in	a	very

bad	way	and	got	home,	as	he	said,	later	than	originally	proposed.’

H.	E.	Bates	does	not	think	that	he	told	Olivia	about	this.	‘It	went	down	into	his	log	and

some	of	it	may	have	gone	down	into	the	diary	he	had	promised	faithfully	to	keep	for	his

people	back	on	the	farm.	He	was	satisfied	that	he	had	blown	out	about	20	searchlights	and

that	was	all.	Something	else	was	vindicated.	Two	days	later	he	had	another	go.	In	quite	a

short	daylight	attack	along	the	Dutch	coast	he	got	into	an	argument	with	a	flak	ship.	As	he

was	 coming	 home	 his	 outer	 port	 engine	 gave	 up,	 but	 he	 tootled	 in	 just	 before	 darkness, 

quite	happy.	‘A	piece	of	cake,’	he	said. 

‘On	the	third	day	he	came	back	from	briefing	with	a	very	satisfied	look	on	his	face.	‘A

little	visit	to	Mr.	Salmon	and	Mr.	Gluckstein56	at	Brest,’	he	said.	He	had	been	flying	just	a year.	He	had	done	twenty	trips,	all	of	them	with	the	same	meaning.	It	was	a	bright	calm

day,	without	cloud,	quite	warm	in	the	winter	sun.	There	were	pools	of	water	here	and	there

on	 the	 runways	 and	 looking	 through	 the	 glasses	 I	 could	 see	 little	 brushy	 silver	 tails

spurting	up	from	the	wheels	of	the	aircraft	as	they	taxied	away.’

When	 Bates	 looks	 into	 the	 air	 through	 glasses,	 he	 sees	 two	 Stirlings	 circling	 round, 

waiting	 to	 formate	 before	 setting	 course.	 One	 of	 them	 is	 smoking	 a	 little	 from	 the	 outer

port	engine.	‘The	smoking	seemed	to	increase	a	little	and	then	became	black.	Suddenly	it

seemed	as	if	the	whole	engine	burst	silently	and	softly	into	crimson	flower.	I	kept	looking

through	the	glasses,	transfixed,	but	suddenly	the	aircraft	went	away	behind	the	hangars	as

it	came	down.’

At	 this	 point	 it	 becomes	 clear	 that	 it	 is	 18	 November	 1941	 and	 it	 is	 Stirling	 ‘A	 for

Apple’	 but	 it	 is	 not	 piloted	 by	 ‘Albert’.	 The	 pilot	 is	 Flight	 Lieutenant	 John	 Thompson

O’Brien	and	one	of	the	crew	that	night	is	Pilot	Officer	James	Albert	Lopez	RAAF.	It	took	off

for	Brest	at	1458.	Returning	to	base	the	port	outer	engine	caught	fire	and	the	pilot	decided

to	make	an	emergency	landing.	While	doing	so,	the	bomber	flew	into	the	telephone	wires

and	 crashed	 near	 West	 Bluntisham,	 12	 miles	 south-west	 of	 Cambridge. 57	 O’Brien	 was killed,	 as	 were	 three	 others	 on	 the	 crew.	 Three	 more,	 one	 of	 whom	 was	 Lopez,	 were

injured.	The	young	man	from	Kalgoorlie	died	soon	afterwards.	Sergeant	Adam	Grant	died

later	still	on	21	November.	Sergeant	Maurice	Anthony	Sullivan,	the	only	other	Australian

on	the	crew,	survived	but	he	was	killed	a	month	later,	on	18	December,	when	his	Stirling

was	shot	down	off	the	French	coast	with	the	loss	of	all	seven	crew.	The	target	was	again

Brest. 58

That	evening	H.	E.	Bates	waits	until	it	is	quite	dark	before	going	into	the	town.	He	goes

into	the	bar	of	‘The	Grenadier’	and	Olivia	is	standing	by	the	bar	talking	to	the	barmaid. 

She	is	drinking	a	port	while	waiting	for	Albert. 

‘Hullo,’	she	said.	Her	voice	was	cold	and	I	knew	that	she	was	disappointed. 

‘Hullo.	Could	you	come	outside	a	moment?’	I	said. 

She	finished	her	port	and	came	outside	and	we	stood	in	the	street,	in	the	darkness.	Some

people	went	by,	shining	a	torch	on	the	dirty	road	and	in	the	light	I	could	see	the	sleeves	of

her	coat	hanging	loose,	as	if	she	had	no	arms.	I	waited	until	the	people	had	gone	by	and

then,	not	knowing	how	to	say	it,	I	told	her	what	had	happened.	‘It	wasn’t	very	heroic,’	I

said.	‘It	was	damnable	luck.	Just	damnable	luck,	that’s	all.’

I	was	very	afraid	she	would	cry. 

She	 stood	 still	 and	 quite	 silent.	 I	 felt	 that	 I	 had	 to	 do	 something	 to	 comfort	 her	 and	 I

made	 as	 if	 to	 take	 hold	 of	 her	 arm,	 but	 I	 only	 caught	 the	 sleeve,	 which	 was	 dead	 and

empty.	 I	 felt	 suddenly	 far	 away	 from	 her	 and	 as	 if	 we	 had	 known	 two	 different	 people:

almost	as	if	she	had	not	known	him	at	all. 

‘I’ll	take	you	to	have	a	drink,’	I	said. 

‘No.’

‘You’ll	feel	better.’

‘Why	did	it	have	to	happen?’	she	said	suddenly,	raising	her	voice.	‘Why	did	it	have	to

happen?’

‘It’s	the	way	it	often	does	happen,’	I	said. 

‘Yes,	it’s	the	way	it	often	does	happen!’	she	said. 

‘Is	that	all	you	care?	Is	that	all	anyone	cares? 

‘It’s	the	way	it	happens!’

‘I	did	not	speak.	For	a	moment	I	was	not	thinking	of	her.	I	was	thinking	of	a	young	man

in	 a	 barber’s	 saloon	 in	 Kalgoorlie,	 about	 to	 make	 the	 shocking	 discovery	 that	 the	 world

was	at	war	and	that	he	did	not	know	it. 

‘Yes,	it’s	the	way	it	happens!’	she	said.	I	could	not	see	her	face	in	the	darkness,	but	her

voice	 was	 very	 bitter	 now.	 ‘In	 a	 week	 nobody	 will	 ever	 know	 he	 flew.	 He’s	 just	 one	 of

thousands	who	go	up	and	never	come	back.	I	never	knew	him.	Nobody	ever	knew	him.	In

a	week	nobody	will	know	him	from	anyone	else.	Nobody	will	even	remember	him.’

‘No,’	I	said	to	her.	‘There	will	be	many	who	will	remember	him.’

Another	fatality	occurs	in	 It’s	Just	The	Way	It	Is.	The	story	concentrates	on	the	visit	to

Oakington	 by	 a	 dead	 man’s	 parents	 as	 they	 try	 to	 find	 out	 what	 happened	 to	 cause	 his

death.	A	very	poignant	meeting	with	‘the	Wing	Commander’	(H.	R.	Graham)	who	is	‘quite

young,	 but	 his	 eyes,	 which	 are	 glassy	 and	 grey,	 seem	 old’	 reveals	 that	 the	 pilot,	 who	 is

named	 ‘Shepherd’	 in	 the	 story,	 has	 died	 in	 a	 crash	 of	 his	 Stirling	 on	 return	 from	 a	 night

raid.	 The	 story	 unfolds	 on	 a	 November	 day	 when	 rain	 is	 falling	 ‘harshly’	 on	 the	 ‘clean’

tarmac	 and	 ‘the	 wind,	 turning	 suddenly,	 lifts	 sprays	 of	 yellow	 elm	 leaves	 over	 the	 black

hangars.’

‘The	 man,	 who	 is	 perhaps	 fifty	 and	 wears	 a	 black	 overcoat	 and	 bowler	 hat,	 holds	 an

umbrella	slant-wise	over	the	woman,	who	is	about	the	same	age,	but	very	grey	and	slow

on	her	feet,	so	that	she	is	always	a	pace	or	two	behind	the	umbrella	and	must	bend	her	face

against	the	rain. 

‘On	the	open	track	beyond	the	hangars	they	are	caught	up	by	the	wind	and	are	partially

blown	 along,	 huddled	 together.	 Now	 and	 then	 the	 man	 looks	 up	 at	 the	 Stirlings,	 which

protrude	over	the	track,	but	he	looks	quickly	away	again	and	the	woman	does	not	look	at

all…

In	 his	 office	 the	 Wing	 Commander	 speaks.	 ‘You	 want	 to	 know	 if	 everything	 possible

was	done	to	eliminate	an	accident?’

‘Suddenly	the	engines	of	a	Stirling	close	by	are	revved	up	to	a	roar	that	seems	to	shake

the	walls	of	the	room;	and	the	woman	looks	up,	startled,	as	if	terrified	that	the	‘plane	will

race	 forward	 and	 crash	 against	 the	 windows.	 The	 roar	 of	 airs	 crews	 rises	 furiously	 and

then	falls	again;	and	the	sudden	rise	and	fall	of	sound	seems	to	frighten	her	into	speech.’

The	 woman	 is	 understandably	 angry	 and	 bitter.	 She	 is	 not	 soothed	 by	 the	 Wing

Commander’s	words.	‘It	was	a	very	wonderful	flight,	but	they	were	out	of	luck.	They	were

up	 against	 all	 the	 bad	 luck	 in	 the	 world.	 When	 they	 came	 to	 land	 they	 couldn’t	 see	 the

flare-path	very	well,	but	he	got	them	down.	And	then,	as	if	they	hadn’t	had	enough,	they

came	 down	 slightly	 off	 the	 runway	 and	 hit	 an	 obstruction.	 Even	 then	 they	 didn’t	 crash

badly.	But	it,	must	have	thrown	him	and	he	must	have	hit	his	head	somewhere	with	great

force	and	that	was	the	end.’

When	 ‘Mr.	 and	 Mrs.	 Shepherd’	 leave	 a	 sergeant	 meets	 them	 at	 the	 outer	 door	 and	 the

man	 puts	 up	 the	 umbrella	 against	 the	 rain.	 They	 walk	 away	 along	 the	 wet	 perimeter, 

dwarfed	once	again	by	the	grey-green	noses	of	the	Stirlings.	They	walk	steadfastly,	almost

proudly	and	the	man	holds	the	umbrella	a	little	higher	than	before	and	the	woman,	keeping

up	with	him	now,	lifts	her	head. 

And	 the	 Wing	 Commander,	 watching	 them	 from	 the	 window,	 momentarily	 holds	 his

face	in	his	hands. 

This	story	appears	to	have	originated	from	an	event	at	Oakington	on	2	December	when

a	Stirling	piloted	by	Squadron	Leader	D.	J.	H.	Lay	DFC	returned	in	marginal	weather,	not

from	 a	 night	 operation,	 but	 from	 an	 Air	 Sea	 Rescue	 and	 landed,	 by	 mistake,	 downwind. 

After	 touch	 down	 the	 Stirling	 collided	 with	 an	 obstruction	 which	 smashed	 the	 bomber’s

undercarriage,	causing	damage	that	was	deemed	to	be	beyond	economical	repair. 59

In	 The	Sun	Rises	Twice	H.	E.	Bates	introduces	his	readers	to	a	delightful	cameo	about

‘perhaps	 the	 finest	 pilot	 I	 ever	 knew	 called	 ‘Eddington-Green,	 whom	 we	 called	 E.G.	 He

had	 no	 medals…	 was	 small	 and	 compact,	 with	 cool,	 light,	 devilish,	 imperturbable	 eyes. 

His	hands	were	surprisingly	large	for	so	small	a	man.	On	each	hand	the	muscle	between

the	thumb	and	forefinger,	on	the	back	of	the	hand,	was	very	powerful.	It	stood	out	like	a

swelling.	He	had	made	it	hard	and	powerful	by	ju-jitsu,	but	he	was	afraid	of	practising	the

ju-jitsu	any	longer	for	fear	of	hurting,	perhaps	killing,	someone.	He	looked	a	small	man	to

kill	anybody.’

On	10	February	1941	the	first	operation	by	7	Squadron	had	been	to	oil	storage	tanks	at

Rotterdam.	The	three	senior	captains	naturally	flew	the	operation	and	they	all	had	double-

barrelled	 names.	 They	 were	 Squadron	 Leaders	 John	 Martin	 Griffiths-Jones	 and	 Patrick

Windsor	 Lynch-Blosse	 and	 Flight	 Lieutenant	 G.	 Howard-Smith. 60	 Equally	 intriguingly, Bates	says	that	‘in	E.G.’s	squadron	there	was	at	one	time	a	man	named	Tusser;	a	big	crude

ex-civil	 pilot,	 who	 hated	 Stirlings.	 Tusser,	 heavy	 and	 bullying,	 would	 be	 badly	 whistled

six	 non-operational	 nights	 out	 of	 seven.	 E.	 G.,	 who	 knew	 why	 Tusser	 was	 whistled	 and

why	he	bullied	and	why	he	hated	Stirlings,	said,	‘I	give	him	six	more	trips.’	Two	trips	later

Tusser	did	not	return. ’61

 In	No	Trouble	At	All	H.	E.	Bates	relates	the	stories	of	‘K	for	Kitty’	and	‘L	for	London’

and	the	raid	on	Brest	on	18	December	1941. 

‘It	 was	 just	 my	 luck	 that	 I	 didn’t	 come	 back	 from	 leave	 until	 late	 afternoon’	 wrote

Bates.	 ‘There	 was	 no	 one	 in	 the	 mess	 ante-room	 except	 a	 few	 of	 the	 night-staff	 dozing

before	the	fire	and	no	one	I	could	talk	to	except	the	little	WAAF	who	sits	by	the	telephone. 

So	I	asked	her	about	the	show.	‘Do	you	know	how	many	have	gone?’	I	said. 

‘Ten,	sir,’	she	said. 

‘Any	back	yet?’

‘Seven	were	back	a	little	while	ago,’	she	said.	‘They	should	all	be	back	very	soon.’

‘When	did	they	go?	This	morning?’

‘Yes	 sir.	 About	 ten	 o’clock.’	 She	 was	 not	 young;	 but	 her	 face	 was	 pleasant	 and	 eager

and,	as	at	the	moment,	could	become	alight.	‘They	looked	marvellous	as	they	went,	sir,’

she	said.	‘You	should	have	seen	them,	sir.	Shining	in	the	sun.’

‘Who	isn’t	back?	You	don’t	know?’

‘But	she	did	know. 

‘K	for	Kitty’	and	‘L	for	London’	aren’t	back,’	she	said.	‘But	I	don’t	know	the	other.’62

‘It	must	be	Brest	again?’	I	said. 

‘Yes,	sir,’	she	said.	‘I	think	it’s	Brest.’

‘I	didn’t	say	anything	and	she	said,	‘They	are	putting	you	in	Room	20	this	time,	sir.’

‘Thank	you.	I’ll	go	up,’	I	said. 

‘As	 I	 went	 upstairs	 and	 as	 I	 bathed	 and	 changed	 I	 made	 calculations.	 It	 was	 half-past

three	 in	 the	 afternoon	 and	 the	 winter	 sun	 was	 already	 growing	 crimson	 above	 the	 blue

edges	of	flat	ploughed	land	beyond	the	Station	buildings.	I	reckoned	up	how	far	it	was	to

Brest.	If	you	allowed	half	an	hour	over	the	target	and	a	little	trouble	getting	away,	even	the

stragglers	 should	 be	 back	 by	 four.’	 It	 seemed,	 too,	 as	 if	 fog	 might	 come	 down	 very

suddenly;	the	sun	was	too	red	and	the	rim	of	the	earth	too	blue.	I	realised	that	if	they	were

not	back	soon	they	wouldn’t	be	back	at	all.	They	always	looked	very	beautiful	in	the	sun, 

as	the	little	WAAF	said,	but	they	looked	still	more	beautiful	on	the	ground.	I	didn’t	know

who	the	pilot	of	‘L	for	London’	was;	but	I	knew	and	was	remembering,	that	‘K	for	Kitty’

was	my	friend. 

By	 the	 time	 I	 went	 downstairs	 again	 the	 lights	 were	 burning	 in	 the	 anteroom	 but	 the

curtains	 were	 not	 drawn	 and	 the	 evening,	 sunless	 now,	 was	 a	 vivid	 electric	 blue	 beyond

the	windows.	The	little	WAAF	still	sat	by	the	telephone	and	as	I	went	past	she	looked	up

and	said:

‘L	for	London’	is	back,	sir.’

I	 went	 into	 the	 ante-room.	 The	 fire	 was	 bright	 and	 the	 first	 crews,	 back	 from

interrogation,	were	warming	their	hands.	Their	faces	looked	raw	and	cold.	They	still	wore

sweaters	and	flying-boots	and	their	eyes	were	glassy. 

‘Hallo,’	they	said.	‘You’re	back…	Good	leave?’	They	spoke	as	if	it	was	I,	not	they,	who

had	been	300	miles	away. 

‘Hallo,	Max,’	I	said.	‘Hallo,	Ed.	Hallo	J.B.’

I	had	been	away	for	five	days.	For	a	minute	I	felt	remote;	I	couldn’t	touch	them. 

I	was	glad	when	someone	else	came	in. 

‘Hallo.	Good	trip?’

‘Quite	a	picnic.’

‘Good.	See	anything?’

‘Everything.’

Good	show,	good	show.	Prang	them?’

‘Think	so.	Fires	burning	when	we	got	there.’

‘Good	show.’

‘I	 looked	 at	 their	 faces.	 They	 were	 tired	 and	 hollow.	 In	 their	 eyes	 neither	 relief	 nor

exhilaration	 had	 begun	 to	 filter	 through	 the	 glassiness	 of	 long	 strain.	 They	 talked

laconically,	reluctantly,	as	if	their	lips	were	frozen. 

‘Many	fighters?’

‘Hordes.’

‘Any	trouble?’

‘The	whole	bloody	crew	was	yelling	fighters.	Came	up	from	everywhere.’

‘Any	Spits?’

‘Plenty.	 Had	 five	 Me’s	 on	 my	 tail.	 Then	 suddenly	 wham!	 Three	 Spits	 came	 up	 from

nowhere.	Never	saw	anything	like	those	Me’s	going	home	to	tea.’

‘Good	show.	Good	show.’

‘The	evening	was	darkening	rapidly	and	the	mess-steward	came	in	to	draw	the	curtains. 

I	 remembered	 ‘K	 for	 Kitty’	 and	 suddenly	 I	 went	 out	 of	 the	 ante-room	 and	 stood	 for	 a

moment	in	the	blue	damp	twilight,	listening	and	looking	at	the	sky.	The	first	few	evening

stars	were	shining	and	I	could	feel	that	later	the	night	would	be	frosty.	But	there	was	no

sound	of	a	‘plane. 

‘I	went	back	into	the	ante-room	at	last	and	for	a	moment,	in	the	bright	and	now	crowded

room,	I	could	not	believe	my	eyes.	The	pilot	of’K	for	Kitty’	was	standing	by	the	fireplace, 

rubbing	 his	 cold	 hands	 together,	 his	 eyes	 remote	 and	 chilled,	 his	 sweater	 hanging	 loose

below	 his	 battle-dress.	 ‘Harrison’	 [Pilot	 Officer	 Geoffrey	 Thomas	 Heard	 RAAF,	 who	 got

N6095	MG-K,	otherwise	‘K	for	Kitty’,	back	to	Oakington	on	18	December]	[was]	‘one	of

those	lean,	brown,	old-eyed	Australians	who	seem	to	accept	England	with	a	tolerance	that

Canadians	never	know.	If	there	were	things	about	England	that	needed	changing	or	setting

right	 Harrison	 rarely	 talked	 about	 them.	 If	 there	 were	 better	 pilots	 I	 rarely	 met	 them. 

Quiet,	 modest,	 friendly	 and	 as	 tough	 as	 hell.	 There	 was	 a	 cross	 of	 flesh-pink	 plastic

bandage	on	his	forehead	and	I	knew	that	something	had	happened. 

‘Hallo,’	I	said. 

‘Hallo,’	he	said.	‘You’re	back.’

For	a	minute	I	didn’t	say	anything	else.	I	wanted	to	shake	his	hand	and	tell	him	I	was

glad	he	was	back.	I	knew	that	if	he	had	been	in	a	train-wreck	or	a	car	crash	I	should	have

shaken	his	hand	and	told	him	I	was	glad.	Now	somebody	had	shot	him	up	and	all	I	said

was:	‘When	did	you	get	in?’

‘About	an	hour	ago.’

‘Everything	OK?’

‘Wrapped	her	up.’

‘Well,’	I	said.	‘Just	like	that?’

‘Just	like	that,’	he	said. 

I	 looked	 at	 his	 eyes.	 They	 were	 bleared	 and	 wet	 and	 excited.	 He	 had	 made	 a	 crash

landing;	he	was	safe;	he	was	almost	the	best	pilot	in	the	outfit. 

‘Anyone	see	me	come	in?’	he	said. 

‘Saw	you	from	Control,’	someone	said. 

‘How	did	it	look?’

‘Perfect	until	the	bloody	airscrew	fell	off.’

Everyone	laughed:	as	if	airscrews	falling	off	were	a	great	joke.	Nobody	said	anything

about	anybody	being	lucky	to	be	back,	but	only:	‘Have	an	argument?’

‘Flak	blew	bloody	great	bit	out	of	the	wing.	The	intercom	went	and	then	both	turrets.’

‘Many	fighters?’

‘Ten	at	a	time.’

‘Get	one?’

‘One	certain.	Just	dissolved.	One	probable.’

‘Good	show.	What	about	the	ships?’

‘I	think	we	pranged	them.’

‘Good	show,’	we	said.	‘Good	show.’

We	 went	 on	 talking	 for	 a	 little	 longer	 about	 the	 trip:	 beautiful	 weather,	 sea	 very	 blue, 

landscape	very	green	in	the	sun.	And	then	he	came	back	to	the	old	subject. 

‘How	did	I	land?	What	did	it	look	like?’

‘Beautiful.’

‘I	couldn’t	get	the	tail	down.	Both	tyres	were	punctured.’

‘Perfect	all	the	same.’

‘He	looked	quite	happy.	It	was	his	point	of	pride,	the	good	landing;	all	he	cared	about

now.	With	turrets	gone,	fuselage	like	a	colander,	wings	holed	and	one	airscrew	fallen	off, 

he	had	nevertheless	brought	her	down.	And	though	we	all	knew	it	must	have	been	hell	no

one	said	a	word. 

Presently	 his	 second	 dicky	 came	 into	 the	 anteroom.	 He	 [Sergeant	 P.	 E.	 Normanville]

was	 very	 young,	 about	 nineteen,	 with	 a	 smooth	 aristocratic	 face	 and	 smooth	 aristocratic

hair.	He	looked	too	young	to	be	part	of	a	war	and	he	was	very	excited. 

‘Went	through	my	sleeve.’

He	held	up	a	cannon	shell.	Then	he	held	up	his	arm.	There	was	a	neat	tear	in	the	sleeve

of	his	battle-dress.	He	was	very	proud. 

‘And	look	at	this.’

Across	the	knuckles	of	his	right	hand	there	was	a	thread	line	of	dried	blood,	neat,	fine, 

barely	 visible.	 He	 wetted	 his	 other	 forefinger	 and	 rubbed	 across	 it,	 as	 if	 to	 be	 sure	 it

wouldn’t	wash	away. 

‘Came	in	on	the	starboard	side	and	out	the	other.’

‘Good	show,’	said	somebody	quite	automatically.	‘Good	show.’

‘Anybody	hurt?’	I	asked. 

‘Engineer.’

‘Very	bad?’

‘Very	bad.	I	bandaged	him	and	gave	him	a	shot	coming	home.’	63

As	 he	 went	 on	 talking	 I	 looked	 down	 at	 his	 knees.	 There	 were	 dark	 patches	 on	 them, 

where	blood	had	soaked	through	his	flying-suit.	But	all	that	anyone	said	was:	‘Think	you

pranged	them?’

‘Oh!	sure	enough.	They’ve	had	it	this	time.’

‘Good	show,’	we	said.	‘Good	show.’

‘Now	and	then,	as	we	talked,	the	little	WAAF	would	come	in	from	the	telephone	to	tell

someone	he	was	wanted.	With	her	quiet	voice	she	would	break	for	a	moment	the	rhythm

of	excitement	that	was	now	rising	through	outbursts	of	laughter	to	exhilaration.	She	would

hear	for	a	second	or	two	a	snatch	of	the	now	boisterous	but	still	laconic	jargon	of	flight, 

‘Think	we	may	have	pranged	in,	old	boy.	Good	show.	Piece	of	cake.	No	trouble	at	all,’	but

there	would	be	no	sign	on	her	calm	and	rather	ordinary	face	that	it	conveyed	anything	to

her	at	all.	Nor	did	the	crews,	excited	by	the	afternoon,	the	warmth	and	the	relief	of	return, 

take	 any	 notice	 of	 her.	 She	 was	 an	 automaton,	 negative,	 outside	 of	 them,	 coming	 and

going	and	doing	her	duty. 

‘Outside	 of	 them,	 too,	 I	 listened	 and	 gathered	 together	 and	 finally	 pieced	 together	 the

picture	 of	 the	 raid;	 and	 then	 soon	 afterwards	 the	 first	 real-pictures	 of	 operations	 were

brought	 in	 for	 the	 Wing	 Commander	 to	 see	 and	 for	 a	 moment	 there	 was	 a	 flare	 of

excitement.	 We	 could	 see	 bomb-bursts	 across	 the	 battleships	 and	 the	 quays	 and	 then

smoke	over	the	area	of	town	and	docks.	‘You	think	we	pranged	them,	sir?’	we	said. 

‘Pranged	them?	Like	hell	we	did.’

‘Good	show.	Bloody	good	show.’

‘Slap	across	the	Gluckstein.’

‘No	doubt	this	time?’

‘No	doubt.’

‘Good	show,’	we	said.	‘Good	show.’

At	last,	when	the	photographs	had	been	taken	away	again,	I	went	out	of	the	ante-room

into	the	hall.	As	I	walked	across	it	the	little	WAAF,	sitting	by	the	telephone,	looked	up	at

me. 

‘A	wonderful	show,	sir,’	she	said. 

‘I	paused	and	looked	at	her	in	astonishment.	I	wondered	for	a	moment	how	she	could

possibly	know.	There	had	been	no	time	for	her	to	hear	the	stories	of	the	crews;	she	had	not

seen	the	photographs;	she	did	not	know	that	‘K	for	Kitty’	had	been	wrapped	up	and	that	it

must	 have	 been	 hell	 to	 land	 on	 two	 dud	 tyres	 and	 with	 a	 broken	 airscrew;	 she	 did	 not

know	that	the	ships	had	been	hit	or	that	over	Brest,	on	that	bright	calm	afternoon,	it	had

been	partly	magnificent	and	partly	hell. 

‘How	did	you	know?’	I	said. 

‘She	 smiled	 a	 little	 and	 lifted	 her	 face	 and	 looked	 through	 the	 glass	 door	 of	 the	 ante-

room. 

‘You	can	tell	by	their	faces,	sir,’	she	said. 

‘I	 turned	 and	 looked	 too.	 In	 the	 morning	 we	 should	 read	 about	 it	 in	 the	 papers;	 we

should	 hear	 the	 flat	 bulletins;	 we	 should	 see	 the	 pictures.	 But	 now	 we	 were	 looking	 at

something	that	could	be	read	nowhere	except	in	their	eyes	and	expressed	in	no	language

but	their	own. 

‘Pretty	good	show,’	‘I	said. 

‘Yes,	sir,’	she	said.	‘No	trouble	at	all. ’64

In	 ‘K	 For	 Kitty’,	 H.	 E.	 Bates	 tells	 his	 readers	 what	 happened	 to	 this	 Stirling	 and

Geoffrey	Heard	or	‘Harrison’	as	he	is	called. 

‘The	kite,	like	Harrison,	was	no	stranger	to	the	shaky	do.	On	a	trip	to	Brest	the	bomb

doors	froze	up	and	would	not	release.	This	was	bad	enough.	But	the	starboard	outer	also

failed	on	the	journey	home;	so	that	Harrison	was	obliged	to	land	on	three	engines,	with	a

full	bomb	load,	in	darkness:	the	sort	of	heroism	for	which,	at	the	moment,	we	have	struck

no	special	gong.	On	other	trips	other	things	happened.	Something	happened	to	the	flaps; 

the	 undercarriage	 jammed;	 the	 radio	 went	 u/s	 -	 it	 does	 not	 matter.	 For	 the	 heroism	 of

overcoming	such	minor	misfortunes	there	are	no	gongs	either. 

‘It	was	not	until	the	big	Brest	trip	that	anything	really	serious	happened	to	the	‘plane.	I

am	not	sure	if	this	raid,	made	on	a	clear	blue	winter	afternoon	when	the	sunlight	was	light

orange-coloured	 and	 the	 horizon	 peaceful	 with	 light	 haze,	 was	 the	 biggest	 ever	 made	 on

Brest. 65	 But	 that	 night	 many	 bottles	 were	 opened	 and	 many	 songs	 sung	 and	 I	 conclude from	that,	at	least,	that	it	was	very	big.	And	among	the	many	‘planes	that	went	Harrison

was	in	K	for	Kitty. 

‘Nor	am	I	sure	if	they	tried	to	blow	Harrison	to	small	pieces	before	he	bombed,	or	after. 

Possibly	both.	Finally	a	force	of	Messerschmitts	attacked	him,	in	a	rapid	succession	often

and	 put	 out	 of	 action	 every	 turret	 he	 had.	 Tracer	 tore	 at	 all	 angles	 through	 the	 nose	 and

body	of	the	‘plane.	It	shaved	the	skin	off	the	knuckles	of	Harrison	and	his	second	dickey. 

It	smashed	the	intercom	and	mortally	wounded	the	engineer.	Blood	flowed	over	the	floor

of	the	‘plane,	mingling	stickily	with	oil.	It	was	hard	to	stand	up	and	the	gunners	could	not

fire	and	there	were	no	warning	voices	in	the	intercom. 

‘Many	 other	 things	 had	 happened	 that	 Harrison	 did	 not	 then	 know	 about,	 but	 was	 to

know	 about	 later.	 He	 was	 glad	 enough	 to	 see	 Spitfires	 coming	 up	 as	 escort	 and	 the

Messerschmitts	 diving	 home	 to	 tea.	 He	 was	 glad	 to	 be	 out	 of	 it	 and	 setting	 course	 for

home	again.	He	was	quite	glad	that	‘K	for	Kitty’	was	his	‘plane. 

‘At	home,	in	the	bright	calm	golden	air	of	the	late	winter	afternoon,	Harrison	brought

her	down	gently	and	beautifully,	making	a	perfect	landing.	He	even	succeeded	in	holding

for	some	distance	to	the	runway.	And	then	everything	that	had	not	already	happened	began

to	 happen	 at	 once.	 It	 was	 as	 if	 the	 kite	 had	 blown	 home	 held	 together	 only	 by	 strips	 of

sticky	plaster	and	string;	as	if	she	were	a	toy	‘plane	put	together	by	children	that	could	not

withstand	the	vibration	of	contact	with	earth. 

‘She	 began	 to	 fall	 to	 pieces	 suddenly,	 terrifyingly	 and	 almost	 systematically.	 The

starboard	 outer	 airscrew	 fell	 off	 and	 then	 the	 starboard	 inner	 engine	 fell	 out	 completely. 

Then	 the	 complete	 starboard	 wing	 fell	 off	 and	 then	 both	 the	 fallen	 wing	 and	 the	 fallen

engine	caught	fire.	Just	before	she	came	to	rest	the	port	wing	was	flung	high	into	the	air

like	 the	 arm	 of	 someone	 drowning	 and	 remained	 there,	 high	 and	 stiff	 and	 awkward	 and

dead. 

‘I	do	not	know	how	Harrison	and	the	crew	got	out	of	the	‘plane,	slipping	and	skidding

in	the	oily	blood	and	lifting	the	wounded	engineer,	then	skidding	and	falling	down	in	the

blood	again,	the	‘plane	burning	all	the	time,	the	main	door	jammed	and	only	the	forward

hatch	available	for	lifting	to	safety	the	heavy	wounded	man.	It	seemed	at	any	moment	that

the	‘plane	might	blow	up.	But	somehow	Harrison	and	the	crew	and	the	wounded	man	got

out	and	the	‘plane	did	not	blow	up.’

Pilot	Officer	Geoffrey	Thomas	Heard	was	killed	in	action	on	the	night	of	26/27	March

1942	 when	 he	 was	 piloting	 ‘K	 for	 Kitty’	 -	 N3709	 this	 time	 -	 on	 the	 operation	 on	 Essen. 

The	Stirling	was	shot	down	at	Gendringen	in	Holland	with	the	loss	of	all	seven	crew. 66

 The	Greatest	People	In	the	World	is	the	last	story	featuring	Stirling	air	crew	members

on	 7	 Squadron	 and	 tells	 of	 a	 pilot	 called	 ‘Lawson’	 who	 comes	 from	 farming	 stock	 in

Somerset. 67	‘It	was	at	school’	says	H.	E.	Bates	‘that	he	heard	the	remark	that	was	to	affect and	 crystallise,	 his	 whole	 life.	 The	 third	 term	 he	 was	 there,	 within	 a	 week	 or	 so	 of	 his

fifteenth	birthday,	he	heard	a	lecture	in	the	school	hall	on	the	work	of	the	RAF.	When	the

lecture	began,	he	told	me,	he	really	wasn’t	very	interested.	When	he	came	out	he	could	not

get	out	of	his	mind	something	the	lecturer	had	said	about	those	who	fly.	‘I	often	think’	the

lecturer	said,	‘that	they	are	the	greatest	people	in	the	world.’

Shortly	 after	 starting	 his	 ops	 a	 telegram	 from	 the	 Rector	 of	 his	 village	 in	 Somerset

arrives	telling	him	that	his	parents	have	been	killed	in	a	raid.	After	that	telegram	he	gets

compassionate	leave	and	goes	home.	After	he	returns	to	the	station	three	days	later,	he	all

that	he	has	to	do	now	seems	‘terribly	simple	and	terribly	clear’. 

A	daylight	raid	over	Northern	Germany	follows	two	days	later.	It	is	a	cold,	clear	winter

afternoon;	with	just	enough	power	in	the	sunlight	to	reveal	the	colours	of	the	fields.	That

afternoon	flak	tears	a	strip	off	his	flaps	and	for	about	half	an	hour	his	crew	do	nothing	but

yell	gloriously	through	the	intercom	that	fighters	are	coming	up	from	everywhere.	Cannon

fire	hits	his	middle	turret	and	puts	it	out	of	action	and	sprays	the	fuselage	from	end	to	end

with	raw	ugly	little	holes.	Inland	over	Germany	‘Lawson’	loses	a	lot	of	height	chasing	and

finally	shooting	down	a	Me	109	and	he	discovers	he	cannot	regain	this	height	as	he	comes

back	over	the	coast	and	sea.	But	even	this	does	not	trouble	him	then.	Everything	is	clear	at

last.	His	whole	life	is	clear.	He	comes	over	the	English	coast	and	then	the	English	fields,	at

about	two	or	three	hundred	feet:	The	sun	is	still	shining.	He	roars	over	fields	and	woods

and	roads	and	over	the	little	dusty,	blue	towns	and	over	remote	farms	where	he	can	even

see	the	hens	feeding	and	scuttling	in	the	dark	winter	grass.	He	comes	so	low	once	that	for

a	 second	 or	 so	 he	 sees	 people	 in	 the	 fields.	 For	 an	 instant	 he	 sees	 a	 man	 and	 a	 woman

working.	 They	 remind	 him	 of	 his	 own	 people.	 He	 remembers	 them	 as	 they	 had	 lived, 

simple	 and	 sacrificing,	 living	 only	 for	 him	 and	 he	 sees	 them	 alive	 again	 in	 the	 arrested

figures	 of	 the	 two	 people	 in	 the	 field	 below:	 as	 if	 they	 were	 the	 same	 people,	 the	 same

simple	 people,	 the	 same	 humble,	 faithful,	 eternal	 people,	 giving	 always	 and	 giving

everything:	the	greatest	people	in	the	world.’

With	 the	 backing	 of	 the	 head	 of	 Air	 Ministry	 Public	 Relations,	 Hilary	 St.	 George

Saunders,	 the	 ‘Flying	 Officer	 X’	 stories	 were	 collected	 and	 published	 in	 book	 form	 by

Jonathan	 Cape	 as	  The	 Greatest	 People	 in	 the	 World	 (1942).	 How	  Sleep	 the	 Brave	 was published	in	1943.	Following	a	posting	to	the	Far	East,	this	was	followed	by	two	novels

about	Burma,  The	Purple	 Plain	in	1947	and	 The	Jacaranda	Tree	and	one	set	in	India,  The Scarlet	Sword.	His	most	popular	creation	was	the	effervescent	Larkin	family,	about	whom

he	wrote	five	novels	including	 The	Darling	Buds	of	May.	He	was	also	commissioned	by

the	 Air	 Ministry	 to	 write	 the	 story	 of	 the	 Flying	 Bombs,	 but	 because	 of	 various

disagreements	 within	 Government,	 it	 was	 shelved	 and	 publication	 was	 banned	 for	 30

years. 68

H.	E.	Bates	CBE	died	in	1974. 
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55			Erclonai’s	crew	were	all	Sergeants:	Hamilton,	McLennan,	Holdsworth,	Weller	and	Fry.	In	October	1942	Ercolani left	for	India,	joining	99	Squadron	near	Calcutta	where	the	Wellingtons	were	used	to	attack	enemy	airfields	and	river, road	 and	 rail	 supply	 routes.	 Ercolani	 led	 many	 of	 these	 operations	 and	 the	 later	 night	 bombing	 sorties.	 In	 September 1943	 Ercolani	 went	 to	 355	 Squadron,	 flying	 many	 sorties,	 some	 involving	 a	 round	 trip	 of	 2,000	 miles.	 In	 September 1944	he	returned	as	CO	to	99	Squadron.	The	‘Erk’	as	he	was	affectionately	known,	often	flew	as	low	as	100	feet	to	drop his	 delayed-action	 bombs	 as	 his	 gunners	 strafed	 buildings	 or	 rolling	 stock.	 Early	 in	 1945	 he	 regularly	 led	 up	 to	 24

Liberators	against	targets	in	Siam,	southern	Burma	and	on	the	Kra	Isthmus,	often	in	the	face	of	heavy	anti-aircraft	fire. 

He	was	the	master	bomber	for	an	attack	against	the	railway	system	at	Bangkok	and	was	mentioned	in	despatches.	He also	 received	 a	 Bar	 to	 his	 DSO.	 Ercolani	 was	 then	 put	 in	 command	 of	 159	 Squadron,	 part	 of	 the	 Pathfinder	 Force, attacking	targets	in	Malaya	and	flying	mining	operations	to	distant	ports,	including	Singapore	-	sorties	of	more	than	20

hours	duration.	On	15	June	he	led	a	force	of	Liberators	to	attack	a	10,000-ton	tanker,	the	 Tohu	Maru	in	the	South	China Sea;	a	round	trip	of	2,500	miles.	Flying	in	appalling	weather,	some	of	the	Liberators	were	unable	to	find	the	target,	while some	 were	 damaged	 by	 enemy	 fire.	 Ercolani	 attacked	 at	 low	 level	 and	 made	 three	 separate	 bombing	 runs,	 registering successful	hits	on	the	tanker,	which	caught	fire	and	sank.	He	was	awarded	an	immediate	DFC.	He	flew	his	last	operation on	 5	 August.	 Ercolani	 left	 the	 RAF	 in	 March	 1946	 and	 rejoined	 his	 father	 at	 Ercol.	 For	 many	 years	 he	 served	 as chairman	and	joint	managing	director	with	his	brother.	He	died	in	April	2010	aged	92. 

56			The	German	battleships’	 Scharnhorst	and	the	 Gneisenau. 

57			 RAF	Bomber	Command	Losses	of	the	Second	World	War,	1941,	by	W.	R.	Chorley	(Midland	Counties	Publications 1993). 

58			Sullivan	had	been	awarded	the	George	Medal.	Flight	Lieutenant	Bernard	Parnell	MiD’s	crew	were	shot	down	by	Me 109s.	 All	 are	 commemorated	 on	 the	 Runnymede	 Memorial.  RAF	 Bomber	 Command	 Losses	 of	 the	 Second	 World	 War, 1941,	by	W.	R.	Chorley	(Midland	Counties	Publications	1993). 

59			 RAF	Bomber	Command	Losses	of	the	Second	World	War,	1941,	by	W.	R.	Chorley	(Midland	Counties	Publications 1993). 

60			Squadron	Leader	John	Griffiths-Jones	DFC	and	his	crew	were	killed	attacking	Brest	on	the	night	of	3/4	March	1941. 

Wing	Commander	Patrick	Lynch-Blosse	DFC	and	his	crew	on	44	Squadron	at	Waddington	were	KIA	on	8/9	May	1942

when	their	Lancaster	was	shot	down	on	the	operation	on	Warnemünde. 

61	 	 	 Quite	 possibly,	 ‘Tusser’	 is	 Alan	 Naish	 who	 is	 quoted	 by	 Flying	 Officer	 Gerry	 Blacklock	 in	  Stirling	 Wings	 by Jonathan	Falconer	(Sutton	1995)	as	‘a	civilian	airways	captain’. 

62			Four	Stirlings,	including	two	on	7	Squadron,	were	shot	down	on	the	Brest	raid.	A	Halifax	and	a	Manchester	also FTR. 

63			On	board	N6095	MG-K	Sergeant	T.	A.	Ward	and	Sergeant	Howard	Inman	the	mid-upper-gunner	were	both	injured. 

Inman	was	KIA	on	the	night	of	26/27	March	1942. 

64			The	next	story,  A	Personal	War	concerns	a	‘little	fellow’	from	America	who	was	an	air	gunner	on	7	Squadron. 

65			The	18	December	1941	raid	consisted	of	47	four-engined	bombers	-	18	Halifaxes,	18	Stirlings	and	11	Manchesters	-

whereas	Operation	‘Sunrise’	on	24	July	against	the	 Scharnhorst	and	 Gneisenau	in	Brest	harbour	saw	a	mixed	force	of mainly	twin-engined	bombers	-	18	Hampdens	(escorted	by	three	squadrons	of	Spitfires)	and	79	Wellingtons	-	and	three Fortresses. 

66			 RAF	Bomber	Command	Losses	of	the	Second	World	War,	1941	by	W.	R.	Chorley	(Midland	Counties	Publications 1993). 

67			Coincidentally,	Flight	Lieutenant	Victor	Fernley	Baker	Pike	DFC,	pilot	of	Stirling	N6011	who	was	shot	down	and killed	on	9/10	April	1941,	was	known	on	the	Squadron	as	‘Farmer’	Pike.	He	was	shot	down	by	Feldwebel	Karl-Heinz Scherfling	of	7./NJG1.	There	was	only	one	survivor.  RAF	Bomber	Command	Losses	of	the	Second	World	War,	1941	by W.	R.	Chorley	(Midland	Counties	Publications	1993). 

68			It	was	eventually	discovered	by	Bob	Ogley	and	published	in	1994. 

Chapter	10

B.12/36

 …	the	Stirling	and	the	Halifax	are	now	our	major	worries.	They	presage	disaster	unless

 solutions	 are	 found.	 I	 understand	 that	 the	 Stirling	 is	 to	 go	 in	 favour	 of	 the	 Lancaster	 as fast	as	the	changeover	can	be	achieved.	The	Stirling	Group	has	now	virtually	collapsed. 

 They	 make	 no	 worthwhile	 contribution	 to	 our	 war	 effort	 in	 return	 for	 their	 overheads. 

 They	 are	 at	 half	 strength	 and	 serviceability	 is	 such	 that	 in	 spite	 of	 the	 much	 reduced

 operational	rate	and	long	periods	of	complete	idleness	due	to	weather,	I	am	lucky	if	I	can

 raise	30	Stirlings	from	3	Group	for	one	night’s	work	after	a	week	of	doing	nothing,	or	20

 the	night	after.	There	should	be	a	wholesale	sacking	of	the	incompetents	who	have	turned

 out	approximately	50%	rogue	aircraft	from	Short	and	Harlands,	Belfast	and	Austins,	not

 forgetting	the	Supervisories	responsible	in	the	parent	firm.	Much	the	same	applies	to	the

 Halifax	 issue	 …	 nothing	 whatever	 ponderable	 is	 being	 done	 to	 make	 this	 deplorable

 product	worthy	for	war	or	fit	to	meet	those	jeopardies	which	confront	our	gallant	crews	…

 Trivialities	 are	 all	 that	 they	 are	 attempting	 at	 present,	 with	 the	 deliberate	 intent	 of

 postponing	the	main	issue	until	we	are	irretrievably	committed	…Unless	we	can	get	these

 two	vital	factors	of	the	heavy	bomber	programme	put	right	and	with	miraculous	despatch, 

 we	are	sunk.	We	cannot	do	this	by	polite	negotiation	with	these	…	incompetents.	In	Russia

 it	 would	 long	 ago	 have	 been	 arranged	 with	 a	 gun	 and	 to	 that	 extent	 I	 am	 a	 fervid

 Communist! 

Air	Marshal	Sir	Arthur	Harris,	letter	to	Sir	Archibald	Sinclair,	the	Secretary	of	State

for	Air,	30	December	1942. 

Down	below,	on	the	night	of	10/11	September	1942,	was	Düsseldorf	-	a	blazing	inferno	of

fires	and	bomb	bursts.	Training	aircraft	of	91,	92	and	93	Groups	swelled	the	numbers	of

the	 479	 bombers	 that	 were	 dispatched.	 The	 Path	 Finders	 successfully	 marked	 the	 target

using	‘Pink	Pansies’	in	converted	4,000lb	bomb	casings	and	containing	a	red	pyrotechnic, 

benzole,	 rubber	 and	 phosphorous,	 for	 the	 first	 time.	 All	 parts	 of	 Düsseldorf	 except	 the

north	of	the	city	were	hit	as	well	as	the	neighbouring	town	of	Neuss.	Flying	Officer	John

Patrick	 Trench,	 captain	 of	 Stirling	 W7564	 MG-T	 on	 7	 Squadron	 at	 Oakington,	 was

grateful	 for	 the	 fires:	 they	 made	 target	 identification	 easy.	 But	 he	 did	 not	 care	 for	 the

terrific	flak	barrage	which	leapt	up	to	meet	him	as	he	began	his	bombing	run	over	the	city. 

A	steady	run	was	essential.	Trench	tried	to	ignore	the	noise	and	the	blinding	flashes	of	the

flak	 bursts	 and	 urged	 all	 his	 concentration	 on	 to	 holding	 course	 as	 the	 four-engined

bomber	rocked	and	lurched	in	the	gun	fire.	It	seemed	to	last	an	age,	but	then	the	run	was

over.	 Gingerly	 Trench	 tried	 a	 turn.	 He	 knew	 his	 aircraft	 had	 been	 badly	 hit	 and	 he	 was

worried	should	the	controls	not	respond.	Much	of	the	damage	was	obvious	and	it	did	not

take	long	to	discover	that	the	Stirling	was	in	a	very	bad	way.	The	starboard	petrol	tank	was

holed	and	port	oil	pipes	severed.	The	port	inner	propeller	and	gear	were	blown	away	and

the	port	outer	engine	had	fallen	off	leaving	only	the	starboard	engines	to	fly	on.	Trench, 

helped	by	the	wireless	operator,	Sergeant	I.	J.	Edwards	pushing	on	the	rudder	bar	managed

to	 keep	 the	 aircraft	 under	 control	 as	 he	 completed	 his	 turn	 on	 to	 the	 homewards	 course. 

The	flight	engineer,	Sergeant	Henry	George	Mallot,	lessened	the	risk	of	fire	by	turning	off

all	useless	oil	pipes.	Despite	all	Trench’s	skill,	height	was	steadily	lost	on	the	return	flight

and,	 by	 the	 time	 that	 it	 reached	 the	 Dutch	 coast,	 the	 Stirling	 was	 down	 to	 300	 feet.	 All

movable	objects	were	jettisoned.	The	Stirling	just	managed	to	limp	across	the	North	Sea

and	was	crossing	the	English	coast	when	the	starboard	inner	engine	cut.	There	was	now

only	 one	 engine	 left	 and	 an	 immediate	 crash-landing	 was	 the	 only	 way	 out.	 The	 aircraft

was	too	low	for	the	crew	to	use	parachutes	safely. 

Trench	 brought	 the	 Stirling	 down	 in	 a	 field	 near	 Weeley	 in	 Essex.	 It	 was	 a	 rough

landing.	 The	 aircraft	 burst	 into	 flames:	 Trench	 and	 Edwards	 were	 knocked	 unconscious. 

They	 were	 rescued	 by	 Pilot	 Officer	 Crofton	 Lustleigh	 Selman,	 navigator.	 All	 the	 crew

managed	to	escape	from	the	aircraft	except	Sergeant	W.	N.	Glendenning,	the	rear	gunner, 

who	was	trapped.	Realising	this,	Sergeant	Frederick	Arnold	Thorpe	MiD,	front	gunner	and

Mallot	immediately	returned	to	the	blazing	aircraft	regardless	of	the	danger.	As	they	were

scrambling	down	the	fuselage	to	help	Glendenning,	the	petrol	tanks	exploded	and	the	two

rescuers	 were	 killed.	 Glendenning	 was	 eventually	 freed	 by	 Flight	 Sergeant	 R.	 F.	 Jenner, 

the	mid	upper	gunner. 

The	 Stirling	 was	 a	 complete	 write-off,	 but	 it	 had	 brought	 its	 crew	 back	 to	 England

when,	by	all	the	laws	of	gravity,	it	should	have	crashed	over	Germany.	And	throughout	the

sortie	 the	 crew	 had	 shown	 the	 greatest	 skill	 and	 bravery. 70	 This	 was	 the	 type	 of	 story which	was	to	be	repeated	time	and	time	again	in	the	comparatively	short	bombing	life	of

the	Stirling	-	the	first	of	the	RAF’s	four-engined	heavy	bombers	and	an	aircraft	considered

by	many	to	be	dangerous.	Nevertheless,	two	VCs	were	awarded	to	pilots	of	this	aeroplane

and	out	of	its	three	years	of	bombing	service	there	were	stories	to	equal	any	to	be	found	in

the	annals	of	Bomber	Command. 

It	 was	 in	 May	 1936	 when	 a	 conference	 at	 the	 Air	 Ministry	 was	 called	 to	 discuss	 the

specification	for	a	heavy	bomber	known	as	B	12/36.	Air	Vice-Marshal	R.	D.	Oxland,	who

later	 commanded	 a	 group	 in	 Bomber	 Command,	 sponsored	 the	 specification;	 at	 the

conference	were	the	present	Commander-in-Chief	of	Bomber	Command	(Air	Marshal	Sir

Arthur	Harris),	Air	Chief	Marshal	Sir	Wilfred	Freeman,	later	Vice-Chief	of	the	Air	Staff

and	 Squadron	 Leader	 (later	 Group	 Captain)	 O.	 R.	 Gayford,	 who	 held	 the	 long-distance

record	and	later	commanded	a	team	of	RAF	pilots	which	made	a	new	world’s	record	for	a

flight	to	Australia.	According	to	the	specification,	B.12/36	had	to	be	able	to	defend	itself

from	any	angle,	to	take	off	and	land	within	given	distances	and	to	be	sufficiently	buoyant

to	float	if	forced	down	on	the	sea.	The	specification	for	B.12/36	and	a	later	specification

for	a	similar	type,	B	15/36,	were	given	to	the	aircraft	industry.	Shorts,	Handley	Page	and

Avro	turned	the	drawings	into	bombers,	the	Short	Stirling,	the	Handley	Page	Halifax	and

the	Avro	Manchester	and	Lancaster.	The	Stirling	was	the	largest	ever	bomber	at	that	time, 

with	a	wing-span	of	99	feet;	a	length	of	87	feet	3	inches	and	a	height	of	22	feet	9	inches. 

The	 Handley	 Page	 Halifax	 came	 into	 service	 very	 soon	 after	 the	 Stirling;	 its	 wing-span

was	the	same	as	that	of	the	Stirling,	but	its	length	was	17	feet	3	inches	less	and	its	height	9

inches	 less.	 All	 three	 four-engined	 bombers	 had	 at	 least	 three	 gun	 turrets,	 instead	 of	 the

two	in	the	Wellingtons,	Whitleys	and	Hampdens. 

The	first	Stirlings	to	enter	the	RAF	operationally	went	to	7	Squadron	in	August	1940. 

There	were	many	teething	troubles	during	the	working-up	period	but	eventually	the	new

aircraft	 was	 assimilated	 into	 squadron	 service.	 By	 February	 1941	 7	 Squadron	 was	 ready

for	 its	 first	 Stirling	 operational	 sorties.	 Three	 Stirlings,	 led	 by	 Acting	 Squadron	 Leader

John	 Martin	 Griffith-Jones	
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	 part	 of	 the	 force	 of	 43	 aircraft	 detailed	 to	 attack	 oil

storage	 tanks	 at	 Rotterdam,	 took	 off	 from	 Oakington	 on	 the	 night	 of	 10	 February	 1941, 

each	 aircraft	 carrying	 sixteen	 500lb	 bombs.	 It	 was	 a	 smooth	 operation:	 the	 target	 was

located	without	difficulty	and	all	bombs,	except	two	which	hung	up,	were	dropped	in	the

target	 area,	 although	 bursts	 were	 obscured	 by	 clouds.	 The	 three	 crews	 on	 their	 return

announced	themselves	well	pleased	with	their	new	bomber.	With	its	eight	guns	-	two	each

in	the	front	and	dorsal	turrets	and	four	in	the	tail,	the	Stirling	was	heavily	armed	for	that

period	 in	 the	 war	 and	 it	 was	 not	 long	 before	 it	 was	 decided	 to	 make	 good	 use	 of	 this

armament.	Squadron	Leader	(later	Air	Vice-Marshal)	H.	R.	‘Bob’	Graham	had	arrived	at

Oakington	 as	 CO	 of	 7	 Squadron	 and	 in	 1941	 he	 was	 present	 at	 HQ	 11	 Group,	 Fighter

Command,	 for	 talks	 with	 the	 fighter	 ace	 ‘Sailor’	 Malan.	 From	 these	 talks	 grew	 the

‘Circus”	Operations.	The	idea	was	to	select	good	bomber	targets	over	France	which	would

be	 attacked	 by	 Stirlings.	 A	 fighter	 escort	 was	 to	 be	 provided	 but,	 as	 the	 Stirlings	 were

reckoned	to	be	able	to	give	a	good	account	of	themselves	against	enemy	fighters,	the	main

activity	 of	 the	 British	 fighters	 was	 to	 try	 and	 draw	 the	 Luftwaffe	 up	 into	 battle.	 The

Luftwaffe	 refused	 to	 be	 drawn	 but	 some	 good	 bombing	 was	 carried	 out	 by	 the	 Stirlings

and	 more	 valuable,	 they	 learned	 what	 tactics	 could	 be	 used	 against	 fighters.	 ‘We	 had	 a

highly	manoeuvrable	aircraft	in	the	Stirling’	explains	Graham	‘and	our	idea	was	to	use	this

to	cause	the	enemy	to	make	mistakes.’

Graham	 had	 plenty	 of	 opportunity	 for	 putting	 his	 theories	 into	 practice.	 He	 recalled	 a

typical	 daylight	 raid	 made	 over	 Borkum	 in	 1941.	 ‘I	 was	 leading	 a	 formation	 of	 three

Stirlings	when	we	were	attacked	by	a	flight	of	about	a	dozen	Me	109s.	We	saw	the	fighters

some	way	off	and	I	led	our	formation	away	from	them	in	a	gentle	turn,	but	made	sure	I

had	the	enemy	in	sight	all	the	time.’

As	 he	 watched	 nine	 of	 the	 enemy	 peel	 off	 and	 come	 round	 for	 a	 quarter	 attack	 while

three	others	came	in	head-on,	Graham	knew	that	the	fighters	meant	business.	Just	before

the	Messerschmitts	got	within	firing	distance,	Graham	called	instructions	over	the	radio-

telephone	and	started	the	three	bombers	weaving	in	formation.	His	object	was	to	try	and

commit	the	fighters	to	such	tight	manoeuvres	that	they	could	not	hold	a	steady	bead	on	the

bombers.	At	this	stage	the	bomber	pilots	would	hold	their	aircraft	steady	‘and’	hope	that

our	chaps	were	better	shots	than	the	Germans.’

For	a	time	these	tactics	paid	off	but,	inevitably,	the	Stirlings	got	split	up.	Then	Graham

found	himself	alone	and	face	to	face	with	a	Messerschmitt	making	a	head-on	attack.	He

knew	that	his	best	chance	lay	in	giving	his	turret	gunner	a	steady	firing	platform	and	so

Graham	 resolutely	 held	 to	 his	 course,	 flying	 straight	 into	 the	 heavy	 fire	 from	 the

Messerschmitt.	 The	 two	 aircraft	 must	 have	 been	 converging	 at	 something	 like	 500	 mph, 

but	 it	 seemed	 an	 eternity	 before	 the	 109	 flashed	 past	 the	 Stirling	 only	 a	 few	 feet	 above, 

almost	 colliding	 with	 the	 tall	 fin.	 The	 fighter	 then	 fell	 towards	 the	 earth,	 out	 of	 control. 

Graham	 thinks	 that	 the	 pilot	 must	 have	 been	 killed	 or	 badly	 wounded,	 so	 nearly	 did	 his

aircraft	miss	the	Stirling. 

Roy	Ellis-Brown,	an	American	who	had	become	a	trained	pilot	in	Canada	before	the	US

entered	the	war,	flew	30	operations	on	Stirlings	before	flying	missions	on	Mosquitoes	in

the	US	25th	Bomb	Group:

‘When	 I	 joined	 7	 Squadron	 they	 had	 only	 recently	 commenced	 operations	 with

Stirlings.	 Some	 of	 the	 early	 aircraft	 were	 none	 too	 reliable	 and	 beset	 with	 mechanical

problems.	Then	we	started	getting	those	built	by	Short	&	Harland	and	the	Austin	Motor

Company	 with	 even	 more	 troubles.	 One	 of	 the	 biggest	 worries	 was	 the	 efficiency	 of	 the

throttle	exactor	controls.	The	lines	to	the	engines	from	the	throttle	controls	were	so	long

the	designers	decided	to	use	a	hydraulic	system.	Before	starting	engines	the	system	had	to

be	primed	and	this	was	achieved	by	pushing	all	four	throttle	levers	right	forward,	which

opened	 valves	 in	 the	 oil	 reservoir.	 Unfortunately	 these	 hydraulic	 lines	 were	 given	 to

leaking	like	blazes	at	the	many	connections	and	this	allowed	the	throttle	levers	to	creep. 

As	 this	 was	 common	 it	 was	 necessary	 to	 keep	 a	 hand	 on	 the	 throttles	 during	 take-off	 -

usually	the	Second	Dickey	got	this	job.	On	one	occasion	after	take-off,	as	we	passed	200

feet,	 I	 told	 my	 Second	 Dickey	 to	 set	 the	 rpm	 for	 climb.	 When	 he	 took	 his	 hand	 off	 the

throttles	all	four	levers	shot	back	and	the	engines	started	to	die.	There	was	a	wild	scramble

by	 both	 of	 us	 to	 push	 the	 levers	 forward	 again,	 but	 only	 two	 engines	 caught.	 Such

happenings	 were	 not	 good	 for	 the	 nerves.	 They	 never	 really	 cured	 this	 problem	 in	 my

time. 

‘The	design	of	the	undercarriage	was	terrible	and	crumpled	undercarts	were	a	frequent

event.	Each	landing	was	an	adventure	as	the	airfield	was	not	large	and	the	Stirling	was	a

very	heavy	aircraft.	You	didn’t	want	to	overshoot	and	you	had	to	guard	against	swinging

off.	When	I	arrived	at	Oakington	there	were	no	concrete	runways	and	it	was	easy	to	get

bogged	down.	The	drill	was	to	taxi	with	the-	throttles	well	open	to	keep	her	moving.	Even

then	 you	 would	 often	 slip	 and	 slide.	 It	 was	 a	 worthy	 old	 bird	 in	 the	 air	 but	 a	 brute	 to

handle	on	the	ground.’

The	first	daylight	attack	by	a	Stirling,	on	28	April	1941	on	Emden,	by	7	Squadron,	was

a	single	attack	of	this	kind	and	it	was	against	a	well-defended	target	in	Germany.	This	is

the	pilot’s	account	of	the	attack:

‘The	weather	was	ideal	for	a	‘cloud-hopping’	attack.	There	was	good	cloud	cover	most

of	the	way	out	and	it	was	not	until	we	were	near	the	Frisian	Islands	that	we	suddenly	came

out	into	the	open.	I	dived	5,000	feet	to	take	cover	in	some	lower	clouds.	My	navigator	did

his	 work	 extremely	 well	 and	 when	 we	 next	 broke	 cloud	 I	 saw	 that	 we	 were	 right	 over

Emden.	It	was	very	sudden.	We	had	been	flying	in	cloud	at	2,000	feet	and	all	at	once	we

flew	into	a	stretch	of	clear	sky.	For	a	few	seconds	we	were	in	bright	sunlight	and	saw	the

town	and	the	docks	very	dearly.	The	guns	opened	up	and	they	were	beginning	to	get	fairly

close.	 We	 made	 for	 the	 clouds	 again,	 but	 the	 brief	 flight	 in	 the	 open	 had	 given	 us	 the

general	lay-out	of	the	place. 

‘In	all,	we	were	twenty	minutes	over	Emden.	I	had	begun	my	run	up,	but	I	found	that	I

had	over-estimated	the	distance	and	when	I	next	broke	cloud	I	found	I	was	flying	towards

the	docks.	I	flew	in	and	out	of	the	clouds	with	the	guns	after	us	the	whole	time.	At	last	I

was	able	to	take	a	direct	course	across	the	shipbuilding	yards	in	the	centre	of	the	docks. 

There	was	a	large	ship	directly	in	our	line	of	flight	and	we	took	that	for	our	aiming-point. 

The	ship	looked	red	and	rusty.	We	were	only	2,000	feet	above	the	yards	when	the	bombs, 

went	down.	My	bomb	aimer	watched	them	fall,	one	after	the	other,	in	a	long	stream	and

my	 gunners	 pumped	 a	 hail	 of	 bullets	 into	 the	 shipyards.	 The	 rear	 gunner	 told	 me

afterwards	that	he	could	see	people	working	beside	the	cranes	on	the	dockside	and	lorries

running	on	the	roads.	He	saw	a	railway	siding	loaded	up	with	trucks	and	he	blazed	away	at

them.	 Our	 actual	 attack	 was	 very	 quick	 and	 we	 were	 back	 in	 the	 clouds	 before	 the	 guns

could	get	our	range.’

The	 contemporary	 account	 continued:	 ‘Not	 much	 later	 Stirlings	 were	 going	 out	 over

northern	France	with	an	escort	of	fighters	to	bomb	the	French	armament	factories	which

were	supplying	Germany	with	weapons	of	war.	By	comparison	with	the	sudden	ambushes

of	single	aircraft	from	the	clouds,	these	were	coldly	scientific	operations.	That,	at	any	rate, 

is	what	one	such	attack	seemed	like	to	one	rear	gunner.	‘It	was	in	July,’	he	says	‘and	we

took	 off	 at	 midday.	 We	 were	 to	 meet	 our	 escort	 of	 fighters	 near	 the	 English	 coast. 

Everything	went	according	to	plan	and	flying	in	two	Vic-formations	we	set	course	for	the

sea.	For	a	quarter	of	an	hour	the	visibility	was	poor,	but	soon	the	haze	cleared	and	the	sky

became	cloudless.	By	this	time	the	formation	had	climbed	to	6,000	feet	and	in	a	short	time

we	were	at	the	rendezvous	where	we	were	to	meet	the	fighters.	We	began	to	climb	steadily

and	it	seemed	a	long	time	before	we	straightened	out	at	nearly	15,000	feet.	Oddly	enough

I	felt	impatient,	but	it	was	only	another	ten	minutes	before	the	fighters	were	due. 

‘At	 last!	 Far	 away,	 like	 a	 speck	 on	 a	 pond,	 I	 could	 make	 out	 what	 appeared	 to	 be	 an

aircraft.	Soon	many	more	followed	and	as	they	drew	nearer	I	could	see	the	white	noses	of

airscrews	and	roundels.	The	course	was	set	and	we	headed	out	towards	the	Channel.	I	felt

unheroically	 glad	 that	 I	 was	 flying	 on	 this	 day	 offensive;	 the	 fighter	 formation	 was	 an

impressive	 sight	 on	 every	 side	 of	 us,	 with	 tiny	 silver	 specks	 twisting	 in	 circular	 motion

high	above. 

‘The	 formation	 closed	 in	 tightly	 as	 we	 approached	 the	 French	 coast.	 At	 such	 a	 height

one	 feels	 that	 one	 ought	 to	 be	 unspotted	 from	 the	 world,	 but	 it	 was	 not	 to	 be,	 for	 as	 we

passed	 over	 Le	 Touquet,	 from	 all	 along	 the	 lonely	 test	 of	 hills	 on	 either	 side	 there	 came

flashes	of	light	and	an	ominous,	continuous	crackling	sound.	At	times	the	black	blobs	of

swirling	smoke	seemed	to	be	getting	nearer. 

‘The	Stirlings	were	still	keeping	perfect	formation.	‘We	continued	on	course	for	another

twenty	minutes	or	so	and	then,	exactly	to	time,	the	town	of	Lille	came	into	view,	bathed	in

brilliant	 sunshine.	 The	 navigator	 was	 down	 at	 the	 bomb	 hatch,	 giving	 directions	 for

running	up	to	the	target.	Meanwhile	there	was	a	brief	vibration	and	I	saw	the	black	puffs

of	smoke	and	realized	that	the	flak	was	coming	up	in	our	direction.	Suddenly	a	concussion

shook	 the	 aircraft	 as	 though	 it	 had	 been	 struck	 by	 a	 gigantic	 sledge-hammer.	 Another

followed	 and	 then	 another,	 still	 more	 violent.	 But	 the	 navigator,	 quite	 unperturbed,	 was

giving	 the	 necessary	 orders	 to	 the	 pilot.	 ‘It’s	 sitting	 pretty.	 Steady…	 Steady…	 Right…

Right…	Steady…	Bombs	gone.’

‘There	was	a	terrible	finality	about	the	bombs.	There	was	no	noise,	just	a	slight	shudder

as	the	cigar-shape	hurtled	with	deliberation	towards	the	target.	In	an	almost	fatalistic	way

the	bombs	struck	the	objective.	My	most	vivid	impression	was	seeing	the	long	black	roofs

of	 the	 factory,	 the	 Lille	 steelworks,	 one	 of	 the	 most	 important	 factories	 of	 its	 kind	 in

France,	take	to	the	air	and	then	become	enveloped	in	a	cloud	of	brown	smoke.	The	tens	of

thousands	 of	 pounds	 of	 bombs	 which	 our	 formation	 dropped	 must	 have	 been	 even	 more

impressive	to	the	Germans	on	the	ground. 

‘By	now	the	fighters	were	obviously	busy	above	us;	the	Hurricane	on	either	side	of	us

closed	 nearer.	 An	 intruder	 in	 the	 shape	 of	 a	 Messerschmitt	 109	 was	 being	 chased	 by	 a

Spitfire;	both	passed	below	us	and	I	saw	no	more	of	them.	We	gathered	speed	and	made

for	the	Channel.	I	had	a	feeling	of	satisfaction	now;	the	bomb	racks	were	empty	and	the

guns	had	ceased	firing.	The	job	had	been	well	done	and	we	knew	our	cameras	would	show

the	results.	No	words	can	express	my	admiration	for	the	fighter	boys	-	they	were	great:	I

was	convinced	we	had	given	Hitler	another	headache.’

1941	 was	 a	 hectic	 year	 for	 Bomber	 Command.	 The	 Stirlings	 of	 3	 Group,	 which

included	7	Squadron,	found	themselves	operating	by	both	day	and	night.	This	was	before

the	days	of	mass	raids.	Formations	were	usually	small	and	anyone	unfortunate	enough	to

be	‘coned’	at	night	could	be	sure	of	prompt	attention	from	the	German	defences. 

Flight	Lieutenant	(later	Wing	Commander	Lay	DSO	DFC)	D.	H.	J.	‘Duggie’	Lay	DFC	found

this	out	on	the	night	of	28/29	August	when	118	aircraft	-	60	Wellingtons,	30	Hampdens, 

13	 Stirlings,	 9	 Halifaxes	 and	 six	 Manchesters	 -	 were	 dispatched	 to	 railway	 targets	 at

Duisburg.	He	was	captain	of	one	of	seven	Stirlings	on	7	Squadron.	Crossing	the	notorious

‘Kammhuber’	 line	 of	 searchlights,	 Lay	 was	 ‘coned.’	 He	 knew	 that	 it	 meant	 trouble

because	there	were	night-fighters	around.	Desperately	he	put	the	Stirling	through	its	paces

in	an	effort	to	throw	off	the	lights.	It	seemed	that	the	blinding	rays	were	even	forcing	their

way	through	the	floor	as	he	sweated	in	the	cockpit	and	wove	a	crazy	path	across	Germany. 

But,	 inexorably,	 the	 searchlights	 stuck.	 Then,	 with	 breath-taking	 suddenness,	 they	 were

gone.	The	Stirling	was	once	more	in	darkness. 

‘One-one-O!	 Dead	 astern!’	 The	 sudden	 shout	 came	 from	 Sergeant	 H.	 Macrae	 the	 rear

gunner.	As	the	lights	had	lost	the	Stirling,	his	keen	eyes	had	spotted	the	sinister	outline	of

a	Me	110	only	three	hundred	yards	astern.	Up	in	the	front	Lay	heard	the	shout	but,	even	as

he	moved	the	controls	for	evasive	action,	he	heard	Macrae’s	gun	speak.	And	a	split-second

later	there	was	an	even	louder	noise	as	cannon	shells	from	the	110	ripped	straight	through

the	length	of	the	fuselage	and	into	the	flight	deck.	Making	full	use	of	the	Stirling’s	aileron

control,	 Lay	 threw	 the	 aircraft	 into	 a	 violent	 stall	 turn.	 But	 the	 shells	 had	 done	 damage. 

There	 was	 no	 immediate	 response	 when	 he	 tried	 to	 right	 the	 aircraft.	 With	 engines

screaming,	 the	 huge	 aircraft	 careered	 down	 the	 sky	 and	 Lay,	 with	 Sergeant	 C.	 Tourville, 

the	co-pilot,	worked	desperately	at	the	controls. 

After	what	seemed	an	eternity,	the	nose	began	to	edge	upwards	and	Lay	gently	coaxed

the	Stirling	into	level	flight.	At	last	he	could	afford	to	relax	enough	to	glance	back	along

the	fuselage.	What	he	saw	did	not	please	him.	A	fire	was	raging	amidships.	Anxious	about

Macrae	in	the	rear	turret,	Lay	tried	to	get	him	on	the	intercom,	but	this	had	failed.	There

was	no	chance	of	anyone	getting	to	Macrae	and	tending	any	injuries	he	might	have	while

the	fire	was	raging.	Lay	jettisoned	his	bombs	and	then	reached	down	to	trim	the	Stirling

for	the	lighter	load.	It	was	then	that	he	discovered	that	the	trim	gear	had	been	cut	and	was

not	working.	The	Stirling	was	extremely	sensitive	to	trim	and	without	her	bombs	she	was

dangerously	tail-heavy	and	difficult	to	fly.	While	Lay	and	Tourville	set	course	for	England

and	 began	 the	 long	 limp	 home,	 other	 crew	 members	 tackled	 the	 fire.	 It	 was	 25	 minutes

before	 they	 got	 it	 under	 control	 and	 then	 Sergeant	 Chambers,	 the	 wireless	 operator,	 was

able	to	go	aft	to	find	out	how	Macrae	was.	He	came	back	looking	shaken.	There	was	no

sign	 of	 the	 rear-gunner,	 he	 reported	 except	 for	 the	 blood	 which	 was	 splattered	 over	 the

remains	 of	 the	 turret.	 The	 gunner	 must	 have	 been	 blown	 clean	 through	 his	 turret	 by	 the

110’s	attack. 

Back	over	Newmarket.	Lay	carefully	brought	the	tail-heavy	aircraft	in	for	a	landing.	All

seemed	 well	 until	 the	 moment	 of	 touchdown.	 The	 port	 undercarriage	 collapsed	 and	 the

great	aircraft	swung	round	in	a	wide	ground-loop	before	coming	to	rest.	No	one	was	hurt. 

What	happened	to	Macrae	was	a	mystery	which	lasted	many	months.	Then	he	turned	up	as

a	prisoner	of	war	in	a	German	hospital	where	he	was	being	treated	for	serious	eye	injuries, 

but	still	alive	after	being	blasted	from	his	turret.	Lay	said,	‘We	were	very	surprised	to	find

Macrae	 gone’,	 but	 of	 the	 other	 adventures	 that	 night	 he	 said	 little.	 ‘It	 was	 what	 we

expected,’	he	recalled,	‘things	were	rather	that	way	in	1941. ’72

It	 was	 not	 until	 1942	 that	 four-engined	 bombers	 became	 the	 backbone	 of	 Bomber

Command’s	 striking	 force.	 Avro	 Manchesters	 were	 bombing	 Germany	 by	 the	 autumn	 of

1940	 and	 was	 soon	 replaced	 by	 the	 four-engined	 Lancaster,	 the	 fastest	 of	 all	 the	 RAF’s

heavy	bombers,	with	a	wing-span	of	99	feet.	The	Lancaster	entered	service	in	the	spring	of

1942.	With	the	start	of	the	New	Year	the	daylight	sorties	gradually	petered	out	as,	despite

the	Stirling’s	firepower,	it	was	found	that	German	defences	were	making	daylight	raids	too

risky.	1942	was	the	year	of	the	first	‘saturation’	bombing	raids	and	Stirlings	played	their

part	 with	 other	 aircraft	 in	 the	 first	 1,000	 bomber	 attack	 on	 30	 May	 and	 in	 subsequent

attacks.	Although	their	mounts	were	now	losing	some	of	their	glamour	to	the	other	four-

engined	heavies,	the	Halifaxes	and	Lancasters,	the	Stirling	crews	were	still	able	to	prove

that	they	were	flying	no	mean	aircraft.	In	its	firepower	and	ability	to	sustain	damage	and

still	keep	flying,	the	Stirling	took	some	beating.	Indestructibility	was	one	of	the	Stirling’s

greatest	assets.	One	aircraft	of	75	Squadron	even	survived	a	head-on	mid-air	collision.	It

happened	on	a	raid	to	Hamburg.	Flying	Officer	G.	Turner’s	aircraft	collided	head-on	with

a	Me	109	which	hit	the	bomber’s	starboard	wing.	There	was	a	flash	and	a	sickening	jolt

and	the	Stirling	dropped	like	a	stone	for	300	feet	before	Turner	got	it	flying	again.	Then

his	flight	engineer	looked	out	on	the	wing	and	reported	a	‘few	inches	missing.’	Turner	and

his	co-pilot,	Flying	Officer	Howlett,	found	that	they	could	only	keep	the	Stirling	level	by

pushing	 the	 column	 hard	 over	 to	 .port.	 In	 this	 fashion	 they	 set	 course	 for	 home.	 After

about	half	an	hour	both	their	arms	were	aching	with	the	strain	and	for	the	rest	of	the	two-

hour	flight	they	lashed	the	column	over	with	parachute	elastic.	Not	until	they	landed	did

they	discover	that	they	had,	in	fact,	lost	no	less	than	four	feet	off	the	wing	over	Germany! 

Another	 pilot	 on	 75	 Squadron,	 Pilot	 Officer	 Buck	 of	 New	 Zealand,	 found	 that	 the

Stirling	could	be	flown,	in	a	fashion,	without	rudder	control.	He	was	on	a	raid	to	Duisburg

when	he	heard	a	sharp	explosion	which	he	took	to	be	flak.	He	called	the	rear	gunner	but

got	no	reply.	Suddenly	a	stream	of	tracer	raced	past	his	cockpit	and	then	Buck	realised	that

the	 explosion	 had	 not	 been	 flak	 but	 a	 night-fighter	 attack.	 Trying	 to	 turn	 away	 from	 the

attack,	Buck	found	that	the	rudder	was	not	answering	the	controls.	As	he	tried	to	sort	this

problem	out	he	became	aware	of	the	smell	of	burning.	Guessing	that	his	incendiaries	had

caught	fire,	he	released	them.	His	guess	had	been	right	and	Buck	watched,	fascinated,	as

the	bombs	cascaded	to	earth	in	glowing	streams.	Then,	with	a	jolt,	he	realised	that	he	had

high	 explosive	 on	 board	 as	 well	 and	 he	 sent	 these	 down	 after	 the	 incendiaries.	 With	 the

risk	of	explosion	thus	lessened,	Buck	was	able	to	turn	his	mind	to	the	other	problem:	he

was	 flying	 into	 Germany	 without	 rudder	 control	 and	 he	 wanted	 to	 turn	 and	 come	 back

home.	Carefully	he	began	the	turn,	using	ailerons	only.	‘We	seemed	to	be	in	a	right-hand

spiral	for	ages,’	he	said	afterwards,	‘and	at	one	point	we	fell	3,000	feet	and	both	I	and	the

second	pilot	had	to	use	all	our	strength	to	get	the	kite	under	control	again.	Then	we	set	off

home	 but	 almost	 at	 once	 a	 starboard	 motor	 packed	 up	 and	 we	 lost	 height.’	 During	 the

return	flight,	the	rear	gunner,	who	had	been	mortally	wounded	in	the	night-fighter	attack, 

died.	 Height	 was	 lost	 continually	 and	 everything	 movable	 had	 to	 be	 thrown	 overboard. 

Buck	was	just	able	to	limp	into	an	English	aerodrome	and,	despite	the	loss	of	rudder	and

an	engine,	brought	the	Stirling	into	a	successful	landing. 

As	1942	led	into	1943,	the	bomber	streams	began	to	fly	higher	and	higher	to	keep	clear

of	the	more	powerful	flak.	It	was	then	that	the	Stirling	began	to	lose	much	of	her	glamour

for	the	men	who	flew	her.	The	Air	Ministry	specification	for	the	type,	issued	in	1936,	had

called	for	very	low	aspect	ratio	wings	so	that	the	aircraft	could	be	housed	in	standard	RAF

hangars.	 Short	 Brothers,	 the	 designers,	 complied	 with	 this	 but	 the	 short	 span	 wings, 

although	 excellent	 from	 the	 housing	 viewpoint,	 severely	 limited	 the	 ceiling	 which	 could

be	 reached	 by	 the	 bomber.	 When	 other	 aircraft	 were	 flying	 at	 nearly	 20,000	 feet,	 the

Stirlings	were	hard	put	to	reach	12,000.	The	Stirlings’	difficulty	to	reach	any	great	height

was	 particularly	 noticeable	 on	 raids	 to	 Italy.	 Many	 hundreds	 of	 Stirling	 pilots	 must	 have

tales	to	tell	of	how	they	went	through	the	Alps	rather	than	over	them. 

Towards	the	latter	end	of	1942	Bomber	Command	was	giving	a	good	deal	of	attention

to	 Northern	 Italy.	 There	 were	 two	 reasons	 for	 this.	 The	 first	 was	 to	 keep	 the	 enemy	 air

force	well	occupied	and	to	reduce	its	ability	to	harass	the	Allied	landings	in	North	Africa. 

It	 was	 also	 thought	 possible	 at	 the	 time	 -	 and	 proved	 to	 be	 a	 fact,	 later	 -	 that	 heavy

bombing	of	Italy,	added	to	the	Allied	victories	in	North	Africa,	would	seriously	undermine

the	morale	of	the	Italian	people. 

The	bombing	offensive	began	with	the	raid	on	Genoa	by	a	force	of	112	bombers	on	the

night	 of	 22	 October	 and	 was	 followed	 by	 twelve	 major	 attacks	 during	 the	 next	 two

months,	the	main	force	of	the	attacks	being	directed	at	that	port	and	the	big	manufacturing

cities	of	Milan	and	Turin.	The	first	raid	on	Milan	caused	a	wild	panic	and	a	large	number

of	 the	 inhabitants	 departed	 from	 the	 city	 and	 did	 not	 return	 again.	 For	 the	 aircrews	 of

Bomber	 Command,	 however,	 these	 long-distance	 raids	 were	 a	 tremendous	 test	 of	 guts, 

endurance	and	skill	in	navigation	and	all	that	goes	to	make	up	the	business	of	airmanship. 

Apart	from	the	distance,	there	was	the	great	barrier	of	the	Alps	over	which	the	aircraft	had

to	 fly	 both	 on	 the	 outward	 and	 home	 journeys.	 As	 is	 natural	 in	 the	 Air	 Force,	 The	 boys

who	 were	 doing	 the	 job	 said	 nothing	 about	 their	 difficulties	 except	 amongst	 themselves, 

since	 grousing	 is	 one	 of	 the	 most	 precious	 privileges	 of	 the	 Service.	 Their	 only	 remarks

which	 became	 public	 had	 to	 do	 with	 the	 excellent	 visibility	 they	 usually	 found	 over	 the

Italian	cities	and	the	lighter	concentration	of	flak	that	met	them	when	they	got	there. 

Said	 one	 of	 them:	 ‘Well,	 it’s	 a	 hell	 of	 a	 long	 whiz	 and	 its	 nice	 when	 you’ve	 dropped

your	load	and	can	turn	for	home.	But,	apart	from	the	mountains,	it’s	a	piece	of	cake.	You

can	get	down	to	naught	feet.	You	can	really	get	smack	on	your	targets.	They	chuck	up	a

certain	amount	of	stuff	at	you,	but	it’s	nowhere	so	bad	as	the	Ruhr.’

The	towering	mountain	range	of	the	Alps	was	the	bogey	which	affected	them	all.	On	the

night	 of	 28/29	 November	 the	 freezing	 cold	 and	 contrary	 winds	 over	 the	 Alpine	 range

played	havoc	with	the	force	which	had	been	detailed	to	Turin.	Only	half	of	them	got	to	the

target.	One	of	the	pilots	who	returned	had	this	to	say	afterwards	about	the	‘show’. 

‘As	we	flew	over	the	Alps,	rain	and	low	cloud	brought	the	visibility	down	to	a	matter	of

a	 few	 yards.	 It	 was	 already	 bitterly	 cold,	 but	 as	 we	 began	 climbing	 up	 to	 cross	 the

mountains	the	icing	became	fierce.	We	started	to	get	a	whole	lot	of	fun-and-games	from

electrical	storms.	The	whole	thing	was	a	bit	dicey.	I	saw	ice	flying	off	the	wing	in	large

chunks	and	heard	it	clattering	back	against	the	fuselage…’

Half	this	force	had	to	turn	back	with	fuel	shortage,	icing	trouble	and	other	difficulties, 

some	getting	almost	there	before	having	to	turn	back.	Amongst	the	aircraft	which	actually

did	reach	the	target	and	deliver	its	bomb	load	was	Stirling	‘H	for	Harry’	on	149	Squadron

at	 Lakenheath	 piloted	 by	 26-year	 old	 Sergeant	 Rawdon	 Hume	 Middleton	 of	 the	 Royal

Australian	Air	Force. 

A	green	light	from	a	distant	caravan	focused	on	the	‘H	for	Harry’	at	dusk	on	November

28th.	 Having	 handed	 a	 signed	 receipt	 for	 one	 bomber	 to	 a	 waiting	 NCO,	 Middleton

opened	his	taps.	He	had	been	a	sheep	farmer	in	Leewang.	Now	he	set	course	for	the	Alps. 

There	were	seven	men	with	him	in	the	Stirling.	At	the	front	guns:	Sergeant	John	William

Mackie.	Second	pilot,	sitting	next	to	the	captain:	Flight	Sergeant	Leslie	Anderson	Hyder, 

now	 on	 his	 fifth	 operation.	 Navigator	 and	 bomb	 aimer:	 Pilot	 Officer	 George	 Reicher

Royde,	born	in	Orel,	Russia.	Wireless	operator:	Pilot	Officer	Norman	Skinner,	thirty-one

years	 old,	 from	 Scarborough,	 Yorkshire.	 Flight	 engineer:	 Sergeant	 James	 Ernest	 Jeffery. 

Mid-upper	gunner:	Flight	Sergeant	Douglas	Cameron.	Rear	gunner:	Sergeant	Harold	Wray

Gough,	ten	times	on	Ruhr	targets	and	a	veteran	of	thirty-two	sorties	in	all. 

Cameron’s	 studied	 approach	 to	 and	 calm	 acceptance	 of	 whatever	 life	 had	 to	 offer

contradicted	the	popular	image	of	the	air-gunner	who	would	fly	122	sorties	in	four	years. 

Perhaps	 his	 serenity	 was	 due	 to	 having	 been	 a	 gamekeeper	 before	 becoming	 a	 gunner. 

Cameron	 enlisted	 in	 September	 1939	 in	 his	 native	 Perthshire,	 volunteering	 for	 ‘flying

duties’	 (when	 an	 AIG’s	 badge	 was	 a	 bullet	 with	 wings,	 worn	 on	 the	 sleeve).	 Flips	 in

Battles,	Blenheims,	Lysanders	and	Hudsons	followed.	Never	one	to	waste	time,	he	found

time	on	a	gunnery	course	at	Ringway	and	used	it	to	jump	with	the	Paras	who	were	training

there,	thus	gaining	the	necessary	know-how	and	confidence	to	bail	out	twice	to	save	his

life.	A	double	tour	on	Whitleys	on	58	Squadron,	the	first	in	5	Group	at	Linton-on-Ouse, 

the	 second	 when	 the	 squadron	 was	 transferred	 to	 Coastal	 Command	 at	 St.	 Eval,	 when

Cameron	 was	 given	 special	 dispensation	 to	 fly	 as	 a	 straight	 air-gunner.	 A	 third	 tour	 had

followed	immediately	on	149	Squadron	and	Cameron	flew	with	the	first	of	his	VC	pilots, 

Flight	 Sergeant	 Middleton	 on	 Stirlings.	 The	 crew	 transferred	 to	 7	 PFF	 Squadron	 at

Oakington,	 but	 some	 members	 were	 not	 PFF	 standard	 and	 the	 crew	 stayed	 together, 

returning	to	149	Squadron	to	complete	their	tour.	Cameron,	Mackie	and	Gough	had	asked

for	 the	 privilege	 of	 being	 allowed	 to	 continue	 flying	 with	 their	 captain.	 Permission	 was

granted.73

The	first	suspicion	of	impending	crisis	came	over	France.	The	crew	had	been	detailed

for	a	low-level	attack	on	the	Fiat	Works	in	Turin,	a	task	calling	for	two	separate	climbs	of

the	 Alps.	 The	 flight	 plan	 had	 been	 carefully	 worked	 out	 round	 the	 crew-room	 table	 and

petrol	 carried	 was	 sufficient	 for	 the	 job.	 They	 were	 comfortably	 settled	 and	 past	 the

French	coast	when	the	crew	had	their	first	warning	that	something	was	wrong.	Middleton

said,	‘She’s	not	climbing	so	well.’	He	called	for	a	report	on	fuel	consumption	from	Jeffery

and	the	flight	engineer’s	answer	gave	the	captain	the	first	of	several	opportunities	to	turn

back	 for	 home.	 ‘If	 we	 go	 on	 at	 this	 rate	 Skipper,	 we	 haven’t	 got	 enough	 juice	 to	 get	 us

back	to	bas.	It’s	taken	us	a	hell	of	a	time	to	get	to	12,000	feet	and	we’ve	still	got	to	climb. 

With	any	luck	we	may	get	back	as	far	as	the	English	coast,	but	it’ll	be	chancy.’

Middleton	looked	at	the	weather,	which	was	already	bad.	He	weighed	things	in	his	mind

but	then	gave	his	decision.	‘We’ll	carry	on’	he	said	and	it	was	typical	of	his	crew	that	not

one	 word	 of	 dissension	 came	 from	 any	 of	 them.	 Even	 so,	 as	 the	 aircraft	 approached	 the

Alpine	 area,	 refusing	 to	 climb	 any	 higher,	 Middleton	 saw	 that	 his	 altimeter	 still	 showed

only	12,000	feet	-	2,000	feet	less	than	the	safety	limit	for	the	mountain	crossing. 

Unable	to	lift	his	bomber	above	12,000	feet,	Middleton	spoke	to	Royde.	‘See	if	you	can

pick	us	out	a	pass’	he	requested	cheerfully.	‘I	can’t	get	the	old	girl	up	far	enough	to	clear

the	tops,	but	if	we	can	find	a	good	pass,	we	can	scrape	through.’

Without	a	word	of	protest	Royde	got	busy	with	his	maps	as	Middleton	continued	south. 

There	 was	 no	 moon	 when	 they	 came	 to	 the	 mountains.	 Every	 available	 member	 of	 the

crew	was	ordered	to	keep	sharp	watch	as	they	flew	down	a	gorge.	Rock	faces,	covered	in

shadowed	 snow	 and	 revealed	 only	 by	 the	 starlight,	 towered	 on	 each	 side	 above	 the

bomber.	Only	the	tops	were	clearly	shown;	the	sides	remained	vast	but	tending	suddenly

to	vanish,	suddenly	to	loom	purplish	white,	nebulous	though	terribly	near	-	beautiful	but

perilous	and	spectral	in	quality. 

‘Keep	 your	 eyes	 skinned,	 everybody’	 ordered	 Middleton	 calmly.	 ‘We’ll	 be	 all	 right

coming	back.	We’ll	have	dropped	our	load	so	that	we	can	climb.	But	help	keep	a	look-out

now.’

The	journey	down	the	pass	continued	and	the	Alp	sides	drew	closer	until	there	was	no

room	 for	 the	 Stirling	 to	 turn	 back	 while	 still	 carrying	 its	 bomb	 load.	 Then	 Cameron,	 the

mid	upper	gunner,	suddenly	let	out	a	yell. 

‘Peak	dead	ahead,	Skipper’	he	bellowed.	‘Watch	out.	Dead	ahead.’

Middleton	 fortunately,	 saw	 it	 almost	 at	 the	 same	 time	 and	 he	 took	 the	 aircraft	 round

without	the	slightest	show	of	uncertainty	or	nerves.	Gough	gulped	slightly	as	he	was	the

rock	wall	whip	past	his	draughty	position	at	what	seemed	rather	like	inches.	When	he	had

steadied	himself	he	spoke	into	the	intercom.	‘By	Christ	chum’	he	said	to	Cameron	in	the

mid	upper	turret,	‘I	hope	you	see	the	next	one	before	I	do.’

The	 narrow	 pass	 began	 to	 close	 in	 beneath	 them.	 ‘It’s	 coming	 to	 a	 dead	 end,’	 said

Middleton	 and	 bomb	 doors	 were	 opened.	 But	 before	 the	 load	 of	 explosive	 could	 be

jettisoned	 there	 came	 a	 report	 from	 Mackie	 in	 the	 front	 turret.	 ‘It’s	 there!	 Look	 to

starboard.’	At	250	degrees	lay	Turin	burning	and	lit	from	above	by	flares	huddled	in	the

sky.	 Middleton	 turned	 down	 the	 valley.	 As	 bomb	 doors	 closed,	 the	 question	 of	 the

emptying	 tanks	 was	 again	 discussed.	 Jeffery	 confirmed	 that	 if	 they	 went	 low	 over	 Turin

their	 petrol	 supply	 would	 take	 them	 back	 to	 the	 English	 coast	 and	 no	 more.	 The	 captain

recalled	to	the	crew	that	they	had	been	detailed	to	bomb	low	and	he	put	the	Stirling’s	nose

down.	‘H	for	Harry’	wound	her	way	between	the	British	flares,	seen	by	the	crew	swaying

like	 lamps	 hung	 from	 silk	 parasols.	 Skinner	 wondered	 if	 they	 might	 get	 tangled	 in	 the

wings.	They	could	see	other	bombers	prowling	about	the	flare-lights.	Royde	went	down	to

the	 bomb	 aimer’s	 well.	 Red	 tracer	 streams	 curved	 near	 the	 Stirling.	 At	 5,000	 feet	 the

aircraft	 was	 holed	 in	 the	 main-plane.	 Someone	 said,	 ‘Christ!	 We’ve	 been	 hit!’	 Lateral

control	 was	 affected	 and	 Middleton	 called	 for	 Hyder	 to	 assist	 in	 holding	 her.	 At	 last	 he

said,	‘We’re	OK	chaps’	and	he	continued	searching	for	the	target.	In	all	he	flew	through

the	most	intense	flak	in	Turin	three	times.	Now	that	the	power	of	lift	was	reduced	by	the

hole	 in	 the	 main-plane,	 the	 dread	 grew	 of	 the	 return	 across	 the	 Alps.	 Even	 while’	 the

Stirling	was	being	repeatedly	hit	by	light	flak	projectiles	and	the	fuselage	was	filled	with

the	 smell	 of	 cordite,	 the	 crew	 were	 obsessed	 with	 the	 thought	 of	 the	 draining	 tanks. 

Mackie,	Cameron	and	Gough	in	their	turrets	returned	the	fire	of	the	ground	defences.	‘H

for	 Harry’	 was	 at	 about	 2,000	 feet,	 just	 passing	 over	 the	 marshalling	 yards,	 when

Middleton	said	down	the	microphone,	‘I’ve	been	hit.’	Some	of	the	crew	thought	he	added, 

‘Bale	out.’	But	owing	to	interference,	which	included	a	stream	of	bullets,	this	could	not	be

vouched	for. 

Royde	 was	 looking	 round	 at	 the	 moment	 when	 Middleton	 was	 hit.	 He	 saw	 the	 light

flak-burst	 and	 he	 described	 it	 as	 white	 and	 about	 half	 the	 size	 of	 his	 fist.	 It	 flashed	 at

elbow	 height	 between	 Middleton	 and	 Hyder.	 The	 bomber	 went	 into	 a	 dive,	 floundering

and	 whether	 or	 not	 the	 order	 had	 been	 given	 to	 bail	 out	 it	 was	 impossible	 to	 obey. 

Middleton	 had	 lost	 consciousness	 and	 the	 Stirling	 was	 too	 near	 the	 ground.	 Hyder	 took

over	and	pulled	out	at	800	feet.	They	heard	his	Scots	voice	saying,	‘OK,	I’ve	got	her.’	He

added	that	he	too	had	been	hit.	His	face	was	lacerated;	his	left	hand	injured	and	his	left	leg

smashed.	The	Stirling	was	now	too	low	to	bomb	with	safety,	so	bomb	doors	were	closed

once	again	and	Hyder	began	to	climb.	Skinner	was	wounded	in	the	leg	and	continued	with

his	work.	In	the	rear	turret	Gough	did	not	deem	it	necessary	to	bother	the	crew	with	the

news	that	a	shell	had	hit	his	gun	mounting,	twisting	one	of	the	starboard	barrels	at	right

angles	 to	 normal.	 He	 continued	 firing	 with	 his	 remaining	 guns	 until	 another	 hit	 cracked

through	the	hydraulics	and	rendered	the	turret	useless. 

Bombs	 were	 dropped	 on	 Turin	 from	 1,500	 feet	 and	 then	 Middleton	 recovered

consciousness.	 He	 immediately	 ordered	 Hyder	 back	 to	 the	 bed	 to	 receive	 what	 first	 aid

was	possible.	The	extent	of	Middleton’s	own	injuries	are	not	precisely	known,	because	he

did	not	reveal	them,	but	members	of	the	crew	saw	that	his	right	eye	had	been	smashed	in

and	the	whole	bone	above	his	eye	was	exposed.	From	the	position	of	the	shell-burst	and

the	 parallel	 injuries	 on	 Hyder	 it	 is	 probable	 that	 he	 was	 wounded	 also	 in	 his	 right	 arm, 

right	leg	and	stomach. 

Mackie	came	out	of	the	front	turret	and	stood	by	Middleton.	He	set	the	compass	course

from	 the	 fires	 and	 watched	 two	 parachutists	 float	 down	 into	 the	 glow.	 Cameron	 climbed

down	from	the	mid-upper	and	helped	Hyder	on	the	long	journey	back	to	the	bed.	He	was

applying	 a	 tourniquet	 when	 Hyder	 said	 he	 could	 wait	 no	 longer.	 Middleton	 might	 lose

consciousness	again.	He	stayed	only	for	his	torn	hand	to	be	dressed	with	a	pad	and	some

gauze	to	be	applied	to	his	face.	There	was	blood	from	his	mouth,	bubbling	at	the	edge	of

his	 oxygen	 mask.	 Then	 he	 shambled	 forward	 again,	 limping,	 groping.	 As	 he	 passed

through	the	sombre	light	of	the	wireless	cabin	Skinner	looked	up	at	him.	Himself	hurt	in

the	leg,	Skinner	for	some	strange	reason	had	decided	at	the	moment	of	crisis	to	go	back	to

the	 rear	 parachute	 hatch	 and	 throw	 out	 some	 propaganda	 leaflets.	 It	 was	 a	 Galilean

gesture,	marvellous	in	its	implications.	He	explained	it	by	saying	he	was	in	rather	a	temper

and	at	that	moment	there	seemed	nothing	else	to	do.	Down	below	in	the	firelight	he	could

see,	sometimes	in	curiously	heraldic	patterns,	the	reddened	roof-tops	of	Turin.	Gules,	with

crossed	incendiaries.	Generally	speaking,	it	was	a	good	night	for	the	bombers. 

Back	at	his	dials	and	knobs	he	watched	Hyder	move	forward	like	a	wounded	bear	and

then	 he	 saw	 his	 flying	 suit	 as	 he	 passed	 by	 the	 minute	 lights	 from	 the	 engineer’s	 panel. 

Hyder’s	back	was	stained	red. 

Forward	 in	 the	 cockpit	 a	 gale	 was	 blowing.	 The	 shell	 which	 wounded	 both	 pilots	 had

blown	out	the	captain’s	window.	Perhaps	the	ice-cold	wind	whistling	in	at	more	than	150

mph	helped	to	revive	them.	Hyder	settled	down.	For	the	third	time	the	crew	considered	the

spectre	of	the	emptying	tanks.	Someone	suggested	that	North	Africa	might	offer	a	better

prospect	than	England.	Royde	ran	the	rule	over	his	maps	and	‘H	for	Harry’	turned	finally

for	 her	 pass	 in	 the	 Alps.	 Gamely	 the	 oppressed	 Stirling	 climbed.	 Another	 alternative	 of

safety	and	life	was	presented	to	the	captain	when	he	still	had	the	mountains	and	500	miles

to	travel.	They	might	have	crash-landed	in	or	bailed	out	over	Switzerland	and	be	tended

and	interned	for	the	war.	To	this	suggestion	Middleton’s	words	were,	‘No.	I’m	going	to	try

to	make	our	coast	and	then	you	chaps	can	bail	out.	I	doubt	if	I’ll	get	away	with	what	I’ve

got	in	any	case.’

A	jettisoning	party	was	organised	with	Royde	in	charge.	Jeffery	left	the	anxious	watch

over	 his	 fuel	 cocks	 and	 gauges	 to	 dismount	 sections	 of	 armour-plating	 doors	 and

bulkheads	and	cast	them	overboard.	Every	member	of	the	crew	who	could,	stalked	along

the	fuselage,	looking	for	things	to	tear	off.	The	destruction	gave	them	comfort.	Belts	and

boxes	of	ammunition	went	sailing	out	and	Royde	hacked	away	with	a	fireman’s	axe	at	all

dispensables.	Oxygen	bottles,	flares,	the	camera,	flashes,	seats,	fire	extinguishers,	even	the

sextant	went	out.	He	worked	with	a	fury	and	soon	they	felt	the	Stirling	sail	more	easily.	By

now	the	moon	had	risen	and	this	time	the	crew	watched	their	journey	with	greater	clarity

through	the	Alpine	pass. 

From	 somewhere	 mid-fuselage	 Royde	 plugged	 in	 and	 called	 up	 the	 captain.	 ‘Hello, 

skipper.	Navigator	calling.	Should	we	jettison	the	guns?’	The	defence	area	of	France	had

still	 to	 be	 penetrated.	 Middleton’s	 reply	 was	 a	 deeper	 indication	 to	 the	 crew	 of	 his

appalling	internal	wounds.	His	voice	had	grown	perceptibly	weaker.	They	heard	him	say, 

‘OK	 George.	 Carry	 on.	 But	 try	 not	 to	 talk	 to	 me.	 It	 hurts	 too	 much	 when	 I	 answer.’	 He

refused	coffee,	staying	immoveable	at	the	controls.	With	his	remaining	eye	he	stared	at	the

undulating	 tops	 of	 the	 faintly	 moonlit	 cloud-sheet	 ahead.	 Hyder	 in	 the	 next	 seat

occasionally	 went	 unconscious	 with	 the	 pain	 and	 loss	 of	 blood.	 Mackie,	 standing	 in	 the

blizzard,	stayed	between	them,	helping	with	the	controls	and	setting	the	compass. 

At	one	point	of	the	voyage	over	France,	while	they	were	flying	straight	into	the	teeth	of

the	 north	 wind,	 they	 doubted	 whether	 they	 would	 even	 be	 able	 to	 reach	 the	 Channel	 for

ditching.	 A	 crash-land	 in	 the	 plain	 of	 North	 France	 might	 still	 have	 saved	 the	 captain’s

ebbing	 life;	 but	 he	 decided	 it	 was	 more	 important	 to	 try	 to	 get	 his	 men	 back	 to	 England

with	the	aid	of	the	Air	Sea	Rescue	Service.	So	he	flew	on,	more	in	the	hope	of	a	miracle

than	 by	 logic.	 The	 men	 were	 warned	 to	 be	 prepared	 either	 for	 ditching	 or	 bailing	 out. 

Somewhere	over	mid-France	the	miracle	happened.	The	head	wind	backed	to	north-west. 

The	Stirling	was	making	better	headway	when	there	was	a	flash	in	the	fuselage.	Skinner, 

who	 had	 changed	 a	 valve	 in	 his	 wireless	 set,	 looked	 up	 and	 saw	 the	 reflections	 from	 a

maze	 of	 searchlights	 in	 the	 astrodome	 bowl.	 The	 bomber	 was	 coned.	 As	 the	 light	 flak

clanged	 dully	 into	 the	 main-plane	 and	 fuselage,	 Skinner	 had	 the	 sensation	 of	 a	 dentist’s

automatic	 hammer	 on	 his	 teeth.	 Royde	 saw	 the	 curved	 tracer	 streams	 on	 either	 side

enclosing	 the	 Stirling	 in	 red	 brackets.	 Then	 the	 old	 artistry	 came	 back	 to	 the	 pilot.	 He

dived	 down,	 weaving	 between	 the	 main	 flak	 channels	 with	 his	 usual	 wizardry,	 threading

his	way	through	6,000	feet	until	the	blaze	of	the	searchlights	was	left	behind.	A	few	feet

below	 them	 the	 crew	 caught	 the	 glitter	 of	 the	 moonlight	 on	 the	 sea	 surface.	 They	 made

ready	 for	 ditching,	 but	 for	 the	 third	 occasion	 on	 that	 journey	 the	 gallant	 Stirling	 again

began	to	climb.	At	2,500	feet	Middleton	for	the	last	time,	now	in	a	barely	audible	whisper, 

asked	Jeffery	how	much	fuel	was	left.	As	the	distant	coastline	of	England	came	into	view

the	flight	engineer	replied,	‘I	can	guarantee	five	minutes’	petrol	but	not	ten.’

Middleton	said,	‘Prepare	for	immediate	baling-out’	and	then,	‘Bring	me	my	parachute.’

The	 crew	 believe	 that	 this	 last	 request	 was	 made	 to	 reassure	 them;	 the	 captain	 had	 not

moved	 from	 his	 seat	 for	 more	 than	 eight	 hours,	 during	 four	 and	 a	 half	 of	 which	 he	 had

been	in	mortal	pain.	He	flew	two	miles	inland,	a	safety	margin	so	that	the	wind	would	not

blow	the	parachutists	out	to	sea.	Then	he	said,	‘Right,	jump!’

Hyder,	severely	wounded	and	almost	too	weak	to	know	what	he	was	doing,	was	assisted

to	the	escape-hatch	by	Mackie.	This	front	gunner,	who	had	needlessly	gained	permission

to	continue	flying	with	his	captain,	sat	the	second	pilot	on	the	edge	of	the	hatch,	placed	his

hand	 for	 him	 on	 the	 ripcord	 and	 pushed	 him	 out.	 Royde	 went	 out	 the	 same	 way	 and

Cameron	 and	 Gough	 escaped	 aft.	 Skinner,	 the	 wounded	 wireless	 operator,	 was	 still

working	at	his	post,	oblivious	of	what	was	happening.	He	reported	a	new	bearing	he	had

obtained	and	received	the	answer	from	someone,	‘Don’t	be	a	bloody	fool.	They’ve	bailed

out.’	He	heard	a	voice	saying	‘rear	gunner	going’	and	then	he	clipped	on	his	parachute	and

went	forward.	He	saw	Hyder’s	upturned	face	disappear	from	the	hatch.	Mackie	was	still

standing	by	the	opening.	He,	Skinner,	Jeffery	and	the	captain	were	the	last	four	left	in	the

bomber	when	Middleton	turned	her	nose	finally	to	sea.	With	his	legs	caught	by	the	wind

under	the	escape	hatch,	Skinner	sat	staring	at	the	dark-below.	In	all	his	mental	turmoil	of

fear	and	duty	the	most	prominent	sensation	became	the	limitless	emptiness	of	his	stomach. 

Scanning	the	faintly	moonlit	black	below	him,	he	placed	his	hand	for	reassurance	on	the

cold	tubular	steel	of	his	rip-cord	handle.	He	felt	the	pressure	of	Mackie’s	flying-boot	on

the	back	of	his	neck;	above	the	roar	inside	the	bomber	he	heard	him	shout,	‘Go	on,	jump!’

Skinner	 jumped.	 He	 pulled	 the	 triangular	 metal	 and	 for	 a	 second	 of	 infinity	 nothing

happened.	Then	the	tangle	of	his	white	parachute	folds	flashed	past	him	in	the	moonlight

and	bellied	out.	With	a	wrench	he	was	halted	in	mid-air.	The	throb	of	his	bomber	died	in

the	distance.	The	parachutist	was	only	momentarily	glad	of	the	torch	he	kept	tucked	in	his

boot;	unable,	after	the	passage	of	minutes	which	seemed	endless,	to	see	land	or	water,	he

shone	 his	 futile	 light	 below.	 But	 when	 at	 length	 he	 discerned	 faint	 outlines	 the	 shadows

swiftly	grew	and	became	menacing.	The	airman	used	his	parachute	cords	to	guide	himself

away	 from	 a	 silvery,	 slippery	 jetty	 and	 then,	 without	 sensation,	 his	 slight	 body	 crashed

through	the	roof	of	a	disused	hut,	ending	spread-eagled	across	a	pile	of	benches.	Skinner

lit	a	cigarette. 

His	torch	had	been	lost	among	the	rafters,	so	it	was	by	the	flame	of	his	lighter	that	he

knocked	at	cottage	and	farmhouse	doors.	Except	for	the	rheumy	cough	of	a	cow	in	its	byre

and	the	occasional	bark	of	a	dog,	complete	silence	answered	him.	He	sensed	that	the	quiet

was	antagonistic,	the	natural	reaction	of	decent	country	folk	unwilling	to	be	disturbed	by

an	 intruder.	 The	 sickness	 caused	 by	 the	 soft	 swaying	 of	 his	 parachute	 and	 the	 return	 of

unreasoning	 fear	 to	 the	 pit	 of	 his	 stomach,	 fear	 now	 of	 the	 ghostly	 echoes	 of	 this	 dead

countryside,	increased	his	anguish	for	human	assistance,	his	need	for	companionship	and

the	warmth	of	tea	and	a	fireside.	He	walked	from	cottage	to	silent	cottage	and	when	at	last

he	heard	a	faint	stirring	in	an	upstairs	room	Skinner	felt	the	relief	and	the	hot	reaction	of	a

small	lost	boy. 

A	woman	shouted,	‘Has	the	baby	been	crying?’

To	 Skinner,	 weary	 and	 distraught,	 there	 was	 immeasurable	 comfort	 in	 the	 very

normality	of	her	anxiety	for	her	baby.	He	called	back,	‘Hullo	there!	Can	you	help	me?’

A	window	shot	up	and	the	woman	let	in	the	November	air.	He	could	see	the	outline	of

her	head	spiked	with	curlers	as	she	peered	at	him,	framed	against	the	reflection	of	the	stars

in	the	window-glass	above	her.	He	repeated,	‘Please	can	you	help	me.?	I’m	an	airman.’

She	continued	staring;	silent	and	answered	at	last,	Wait	there.	My	husband	will	come.’

The	 window	 was	 banged	 to.	 The	 woman	 returned	 to	 bed	 to	 resume	 her	 broken	 sleep, 

Skinner	and	the	husband	walked	together	to	the	police	station.	In	the	morning,	from	other

cottages	 and	 police	 stations,	 three	 more	 from	 the	 same	 bomber	 made	 their	 way	 to

interrogation.	One	was	taken	to	hospital.	From	them	there	was	that	day	pieced	together	a

record	of	perhaps	the	finest	human	action	of	the	war,	a	story	of	rare	valour,	judging	this

quality	 by	 the	 measure	 of	 Montaigne	 -	 that	 valour	 is	 stability	 not	 of	 the	 limbs	 but	 of

courage	 and	 the	 soul.	 But	 here	 there	 was	 the	 additional	 virtue	 that	 the	 limbs,	 though

tortured,	also	were	stable	-	for	precisely	four	and	a	half	hours.	Probably	no	one	will	ever

know	 what	 precisely	 was	 going	 on	 in	 the	 captain’s	 mind	 when	 he	 used	 his	 last	 drops	 of

petrol	to	take	the	bomber	out	to	sea.	Possibly	he	thought	ditching	might	be	easier	for	him

than	 bailing	 out.	 But	 when	 fuel	 ends	 in	 a	 heavy	 bomber	 she	 cannot	 glide	 for	 long	 and

surviving	 members	 of	 the	 Stirling’s	 crew	 believe	 that	 there	 was	 present	 in	 the	 captain’s

mind,	tortured	though	he	was;	the	danger	of	killing	villagers	with	the	crash	of	his	aircraft. 

There	had	been	recent	instances.	They	say	he	was	that	kind	of	airman.	So	the	thread	ran

out	at	sea,	two	miles	from	the	coast.	Jeffery’s	and	Mackie’s	bodies	were	washed	on	to	the

beach	next	day.74

Standing	in	the	rain	on	the	morning	of	5	February	1943	in	St	John’s	village	churchyard

in	Beck	Row,	Leslie	Kark	watched	the	coffin	of	Flight	Sergeant	Rawdon	Hume	Middleton

VC	being	lowered	into	the	grave.	The	RAF	PRO	had	himself	flown	to	Italy	in	a	Stirling

when	the	RAF	bombed	Genoa	on	7/8	November.75	‘The	stillness	of	that	countryside	must, I	thought,	have	been	shattered	by	other	firing	parties,	honouring	other	dead.	That	portion

of	the	churchyard	was	apparently	reserved	for	the	Royal	Air	Force.	Many	of	the	flowers

were	still	fresh	beneath	the	neat	standard	Air	Ministry	crosses.	The	churchyard	has	a	lych-

gate	and	an	old	stone	wall	breaks	the	wind	which	sweeps	across	from	the	meadow.	Over

the	 catafalque	 which	 supported	 the	 Pilot’s	 recovered	 body,	 the	 padre	 recited	 the	 phrase, 

‘Thou	knowest,	Lord,	the	secrets	of	our	hearts	….’	There	was	little	more	to	say.	Above	the

grave	 of	 this	 sheep	 farmer,	 who	 has	 been	 called	 perhaps	 the	 greatest	 captain	 of	 aircraft

under	whom	any	crew	has	ever	had	the	honour	to	serve,	they	have	erected	a	small	wooden

cross,	painted	white.	The	inscription	says,	quite	briefly,	‘Flight	Sergeant	R.	H.	Middleton

VC	Royal	Australian	Air	Force.’	When	the	salute	had	been	fired,	the	Last	Post	played	and

a	yellow	spray	of	wattle	laid	among	the	wreaths	by	him,	we	walked	to	the	bus.	I	sat	with

two	members	of	Middleton’s	crew	who	had	been	with	him	on	his	final	trip.	On	that	bus

journey	I	found	it	difficult	to	say	anything	to	these	men.	Then	Skinner	-	the	last	to	leave

that	historic	Stirling	and	remain	alive	-	broke	the	silence	by	leaning	over	and	saying,	‘You

know	we’re	back	on	ops	now.’	I	knew	they	had	worked	hard	to	get	back.	It	is	the	tradition. 

And	then	they	spoke	of	how	sticky	Hamburg	had	been	two	nights	before.’

Two	 months	 later,	 in	 April	 1943,	 Leslie	 Kark	 paid	 a	 visit	 to	 the	 75	 Squadron	 RNZAF

satellite	 airfield	 at	 the	 famous	 Rowley	 Mile	 strip	 at	 Newmarket	 race	 course.76	 ‘At	 the satellite,	which	is	so	swampy	that	the	mud	oozes	into	your	soul,	it	was	inevitable	that	the

mud	should	penetrate	also	through	the	floor	of	Stirling	BF318	[sic]77	as	she	crash-landed on	the	way	back	from	Duisburg.	The	pilot	left	the	runway	free	for	other	aircraft	and	his

four	propellers	tore	up	the	bog-to	the	side	of	the	concrete.	The	flat	belly	of	the	Stirling	slid

along	the	mud;	the	crew	unstrapped	themselves,	scraped	off	the	dirt	clinging	to	them	and

made	their	way	out.	Some	of	them	were	carried.	With	the	mud	there	was	also	blood.	The

pilot	[Pilot	Officer	P.	J.	Buck]	was	more	shaken	next	morning	than	he	had	appeared	at	the

interrogation.	He	had	been	unable	to	sleep	and	now	he	thought	a	talk	would	do	him	good. 

We	sat	by	a	fire	in	a	Nissen	hut. 

‘I’ve	been	on	Stirlings	now	for	nine	trips.	Last	night	was	the	toughest	flying	I’ve	had. 

We	 were	 just	 nicely	 through	 the	 flak	 and	 were	 weaving	 gently	 into	 the	 target	 when	 this

thing	happened.	Let’s	go	and	look	at	the	kite.	(He	showed	me	a	small	hole,	through	which

you	 could	 get	 your	 little	 finger,	 in	 the	 rear	 gunner’s	 glass.)	 That	 temporarily	 blinded	 the

gunner	[Sergeant	Brian	Arthur	Rogers,	who	was	mortally	wounded].	He	saw	the	Ju	88	and

managed	to	get	his	own	burst	in	only	a	shadow	of	a	second	before	the	Hun	fighter	raked

us.	 The	 flight	 engineer	 was	 lying	 on	 the	 floor	 and	 he	 could	 see	 a	 white	 stream	 of	 shells

over	him.	His	face	was	scorched	by	a	shell.	The	wireless	operator	[Sergeant	Watson]	had

his	left	hand	badly	wounded	but	he	kept	on	trying	to	repair	the	set.	The	second	pilot	[Pilot

Officer	 Symons]	 was	 sitting	 next	 to	 me.	 I	 saw	 him	 jump	 in	 his	 seat.	 He	 was	 hit	 in	 the

ankle	but	said	nothing.	(External	damage	on	the	Stirling	made	parts	of	it	look	ragged	and

torn.	 A	 piece	 of	 the	 fin	 was	 missing	 and	 the	 starboard	 elevator	 shot	 away.	 A	 blackened

hole	showed	behind	the	port	inner	engine.)	That	is	where	the	fire	was.	A	shell-burst	set	the

dinghy	stowage	alight.	The	mid-upper	gunner	saw	the	Ju	88	drop	some	of	its	pieces	and	he

gave	it	a	burst.	The	fighter	started	a	vertical	dive.	Then	we	went	on	and	bombed	Duisburg. 

It	was	only	a	minute	or	so	away.	Flames	from	the	fire	in	the	port	wing	were	a	yard	long. 

They	came	to	about	here.	I	told	the	crew	to	get	to	emergency	stations	for	baling	out.	After

a	bit	the	second	pilot	hobbled	back	to	lie	on	the	bed	but	they	couldn’t	give	him	morphia	in

case	he’d	have	to	jump	for	it.	The	fire	in	the	port	wing	went	on	burning	until	after	we’d

crossed	the	English	coast.	The	whole	time	we	thought	it	would	act	as	a	night	beacon	for

more	Hun	 fighters.	 We	had	 140	 miles	to	 go	 before	 we	got	 to	 the	Dutch	 coast.	 That’s	 all

there	 is	 to	 it.	 They’re	 a	 grand	 crew.	 We’re	 going	 to	 see	 the	 others	 in	 hospital	 this

afternoon.’

‘Back	in	the	mess	we	had	a	soft	drink	-	the	doctors	have	forbidden	him	beer.	He	said:

You	know,	although	I’ve	been	in	the	Air	Force	a	long	while	now	-	and	of	course	I’ve	been

over	Italy	-	last	night	was	my	first	show	on	a	German	target.	Do	you	think	it’s	a	kind	of

line	 shoot	 if	 I	 write	 and	 tell	 my	 old	 man	 that	 I’m	 operational	 now?	 You	 know	 he	 never

thought	I’d	stick	to	it.	But	I	have,	haven’t	I? 78

‘The	 Stirling,	 as	 originally	 produced,	 was	 a	 first	 rate	 aeroplane,”	 recalled	 Duggie

Graham.	 Mind	 you,	 it	 was	 not	 an	 easy	 aircraft	 to	 handle	 near	 the	 ground.	 The

exceptionally	 long	 undercarriage	 gave	 it	 a	 steep	 ground	 angle	 and	 made	 a	 dangerous

weathercock	 swing	 likely	 if	 you	 were	 not	 quick	 on	 the	 throttles.	 This	 undercarriage	 was

partly	the	fault	of	the	air	staff	who	asked	for	a	ventral	turret,	never	fitted,	incidentally,	to

operational	 aircraft	 and	 partly	 the	 fault	 of	 the	 makers	 for	 choosing	 a	 shoulder	 wing

arrangement.’

Trouble	 also	 came	 from	 the	 extractor	 controls;	 a	 hydraulic	 device	 which	 worked	 the

throttles.	This	suffered	considerably	from	air	bubbles.	“I	have	known	it	possible	to	make	a

full	movement	of	the	throttle	levers	without	changing	the	note	of	the	engines!’

But	 what	 eventually	 crippled	 the	 Stirlings	 was	 the	 addition	 of	 armoured	 plating	 -

although	it	saved	many	lives	-	and	the	increase	in	bomb	load.	The	original	all-up	weight

was	 planned	 to	 be	 about	 50,000lb.	 This	 was	 eventually	 pushed	 up	 to	 around	 70,000lb. 

This	 meant	 that	 every	 take-off	 became	 a	 marginal	 operation,	 especially	 as	 the	 Stirlings

were	operating	from	grass	fields	which	were	often	muddy.	It	was	not	surprising	that	there

were	 many	 accidents	 when	 taking	 off.	 The	 Stirling	 also	 fell	 from	 favour	 because	 of	 its

inability	to	reach	new	operational	heights	and	because	its	bomb	bay	was	so	divided	that	it

could	carry	nothing	larger	than	4,000lb	bombs. 

And	 so	 it	 was	 relegated	 to	 the	 transport	 and	 glider	 tug	 roles,	 but	 before	 the	 Stirling

finally	retired	from	bombing,	one	other	great	name	was	to	emerge	from	the	men	who	flew

her	-	that	of	Flight	Sergeant	Arthur	Aaron,	a	24-year-old	pilot	from	Leeds. 

On	the	night	of	12	August	1943	Aaron	was	captain	of	a	218	Squadron	Stirling	raiding

Turin.	Aaron	ran	into	night-fighters.	Three	out	of	his	four	engines	were	hit,	the	windscreen

shattered	 and	 front	 and	 rear	 turret	 put	 out	 of	 action.	 The	 navigator	 was	 killed	 and	 other

crew	 members	 injured.	 Aaron	 had	 his	 jaw	 smashed,	 part	 of	 his	 face	 torn	 away,	 a	 lung

perforated	and	his	right	arm	broken.	He	collapsed	over	the	control	column	and	the	Stirling

dived	down	to	3,000	feet.	The	flight	engineer	managed	to	regain	control	and	then	Aaron

rallied.	Unable	to	speak,	he	made	signs	for	the	bomb	aimer	to	take	over	piloting.	Then,	by

means	 of	 instructions	 written	 with	 his	 left	 hand,	 Aaron	 showed	 the	 inexperienced	 pilot

how	to	keep	the	crippled	aircraft	in	the	air.	Throughout	a	five-hour	flight	to	Bone	airfield

in	North	Africa,	Aaron	continued	to	give	directions	and	although	in	great	pain,	personally

supervised	 the	 hazardous	 landing.	 If	 he	 had	 been	 content	 to	 rest	 after	 being	 wounded, 

Aaron	might	have	lived.	But	because	he	insisted	on	carrying	out	his	duty	and	ensuring	that

his	aircraft	and	crew	got	back	safely,	he	died	from	exhaustion	nine	hours	after	landing.	He, 

too,	received	this	country’s	greatest	award	for	bravery	-	the	Victoria	Cross. 

By	early	1944	3	Group	was	well	into	phasing	out	their	Stirling	bombers.	Halifax	IIs	had

dwindled	 in	 numbers	 and	 all	 Halifax	 Ills	 were	 required	 for	 bomber	 squadrons.	 It	 was

decided	 to	 re-arm	 138,161,148,	 and	 624	 Squadrons	 with	 Stirling	 MK	 IVs.	 138	 SD

received	their	first	Stirling	MK	IV	on	11	June	1944	and	that	same	month	624	Squadron	at

Blida	 in	 North	 Africa	 was	 informed	 that	 they	 would	 convert	 to	 Stirlings.	 In	 3	 Group	 26

OTU	 Wing	 completed	 training	 on	 Wellingtons	 at	 end	 of	 July	 1944.	 From	 this	 course	 B

Flight	 was	 transferred	 to	 the	 SOE	 and	 learned	 they	 were	 destined	 for	 138	 SD	 at

Tempsford,	 so	 off	 to	 1651	 HCU	 at	 Stradishall	 and	 Wratting	 Common,	 for	 conversion	 to

Stirlings	and	the	different	training	for	low	level	operation	and	supply	dropping.	The	mid-

upper	 became	 the	 Dispatcher	 and	 did	 a	 course	 on	 parachute	 work.	 No	 bombing,	 so	 the

Bomb	 Aimer	 assisted	 the	 Pilot	 and	 after	 crossing	 the	 coast	 would	 map-read	 from	 the

bombardier’s	position	in	the	nose	to	the	Drop	Zone,	identify	the	recognition	signal,	then

authorise	 the	 drop.	 In	 late	 August	 1944	 a	 Stirling	 and	 crew	 were	 dispatched	 to	 148	 SD

Squadron	at	Brindisi	on	the	Adriatic	coast	of	Italy,	to	begin	converting	148	to	Stirling	IVs. 

This	was	at	the	time	of	the	Warsaw	uprising.	148	SD	in	two	missions	with	supplies	for	the

Polish	Home	Army	was	wiped	out;	32	aircraft	and	crews	were	lost.	The	Stirling	from	the

U.K.	arrived	the	day	after	the	second	mission	to	find	the	CO,	a	navigator	and	a	W/Op	the

only	 aircrew	 left	 of	 148.	 By	 now	 the	 British	 and	 American	 Forces	 had	 advanced	 across

Europe	at	a	rapid	pace,	thus	diminishing	the	work	for	Special	Duties,	especially	in	France; 

also	38	Group	were	now	more	involved	with	the	SOE,	so	B	Flight	was	switched	from	138

to	 148	 a\id	 could	 take	 out	 replacement	 Stirling	 Mk	 IV’s	 as	 148	 now	 needed	 to	 re-equip. 

However,	the	Stirling	conversion	of	148	did	not	proceed	because	the	Stirlings	on	624	were

too	 troublesome.	 It	 was	 reported	 “that	 because	 of	 the	 spate	 of	 accidents	 encountered	 it

seems	 unwise	 to	 extend	 Stirling	 operations	 in	 the	 Middle	 East”.	 There	 was	 also	 the

problem	 of	 complex	 maintenance	 and	 the	 need	 for	 logistic	 support.	 148	 SD	 rearmed	 22

with	Halifax	Mark	Vs.	B	Flight	crews	now	went	to	Langar	for	conversion	to	Halifax	V’s

before	 joining	 148.	 By	 the	 time	 148	 had	 rearmed,	 rebuilt	 and	 was	 operational	 again,	 the

Russians	and	Americans	were	doing	most	of	the	supplies	to	Warsaw	and	by	early	October

the	uprising	was	over.	The	British	Army	had	come	to	a	stop	in	North	Italy.	B	Flight	crews

arrived	 at	 148	 in	 January	 1945.	 By	 now	 SD	 were	 mainly	 confined	 to	 the	 Baltic	 area, 

because	of	reduced	demand	for	their	work	the	Squadron	kept	three	crews	from	B	Flight. 

The	rest	returned	to	the	UK	and	back	to	3	Group,	who	had	no	operational	Stirlings	and	no

Halifax	Squadrons	so	for	those	five	crews,	back	to	where	they	were	seven	months	before, 

‘Convert	to	Lancasters!’

Endnotes	Chapter	10

70			Flight	Lieutenant	John	Trench	DSO	and	his	crew,	which	included	Flight	Lieutenant	Selman	DFC,	were	killed	on	the night	of	8/9	March	1943	on	the	operation	on	Nuremburg.	Their	Stirling	I,	R9270,	crashed	at	les	Soushesmes,	France. 

71			KIA	3/4	March	1941. 

72			 They	Flew	Stirlings	by	Geoffrey	Norris	writing	in	 RAF	Flying	Review,	April	1958.	Six	aircraft,	three	Wellingtons, one	Halifax,	one	Hampden	and	one	Stirling	and	two	of	six	Hampdens	making	searchlight-suppression	flights	near	the target	were	lost.	Middlebrook. 

73	 	 	 Letter	 by	 G.S.	 Fraser	 of	  The	 Mildenhall	 Register	 to	  Intercom;	 the	 Official	 Quarterly	 Magazine	 of	 the	 Aircrew Association. 

 74			Adapted	from	 The	Fire	Was	Bright	by	Leslie	Kark	and	 Great	 Heart	 in	 Jump	 for	 it! 	by	Gerald	Bowman.	Douglas Cameron	was	awarded	the	DFM	and	had	a	rest	from	ops	in	the	form	of	a	transfer	as	a	commissioned	Gunnery	Leader	to Lossiemouth	 where	 he	 flew	 with	 Squadron	 Leader	 Robert	 A.	 M.	 Palmer	 DFC*	 who	 later	 flew	 Mosquitoes	 on	 109

Squadron	at	Little	Staughton	and	received	a	posthumous	VC	piloting	a	Lancaster	on	23	December	1944	when	he	was	the Master	Bomber.	And	then	a	further	posting	to	Milltown	where	Squadron	Leader	Ian	Willoughby	Bazalgette	DFC	RAFVR

recruited	Cameron	for	another	tour.	Five	ops	on	a	PFF	training	school	and	then	on	to	635	PFF	Squadron	at	Downham Market.	Cameron’s	fourth	tour	ended	on	4	August	1944	when	he	flew	with	Bazalgette	who	was	operating	as	a	master bomber	 on	 a	 daylight	 raid	 on	 Trossy-Ste-Maxim	 flying	 bomb	 stores	 in	 northern	 France.	 When	 the	 Lancaster	 was crippled	by	flak	Bazalgette	told	four	of	his	crew	to	bail	out	but	remained	at	the	controls	and	he	tried	to	save	the	lives	of two	 of	 his	 badly	 wounded	 crew	 by	 belly-landing	 the	 bomber	 in	 a	 field.	 But	 within	 seconds	 there	 was	 a	 massive explosion	and	all	three	men	died.	Bazalgette	was	awarded	a	posthumous	VC	for	his	actions.	Although	his	descent	was	in full	 view	 of	 the	 German	 guards	 with	 tracker	 dogs,	 Cameron	 evaded	 capture	 by	 seeking	 refuge	 in	 the	 forest,	 emerging before	daylight,	avoiding	contact	with	French	civilians,	eventually	to	be	contacted	by	the	Maquis.	Without	hesitation,	the gentle	gamekeeper	became	a	full-saboteur.	He	was	issued	with	civilian	clothes	(almost	certainly	execution	if	captured),	a revolver,	grenade	and	a	pill	for	the	ultimate	emergency.	Liberation	arrived	with	the	Army	near	Bayeux	and	after	severe interrogation	Cameron	was	flown	home	with	his	navigator	and	wireless	operator.	Cameron’s	wife	happened	to	be	staying in	her	native	Stornaway	when	the	local	policeman	arrived	and	asked,	‘I	suppose	you	know	why	I’ve	called?’	to	which Mrs.	Cameron	replied,	‘Yes,	you’ve	come	to	tell	me	what	I’ve	always	known,	that	my	husband	is	safe.’	In	honour	of	two of	the	VC	recipients	Cameron	had	flown	with	when	they	were	lost,	he	and	his	wife	christened	their	daughter	Margaret Middleton	Bazalgette	Cameron. 

75			Arthur	Leslie	Kark	was	born	in	Johannesburg	on	12	July	1910	and	was	educated	at	Clayesmore	School	in	Dorset and	 St.	 John’s	 College,	 Oxford	 and	 was	 called	 to	 the	 bar	 in	 1932.	 He	 became	 features	 editor	 of	  World’s	 Press	 News (1933),	editor	of	 Photography	magazine	(1934),	public	relations	officer	to	the	Advertising	Association	(1935),	features editor	of	the	 News	Review	(1936)	and	 news	 editor	 at	 the	 Ministry	 of	 Information	 (1940),	 alternating	 as	 the	 New	 York Herald	 Tribune’s	London	theatre	critic.	He	served	in	the	RAF	from	1940	to	1946	and	wrote	the	official	Far	East	air	war history.	His	1945	novel,  Red	Rain,	was	about	a	bomber	crew	on	an	operation	from	which	only	one	returns.	Other	novels included	  An	 Owl	 In	 The	 Sun	 (1948),  Wings	 Of	 The	 Phoenix	 (1949)	 and	  On	 The	 Haycock	 (1957),	 all	 intelligent, middlebrow	works	with	an	elegance	of	style	that	was	seen	in	 Courier	magazine,	which	he	founded	and	co-edited	(1947-1951).	 Kark	 bought	 the	 Lucie	 Clayton	 College	 in	 1950	 from	 Sylvia	 Golledge,	 who	 had	 started	 it	 in	 1928.	 Socially ambitious	 parents	 almost	 automatically	 sent	 their	 daughters	 to	 a	 Lucie	 Clayton	 College.	 Sylvia	 Golledge	 became	 his second	wife.	In	1960,	he	started	the	dressmaking	and	design	school	and	five	years	later	the	secretarial	college.	He	was fond	of	listing	the	syllabus:	care	for	the	English	language,	make-up,	deportment,	elegance,	cookery	and	art	appreciation. 

At	the	end	of	the	Sixties	Kark	disposed	of	the	model	agency,	which	had	earlier	cradled	such	stars	as	Fiona	Campbell-Walter	(later	Baroness	Thyssen),	Celia	Hammond,	Paulene	Stone,	Jean	Shrimpton	and	Sandra	Paul	(now	Mrs	Michael Howard).	He	died	aged	93	on	23	February	2004. 

76			The	famous	racecourse	in	about	300	acres	north	of	the	Beacon	Course	and	Cambridge	Hill	offered	one	of	the	largest grass	landing	and	take-off	runs	-	2,500	yards	-	in	an	east-west	direction.	It	had	been	used	as	a	landing	ground	for	aircraft in	 World	 War	 I.	 HRH	 the	 Prince	 of	 Wales	 landed	 at	 the	 strip	 in	 1935	 before	 travelling	 by	 road	 to	 attend	 the	 Jubilee Review	at	Mildenhall.	After	the	Munich	Crisis,	in	1938,	the	Air	Ministry	took	an	interest	in	the	area	as	a	satellite	for bombers	at	RAF	Mildenhall. 

77			Stirling	III	BF517	AA-O. 

78			Adapted	from	 The	Fire	Was	Bright	by	Leslie	Kark. 

Chapter	11

Rescue	At	Sea

 Every	 bomber	 which	 leaves	 England	 has	 to	 cross	 the	 sea	 twice.	 If	 it	 is	 attacking	 North-

 west	 Germany	 and	 makes	 landfall	 in	 Schleswig-Holstein	 it	 will	 have	 about	 700	 miles	 of

 sea	to	fly	over	in	the	night.	But	even	in	the	shortest	flights	to	the	Channel	ports	the	sea	is

 always	 there,	 waiting	 for	 the	 bomber	 that	 has	 lost	 its	 way	 or	 has	 been	 damaged	 by	 the

 enemy.	And	so	every	bomber	crew	must	be	taught	to	be	acutely	conscious	of	the	sea	below

 them.	There	is	a	huge	organization	concerned	entirely	with	the	safety	of	crews	wrecked	at

 sea	and	to	be	ready	for	such	a	catastrophe	is	part	of	the	training	of	every	crew.	What	they

 have	 to	 learn	 depends	 on	 what	 type	 of	 bomber	 they	 are	 flying,	 but	 there	 are	 certain

 common	factors	in	all	‘dinghy	drill’. 

One	night	in	July	1940	listeners	were	glued	to	their	wireless	sets	as	usual	to	listen	to	the

immensely	 popular	 BBC	 Home	 Service	 programme	 and	 the	 latest	 story	 of	 the	 RAF

bomber	 crews	 told	 in	 the	 pilot’s	 own	 words.	 Entitled	  Fourteen	 Hours	 in	 a	 Dinghy,	 they

were	not	told	that	the	pilot	was	Flight	Lieutenant	Percy	Charles	Pickard	or	that	he	had	had

to	ditch	his	Wellington	on	99	Squadron	in	the	sea	thirty	miles	off	Great	Yarmouth	on	the

night	of	19/20	June.	‘Pick’	Pickard	had	joined	the	RAF	in	1936.	Always	fumbling	for	his

pipe	and	matches,	anyone	meeting	him	for	the	first	time	could	hardly	fail	to	be	impressed	-

very	 tall,	 6	 feet	 3	 inch,	 blond,	 debonair,	 with	 an	 easy-going	 casual	 manner	 and	 a

distinctive	 loping	 walk.	 He	 was	 invariably	 accompanied	 by	 his	 Old	 English	 sheep-dog, 

Ming. 

Pickard	and	the	crew	of	Wellington	Ic	R3200	LN-O	took	off	from	Newmarket	at	2212

for	 the	 Ruhr	 area.	 The	 Wimpy’s	 starboard	 engine	 was	 hit	 by	 flak	 and	 with	 the	 starboard

engine	failing,	Pickard	ditched	at	0320	hours. 

‘We	 were	 a	 few	 miles	 off	 the	 Dutch	 coast	 on	 our	 way	 back	 from	 a	 big	 raid	 over

Germany	 when	 the	 port	 engine	 of	 our	 aircraft	 cut’	 Pickard	 told	 his	 listeners.	 ‘We	 had

plenty	of	height	at	the	time	so	I	told	my	wireless	operator	to	send	out	a	broadcast	to	say

we	were	returning	on	one	engine.	After	ten	minutes’	flying,	however,	the	starboard	engine

started	 missing	 and	 we	 began	 to	 lose	 height.	 When	 we	 were	 about	 3,500	 feet	 I	 told	 my

operator	to	put	out	an	SOS	and	sent	the	crew	to	their	emergency	stations.	There	was	very

low	cloud	at	the	time	we	came	out	at	about	500	feet.	It	was	raining	and	we	did	not	actually

see	the	water	until	we	almost	hit	it.	We	tried	to	put	the	aircraft	down	on	the	water	as	gently

as	 we	 could,	 but	 a	 rather	 heavy	 sea	 was	 running	 at	 the	 time	 and	 we	 hit	 a	 wave	 and	 the

aircraft	nosedived	in	and	went	under.	Three	of	the	crew	got	out	of	the	front	hatch	over	the

pilot’s	head,	but	the	remaining	three	escaped	from	the	hatch	in	the	centre	of	the	aircraft.	It

wasn’t	 too	 easy	 for	 them.	 The	 others	 were	 actually	 under	 water	 and	 I	 could	 see	 them

clutching	the	fuselage	and	trying	to	haul	themselves	up. 

‘When	 we	 had	 all	 got	 into	 the	 dinghy	 we	 discovered	 that	 the	 rear-gunner	 had	 the

wireless	aerial	wrapped	hopelessly	knotted	round	his	neck.	We	had	no	pliers	but	somehow

the	navigator	managed	to	lay	hands	on	a	knife	with	which	we	cut	the	gunner	free.	After

four	and	a	half	minutes	the	aircraft	went	down.	The	first	thing	that	happened	when	we	got

into	the	boat	was	that	the	chaps	got	cramp.	The	first	half	hour	was	hell.	We	then	decided	to

chuck	 off	 all	 the	 clothes	 we	 could	 spare.	 We	 threw	 away	 our	 shoes	 and	 flying	 boots, 

except	the	best	pair,	which	we	used	as	paddles	and	for	baling	out	the	dinghy.	At	the	time

heavy	 sea	 was	 running	 and	 drizzle	 was	 falling.	 It	 was	 a	 tough	 job	 getting	 the	 dinghy

balanced.	One	of	us	lay	in	the	bottom	of	the	boat	and	five	sat	round	the	edge.	I	was	very

pleased	 to	 discover	 that	 the	 navigator	 [Sergeant,	 later	 Flight	 Lieutenant	 J.	 A.	 ‘Peter’

Broadley,	who	would	later	team	up	with	his	pilot	on	Mosquitoes]	had	had	the	foresight	to

salvage	the	Very	pistol	and	three	cartridges. 

‘It	must	have	been	about	seven	o’clock	in	the	morning	when	an	aircraft	which	we	took

for	a	German	flew	over	us.	We	fired	a	Very	light	but	it	took	no	notice	of	us	and	went	on. 

Two	hours	later	another	aircraft,	this	time	a	British	plane	in	search	of	us,	flew	straight	over

the	 top	 of	 us,	 but	 despite	 our	 signals	 did	 not	 see	 us.	 We	 then	 discovered	 that	 the	 Very

cartridges	had	become	swollen	owing	to	the	water	and	we	had	to	spend	about	half	an	hour

tearing	off	pieces	of	cardboard	until	we	eventually	got	one	to	fit	the	pistol. 

‘We	 tried	 to	 steer	 a	 course	 due	 west	 hoping	 to	 reach	 England	 by	 paddling	 with	 the

shoes,	when	at	eleven-twenty	we	sighted	another	aircraft	coming	straight	towards	us.	We

waited	until	he	was	close	and	then	fired	a	Very	light	-	our	last	one,	which	the	pilot	spotted. 

He	 dived	 over	 us	 and	 then	 we	 recognised	 the	 machine	 as	 one	 of	 our	 own	 squadron.	 He

circled	 round	 us	 for	 about	 two	 and	 a	 half	 hours	 and	 now	 and	 then	 sent	 messages	 with	 a

signalling	 lamp	 saying	 that	 help	 was	 coming.	 But	 help	 didn’t	 come	 until	 about	 four

o’clock	in	the	afternoon	when	we	spotted	an	RAF	speed-boat	coming	towards	us.	Two	and

a	half	hours	later	we	were	landed. 

‘It	was	a	pretty	thick	fourteen	hours	I	can	tell	you,	but	somehow	or	other	we	managed

to	 keep	 our	 spirits	 up,	 even	 after	 we	 discovered	 a	 leak	 in	 the	 dinghy	 and	 had	 to	 get	 the

front	gunner	to	stick	his	toe	in	it.	The	rear	gunner	sang	to	us	for	an	hour	and	a	half	without

stopping	-	Scottish	songs	and	finished	up	by	swinging	them.	We	also	had	a	sweepstake	as

to	 what	 time	 we	 should	 be	 picked	 up,	 which	 was	 won	 by	 the	 wireless	 operator. 

Unfortunately,	 he	 was	 hours	 out	 -	 on	 the	 wrong	 side.	 But	 I	 still	 think	 the	 longest	 hours

were	 whiled	 away	 by	 an	 argument	 we	 had	 about	 the	 wireless	 operator	 who	 said	 he	 had

been	 born	 with	 a	 caul79	 and	 therefore	 couldn’t	 be	 drowned	 -	 even	 though	 he	 could	 not swim.	He	was	right	after	all.’	80

It	was	a	happy	outcome	but	for	security	reasons	listeners	were	not	told	that	the	dinghy

at	one	stage	drifted	into	a	coastal	minefield! 

Later,	Pickard	joined	149	Squadron	at	Mildenhall	in	1941	and	he	achieved	an	unwanted

fame	through	his	clipped,	natural	playing	of	the	pilot	of	Wellington	 F	for	Freddie	 in	 the

film	 Target	for	Tonight	by	Harry	Watts,	which	was	filmed	by	the	Crown	Film	Unit.	After

completing	 a	 bombing	 tour	 Pickard	 commanded	 161	 Squadron	 at	 Tempsford	 assisting

directly	in	the	dangerous	work	of	subversion	and	sabotage	in	France.	On	27/28	February

1942,	 as	 a	 wing	 commander	 he	 led	 the	 force	 of	 a	 dozen	 51	 Squadron	 Whitley	 aircraft

carrying	British	paratroops	in	the	raid	on	Bruneval,	which	resulted	in	the	capture	of	vital

German	radar	secrets.	By	July	1943	Pickard	was	a	Group	Captain	with	the	DSO	and	bar

and	DFC	and	his	arrival	at	Sculthorpe	in	North	Norfolk	Station	Commander	was	timed	to

coincide	with	the	re-equipment	on	464	RAAF	and	487	RNZAF	Squadrons	and	21	Squadron	in

140	Wing	of	the	Mosquito	FB.VI	in	place	of	their	obsolete	Venturas.	Bill	Sugden	was	a

Flight	Commander	on	464	Squadron	at	that	time	and	he	recalled	that,	‘Most	of	us	knew

him	by	name	since	he	had	starred	in	the	film	 Target	for	Tonight.	We	had	heard	about	some

of	 his	 ‘cloak	 and	 dagger’	 operations,	 flown	 to	 the	 Continent	 from	 Tempsford	 -	 dropping

and	 picking	 up	 agents	 by	 moonlight	 in	 Lysanders	 and	 the	 longer-range	 missions	 in

Hudsons;	 we	 were	 familiar,	 too,	 with	 his	 ditching	 in	 the	 North	 Sea	 and	 the	 dropping	 of

paratroops	at	Bruneval.	Our	immediate	role,	once	we	had	mastered	the	Mossie,	was	low-

level	daylight	raids.’

In	January	1944	140	Wing	moved	to	Hunsdon	and	it	was	from	here,	on	18	February	that

the	Mosquitoes	carried	out	their	legendary	attack	on	the	prison	at	Amiens	where	over	100

loyal	 Frenchmen	 were	 being	 held	 in	 captivity. 81	 Pickard	 and	 Flight	 Lieutenant	 Broadley DSO	 DFC	 DFM	 were	 the	 last	 over	 the	 prison.	 After	 dropping	 their	 bombs	 Pickard	 circled	 the

area	 at	 500	 feet	 to	 assess	 the	 results.	 Almost	 immediately	 ‘F-Freddie’	 was	 shot	 down	 in

flames	by	a	Focke	Wulf	and	Pickard	and	Broadley	were	killed. 

In	 October	 1940	 listeners	 to	 the	 BBC	 Home	 service	 heard	 another	 tale	 of	 ditched

airmen,	who	spent	eleven	and	a	half	hours	in	a	dinghy	after	bombing	Berlin.	The	story	is

told	by	the	two	Pilot	Officers	-	Millson	the	pilot	and	D.	Careless	the	tail	gunner	-	on	the

crew	of	Whitley	P5021	on	51	Squadron	at	Dishforth,	who	went	down	in	the	North	Sea	120

miles	east	of	the	Firth	of	Forth	on	the	night	of	9/10	October.	First	to	speak	was	the	BBC

announcer	who	either	was	not	told	all	the	facts	or	had	forgotten	that	the	crew	were	adrift

for	eleven	and	a	half	hours,	set	the	scene:

‘Our	 heavy	 bombers	 are	 nightly	 carrying	 our	 offensive	 to	 Germany	 and	 over	 certain

targets	they	meet	with	very	active	opposition	from	the	ground	defences.	Searchlights	are

clustered	 around	 and	 cover	 the	 sky	 hunting	 for	 the	 raiders.	 Batteries	 of	 light	 and	 heavy

anti-aircraft	 guns	 put	 up	 intense	 barrages.	 Generally	 our	 aircraft	 return	 safely,	 but	 it	 is

inevitable	that	sometimes	the	guns	inflict	damage	10	the	structure	of	the	aircraft	engaged. 

Fighter	 aircraft	 also	 go	 up	 at	 night	 in	 an	 effort	 not	 often	 successful	 to	 drive	 our	 heavy

bombers	off	the	target,	but	the	bombers	can	stand	up	to	a	great	deal	of	punishment	and	still

fly	home,	thanks	to	the	splendid	workmanship	and	material	that	go	to	their	construction. 

If,	however,	the	tanks	are	so	penetrated	that	the	petrol	runs	out,	aircraft	may	have	to	make

a	forced	landing,	either	on	land	or	in	the	sea.	In	the	event	of	their	landing	in	the	sea,	the

crew	 at	 once	 take	 to	 their	 collapsible	 dinghy	 and	 rescue	 procedure	 follows	 immediately

[!].	Here	is	a	dialogue	between	two	pilot	officers	who	were	compelled	to	come	down	in

the	sea	and	they	will	tell	you	of	their	adventure.’

Pilot	 Officer	 Millson:82	 ‘We	 were	 detailed	 some	 days	 ago	 to	 attack	 the	 Neukölln Gasworks	 in	 Berlin.	 There	 was	 a	 fair	 amount	 of	 cloud	 on	 the	 way	 out,	 but	 we	 reached

Berlin	on	time,	with	the	cloud	tops	at	8,000	feet.	This	cleared	at	4,000	feet	and	when	our

dead	reckoning	indicated	that	we	were	over	the	targets,	actually	we	were	about	forty	miles

north	of	it.	Circling	round	we	picked	up	a	landmark	that	gave	us	our	position	and	we	flew

towards	the	target.	The	gasworks	were	already	on	fire.	We	were	not	the	only	people	on	the

target.	So	we	made	a	direct	run	for	it,	climbing	a	little. 

‘The	Germans,	however,	had	a	few	fighters	up	in	the	air	and	three	of	them	came	at	us, 

so	we	went	into	the	cloud,	changed	our	direction	and	later	came	over	the	target	again.	So

that	we	could	be	sure	of	our	bombing,	we	came	down	to	3,500	feet	and	were	met	by	all

kinds	 of	 anti-aircraft	 fire.	 There	 was	 heavy	 and	 light	 stuff	 and	 machine-gun	 fire	 as

overweight.	We	tried	to	dodge	that,	came	down	to	about	2,700	feet	and	bombed	Neukölln

all	 in	 one	 stick.	 Our	 bombs	 hit	 the	 target	 fair	 and	 square.	 There	 was	 a	 terrific	 bang, 

followed	by	blinding	flames.	Part	of	the	gasworks	certainly	went	up.’

Pilot	Officer	Careless:	‘I	was	the	tail	gunner	and	I	saw	the	fire.	The	captain	had	begun

to	climb	as	soon	as	the	‘bombs	gone’	was	given	and	we	got	to	about	9,000	feet.	That	fire, 

from	the	height	we	were	at,	seemed	to	me	to	be	about	half	a	mile	square,	with	flames	three

or	 four	 hundred	 feet	 high.	 Gas	 gives	 a	 very	 good	 blaze.	 There	 those	 flames	 were	 a	 very

angry	red.	I	have	never	seen	a	fire	so	big	in	my	life.’

Pilot	 Officer	 Millson:	 ‘Then	 we	 came	 right	 into	 nearly	 everything	 the	 Germans	 could

give	us.	Their	anti-aircraft	put	a	hole	three	and	a	half	feet	square	into	the	port	wing	and

there	were	between	three	and	four	hundred	holes	in	the	fuselage.	When	daylight	came	it

was	not	necessary	to	put	on	the	lights.	Our	aircraft	are	normally	blacked	out	and	we	use

interior	lighting.	The	holes	made	that	quite	unnecessary.’

Careless:	‘We	could	see	the	moonlight	through	the	holes	anyway.’

Millson:	‘A	high	explosive	shell	went	straight	through	the	starboard	tailplane.	Luckily	it

went	 straight	 through	 without	 exploding	 or	 we	 should	 not	 even	 have	 come	 down	 in	 the

sea.	 Then	 the	 leading	 edge	 of	 the	 port	 tailplane	 was	 shot	 clean	 away	 and	 the	 port	 wing

badly	 battered.	 In	 fact	 it	 was	 smashed	 up	 but	 we	 climbed	 at	 plus	 two	 and	 a	 half	 pounds

boost	away	from	the	target,	to	10,000	feet,	being	shot	at	all	the	time.	We	were	a	bit	out	of

luck.’

Careless:	‘That’s	true.	We	were	the	only	aircraft	left	over	the	target	at	the	time.	It	was

blazing	away	below	us	and	they	were	blazing	away	at	us,	up	there	and	they	could	give	us

all	their	attention.’

Millson:	 ‘We	 set	 course	 to	 avoid	 all	 that	 dirt	 and	 a	 bit	 later	 went	 over	 Bremen.	 We

didn’t	have	time	to	see	much	of	what	had	happened	there	because	we	were	shot	at	again. 

Then	we	flew	towards	home,	passing	through	a	very	severe	front.’

Careless:	‘A	bad	front	means	ditty	weather	and	we	found	it.’

Millson:	 ‘We	 could	 still	 see	 no	 land	 for	 four	 hours	 after	 we	 had	 left	 the	 Neukölln

Gasworks	 blazing	 merrily	 and	 that	 meant	 that	 we	 were	 about	 an	 hour	 overdue.	 We	 had

gone	through	a	lot	of	very	bad	weather.	It	seemed	as	though	our	petrol	tanks	had	escaped

damage,	but	we	were	beginning	to	calculate	our	fuel,	just	the	same.	Off	the	Dutch	coast

we	got	our	location.	We	were	somewhat	north	of	the	track.	We	had	had	to	take	quite	a	lot

of	 avoiding	 action.	 When	 we	 heard	 our	 location	 we	 came	 down	 through	 the	 cloud, 

working	on	the	estimated	time	of	arrival	at	a	particular	point.	We	got	down	to	1,500	feet

and	found	ourselves	still	over	the	sea.	There	was	no	land	in	sight.	We	flew	on	for	a	little

more	than	half	an	hour.	I	thought	we	must	have	overshot	England	and	were	over	the	Irish

Sea.	 We	 turned	 again	 and	 sent	 out	 an	 SOS	 which	 was	 received	 and	 acknowledged.	 The

trouble	was	that	there	had	been	a	great	change	in	wind	speed	and	direction,	of	which	we, 

of	course	knew	nothing.	Besides	which	our	air	speed	was	very	much	slower	than	normal

because	of	the	damage.	Then	one	engine	cut	out	because	of	lack	of	petrol	and	while	the

other	 engine	 was	 going	 I	 turned	 the	 aircraft	 head	 into	 wind	 in	 case	 I	 had	 to	 land	 in	 the

sea.’

Careless:	 ‘The	 captain	 had	 taken	 over	 the	 aircraft	 from	 the	 second	 pilot	 some	 time

before	 and	 asked	 to	 be	 strapped	 into	 his	 seat.	 They	 did	 that	 and	 the	 navigator	 [Sergeant

William	Gordon	McAllister]	came	back	to	see	that	the	rest	of	the	crew	were	OK.	Orders

were	 given	 to	 prepare	 to	 abandon	 aircraft	 and	 to	 land	 in	 the	 sea.	 So	 the	 dinghy	 was	 got

ready	and	the	Very	lights	and	pistols	were	collected.	The	navigator	began	to	hack	away	the

door	to	use	as	a	paddle.’

Millson:	‘I	brought	the	aircraft	down	into	wind	and	the	nose	hit	the	crest	of	a	wave.	It

crumpled	straight	up	on	the	crash	and	I	was	drenched.	That	didn’t	matter,	because	I	was

going	to	be	drenched	in	a	couple	of	minutes	anyway.	The	tail	gunner	threw	out	the	dinghy

which	didn’t	open	at	once.	I	climbed	out	of	the	escape	hatch	and	walked	along	the	top	of

the	fuselage	to	see	the	tail	gunner	and	second	pilot	in	the	water	tearing	the	dinghy	open

with	their	hands.	It	opened	upside	down	so	we	couldn’t	throw	the	bag	of	Very	lights	into

it.	They	were	thrown	into	the	water	in	the	hope	that	we	could	pick	them	up	later;	but	the

sea	was	so	heavy	they	drifted	away.’

Careless:	 ‘The	 navigator	 clambered	 on	 to	 the	 dinghy,	 but	 overbalanced	 and	 fell	 out, 

caught	hold	of	the	life-line	that	had	been	hacked	away	and	the	captain	took	a	header	into

the	sea	to	help	right	the	dinghy.’

Millson:	‘Two	got	into	the	dinghy	and	with	the	help	of	another	member	of	the	crew	we

pulled	it	on	to	the	main	plane	when	both	of	us	clambered	in.	The	navigator	was	still	in	the

water,	 hanging	 on	 while	 we	 recovered	 our	 breath.	 We	 were	 pretty	 well	 humped	 out.	 He

said	 he	 was	 all	 right,	 but	 after	 a	 moment	 he	 let	 go	 of	 the	 line	 and	 clung	 to	 the	 door, 

intending	to	hang	on	to	the	aircraft.	Then	the	dinghy	was	swept	against	the	tail	plane	and

half	of	it	burst	and	we	could	not	right	it.	The	navigator,	still	clinging	to	the	door,	drifted

away	 and	 disappeared.	 We	 were	 helpless	 and	 couldn’t	 reach	 him.	 There	 was	 too	 much

swell.	The	aircraft	floated	for	about	five	minutes	in	all	and	then	went	down	tail	first.	We

first	 hit	 the	 water	 at	 seven-twenty	 am	 and	 after	 we	 were	 in	 the	 dinghy	 tried	 to	 organise

ourselves.	It	was	only	half	inflated	and	we	were	not	very	successful	in	getting	it	straight, 

but	we	sat	and	kept	watch	and	after	about	an	hour	opened	up	the	emergency	rations	and

found	the	rum	and	malted	milk	tablets.	But	we	were	very	seasick	and	only	the	tail-gunner

could	 keep	 anything	 down.	 At	 about	 twelve-forty-five	 we	 saw	 the	 first	 Hudson	 aircraft

above	 us,	 so	 we	 fired	 the	 only	 good	 emergency	 rocket	 we	 had.	 The	 aircraft	 saw	 us	 and

circled	round	but	lost	us	-	we	were	so	low	in	the	water.’

Careless:	 ‘We	 could	 see	 the	 aircraft	 circling	 round	 for	 the	 next	 four	 hours.	 They

couldn’t	pick	us	up	but	we	knew	they	would	in	the	end	and	at	about	three	o’clock	in	the

afternoon	a	submarine	that	was	helping	came	within	seven	or	eight	hundred	yards.	They

couldn’t	see	us	either.’

Millson:	‘By	six	o’clock	I	decided	that	we	should	have	to	spend	the	night	in	the	dinghy

and	we	started	to	bale	it	out.	We	had	a	pump,	that	didn’t	function	too	well	what	with	one

thing	and	another	and	we	all	sat	in	the	middle	and	the	sides	lifted	up.	I	think	that	saved	us. 

It	was	just	the	merest	fluke	really,	but	when	we	got	the	sides	up	a	Sunderland	flying-boat

spotted	 the	 dinghy,	 dropped	 sea	 markers	 and	 attracted	 another	 Hudson	 that	 was	 looking

for	us.	The	Hudson	signalled	with	a	lamp,	‘Help	coming	-	launch.’

Careless:	‘I	had	the	rations,	rum	and	other	sorts	and	had	tried	to	pass	them	round,	but

the	others	were	all	so	seasick	they	couldn’t	use	them.	There	was	no	enthusiasm	at	all.	I	can

tell	you	we	sang	no	sea	shanties	in	that	dinghy.	After	a	couple	of	hours	one	of	the	others

produced	a	cigarette	case;	but	the	cigarettes	were	all	wet	and	so	were	the	matches.	One	of

the	crew	tried	to	chew	a	cigarette,	but	he	soon	gave	that	up	too.’

Millson:	‘And	the	rain	simply	streamed	down	and	browned	us	off.’

Careless:	 ‘We’d	 been	 pumping	 for	 nearly	 eight	 hours	 altogether	 and	 then	 we	 saw	 the

wireless	 mast	 of	 what	 I	 thought	 was	 a	 destroyer.	 So	 I	 passed	 the	 rum	 rations	 again:	 but

nobody	wanted	them.	I	was	so	excited	that	I	drank	two	tots	straight	off:	just	to	celebrate.’

Millson:	‘After	half	an	hour	the	launch	came	up	to	us	and	tried	to	throw	us	a	line.	The

wind	was	so	strong	it	blew	it	back.	So	the	crew	of	the	launch	tried	another	tack.	They	went

up	 wind	 and	 drifted	 down	 and	 got	 us	 a	 line	 which	 we	 tied	 to	 the	 dinghy.	 Then	 a	 heavy

wave	knocked	the	launch	on	to	us	which	tipped	us	over	and	we	were	in	the	water	again, 

stiff	with	cramp	and	most	of	us	nearly	exhausted.	That	was	six-forty-five	and	we	had	been

adrift	for	eleven	and	a	half	hours.’

Careless:	‘The	captain	went	right	under	the	launch	and	up	on	the	other	side,	but	he	had

kicked	his	flying	boots	off	and	they	caught	him	with	a	boat	hook.	It	took	five	men	to	get

the	captain	on	board.’

Millson:	‘We	were	bundled	down	into	the	cabin	and	stripped.	They	put	us	into	sleeping

bags	 and	 blankets	 and	 gave	 us	 hot	 tea,	 massage	 and	 respiratory	 exercises.	 The	 wireless

operator	 was	 all	 in.	 He	 had	 passed	 out.	 The	 tail-gunner	 had	 paralysed	 legs.	 But	 for	 two

hours	we	slept,	dead	to	everything	and	the	sea	was	so	rough	that	it	bounced	me	off	on	to

the	floor.	Yet,	through	that	sea	the	launch	had	come	at	its	top	speed,	which	was	over	thirty

knots	and	had	travelled	one	hundred	and	thirty	miles	from	land.	There	isn’t	enough	to	say

about	the	way	they	did	their	stuff.	They	got	us	back	to	hospital	and	into	warm	rooms	with

heated	beds	where	they	simply	cooked	us	for	about	four	hours.	The	officers	lent	us	their

lounge	suits	and	we	had	a	very	good	party	in	the	mess	and	the	Station	Commander	sent	his

car	for	us	and	brought	us	home.’

Careless:	‘After	which	we	had	sick	leave	and	a	bit	of	a	holiday.	Now	we’re	going	back

to	duty,	but	the	funniest	thing	is	that	the	night	before	we	took	that	run	I	saw	my	horoscope

in	 the	 newspaper.	 I	 don’t	 believe	 them;	 but	 this	 is	 what	 it	 said:	 ‘Don’t	 partake	 in	 long

journeys,	especially	sea	crossings.’83

On	the	night	of	30	June/1	July	1941	a	Hampden	bomber	on	49	Squadron	at	Scampton

captained	by	Sergeant	B.	Woolston	and	three	more	sergeants	set	out	to	attack	Düsseldorf

but	never	got	there.	The	Hampden	had	crossed	the	North	Sea	and	was	ten	miles	beyond

the	Dutch	coast	when	the	port	engine	began	to	fail;	there	was	nothing	to	show	what	was

wrong	except	that	the	reading	of	the	boost	made	it	obvious	that	there	was	a	serious	drop	in

power.	With	one	engine	almost	useless	the	pilot	turned	for	home	and	a	few	minutes’	later

showers	 of	 sparks	 and	 a	 blue	 flame	 came	 from	 the	 exhaust	 and	 the	 port	 engine	 stopped

altogether.	The	Hampden	was	by	now	well	out	to	sea	and	the	pilot	was	confident	that	he

could	 get	 back	 to	 England;	 only	 a	 month	 before	 he	 had	 brought	 a	 bomber	 back	 on	 one

engine	after	it	had	been	hit	by	anti-aircraft	fire	over	the	Frisian	Islands.	But	this	time	the

strain	 on	 the	 starboard	 engine	 was	 overheating	 it	 and	 this	 engine	 also	 was	 losing	 power. 

Soon	the	Hampden	went	into	a	spin	and	came	down	several	thousand	feet	before	the	pilot

could	recover	from	it.	Then	it	went	into	a	spin	again.	Even	though	it	was	now	only	a	few

hundred	feet	above	the	sea	the	pilot	still	kept	on	his	course,	but	luck	was	against	him	and

at	2.30	in	the	morning	of	1	July	the	Hampden	was	‘ditched.’	Just	before	the	landing	the

wireless	 operator	 sent	 out	 an	 SOS;	 this	 was	 not	 received	 at	 base;	 because	 of	 the	 engine

failure	there	was	insufficient	power	to	transmit	it. 

The	 crew	 were	 ordered	 to	 brace	 themselves	 at	 their	 crash	 stations.	 The	 flaps	 were	 up, 

but	 the	 pilot	 reduced	 his	 speed	 to	 eighty	 miles	 an	 hour	 and	 approached	 the	 water	 in	 a

westerly	direction	across	wind.	There	was	fairly	thick	cloud	at	the	time,	the	moon	was	in

its	 third	 quarter	 and	 the	 crew	 could	 see	 the	 water.	 The	 wind	 was	 about	 fifteen	 miles	 an

hour	and	the	sea	smooth.	Woolston	held	off	and	touched	the	water	first	with	his	tail.	The

touch-down	was	very	heavy	and	this	actually	led	the	wireless	operator	to	suppose	that	they

had	 landed	 on	 a	 convenient	 beach;	 he	 jumped	 out	 on	 to	 the	 wing,	 leaving	 the	 carrier

pigeons	 behind,	 so	 losing	 a	 further	 chance	 of	 getting	 a,	 message	 to	 the	 Air	 Sea	 Rescue

Service.	As	soon	as	the	bomber	hit	the,	water	the,	dinghy	was	automatically	released,	but

it	inflated	in	the	sea	upside	down.	The	Hampden	was	sinking	fast	and	the	crew	got	on	to

the	wing;	the	pilot	jumped	into	the	sea	to	right	the	dinghy	as	he	did	so,	it	came	over	on	top

of	him.	He	swallowed	a	lot	of	water,	which	afterwards	made	him	very	sick.	The	rest	of	the

crew	 came	 to	 his	 help;	 they	 got	 into	 the	 dinghy	 and	 then	 hauled	 him	 into	 it.	 They	 were

hardly	in	when	the	Hampden	sank;	it	had	floated	on	the	water	for	only	two	minutes.	There

had	been	no	time	to	get	the	emergency	pack,	the	Very	pistol,	or	the	flasks	of	tea	into	the

dinghy.	 Soon	 dawn	 broke	 upon	 the	 crew’s	 first	 day	 adrift.	 ‘We	 thought,’	 said	 Woolston

afterwards,	‘that	we	were	only	about	fifteen	or	twenty	miles	from	the	English	coast.’	They

all	thought	it	would	not	be	many	hours	before	they	were	picked	up.	It	was	in	fact	many

days. 

First	 Day	 afloat.	 -	 When	 they	 had	 taken	 stock	 of	 their	 rations	 they	 found	 thirty-six

Horlicks	 tablets,	 a	 small	 bottle	 of	 rum,	 a	 few	 ounces	 of	 concentrated	 chocolate,	 some

boiled	sweets	and	one	and	a	half	pints	of	water	in	a	rubber	hot-water	bottle.	The	marine

distress	signals	were	found	to	be	wet	and	useless.	The	pilot	was	soaked	through	and	was

very	sick	all	day.	Another	of	the	crew	who	had	swallowed	a	lot	of	sea-water	was	sick	as

well.	 The	 others	 were	 reasonably	 fit.	 It	 was	 decided	 to	 ration	 the	 water	 and	 food.	 In	 the

morning	 each	 man	 had	 half	 a	 tin-lid	 of	 water	 and	 three	 Horlicks	 tablets.	 The	 day	 was

warm	and	the	crew	dried	their	clothes.	That	night	they	lay	packed	together	in	the	bottom, 

of	 the	 dinghy.	 They	 had	 ripped	 up	 the	 wireless	 operator’s	 Sidcot	 suit	 and	 they	 spread	 it

over	themselves.	All	had	bad	cramp	and	no	one	got	any	real	sleep. 

Second	Day.	-	The	sky	was	cloudy	and	there	was	a	fairly	heavy	sea.	The	waves	were

washing	over	the	side	of	the	dinghy;	and	the	crew	had	to	bail	out	all	the	time	with	a	small

canvas	bag	in	which	their	chocolate	and	tablets	had	been	kept.	The	two	sick	men	had	now

recovered.	The	day	was	enlivened	by	little	games,	such	as	seeing	who	could	keep	his	head

longest	below	water.	While	he	was	playing	this	game	the	navigator	suddenly	put	his	head

up	and	exclaimed.	‘Hi,	there’s	a	bloody	great	mine	underneath.’	They	all	knew	now	why

there	were	no	ships	about.	Towards	six	o’clock	in	the	evening	two	Wellingtons,	flying	at

2,000	 feet,	 passed	 about	 a	 mile	 away	 on	 an	 easterly	 course.	 The	 water	 ration	 was	 half	 a

tin-lid	in	the	morning	and	evening	and	three	Horlicks	tablets. 

Third	 Day.	 -	 The	 sea	 was	 still	 running	 high	 enough	 to	 make	 baling	 necessary,	 but	 the

men’s	clothes	were	all	dry	by	now	and	there	was	no	more	sickness.	The	crew	kept	cool	by

sluicing	each	other’s	necks	with	water.	Neither	ship	nor	aircraft	was	sighted.	They	sucked

boiled	sweets	at	odd	times	to	eke	out	the	ration	of	water	and	tablets. 

Fourth	Day.-	During	the	morning	three	Blenheims	passed	in	formation	200	yards	away

at	 about	 150	 feet.	 The	 crew	 stood	 up	 and	 waved	 scarves	 and	 handkerchiefs	 and	 flashed

two	mirrors	at	them.	The	formation	appeared	to	break	slightly	and	the	crew	thought	that

they	had	been	seen.	They	imagined	that	the	Blenheims	would	return	and	waited	anxiously. 

The	water	ration	was	halved	on	this	day. 

Fifth	 Day.	 -	 The	 sea	 was	 calmer	 now	 and	 at	 eleven	 o’clock	 in	 the	 morning	 the	 crew

began	 to	 paddle	 westwards,	 using	 the	 unserviceable	 marine	 distress	 signals	 as	 paddles. 

They	 kept	 it	 up	 till	 eight	 that	 night.	 The	 navigator’s	 watch	 was	 still	 going,	 so	 they	 were

able	to	divide	the	paddling	into	half-hour	shifts,	two	men	at	a	time.	Instead	of	the	tablets

each	man	had	half	a	cube	of	chocolate	three	times	during	the	day. 

Sixth	 Day.	 -	 At	 midday	 they	 saw	 three	 launches	 within	 two	 miles	 of	 the	 dinghy,	 but

these	 turned	 northwards	 and	 disappeared.	 The	 crew	 saw	 many	 greenflies	 and	 wasps, 

which	 mare	 them	 think	 that	 they	 must	 be	 close	 to	 land.	 They	 saw	 white	 specks	 in	 the

distance	 which	 looked	 like	 cliffs.	 They	 heard	 the	 sound	 of	 motorboat	 engines	 and	 once

there	was	a	noise	under	the	water	which	they	took	to	be	the	engines	of	a	submarine.	That

night	they	tried	to	keep	the	paddling	up	after	dark	but	their	strength	was	going.	They	were

by	 now	 so	 weak	 that	 they	 each	 could	 do	 no	 more	 than	 a	 dozen	 strokes	 at	 a	 time	 at	 the

pump	with	which	the	dinghy	is	inflated. 

Seventh	Day.-	On	the	evening	of	this	day	the	water	ration	gave	out.	The	pilot’s	tongue

was	getting	hard	and	thick	and	was	skinning;	he	swilled	his	mouth	out	with	salt	water.	The

others	also	rinsed	their	mouths. 

Eighth	 Day.	 -	 By	 now	 the	 whole	 crew	 were	 feeling	 very	 weak.	 Their	 tongues	 were

beginning	 to	 swell	 and	 crack.	 In	 the	 evening	 a	 Hampden	 escorted	 by	 two	 Hurricanes

appeared	 from	 the	 west	 at	 2,000	 feet	 and	 turned	 north	 almost	 over	 the	 dinghy.	 They

flashed	their	mirrors	and	waved	their	arms	but	the	dinghy	was	not	seen. 

Ninth	and	Last	Day.	-	Dawn	broke	on	a	crew	desperately	weak	and	by	now	with	little

hope	of	being	rescued.	As	they	put	it,	they	were	sure	they	had	‘bought	it.’	Some	were	no

longer	able	to	stand	up	in	the	dinghy.	At	08.20	a	Hampden	bomber	came	out	of	the	sun	at

about	2,000	feet	and	passed	about	a	quarter	of	a	mile	away.	They	used	their	mirrors	again. 

The	Hampden	did	a	half-turn,	banked,	put	its	nose	down	and	flashed	‘Help	coming’	on	its

Aldis	 lamp.	 The	 crew	 all	 joined	 hands	 and	 sang	 Auld	 Lang	 Syne.	 Then	 the	 Hampden

dropped	a	dinghy	on	the	water	thirty	yards	away.	The	crew	paddled	to	it	and	got	the	water-

bottle	 from	 it.	 The	 wireless	 operator	 ‘considered	 the	 water	 tasted	 foul.’	 Then	 the	 two

dinghies	were	hitched	together	and	the	crew	sat	waiting.	The	Hampden	had	wirelessed	and

circled	round,	keeping	the	dinghies	in	sight,	for	four	hours.	Then	two	Blenheims	escorted

by	fighters	arrived	and	relieved	the	Hampden.	Soon	afterwards	the	crew	saw	a	great	spurt

of	 foam	 which	 quickly	 got	 nearer	 and	 nearer;	 and	 at	 12.30	 pm	 9	 July,	 an	 RAF	 launch

picked	the	crew	up.	‘We’re	damn’	glad	to	see	you,’	were	their	first	words. 

This	 is	 what	 they	 afterwards	 said	 about	 those	 nine	 days.	 ‘We	 talked	 about	 ridiculous

things.	 The	 first	 two	 days	 we	 kept	 telling	 each	 other	 what	 our	 favourite	 meals	 were	 and

what	we	were	going	to	eat	when	we	got	back.	Then	later	we	talked	about	drinks.	We	said

that	when	we	got	ashore	we	were	going	to	get	eight	pints	of	shandy;	line	them	up,	get	one

in	each	hand	and	drink	them	two	at	a	time.	We	talked	about	the	little	things	we	used	to	get

browned-off	about	when	we	were	civilians	and	how	trivial	they	seemed	now.	We	were	all

growing	beards.	We	made	a	fishing	line,	about	forty	feet	long,	by	unravelling	a	piece	of

cord	from	the	dinghy	and	tying	the	pieces	together.	Then	we	made	a	spinner	from	a	piece

of	tin.	We	could	see	plenty	of	fish	but	none	of	them	would	bite.	Each	night	we	could	hear

our	bombers	crossing	over	and	sometimes	we	saw	them	returning	in	the	half	light	before

dawn…’

On	the	rescue	launch	the	crew	were	taken	below.	The	skipper	suggested	they	should	lie

down	on	the	bunks,	but	they	stayed	in	the	wardroom	for	only	about	half	an	hour	and	then

came	on	deck	and	took	an	interest	in	what	was	happening.	They	had	each	drunk	about	a

quart	 of	 water,	 ate	 some	 chocolate	 and	 taken	 a	 little	 rum.	 When	 asked	 what	 they	 would

most	like	to	eat,	two	of	them	said	cereal	and	the	others	fruit	salad.	They	all	wanted	tea. 

The	crew	were	taken	to	hospital	when	they	landed	from	the	launch	and	though	they	did

not	seem	to	want	it	they	were	made	to	rest	for	several	days	before	they	went	back	to	their

station	and	to	Germany.	As	a	result	of	their	experience	the	drill	for	getting	the	Very	pistol

and	cartridges	from	the	bomber	to	the	dinghy	was	amended. 

Even	if	all	goes	well	and	a	dinghy	is	not	long	at	sea	there	can	still	be	many	adventures

within	the	space	of	a	few	hours.	Between	bomber	and	dinghy,	within	the	space	of	only	a

few	minutes,	there	may	be	desperate	adventures.	During	an	attack	on	Ostend	on	the	night

of	2/3	September	a	Wellington	on	218	Squadron	at	Marham	piloted	by	Squadron	Leader

(later	 Wing	 Commander)	 Rodney	 Gibbes	 DFC	 an	 Australian,	 was	 hit	 by	 a	 shell	 from	 a

heavy	 anti-aircraft	 gun.	 There	 was	 a	 ‘sickening	 bump’	 and	 the	 bomber,	 with	 its	 engines

racing,	went	down	out	of	control.	At	about	4,000	feet	above	the	sea	Gibbes	pulled	out	and

turned	 for	 home.	 He	 found	 that	 there	 was	 nothing	 else	 to	 do;	 the	 bomb	 doors	 had	 come

open	 and	 the	 undercarriage	 down;	 the	 petrol	 and	 oil	 pipes	 seemed	 to	 be	 damaged.	 Both

engines	 were	 missing	 badly	 and	 the	 Wellington	 was	 dropping	 quickly.	 The	 crew	 threw

everything	 movable	 overboard	 but	 this	 did	 little	 good.	 Soon	 the	 Wellington	 was	 coming

down	500	feet	a	minute.	Then,	with	all	its	weight	on	the	nose,	it	hit	the	water	at	90	mph;	it

bounced,	came	down	on	the	port	wing	and	crashed	into	the	sea.	The	fuselage	almost	broke

in	 two.	 Four	 of	 the	 crew	 got	 through	 where	 the	 fuselage	 was	 split.	 The	 Wellington	 was

sinking	by	the	nose	and	what	was	above	the	water	was	burning;	from	the	navigator’s	table

to	the	rear	turret	it	was	all	ablaze.	Gibbes	had	stuck	to	his	controls	to	the	last	minute	and

the	front	gunner	had	only	got	as	far	back	from	his	turret	as	the	observer’s	seat.	Both	were

trapped;	the	pilot	in	his	cockpit	was	ten	feet	under	the	sea,	the	front	gunner	had	got	farther

back	and	was	just	above	the	level	of	the	water. 

Gibbes	 suddenly	 realized	 that	 he	 was	 down	 beside	 the	 bomb	 sight	 in	 the	 nose	 of	 the

aircraft;	he	could	feel	the	bomb	sight	below	the	water.	He	struggled	back	to	his	seat	and

tried	to	get	back	through	the	escape	hatch	for	the	pilot.	But	half	of	the	hatch	had	jammed

and	 with	 all	 his	 flying	 kit	 on	 he	 could	 not	 get	 through	 the	 other	 half.	 For	 a	 moment	 he

gave	 up	 all	 hope.	 He	 had	 held	 his	 breath	 under	 water	 for	 as	 long	 as	 he	 could,	 but	 then

began	to	breathe	in	water.	After	the	strain	of	holding	his	breath	this	seemed	almost	a	relief. 

Then,	when	he	was	all	but	drowned,	he	saw	a	bright	light	above	him	where	the	tail	of	the

bomber	was	burning.	He	made	for	the	light	and	as	he	struggled	up	he	recognized	by	touch

the	wireless	set,	the	oxygen	bottles	and	the	main	spar.	It	felt	as	though	they	were	passing

him,	 not	 he	 them,	 but	 he	 knew	 that	 he	 was	 getting	 up	 the	 fuselage.	 He	 felt	 for	 the	 astro

hatch.	It	was	locked	and	he	was	too	weak	to	open	it.	He	saw	more	light	farther	back	and

above.	For	a	moment	he	imagined	it	was	such	a	light	as	drowning	men	are	thought	to	see

but	 he	 pushed	 on	 towards	 it.	 He	 does	 not	 know	 how	 long	 he	 was	 under	 the	 water,	 but

when	he	got	near	to	the	light	he	found	the	break	in	the	fuselage.	The	front	gunner	was	just

getting	through	it. 

Gibbes	followed	him,	weak	and	dazed	but	still	conscious.	He	got	his	head	above	water

and	saw	the	dinghy.	He	began	to	swim	towards	it	and	the	front-gunner,	less	weak	than	he, 

helped	 him.	 The	 front	 gunner	 tried	 to	 blow	 up	 the	 pilot’s	 life-saving	 jacket	 but	 he	 could

not	 manage	 it.	 Gibbes	 told	 him	 to	 go	 on	 by	 himself,	 but	 he	 said,	 ‘We’ll	 make	 it,’	 or

something	like	that	-	Gibbes	cannot	remember	the	exact	words.	The	rest	of	the	crew	were

in	 the	 dinghy.	 Gibbes	 cannot	 remember	 getting	 into	 the	 dinghy,	 but	 only,	 as	 he	 says,	 an

eternity	with	his	head	under	the	water	and	then	with	his	head	above	it,	swallowing	water

and	 coughing	 it	 out.	 But	 he	 remembers	 the	 crew	 telling	 him	 to	 sit	 up	 in	 the	 dinghy	 and

then	 helping	 him	 to	 do	 so.	 He	 spent	 all	 night	 getting	 the	 salt	 water	 out	 of	 his	 lungs	 and

stomach.	It	was,	he	says,	a	night	of	complete	hell.	This	crew	was	not	rescued	by	any	ship; 

they	 were	 near	 the	 shore	 at	 Westgate	 near	 Margate	 in	 Kent.	 and	 the	 tide	 carried	 them	 in

and	out,	sometimes	so	close	that	they	could	hear	trains	running	in	the	distance.	At	last	a

tide	carried	them	in.	Towards	the	end	of	their	drifting	the	pilot	seemed	to	be	stronger	than

all	the	rest	of	the	crew;	he	only	complained	of	feeling	sore	round	the	ribs. 

Back	 at	 Marham	 Gibbes	 was	 reunited	 with	 his	 wife,	 Joan,	 the	 youngest	 daughter	 of

Robert	 Crisp	 the	 landlord	 of	 ‘The	 Ship	 Inn’	 at	 Narborough	 since	 the	 First	 World	 War, 

having	served	in	the	RFC	as	an	aircraft	mechanic.	‘The	Ship	Inn’	was	a	favourite	watering

hole	for	the	airmen	at	Marham.	Peggy	the	second	daughter	married	Sergeant	Philip	Wilks

a	 218	 Squadron	 Wellington	 rear	 gunner,	 who	 survived	 the	 war	 and	 after	 a	 career	 with

BOAC	he	became	landlord	of	‘The	Ship’	and	with	Peggy	as	landlady,	remained	there	from

the	 1960s	 to	 the	 early	 1980s.	 This	 was	 the	 second	 time	 Gibbes	 had	 survived	 a	 crash. 

Flying	Officer	Gibbes	had	a	lucky	escape	on	1	June	1940	when	he	was	pilot	of	Wellington

R3154	 which	 crashed	 at	 Lastingham	 Hills,	 Yorkshire.	 Two	 of	 his	 crew	 were	 killed	 and

Gibbes	 and	 the	 other	 members	 of	 his	 crew	 suffered	 shock	 and	 minor	 injuries.	 Sadly, 

Gibbes	was	lost	flying	in	the	Mediterranean	in	August	1943. 

Here	is	an	instance	of	the	trouble	and	care	taken	to	get	crews	back	to	land	as	soon	as

possible	 once	 the	 dinghy	 has	 been	 found.	 On	 the	 morning	 of	 1	 December	 1941	 a	 304

Squadron	Polish	Wellington	crew	at	Lindholme	captained	by	Pilot	Officer	Jan	Zajac	were

adrift	in	their	dinghy	in	the	North	Sea	twenty	miles	off	Great	Yarmouth	when	a	Wellington

flew	overhead	and	its	pilot	saw	them.	The	Wellington	made	for	an	aerodrome	on	the	coast

where	 aircraft	 of	 the	 Air	 Sea	 Rescue	 Service	 are	 stationed.	 A	 few	 minutes	 after	 the

Wellington	landed	the	pilot	handed	in	his	report	and	a	Lysander	was	sent	out	to	find	the

exact	position	of	the	dinghy	and	especially	to	see	whether	the	water	was	calm	enough	for

a	Walrus	amphibian	to	land.	The	Lysander	found	the	dinghy	and	reported	to	base	that	there

were	six	men	in	it	and	that	the	sea	was	not	too	rough	for	the	Walrus.	The	Walrus	then	took

off;	a	haze	was	now	lying	on	the	sea	and	it	was	about	twenty	minutes	before	the	Walrus

spotted	 the	 dinghy.	 The	 pilot	 came	 down	 on	 the	 water	 about	 200	 yards	 away	 and	 taxied

over	to	the	dinghy.	There	was	a	swell	running	but	‘we	made	it	all	right,’	the	pilot	said.	The

Poles	seemed	to	him	to	be	taking	things	very	calmly.	‘They	sat	there,’	he	said,	‘watching

us	as	much	as	to	say,	‘Well,	you’re	a	bit	late	coming,	aren’t	you?’	‘But	the	full	load	for	a

Walrus	is	four	men	and	there	were	two	in	the	Walrus	already.	The	pilot	thought	at	first	that

he	might	take	off	some	of	the	Poles	and	return	for	the	others,	but	he	saw	he	would	not	be

able	to	make	a	second	journey	before	dark.	‘The	Poles	settled	the	matter	for	me,’	he	said, 

‘by	climbing	aboard,	obviously	all	expecting	to	be	taken	off.’

The	Walrus	pilot	wondered	whether	to	taxi	to	the	coast,	but	there	again	it	was	clear	that

he	would	not	get	to	the	coast	before	dark.	He	decided	he	would	try	to	take	off;	the	dinghy, 

after	all,	was	there	to	use	again	if	the	Walrus	would	not	rise.	It	ploughed	through	the	sea

like	a	motor-boat,	with	water	breaking,	over	the	bows,	for	two	or	three	miles,	until	all	the

men	were	drenched	with	spray.	It	did	not	rise	until	the	pilot	tried	‘a	sort	of	pump	handling’

with	the	control	column,	so	as	to	push	the	nose	down	and	pull	it	up	again.	This	got	some

air	under	the	hull	and	the	Walrus	suddenly	bounced	off	the	water	and	stayed	in	the	air.	The

pilot	could	not	make	much	height,	but	he	reached	base	just	before	dark.84

In	 the	 dark	 just	 before	 dawn	 on	 2	 June	 1942	 the	 survivors	 of	 the	 bomber	 counted

themselves	as	they	stood	or	knelt	on	the	port	wing	surging	on	the	sea.	It	was	the	first	time

they	 realised	 that	 Sergeant	 John	 Whitfield	 the	 rear	 gunner	 was	 still	 in	 the	 sinking	 and

severed	tail	of	the	Halifax.	The	beam	gunner	made	to	find	him,	slipped	a	step	on	the	slimy

surface	and	was	ordered	to	stand	still	by	the	captain.	The	tail,	which	had	cracked	when	the

bomber	hit	the	water,	disappeared	with	a	final	bubble. 

The	 only	 man	 on	 the	 wing	 to	 have	 escaped	 injury	 was	 the	 second	 pilot.	 As	 Halifax

L9623	ZA-O,	known	on	10	Squadron	at	Leeming	as	‘Double-O	for	Orange’	had	weaved

between	the	few	solitary	blue	searchlights	on	the	fringe	of	Holland,	the	second	pilot	had

looked	 back	 at	 the	 fire-glow	 on	 the	 cloud-sheet	 over	 Essen.	 He	 remarked	 that	 it	 was

suspiciously	 quiet	 and	 the	 captain,	 Pilot	 Officer	 Edward	 Ronald	 Senior,	 called	 out,	 ‘Be

wary	of	fighters.’	Then	cannon	shell	had	raked	the	main-plane	from	astern	and	fire	broke

out	 along	 the	 whole	 length	 of	 the	 starboard	 wing.	 From	 that	 moment	 the	 captain	 had

known	there	was	no	hope	of	making	England	by	air.	He	gave	the	order,	‘Dinghy!	Dinghy!’

Three	engines	cut	in	turn.	The	landing	light	and	forced-landing	flares	were	not	working. 

Senior	glided	down	to	zero	feet	on	the	dock,	eased	the	nose	down	and	brought	the	stick

back	so	that	the	tail	struck	the	sea	first. 

The	 pilot	 had	 seen	 the	 sea-water	 shimmering	 cold	 in	 the	 moonlight	 only	 a	 moment

before	it	came	pouring	in	through	the	broken	windows	of	the	observer’s	cabin.	It	flooded

Senior’s	own	cockpit	and	the	shock	of	it	on	his	body	took	away	the	pain	of	his	bruises.	His

face	was	gashed.	The	wireless	operator,	with	both	legs	fractured,	crawled	up	on	his	hands

through	the	black	and	flooding	interior	to	his	point	of	escape. 

Out	 on	 the	 wing	 in	 the	 moonlight	 the	 drenched	 men	 watched	 the	 flight	 engineer	 at

work.	Now	their	lives	depended	on	him.	The	automatic	apparatus	which	normally	releases

the	dinghy	had	failed,	through	cannon-fire.	He	was	hacking	with	his	heel	on	the	metal-like

casing	 which	 housed	 the	 limp	 rubber	 and	 at	 last	 the	 dinghy	 emerged.	 They	 watched	 it

inflating	as	a	returning	bomber	passed	high	overhead.	When	in	the	dark	they	stepped	into

the	dinghy,	the	crew	heard	the	Halifax	crackle	and	crunch	as	she	settled	down	in	the	sea. 

They	wondered	if	they	would	be	sucked	down	as	the	rubber	boat	swept	in	and	out	from

under	the	sinking	fuselage. 

At	 3.20	 all	 survivors	 were	 on	 board.	 As	 they	 pushed	 away	 from	 the	 Halifax	 they

watched	green-blue	sparks	running	along	the	electrical	circuits,	heard	the	aircraft	grinding

as	 the	 weight	 of	 water	 brought	 her	 down	 and	 smelt	 chlorine	 from	 the	 batteries	 mix	 with

the	 petrol	 fumes.	 Then	 there	 were	 great	 gulps,	 a	 swirl	 of	 the	 sea	 and	 she	 went	 down. 

Except	for	the	distant	noise	of	individual	British	bombers	still	returning	from	the	fires	of

Essen,	there	was	utter	silence.	The	wireless	operator	was	made	as	comfortable	as	possible. 

He	decided	to	keep	on	his	flying	boots	to	act	as	make-shift	splints.	When	the	sun	rose	the

crew	 started	 unpacking	 their	 rations	 and	 as	 the	 beam	 gunner	 helped	 to	 untie	 a	 parcel	 he

remarked,	 ‘This	 is	 like	 Christmas	 morning.’	 The	 sea,	 which	 had	 been	 choppy,	 calmed

down	and	the	wind	died	away. 

The	 immediate	 problem	 was	 whether	 they	 should	 attempt	 to	 make	 England,	 which

seemed	impossible,	or	Holland,	which	seemed	improbable.	The	wireless	operator	was	in

considerable	pain,	but	he	decided	to	do	without	morphia,	for	the	pain	would	only	be	worse

when	he	recovered	from	the	drug.	For	the	moment	the	captain	elected	to	wait	and	see.	He

took	command	of	food	and	flares	-	the	latter	even	more	important	than	the	first,	because

there	were	only	two	of	them. 

At	 11.15	 that	 morning	 two	 Hudsons	 flew	 over	 and	 the	 first	 flare	 was	 released.	 The

Hudsons	dropped	food-containers	and	for	three-quarters	of	an	hour	circled	around.	Then

two	 Me	 109s	 appeared	 and	 there	 was	 a	 running	 battle.	 Of	 this	 encounter	 the	 engineer

wrote	in	his	log:	‘Hudsons	attacked	by	Me	109Fs	(2)	and	duel	ensued.	Hudsons	circled	in

spite	 of	 attack	 but	 finally	 forced	 to	 clear	 off.’	 The	 Messerschmitts	 returned	 and	 fired

cannon	over	the	heads	of	the	dinghy	crew.	‘This,’	said	the	captain	‘was	just	arrogance.’

The	crew	decided	to	stay	in	the	same	position,	put	out	the	sea	anchor	and	settle	down

for	 the	 day.	 It	 was	 calm	 and	 clear	 but	 for	 a	 light	 sea	 haze.	 They	 stared	 at	 jelly-fish	 and

watched	 porpoises	 play	 in	 the	 sun.	 They	 heard	 them	 snort	 and	 one	 barked.	 Birds	 like

martlets	 came	 out	 to	 visit	 them	 and	 seagulls	 swooped	 down.	 At	 the	 end	 of	 the	 day	 the

crew	were	despondent	and	by	this	time	quite	literally	‘browned	off’	in	the	sun.	No	more

British	aircraft	had	appeared.	During	the	evening	the	men	decided	their	best	plan	was	to

leave	the	position	in	which	the	Hudsons	had	plotted	them	and	paddle	towards	England.	It

was	then	estimated	that	they	could	move	at	one	knot	and	that	they	could	reach	England	in

four	 days.	 There	 was	 sufficient	 fresh	 water	 for	 each	 person	 to	 have	 two	 sips	 a	 day.	 The

decision	was	taken	to	start	next	morning.	Immediately	after	these	instructions	were	given, 

everybody	was	cheered.	Those	who	were	unable	to	sleep	were	pleased	that	night	to	hear

British	 bombers	 going	 back	 to	 Germany.	 They	 wished	 them	 luck	 and	 idly	 watched	 the

phosphorescent	bubbles	running	along	the	sea	anchor. 

Next	morning	at	five	o’clock	they	started	paddling	and	set	a	course	of	2go	degrees.	The

engineer	wrote	in	his	log:	‘Speed	very	slow	and	work	arduous	but	are	persevering.	Hope

to	make	England	in	four	days.	Stopped	at	12.30	o’clock	for	lunch.	One	tin	of	bully	beef

and	ration	chocolate	between	us.’

As	they	started	to	paddle	again,	just	before	one	o’clock	a	Beaufighter	was	sighted	and

the	.Pilot	circled	around	for	a	quarter	of	an	hour.	They	signalled	him	with	sun-flashes	from

the	 shiny	 lid	 of	 their	 Pandora	 box.	 Then	 again	 the	 inevitable	 happened.	 This	 time	 two

Focke	Wulf	190s	flew	in	to	destroy	the	Beaufighter.	The	crew	were	immensely	cheered	to

see	strikes	on	one	FW	190	which	spun	down.	But	it	pulled	out	at	100	feet	and	made	off. 

The	Beaufighter	returned	home. 

When	 the	 fighters	 again	 left	 the	 air	 clear,	 the	 men	 of	 the	 dinghy	 took	 council	 and

decided	to	stop	paddling	so	that	their	position	would	be	known.	But	at	four	o’clock	in	the

afternoon	they	took	up	their	paddles	once	more	because	they	found	they	were	drifting	to

the	Dutch	coast.	Indeed	they	were	plotted	as	being	almost	on	the	horizon	from	Holland.	At

twilight	on	the	second	day	they	heard	to	the	east	of	them	the	roar	of	German	‘E’	boats.	It	is

remarkable	to	think	that	at	that	second	dusk	the	morale	of	the	crew	was	so	high	and.	their

will	to	reach	England	so	strong,	hopeless	as	the	project	seemed,	that	they	camouflaged	the

dinghy	and	hid	rather	than	be	rescued	by	the	enemy.	Battledresses	were	draped	across	the

yellow	 rubber	 to	 break	 the	 line	 of	 the	 boat	 and	 the	 men	 crouched	 down	 in	 the	 bottom. 

They	saw	four	‘E’	boats	not	two	miles	away;	but	they	were	not	seen.	For	many	hours	the

‘E’	 boats	 could	 be	 heard	 circling,	 round	 and	 most	 of	 the	 crew	 dozed	 off.	 His	 Mae	 West

was	laid	over	the	legs	of	the	injured	man	to	keep	him	warm	and	he	wrapped	his	arms	in	a

sweater.	Before	sunrise	the	‘E’	boats	had	gone. 

At	the	dawn	of	the	third	day	a	south-east	wind	blew	up	and	the	captain	took	advantage

of	this	by	erecting	a	sail	made	out	of	the	flag.	He	held	up	the	primitive	wooden	mast	with

his	 arms	 and	 the	 dinghy	 drifted	 west	 rather	 faster,	 but	 after	 a	 little	 while	 the	 wind	 died

down.	 That	 morning	 the	 sunshine	 on	 the	 sea	 was	 burning	 hot	 and	 paddling	 became

exhausting,	but	the	crew	kept	it	up	until	at	12.15	they	were	again	spotted	by	a	Beaufighter. 

This	time	the	aircraft	did	not	wait	to	circle. 

‘Somehow	 we	 were	 immediately	 certain	 that	 the	 rescuers	 had	 thought	 of	 a	 new	 plan,’

said	 Senior.	 They	 threw	 out	 the	 sea	 anchor	 again	 and	 waited	 all	 day.	 At	 nine	 o’clock	 at

night	they	saw	Spitfires	and	then	heard	coming	from	the	west	the	note	of	rescue	launches. 

When	they	saw	the	shape	of	the	boat	on	the	horizon	they	sent	off	their	second	flare	and

watched	 the	 thirteen	 blue-white	 stars	 curve	 up	 and	 fall.	 They	 prayed	 that	 the	 boat	 was

British,	 but	 despite	 its	 direction,	 could	 not	 be	 certain.	 German	 ‘E’	 boats	 played	 many

tricks.	They	peered	through	the	dark	and	the	Engineer	sent	up	a	great	shout:	‘I	can	see	the

roundels!	I	can	see	the	roundels!’	Over	the	wild	cheer	that	came	from	the	dinghy	an	RAF

Flight	Lieutenant	in	the	rescue	launch	shouted	back,	‘Stand	by	to	catch	a	line!’

Two	 of	 the	 men	 of	 the	 dinghy	 pulled	 off	 their	 sleeping-bags	 and	 climbed	 in	 the	 dark

stark	 naked	 up	 the	 rope	 net.	 The	 lame	 man	 was	 hauled	 aboard.	 The	 survivors	 of	 the

Halifax	crew	had	been	in	the	dinghy	sixty-eight	hours.	The	flight	engineer	made	his	final

entry	 in	 the	 log:	 ‘Heard	 launch	 in	 distance	 and	 when	 we	 saw	 spray	 fired	 our	 last	 signal. 

Launch	alongside	at	23.06.	Thank	God.’

Almost	three	weeks’	later,	on	20/21	June,	Pilot	Officer	Edward	Senior	and	his	six	new

crew	members	were	lost	without	trace	when	their	Halifax	failed	to	return	from	a	raid	on

Emden.	Their	names	are	inscribed	on	the	Runnymede	Memorial. 

The	 first	 rescue	 by	 an	 airborne	 lifeboat	 was	 on	 5	 May	 1943	 when	 a	 Halifax	 on	 102

Squadron	 flown	 by	 Flight	 Sergeant	 J.	 Bowman	 had	 been	 badly	 shot	 up	 over	 Germany; 

with	 only	 one	 engine	 working	 it	 was	 forced	 to	 ditch	 at	 0313	 and	 its	 crew	 drifted	 in	 a

dinghy	 until	 0625	 when	 their	 Very	 signals	 drew	 the	 attention	 of	 a	 Hudson	 which	 circled

until	the	arrival	of	two	279	Squadron	Hudsons	at	0820;	then	the	survivors	were	privileged

to	 see	 the	 first	 operational	 Airborne	 Lifeboat	 drop.	 They	 thought	 at	 first	 that	 the	 bottom

had	 fallen	 out	 of	 the	 aircraft	 but	 cheered	 when	 the	 parachutes	 opened	 and	 the	 boat

splashed	 down	 only	 25	 yards	 away!	 They	 boarded	 it	 easily,	 laying	 their	 injured	 bomb

aimer	 on	 the	 softness	 of	 the	 uninflated	 fore	 canopy,	 thus	 hiding	 the	 hatch	 of	 the	 locker

containing	 the	 foresail	 and	 other	 equipment	 and	 soon	 managed	 to	 get	 under	 way	 at	 6¼

knots.	 Running	 into	 fog	 they	 lost	 sight	 of	 their	 escort	 just	 as	 the	 starboard	 propeller

sheered	its	pin,	soon	followed	by	the	port,	both	being	entangled	with	parachute	cordage. 

The	 mainsail	 was	 hoisted	 to	 continue	 slow	 progress	 in	 the	 light	 wind.	 At	 1300	 contact

with	 search	 planes	 was	 re-established	 and	 two	 rescue	 motor	 launches	 and	 a	 high	 speed

launch	were	called	up;	HSL	2579	won	the	race	and	picked	up	the	lifeboat	about	10	miles

east	of	the	Dudgeon	Lightship	to	take	the	survivors	through	the	minefields	into	Grimsby.85

On	the	night	of	13/14	May	442	aircraft	were	detailed	to	attack	Bochum.	One	of	the	104

Wellingtons	that	were	dispatched	was	HZ271	on	466	Squadron	RAAF	piloted	by	Sergeant	E. 

F.	Hicks	CGM,	which	took	off	from	Leconfield	at	2353	hours.	The	Wellington	X	was	one	of

24	aircraft	that	were	lost	when	on	return	it	was	ditched	in	the	sea	north-west	of	Winterton-

on-Sea	in	Norfolk.	Flying	Officer	R.	F.	Clayton	DFC	DFM	the	navigator,	recalled:

‘It	looks	as	though	the	starboard	engine	is	going	to	pack	up	now!	We’ll	probably	have

to	 ditch	 the	 kite,	 lads!’	 As	 I	 heard	 the	 Captain’s	 voice	 over	 the	 intercom	 I	 looked	 once

more	 at	 my	 maps,	 at	 the	 distance	 which	 still	 separated	 us	 from	 the	 English	 coast.	 A	 full

hundred	miles,	with	a	strong	headwind	and	two	failing	engines!	I	wondered	if	the	sea,	a

little	 more	 than	 half	 a	 mile	 below,	 would	 be	 rough	 or	 smooth	 and	 whether	 the	 rescue

people	 would	 be	 able	 to	 find	 us	 in	 our	 small	 dinghy.	 The	 wireless	 operator	 sent	 an	 SOS

message	 explaining	 our	 difficulties	 and	 we	 flew	 on,	 our	 bombing	 mission	 to	 the	 Ruhr

accomplished	 and	 with	 the	 comforting	 thought	 that	 every	 minute	 brought	 us	 nearer

England. 

‘By	now	it	was	past	05.00	hours	and	already	the	darkness	was	becoming	grey,	as	dawn

approached.	The	distance	gradually	lessened	and	it	became	daylight.	At	0545	hours,	to	our

relief,	the	coast	of	Norfolk	appeared	ahead	about	ten	miles	away	and	we	thought	we	might

just	make	it.	After	what	seemed	a	long	time	we	crossed	the	coast,	flying	at	3,000	feet	and

in	 broad	 daylight.	 It	 was	 evident	 that	 the	 engines	 might	 stop	 at	 any	 moment,	 so	 the

Captain	decided	to	get	his	crew	safely	away	by	parachute.	While	the	Captain	tried	to	gain

height	and	we	got	far	enough	inland	to	avoid	being	blown	out	to	sea	again,	I	checked	up

on	my	harness,	hooked	on	my	parachute	and	was	ready	for	my	first	parachute	jump.	By

now	we	were	all	ready	and	each	reported	to	the	Captain,	‘Ready	to	abandon	aircraft.’	He

had	 managed	 to	 get	 the	 aircraft	 up	 to	 nearly	 4,000	 feet	 and	 we	 were	 six	 or	 seven	 miles

inland.	The	rear	gunner	was	the	first	to	go	and	looking	down	the	fuselage	I	watched	him

drop	backward	through	the	turret	doors	into	space.	The	tail	jerked	up	as	it	was	freed	of	his

weight.	I	was	next	to	go	and	moving	forward	into	the	nose	I	found	the	bomb-aimer	had	the

escape	hatch	-	which	is	also	our	normal	means	of	exit	-	held	open. 

‘I	 sat	 on	 the	 forward	 end	 of	 the	 hatch,	 letting	 my	 feet	 dangle	 outside	 and	 feeling	 the

slipstream	 blowing	 on	 them.	 I	 already	 had	 my	 right	 hand	 firmly	 grasping	 the	 ripcord

handle	and	with	my	left	I	was	holding	the	parachute	close	to	my	chest.	The	next	second	I

was	 away.	 When	 I	 have	 thought	 about	 baling	 out	 in	 the	 past	 I	 have	 always	 decided	 that

after	leaving	the	aircraft	everything	would	be	a	blur	until	I	was	hanging	on	the	end	of	the

parachute.	 Actually,	 however,	 nothing	 like	 that	 happened.	 I	 first	 noticed	 the	 tail	 of	 the

aircraft	as	it	passed	overhead	and	then	I	heard	the	clatter	of	the	engines,	very	different	to

the	roar	inside. 

‘Almost	 as	 soon	 as	 I	 left	 the	 aircraft,	 I	 pulled	 the	 ripcord	 and	 I	 advise	 all	 potential

parachutists	to	guard	very	carefully	against	this	instinctive	action.	As	soon	as	I	had	done	it

I	 cursed	 myself	 for	 an	 idiot	 and	 hoped	 I	 hadn’t	 made	 a	 mess	 of	 things.	 But	 -	 perhaps

luckily	-	nothing	happened	when	I	pulled	the	ripcord!!	I	looked	at	it	and	saw,	to	my	horror, 

that	 it	 was	 quite	 free!	 After	 all,	 by	 now	 the	 parachute	 should	 be	 opening.	 But	 it	 wasn’t. 

The	bomb-aimer,	who	had	watched	my	fall	from	the	escape	hatch,	has	since	told	me	that

he	could	see	the	puzzled	look	on	my	face	when	I	looked	at	the	ripcord	in	my	hand.	But	I

very	soon	had	the	parachute	open.	What	had	happened	was	this.	By	holding	it	tight	to	my

chest	with	my	left	hand,	I	was	still	holding	the	flaps	of	the	parachute	together,	so	that	the

elastic	bands	couldn’t	open	it	out!	I	whipped	my	hand	away	as	quick	as	a	flash	and	was


relieved	to	see	the	small	pilot	‘chute	pop	out	and	start	dragging	the	big	canopy	after	it.	The

next	second	there	was	a	gentle	jerk	on	my	harness	and	I	was	dangling	safely	under	the	big

white	dome	of	silk.	I	used	the	word	‘dangling,’	because	I	felt	as	though	someone	twice	my

size	had	gripped	me	by	the	shoulders	and	lifted	me	into	the	air.	It	wasn’t	as	comfortable	as

I	had	anticipated,	because	the	two	straps	from	my	shoulders	were	pinning	my	ears	against

my	 head,	 preventing	 me	 from	 turning	 it	 and	 also	 I	 had	 hoped	 that	 part	 of	 the	 harness

would	have	formed	a	seat	for	me. 

‘Still,	 I	 was	 descending	 quite	 safely	 and	 the	 wonderful	 sensation	 I	 was	 experiencing

made	me	forget	such	unimportant	things.	Imagine,	if	you	can,	the	thrill	of	drifting	at	3,000

feet	over	the	countryside.	Gone	was	the	roar	of	the	engines	and	with	it	all	signs	of	support

in	 the	 air	 or	 connection	 with	 the	 ground.	 Below	 me	 stretched	 green	 fields	 with	 cattle

grazing	 in	 them	 and	 the	 waters	 of	 a	 canal	 glistening	 in	 the	 morning	 sunshine.	 I	 made	 a

mental	 bet	 that	 I’d	 land	 plumb	 in	 the	 middle	 of	 it.	 My	 sightseeing	 was	 suddenly

interrupted	as	I	began	to	swing	violently	and	I	decided	that	something	must	be	done	about

it.	 I	 pulled	 one	 of	 the	 straps	 down	 a	 bit;	 it	 wasn’t	 very	 difficult	 and	 then	 let	 go.	 That

stopped	 the	 swinging	 and	 pleased	 me	 very	 much.	 Looking	 down	 again,	 I	 noticed	 that

everything	on	the	ground	was	much	larger	and	as	I	looked	so	the	canal	and	bungalows	got

bigger	 still.	 I	 saw	 a	 man	 cycling	 along	 a	 road	 near	 the	 canal	 and	 shouted	 as	 loudly	 as	 I

could.	I	thought	it	a	good	idea	to	tell	someone	that	I	was	coming,	in	case	I	got	hurt	when	I

landed.	Then,	with	less	than	200	feet	to	fall,	I	prepared	for	my	landing.	Hands	gripping	the

straps	 over	 my	 head	 and	 legs	 together	 and	 slightly	 bent.	 At	 that	 moment	 the	 swinging

started	again,	forwards	and	backwards,	but	as	I	was	so	near	the	ground	I	couldn’t	try	the

strap-pulling	stunt	again,	so	I	just	hoped	for	the	best.	The	ground	came	rushing	up	at	me

quickly	-	by	the	way	I	had	had	no	sensation	of	falling	at	all	since	leaving	the	aircraft	and	I

swung	 downwards	 and	 forward	 to	 meet	 it.	 There	 came	 a	 sudden	 sharp	 pain	 in	 my	 right

foot	 and	 the	 next	 second	 I	 was	 lying	 on	 my	 face.	 I	 had	 landed	 in	 a	 field,	 about	 fifteen

yards	from	the	canal.	It	was	grand	to	be	on	the	ground	again.	Sitting	up,	I	noticed	that	my

parachute	 was	 laid	 out	 neatly	 on	 the	 grass	 and	 a	 dozen	 young	 cows	 grouped	 round	 it

seemed	to	be	speculating	on	where	I	could	have	come	from	and	how! 

‘Things	happened	fairly	quickly	after	that.	I	limped	out	of	the	field	and	was	taken	by	car

to	the	police	station.	There	I	learned	that	the	rear-gunner	and	wireless	operator	had	landed

safely	and	unhurt,	but	that	the	captain	and	bomb-aimer	had	been	unable	to	get	away.	The

engine	 had	 stopped	 and	 they	 had	 to	 make	 a	 crash	 landing.	 It	 was	 successful	 and	 they

escaped	with	slight	injuries.	In	fact,	I	was	the	only	real	casualty	with	a	broken	bone	in	my

foot.	That	was	unlucky,	but	my	luck	was	certainly	in	when	the	policeman’s	wife	provided

me	with	bacon	and	eggs	for	breakfast! ’86

On	the	night	of	26/27	July	1943	Squadron	Leader	Clive	Sinton	RCAF,	a	flight	commander

on	 432	 Squadron	 at	 Skipton-on-Swale,	 Yorkshire,	 who	 was	 on	 his	 eighth	 operation	 was

piloting	 Wellington	 X	 HE514/K	 on	 Essen	 when	 the	 Wimpy	 was	 hit	 in	 one	 of	 the	 petrol

tanks.	 Sinton	 switched	 tanks	 and	 feathered	 the	 propeller.	 After	 crossing	 the	 North	 Sea, 

Sinton	decided	to	head	the	aircraft	for	the	nearest	bit	of	coast,	which	he	did	with	the	help

of	navigator,	Sergeant	Sharpe.	When	flying	over	Norfolk,	they	saw	an	airfield	(Coltishall)

with	all	its	lights	on,	but	suddenly	they	all	went	out.	Clive	Sinton	recalls:

‘I	 had	 a	 swift	 discussion	 with	 the	 crew	 and	 bless	 their	 hearts	 they	 said	 whatever	 I

decided	they	would	go	along	with.	It	was	now	too	low	to	bail	out,	so	I	decided	to	make	for

the	 sea	 once	 again	 and	 find	 a	 spot	 to	 ditch.	 This	 I	 did	 and	 although	 I	 say	 it	 myself	 and

despite	having	the	undercarriage	and	flaps	hanging	down,	I	made	the	best	landing	I	have

ever	done.	Just	before	we	ditched	I	felt	hands	on	my	shoulders;	it	was	Sergeant	Pierce,	my

wireless	operator,	he	was	making	sure	my	harness	was	tight	and	in	place.	We	hit	the	water

at	about	110	knots	and	the	nose	caved	in,	trapping	one	of	my	legs.	So	I	pulled	the	zip	of

my	 flying-boot	 down	 and	 pulled	 my	 leg	 out.	 When	 Sergeant	 Pierce	 was	 in	 the	 dark, 

getting	 out	 of	 the	 escape-hatch	 he	 stood	 on	 my	 face.	 When	 we	 eventually	 got	 out,	 we

found	that	the	dinghy	had	not	inflated	automatically	and	all	attempts	to	do	this	manually

failed.	The	aircraft	sank	in	seven	seconds,	so	there	was	nothing	left	to	do	but	swim	for	if. 

Having	 been	 in	 the	 Navy	 and	 played	 water	 polo,	 this	 did	 not	 trouble	 me,	 but	 Sergeant

Pearce	 could	 not	 swim,	 so	 I	 gave	 him	 my	 Mae	 West	 to	 keep	 him	 afloat.	 George	 Sharpe

was	 lagging	 behind	 in	 his	 efforts	 to	 make	 the	 shore,	 so	 I	 called	 to	 him	 to	 catch	 up.	 He

replied	that	he	was	dragging	his	newly	issued	Irvine	Suit	behind	him	and	did	not	want	to

lose	it.’

They	had	ditched	a	mile	off	Cromer	at	0230	on	the	26	July.	Suddenly,	while	they	were

still	 struggling	 towards	 the	 shore,	 a	 voice	 shouted	 from	 out	 of	 the	 dark:	 ‘Hang	 on	 there

boys.’	Sinton	replied:	‘What	the	bloody	hell	do	you	think	we	have	been	doing	for	the	last

hour?’

Up	loomed	a	craft	which	turned	out	to	be	the	Cromer	lifeboat,	the	 H	F	Bailey	 and	 its

coxswain	was	Henry	Blogg,	one	of	the	most	outstanding	coxswains	in	the	history	of	the

lifeboat	service,	who	had	as	his	number	two	his	nephew,	‘Shrimp’	Davis.87	An	observant coast	guard	had	seen	the	splash	when	the	Wellington	hit	the	water	and	called	out	the	boat. 

Soon,	hands	like	shovels	were	pulling	them	out	of	the	water,	hands	which	were	normally

used	for	picking	out	fishing	nets	and	lobster	pots.	Sinton	and	his	crew	took	off	their	wet

clothes	and	were	given	coffee	laced	with	rum.	They	arrived	so	quickly	at	Cromer	pier	that

Sinton	realized	that	if	he	had	delayed	any	further	in	ditching	the	aircraft,	they	would	have

hit	 the	 pier	 itself.	 They	 were	 taken	 to	 the	 Red	 Lion	 hotel	 and	 given	 distressed	 seaman’s

clothes,	which	in	Clive	Sinton’s	words,	‘made	us	look	like	clowns.’	Later	the	crew	were

taken	to	RAF	Coltishall.	They	arrived	in	the	middle	of	a	mess	party	and	were	all	invited

in.	 The	 next	 day,	 the	 CO	 of	 flying	 Coltishall,	 flew	 them	 back	 to	 Skipton	 in	 an	 Oxford

aircraft.	For	his	efforts	on	the	night	of	25/26	July,	Clive	Sinton	was	awarded	an	immediate

DFC. 

A	 Stirling	 crew	 on	 75	 Squadron	 -	 all	 sergeants	 -	 also	 ditched	 into	 the	 sea,	 off

Southwold,	but	were	not	so	lucky.	Four	bodies	were	recovered	off	the	east	coast,	but	the

remaining	three	were	never	found. 

On	 23	 August	 1943	 Hudson	 ‘R’	 on	 279	 Squadron	 dropped	 a	 lifeboat	 to	 a	 dinghy

containing	 two	 men	 50	 miles	 north	 of	 Terschelling,	 but	 the	 boat	 was	 damaged	 and

unusable,	 Hudson	 ‘F’	 sent	 down	 another	 at	 1747	 hours	 which	 was	 successfully	 boarded, 

the	engines	started	and	a	homeward	course	set.	Three	Beaufighters	were	left	circling	but

later	lost	contact.	German	radio	reported	the	next	day	that	two	men	had	been	picked	up	by

a	 Dornier	 flying	 boat	 which	 was	 subsequently	 shot	 down	 by	 a	 Fortress;	 tragically	 there

were	no	survivors.88	That	same	night,	727	aircraft	were	detailed	to	bomb	Berlin.	Some	56

aircraft	-	23	Halifaxes,	17	Lancasters	and	16	Stirlings	were	lost;	7.9	per	cent	of	the	heavy

bomber	force.	This	was	Bomber	Command’s	greatest	loss	of	aircraft	in	one	night	so	far	in

the	 war.	 At	 least	 seven	 bombers	 came	 down	 in	 the	 North	 Sea	 and	 a	 Stirling	 III	 on	 218

Squadron	 at	 Downham	 Market	 crashed	 off	 the	 coast	 of	 Denmark	 with	 the	 loss	 of	 Flight

Sergeant	 W.	 Martin	 RCAF	 and	 his	 six	 crew;	 five	 of	 whom	 were	 lost	 without	 trace.	 A

widespread	search	and	rescue	operation	was	mounted	by	several	aircraft,	including	a	196

Squadron	Stirling	at	Witchford,	Cambridgeshire	piloted	by	Percy	Brett.	‘The	24th	August

was	a	nice,	sunny	day;	a	lovely	day	in	fact’	wrote	Doug	Canning,	flight	engineer	on	the	all

sergeant	crew.	‘My	particular	friends	were	Percy	Brett,	R.	A.	Treadwell	the	bomb	aimer

and	the	mid-upper	gunner,	who	was	a	young	Canadian	of	about	17	who	had	just	joined	our

crew,	a	very	funny	chap	called	David	Moore,	but	for	some	reason	was	known	as	‘Mushy’. 

‘Suddenly	we	were	called	to	the	Briefing	Room	and	told	we	were	to	go	on	a	sea	search

for	a	crew	that	had	gone	down	off	the	Danish	coast	the	night	before.	We	were	warned	to

keep	a	watch	out,	because	we	were	likely	to	be	picked	up	by	the	Germans	but	we	went	up

and	down	the	Danish	coast	for	five	or	six	hours,	looking	for	this	dinghy,	but	all	we	saw

were	 lots	 of	 little	 Danish	 fishing	 boats	 and	 even	 though	 we	 were	 flying	 quite	 low,	 four

hundred	feet,	and	sometimes	lower,	it	was	quite	difficult	to	see	anything,	because	the	sea

was	choppy. 

‘Suddenly,	 with	 no	 warning	 at	 all,	 the	 outer	 starboard	 engine	 went,	 then	 the	 inner

starboard	cut	out,	and	same	again	on	the	port	side.	The	skipper	shouted,	‘The	engines	have

cut!’	And	when	the	third	one	went,	he	shouted,	‘Dinghy	stations.’	We’ll	never	know	what

happened,	 but	 there	 wasn’t	 anything	 we	 could	 do	 at	 that	 height,	 and	 within	 a	 couple	 of

minutes	we	were	down	in	the	water:	there	was	one	terrific	bang,	a	hell	of	a	noise,	and	the

aircraft	actually	broke	in	half,	right	down	the	middle.	I	remember	it	getting	very	dark	and

black	under	the	water,	and	I	had	to	clamber	to	the	back	of	the	aircraft	after	it	hit	the	water. 

By	 the	 time	 I	 bobbed	 up	 to	 the	 surface,	 I	 could	 see	 the	 dinghy	 under	 the	 wing,	 but	 I

couldn’t	 get	 in	 -	 it’s	 difficult	 to	 get	 up	 the	 sides	 of	 a	 dinghy	 -	 but	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 crew dragged	 me	 aboard.	 Everyone	 was	 there	 except	 the	 rear	 gunner,	 who	 was	 missing.	 We

bobbed	around	awhile	and	then	someone	shouted:	‘There	he	is	…’	He	was	some	distance

away,	sitting	on	the	tail	of	the	aircraft,	which	had	broken	off	and	he	was	hopping	mad	-	it

isn’t	printable	what	he	was	saying	-	because	we	hadn’t	rescued	him	before.	Anyway,	we

paddled	towards	the	tail	with	our	hands,	and	eventually	pulled	him	aboard	the	dinghy.	By

then	a	fishing	boat	called	the	Connie	was	coming	towards	us.	We	were	glad	to	be	picked

up,	but	we	also	wondered	whether	we	should	do	something	about	trying	to	escape.	When

we	 asked	 the	 crew	 where	 we	 were	 going,	 they	 said,	 ‘No	 problem,	 we’ll	 evade	 the

Germans,	 and	 take	 you	 around	 the	 north	 of	 Denmark	 and	 into	 Sweden.’	 We	 didn’t	 have

much	option	but	to	trust	them.	They	hauled	our	dinghy	on	to	their	deck	-	on	reflection,	if

they	 were	 going	 to	 take	 us	 to	 Sweden	 they	 would	 have	 hidden	 it,	 because	 the	 Germans

would	have	been	suspicious	of	a	dinghy	-	anyway,	we	were	on	the	boat	a	couple	of	hours

before	we	got	into	port	at	Esbjerg.	Then,	within	seconds	of	coming	into	dock,	two	German

soldiers	 boarded	 the	 ship	 with	 guns	 and	 shouted	 for	 us	 to	 get	 off.	 So	 it	 seems	 our

‘saviours’	were	German	sympathisers.’89

On	3/4	September	1943	Lancaster	III	JA893	ZN-C	on	106	Squadron	at	Syerston	flown

by	Squadron	Leader	David	William	Southam	Howroyd	was	missing	on	the	operation	on

Berlin	 so	 two	 Hudsons	 coded	 ‘H’	 and	 ‘M’	 on	 279	 Squadron,	 took	 off	 from	 Docking	 to

search.	The	survivors	were	found	at	0857	on	the	morning	of	the	4th	and	a	Lindholme	gear

ineffectively	 dropped.	 Hudsons	 ‘O’	 and	 ‘W’	 were	 later	 led	 to	 the	 scene	 so	 that	 the	 latter

could	drop	its	lifeboat	at	1114;	when	shortage	of	fuel	caused	the	Hudsons,	except	‘O’	to

leave	at	1155	the	boat	was	still	not	under	way.	Lieutenant	Commander	Shepphard	in	RML

550	 was	 homed	 to	 the	 casualty	 and	 found	 on	 arrival	 six	 men	 in	 the	 lifeboat	 with	 a	 dead

companion,	Flying	Officer	Thomas	William	Allan	Saxby	who	had	been	killed	in	an	attack

by	a	night	fighter.	Sergeant	Leslie	John	Andrew	McKenzie,	who	was	badly	wounded,	died

before	 the	 arrival	 of	 the	 motor	 launch.	 The	 survivors	 were	 taken	 aboard	 and	 an	 attempt

made	to	sink	the	Lancaster	by	gunfire;	this	failed	utterly	so	he	roared	past	its	port	side	at

full	 speed	 and	 dropped	 a	 depth	 charge,	 thereby	 logging	 the	 first	 and	 probably	 only, 

occasion	on	which	an	aircraft	was	depth	charged! 90

The	 twin-engined	 Hampden	 bomber	 dipped	 sharply	 and	 the	 port	 engine	 howled	 in

protest	as	grim	faced	Captain	Robert	E.	Coffman	revved	it	to	its	maximum.	For	one	hour

he	had	been	flying	on	this	engine	only	over	the	cold	seas	between	Iceland	and	Greenland. 

Now	he	could	feel	the	aircraft	teetering	on	the	brink	of	a	stall.	‘I	can’t	hold	her!’	Coffman

shouted	at	his	co-pilot,	Flying	Officer	Norman	E.	Greenaway	of	the	RCAF.	‘We	will	have

to	ditch	her.’

‘Ditch	in	this	icy	sea!’	Greenaway	shouted	back.	‘You	must	be	mad.	We	could	not	live

for	an	hour.’

The	starboard	wing	dipped	lower	and	the	Hampden	suddenly	spun	sharply	to	starboard

and	fell	in	a	wild	spiral	towards	the	cold	seas	below. 

‘We’re	 going	 to	 crash!’	 Coffman	 yelled.	 The	 altimeter	 spun	 rapidly	 from	 4,500	 feet

down	 to	 1,000	 before	 he	 could	 get	 the	 bomber	 under	 control	 Sweat	 dripped	 from	 the

Louisiana	captain’s	face	as	he	levelled	the	aircraft	off	less	than	a	thousand	feet	above	the

half-frozen	seas…

200	Hampden	bombers	were	flown	to	North	America	during	World	War	II.	Only	one	of

these	aircraft	failed	to	complete	the	treacherous	North	Atlantic	crossing. 

Coffman,	Greenaway	and	their	Radio	Officer,	Ronald	E.	Snow	from	Nova	Scotia	were

one	 of	 the	 mixed	 crews	 employed	 by	 RAF	 Transport	 Command	 for	 their	 Atlantic	 Ferry

unit.	 Their	 normal	 job	 was	 to	 fly	 American-built	 aircraft	 from	 the	 USA	 to	 Britain. 

Normally	 the	 return	 trip	 was	 made	 in	 comparative	 comfort	 as	 passengers	 in	 a	 transport

aircraft.	But	late	in	October,	1943	Coffman	found	himself	detailed	to	ferry	back	to	Canada

one	of	200	battle-weary	Handley	Page	Hampdens.	These	aircraft,	no	longer	in	operational

use	in	the	RAF,	were	to	be	used	for	training	crews	in	Canada. 

The	first	leg	of	the	flight	from	Britain	to	Iceland	had	gone	smoothly.	It	was	two	hours

after	 taking	 off	 from	 Iceland	 for	 Goose	 Bay,	 Labrador	 that	 the	 starboard	 engine	 had

stopped.	 Coffman	 had	 been	 flying	 at	 9.000	 feet.	 With	 his	 one	 remaining	 engine	 he	 had

hoped	to	reach	Greenland	where	he	could	crash	land.	But	the	port	engine	did	not	deliver

enough	power.	Slowly,	but	inexorably,	Coffman	found	his	altimeter	creeping	downwards. 

One	 hour	 after	 the	 engine	 had	 stopped	 he	 was	 down	 to	 4,500	 feet.	 Then	 the	 Hampden

started	 to	 spin.	 With	 less	 than	 a	 thousand	 feet	 between	 his	 aircraft	 and	 the	 icy	 sea, 

Coffman	 listened	 anxiously	 to	 the	 port	 engine.	 It	 was	 beginning	 to	 falter.	 With	 less	 than

100	miles	to	go	to	Greenland,	the	American	pilot	called	on	all	his	skill	to	keep	the	aircraft

flying,	 almost	 willing	 the	 engine	 to	 continue	 running.	 For	 another	 twenty	 minutes	 the

Hampden	struggled	on.	Then	the	engine	spluttered	to	a	stop	and	all	that	remained	was	the

howl	 of	 the	 slip-stream	 and	 the	 buffeting	 of	 the	 Force	 8	 gale	 blowing	 outside.	 Gigantic

icebergs	drifted	past	below	as	Coffman	manoeuvred	the	aircraft	down	on	an	even	keel. 

‘Have	 you	 got	 out	 a	 successful	 SOS?’	 he	 shouted	 over	 his	 shoulder	 to	 Radio	 Officer

Snow. 

‘Impossible.’	Snow	shouted	back,	‘We	are	in	the	skip	distance.	No	station	can	hear	us.’

But	there	was	no	time	for	Coffman	to	worry	about	radio	signals. 

The	 Hampden	 was	 now	 about	 two	 hundred	 feet	 above	 the	 sea.	 Dead	 ahead	 of	 her	 an

iceberg	 towered	 above	 the	 water.	 It	 seemed	 to	 be	 at	 least	 a	 hundred	 feet	 high.	 With	 his

hands	cramping	over	the	control,	Coffman	slewed	the	plane	around	and	spotted	a	patch	of

calm	sea	in	the	lee	of	the	iceberg. 

‘Hold	it!’	he	screamed	hoarsely.	‘I’m	going	to	set	her	down	now.	Get	ready	to	get	out

fast!	‘

The	three	men	gripped	on	to	projections	as	the	plane	skimmed	over	the	water.	A	breaker

struck	 her	 and	 twisted	 her	 around	 to	 face	 the	 iceberg	 just	 as	 she	 pancaked	 down.	 There

was	 no	 shattering	 jar	 which	 the	 men	 had	 expected.	 Luck	 held	 for	 them,	 for	 as	 the	 plane

touched	 down	 a	 long	 roller	 spread	 out	 like	 a	 carpet	 under	 her,	 smoothing	 the	 sea	 for	 a

moment. 

‘Out!	Out!’	Coffman	howled.	‘The	dinghy!	We	must	have	the	dinghy!’

The	 dinghy	 was	 stored	 in	 the	 engine	 nacelle	 and	 was	 released	 automatically	 as	 the

aircraft	struck	the	water.	The	three	men	struggled	out	on	the	wing,	already	awash	with	icy

water	and	found	the	dinghy	bobbing	about,	already	inflated,	within	stepping	distance	from

the	aircraft. 

Soaked	 to	 the	 skin	 the	 three	 men	 clambered	 aboard	 the	 dinghy	 just	 as	 the	 nose	 of	 the

Hampden	sank	and	brought	her	tail	up	in	the	air.	Seventy	seconds	after	she	had	struck	the

sea	she	vanished	under	water. 

‘I	 know	 exactly	 where	 we	 are,’	 Captain	 Coffman	 said.	 ‘Your	 navigation	 is	 excellent, 

Greenaway.	I	think	the	only	thing	we	can	do	now	is	to	head	for	the	Greenland	shore.	On

this	side	there	are	several	havens	where	we	might	be	able	to	land.’

‘How	far	is	it?’	Snow	asked. 

‘Fifteen,	maybe	sixteen	miles,’	Greenaway	said. 

Snow	sighed.	‘Thank	God	that	is	all.’	he	said	reverently. 

‘Don’t	be	so	quick	to	be	thankful,’	Coffman	remarked.	‘Look	around	you	-	we	are	in	the

midst	of	an	active	ice	field.’

Pack	 ice	 surrounded	 the	 stranded	 airmen	 but	 seemed	 more	 heavily	 built	 up	 in	 the

direction	of	the	mainland.	On	their	course	small	bergs	barred	the	way	and	dead	ahead	was

a	vista	of	icebergs,	some	towering	mountain	high. 

‘If	 we	 can	 get	 around	 that	 lot	 we	 are	 going	 to	 be	 damn	 lucky,’	 Coffman	 said.	 ‘We

haven’t	much	time.	It	will	be	dark	in	a	little	while	and	we	might	get	crushed	between	the

bergs	if	we	can’t	see	them	to	get	out	of	their	way.’

The	men,	freezing	cold,	rowed	on	towards	the	most	formidable-looking	of	the	icebergs

to	seek	a	way	round	it	when	something	enormous	and	black	bobbed	to	the	surface	a	few

yards	 from	 them.	 For	 an	 instant	 the	 three	 stared	 at	 the	 black	 thing	 and	 then	 Greenaway

burst	into	laughter.	It	was	a	black-faced	sea-lion,	which	gaped	at	the	men	in	the	dinghy	for

a	few	moments,	baring	its	molars	and	flapping	a	fin	before	diving.	Snow	broke	the	silence

which	 followed	 Greenaway’s	 slightly	 hysterical	 laughter.	 ‘Hey,	 Sea-lion,	 Where’s	 the

North	Pole,	Daddy?	We’re	a	submarine!’

‘Damn’	Coffman	muttered,	‘that	seal	would	have	provided	us	with	food	to	keep	alive,	if

we	had	something	to	shoot	him	with.’

As	night	settled	cold	and	forbidding	over	them	the	three	men	sat	close	together	in	their

sodden	 clothes	 as	 icebergs	 towered	 around	 them	 and	 threatened	 to	 crush	 them.	 No	 one

said	 a	 word;	 it	 was	 too	 intensely	 cold	 in	 the	 sub-zero	 sea	 to	 speak,	 but	 each	 man	 was

thinking	of	the	base	they	had	left	only	a	few	hours	before	and	each	was	hoping	that	their

failure	to	report	to	Goose	Bay,	Labrador,	would	cause	an	immediate	search	to	be	made	for

them.	 The	 moon	 rose	 and	 in	 its	 brilliant	 light	 the	 men	 could	 see	 icebergs	 all	 round,	 but

although	only	one	man	could	paddle	at	a	time	the	dinghy	kept	up	a	fast	pace	of	about	20

yards	a	minute	on	the	fifteen-mile	avenue	of	ice	between	the	enormous	luminous	bergs. 

‘It	 was	 like	 travelling	 along	 a	 tunnel	 of	 ice,’	 Coffman	 said.	 ‘On	 both	 sides	 were	 the

great	 bergs	 and	 we,	 as	 small	 as	 ants,	 below	 them,	 seeking	 a	 course	 towards	 Greenland.’

Beyond	 the	 bergs	 a	 full	 gale	 howled	 all	 night	 but	 the	 bergs	 sheltered	 the	 men	 from	 the

fierce	winds.	All	night	long	as	the	bergs	collided	and	smashed	up	there	were	thunderous

explosions	and	cracklings	mingled	with	noise	that	sounded	like	heavy	artillery. 

‘It	sounds	just	like	bombs,’	Greenaway	said	in	the	night. 

‘I	wish	they	were	bombs,’	Coffman	remarked.	‘They’d	be	much	safer	than	this.’

As	the	cold,	grey	dawn	broke	and	Greenaway	took	a	rough	bearing	the	men	found	that

they	had	kept	on	an	almost	true	course	throughout	the	night. 

The	 yellow	 dinghy	 had	 become	 white	 overnight	 but	 that	 did	 not	 worry	 them	 now	 as

they	 saw	 the	 mainland	 of	 Greenland	 dead	 ahead	 and	 the	 point	 for	 which	 they	 had	 been

heading	 less	 than	 a	 mile	 from	 their	 dead	 reckoning.	 They	 were	 growing	 jubilant	 as	 the

haven	approached,	then,	as	the	day	brightened	and	they	fixed	their	eyes	on	the	haven,	the

dinghy	suddenly	whirled	to	the	left	as	a	swift	coastal	current	caught	the	small	rubber	boat

and	 tossed	 it	 backwards	 and	 forwards	 and	 sideways	 making	 any	 kind	 of	 steering

impossible	and	immediately	placing	them	in	the	gravest	danger	of	being	swamped. 

‘Back!	Back!’	Coffman	shouted	as	he	paddled	fiercely	to	escape	from	the	race	of	raging

water. 

‘We’ll	make	for	that	rock,’	Coffman	said.	‘Let’s	get	on	it	and	then	plan	our	next	move.’

Rising	from	the	sea	the	men	saw	the	3,000-foot	pinnacle,	a	great	black	rock	fifty	yards

from	 the	 shore.	 The	 portion	 that	 showed	 above	 the	 sea	 was	 part	 of	 the	 11,000-foot

mountain	below	the	sea,	named	Umanarsuk	which,	in	the	Eskimo	tongue,	means	‘shaped

like	a	big	heart.’	The	rock,	the	men	could	see	as	they	headed	for	it,	rose	sheer	from	the	sea

and	 as	 they	 entered	 a	 tiny	 sheltered	 cove	 and	 clambered	 on	 to	 the	 slippery	 rock	 and

dragged	their	dinghy	to	the	safety	of	a	ledge,	they	could	see	across	the	narrow	stretch	of

water	the	snow-filled	valleys	of	Greenland	and	the	great	ice	sheet	from	coast	to	coast. 

‘It’s	 not	 far,’	 Greenaway	 said	 as	 he	 looked	 down	 at	 the	 race	 of	 angry	 water	 which

separated	them	from	the	icecap. 

‘We	could	never	make	it.’	Coffman	said	grimly.	‘The	dinghy	could	not	live	in	that	water

for	one	minute	and	no	man	could	swim	that	channel.	We’re	stuck	here	until	help	comes. 

The	best	we	can	do	is	to	find	somewhere	to	settle.	They’re	certain	to	send	aircraft	looking

for	us.’

‘I	don’t	think	any	more	ships	will	come	this	way	this	season,’	Greenaway	said	quietly. 

‘It’s	into	winter	and	the	season	for	ships	must	be	closed	or	just	about	closed.’

‘How	can	a	plane	get	us	off	this	rock?’	Snow	asked. 

‘It	can’t,’	Coffman	said,	‘but	when	they	find	us	they	can	get	something	through	to	take

us	off,	maybe	an	icebreaker	or	something.’

‘If	they	find	us,’	Greenaway	said	bitterly. 

‘Let’s	 find	 a	 cave	 in	 which	 we	 can	 shelter,’	 Coffman	 said,	 but	 a	 search	 of	 the	 rock

revealed	only	a	hole	which	was	too	small	to	admit	any	of	them.	A	search	for	firewood	or

anything	 else	 with	 which	 to	 make	 a	 fire	 to	 warm	 themselves	 and	 to	 dry	 their	 clothes

proved	futile.	The	rock	was	barren	and	the	snow-covered	crag	devoid	of	all	vegetation. 

‘We’ve	got	to	get	higher,’	Coffman	said	as	night	came	on.	‘We	are	too	near	the	sea.’

One	hundred	feet	above	the	sea	they	found	a	four-foot	wide	ledge	where	they	made	a

temporary	 camp.	 They	 hauled	 up	 the	 dinghy	 and	 deflated	 it	 and	 made	 it	 serve	 as	 a	 tent

while	they	waited	for	the	end.	Little	was	said	among	the	men.	Each	knew	or	guessed	that

the	 end	 was	 a	 matter	 of	 time.	 The	 leaden	 skies	 and	 short	 visibility	 would	 make	 rescue

almost	 impossible	 for	 they	 would	 simply	 not	 be	 seen	 and	 their	 Very	 lights	 would	 be

ineffective	in	the	murk. 

The	Atlantic	Ferry	had	already	organized	a	search	from	its	headquarters	at	Montreal	for

the	missing	Hampden.	Aircraft	were	sent	out	from	Labrador,	Newfoundland	and	Iceland

to	seek	the	missing	plane	and	its	crew	of	three	and	within	two	hours	of	settling	down	on

the	ledge	the	survivors	heard	the	roaring	of	planes	overhead.	By	then,	however,	a	storm	of

sleet	 and	 snow	 was	 blowing	 over	 the	 rock.	 The	 searching	 aircraft	 coming	 over	 the	 sea

from	 the	 mainland	 had	 to	 maintain	 7,000	 feet	 to	 clear	 the	 mountain	 tops	 which	 line	 the

coast	 and	 there	 was	 not	 the	 least	 possibility	 that	 they	 could	 see	 the	 three	 men	 huddled

together	on	the	ledge	nor	the	Very	lights	which	the	three	men	fired	every	time	they	heard

aircraft	engines. 

‘We	have	to	settle	down	for	a	long	wait,’	Coffman	said.	‘We	must	not	panic	but	remain

calm	and	never	give	up.	We	can	survive	for	a	week,	maybe	longer,	if	we	are	careful	with

our	supplies.’

As	evening	came	on	Coffman	took	stock	of	their	supplies.	With	the	Very	pistol	they	had

27	cartridges	and	in	the	emergency	kit	box	saved	from	the	aircraft	were	three	containers

each	with	45	malted	milk	tablets,	four	squares	of	barley	sugar,	some	chewing	gum,	twelve

sealed	 pints	 of	 water,	 a	 first	 aid	 kit,	 a	 yellow	 distress	 flag	 and	 a	 metal	 mirror	 with	 an

attachment	 so	 that	 it	 could	 be	 used	 as	 a	 heliograph.	 Coffman	 drew	 up	 a	 schedule	 of

rationing	to	last	seven	days,	apportioning	six	malted	milk	tablets	and	a	third	of	a	pint	of

water	 per	 man	 per	 day.	 Each	 man	 had	 had	 a	 bit	 of	 chocolate	 in	 his	 pocket	 and	 although

this	had	been	affected	by	the	sea	water	they	ate	a	tiny	piece	each	day.	For	three	days	the

survivors	maintained	the	ration,	but	on	the	morning	of	the	fourth	day,	when	a	full	gale	was

blowing	over	the	rock,	Coffman	reduced	the	ration	to	three	malted	milk	tablets	a	day.	‘Our

chances	of	being	rescued	are	becoming	slim,’	he	admitted	on	the	fourth	day,	‘but	there	is

no	reason	for	panic.	We	are	alive.	We	don’t	need	water	because	we	can	eat	snow.	Food	is

our	problem	and	the	fact	that	we	can’t	dry	our	clothes,	but	we	must	hold	on.’

The	weather	had	remained	bad.	A	snow	and	sleet	blizzard	swept	down	on	them	and	for

48	 hours	 they	 huddled	 while	 the	 temperature	 fell	 to	 about	 30	 degrees	 below	 zero.	 The

men’s	 flying	 suits	 and	 underclothing	 were	 frozen	 stiff	 against	 their	 bodies	 and	 when	 a

slight	 respite	 came	 and	 they	 hoped	 that	 the	 weather	 would	 improve	 sufficiently	 for	 a

search	 to	 be	 made	 for	 them,	 a	 gale	 sprang	 up	 and	 in	 sixty	 miles	 per	 hour	 winds	 their

distress	 flag	 was	 blown	 away	 and	 the	 gale	 lifted	 the	 sea	 over	 their	 ledge	 although	 they

were	about	100	feet	above	the	sea.	To	escape	from	the	still	rising	sea	which	threatened	to

tear	them	from	their	precarious	perch,	the	men	climbed	to	another	but	narrower	ledge	250

feet	 above	 the	 sea.	 For	 three	 days	 the	 wild	 seas	 raged	 around	 the	 rock,	 gigantic	 bergs

drifted	into	it	and	crashed	thunderingly	and	frighteningly	below	them	but	their	spirits	did

not	falter	as	they	waited,	intensely	cold	and	hungry,	listening	for	any	aircraft.	Their	supply

of	 malted	 milk	 tablets	 had	 dwindled	 to	 one-half	 tablet	 per	 day	 per	 man	 and	 as	 the	 ninth

day	dawned	they	had	to	face	the	fact	that	death	was	close	at	hand.	How	they	had	survived

that	long	without	succumbing	to	the	intense	cold	not	one	of	the	men	could	say	afterwards. 

Other	men	had	died	within	hours	after	immersion	in	Arctic	waters,	but	these	three	airmen

had	lived	eight	days	in	sodden	clothes	without	food	warmth. 

‘We	 did	 not	 speak	 very	 much	 but	 occasionally	 we	 swapped	 yarns	 to	 keep	 up	 our

morale,’	Coffman	said.	‘I	come	from	Louisiana.	Snow	came	from	little	town	of	Digby	in

Nova	Scotia	and	Greenaway	came	from	Alberta	and	each	had	something	to	tell	about	his

own	home-town,	his	wartime	experiences	and	yarns	which	kept	us	alive.	We	made	a	joke

out	of	the	fact	that	all	three	of	us	had	the	same	initial	letter	E.	We	had	a	few	Benzedrine

tablets	 but	 we	 were	 keeping	 these	 as	 a	 very	 last	 resort	 and	 when,	 on	 the	 morning	 of	 the

ninth	day,	we	saw	a	small	ship	about	fifteen	miles	off	shore	we	thought	that	the	time	had

come	to	take	a	half	a	Benzedrine	tablet	each	to	keep	us	going.’

Coffman	struggled	to	get	a	heliograph	message	over	to	the	ship	but	cloud	obscured	the

sun	and	the	helio	could	not	be	used.	Six	Very	shots	fired	at	five-minute	intervals	could	not

penetrate	the	oncoming	murk	of	a	storm	and	the	vessel	altered	course	and	went	out	of	their

line	of	vision	after	about	half	an	hour.	That	night,	as	a	storm	of	snow	sleet	swept	over	their

rock	the	men	ate	the	last	of	their	tablets	and	settled	down	to	await	death,	but	no	one	spoke

of	dying.	‘I	guess,’	Coffman	said,	‘that	was	as	alien	to	our	minds	as	taking	poison.	Not	one

of	us	thought	of	dying.’

When	the	tenth	day	dawned	the	men	were	too	weak	even	to	sit	up.	‘We	just	lay	there

frozen	and	dying	but	no	one	was	going	to	admit	that	he	was	dying’	Greenaway	said. 

Dawn	 was	 brightening	 when	 heard	 the	 drone	 of	 an	 aircraft	 con	 low	 and	 Coffman

swallowed	a	Benzedrine	tablet	-	‘To	put	some	life	in	me’	–	and	fired	two	of	the	remaining

Very	lights	but	the	plane	had	gone	higher	to	get	over	the	peak	and	did	not	see	the	signals. 

The	 men	 lay	 back	 in	 the	 snow	 utterly	 exhausted	 under	 the	 upturned	 dinghy.	 Late	 that

afternoon	the	men	still	silent,	waiting	for	the	night	and	death.	Talking	was	an	effort,	but

Coffman	tried	to	keep	them	alive	just	one	more	day.	‘We	gotta	leave	some	kind	of	record

for	people	to	find	when	they	come	here	one	day,’	he	said.	‘Our	folks	back	home	in	Canada

and	America	must	know	what	we	endured	and	how	we	died.	Anyone	got	anything	to	write

on?’	Coffman	knew	that	the	only	paper	they	had	were	pulped	by	the	drenchings.	They	had

been	 without	 a	 cigarette	 since	 leaving	 the	 plane	 for	 everything	 they	 had	 on	 them	 was

drenched	 but	 he	 still	 made	 the	 men	 search	 through	 their	 pockets	 for	 any	 scrap	 of	 paper

which	might	serve	for	the	purposes	of	leaving	a	record	of	their	sufferings. 

Their	 hands	 and	 feet	 were	 frozen	 and	 paralyzed	 as	 night	 came	 on,	 their	 tenth	 night	 in

this	 early	 winter	 of	 1943.	 The	 men	 were	 desperately	 hungry	 but	 Coffman	 never	 allowed

them	 to	 mention	 food	 until	 that	 night	 when	 he	 himself	 resigned	 himself	 to	 death.	 Then

they	spoke	about	the	steaks	they	had	had	in	America	and	Canada,	the	music	of	London	in

spite	 of	 the	 war,	 the	 little	 fruit	 stall	 in	 Covent	 Garden	 where	 they	 were	 still	 selling

something	to	eat	amid	the	ruins	of	repeated	bombardments.	No	one	was	allowed	to	go	into

a	 coma.	 When	 anyone	 started	 going	 into	 a	 coma	 the	 others	 slapped	 him	 to	 keep	 him

awake. 

‘Just	 one	 more	 day,’	 Coffman	 kept	 telling	 his	 two	 companions.	 ‘Tomorrow	 help	 will

come,	you’ll	see.’

Throughout	that	long	last	night	which	any	of	the	three	men	expected	to	spend	on	earth

they	 kept	 one	 another	 wakeful	 for	 to	 sleep	 now	 would	 mean	 to	 die.	 There	 was	 no

awakening	from	the	long	sleep	in	the	frozen	world	above	the	frozen	sea. 

The	next	day	dawned	as	every	one	of	the	past	ten	days	had	dawned:	grey,	icily	cold	and

with	a	further	prospect	of	snow	and	a	gale	in	the	offing.	The	three	men	were	too	far	gone

now	 to	 speak	 and	 lay	 in	 the	 snow	 slush	 silently,	 but	 now	 and	 then	 Coffman	 dragged

himself	to	an	elbow	to	see	that	his	two	companions	had	not	gone	to	sleep.	His	throat	was

parched	and	burning	and	Snow	offered	to	crawl	out	to	get	some	snow	for	him	to	eat. 

Snow	was	gone	only	a	minute	or	two	when	he	came	crawling	back	on	all	fours:	he	was

too	weak	to	stand	up. 

‘Say	you	guys,’	he	croaked,	‘maybe	I’m	seeing	things	but	I	think	there’s	a	ship	out	there

-	standing	still.’

‘Standing	 still!’	 Greenaway	 staggered	 to	 his	 knees.	 ‘You	 got	 it	 bad,	 brother!’	 he

muttered	and	crawled	out	alongside	Coffman	to	look	down	from	the	g	height	on	the	ice-

covered	sea	below

There,	apparently	stationary,	about	eight	miles	away,	the	men	saw	a	small	two-masted

vessel	and	at	that	very	moment	the	sun	came	out	from	behind	the	clouds	and	glinted	down

on	 the	 icebergs	 and	 sea.	 Miraculously,	 for	 there	 is	 no	 other	 way	 to	 describe	 it,	 the	 sun

remained	shining	for	three	hours	while	the	three	men,	supporting	one	another	on	the	cliff

ledge,	 kept	 flashing	 the	 helio	 mirror	 and	 firing	 the	 last	 of	 their	 Very	 lights.	 Nearly	 three

hours	 passed	 without	 response	 from	 the	 ship	 which	 was	 the	 converted	 whaler	 The	 Polar

Bjorn	(Polar	Bear),	manned	by	a	Norwegian	crew	and	carrying	as	passengers	some	United

States	 Army	 officers	 proceeding	 to	 Greenland.	 Again	 the	 miracle	 angle	 enters,	 for	 by	 a

million	to	one	chance	the	small	ship	hove	to	while	engine	defects	were	repaired	and	she

hove	to	within	sight	of	the	rock	on	which	the	three	airmen	were	stranded.	She	was	also	the

last	 ship	 of	 the	 season	 making	 a	 passage	 through	 the	 freezing	 waters	 of	 that	 part	 of

Greenland. 

The	sun	was	beginning	to	wane	and	the	three	men	on	the	rock,	facing	certain	death	that

night,	were	frantically	signalling	the	ship.	A	United	States	Army	major,	John	T.	Crowell, 

standing	on	deck	thought	that	he	saw	a	momentary	gleam	in	the	distance	but	attributed	it

to	a	flash	of	reflected	light	from	snow	or	ice	near	the	summit	of	the	peak.	A	few	moments

later	 he	 saw	 something	 that	 looked	 like	 puff	 of	 smoke	 on	 the	 peak	 top	 an	 fetched

binoculars	and	then	he	saw	glint	like	that	of	a	wheeling	seagull.	What	the	major	actually

saw	was	Coffman	firing	the	last	Very	light.	The	major	was	on	the	point	of	dismissing	the

glint	 as	 a	 seagull	 when	 he	 saw	 it	 plunge	 straight	 down	 into	 the	 sea	 and	 apparently	 die. 

Now	 he	 was	 certain	 that	 there	 was	 someone	 signalling	 on	 the	 rock	 and	 he	 called	 the

Norwegian	captain	who	took	a	good	look	at	the	ledge	and	saw	the	signals	from	the	helio. 

‘It	might	be	U-boat	ruse	to	lure	us	inshore’	the	Norwegian	ship’s	master	said,	‘or	it	could

be	German	agents	established	there.’

‘Then	let’s	go	and	get	‘em!’	the	American	major	snapped. 

A	 small	 boat	 was	 launched	 and	 the	 major	 and	 three	 Norwegian	 sailors	 armed	 with

automatic	rifles	and	revolvers	and	combat	knives,	approached	the	rock.	When	they	were

close	in	the	major	raised	the	binoculars	and	studied	the	ledge	and	saw	the	three	helpless

men	 huddled	 together	 trying	 to	 wave	 their	 frozen	 hands.	 Coffee	 was	 being	 made	 as	 the

men	were	brought	aboard	but	they	had	passed	out	and	when	they	regained	their	senses	in	a

warm	 cabin,	 well	 covered	 with	 blankets	 and	 with	 Norwegian	 seam	 standing	 by	 with	 hot

broth,	the	Polar	Bjorn	was	well	underway	to	the	Greenland	base. 91

On	11	November	1943	Jack	Armitage	was	the	navigator	on	Halifax	B.III	HR929	TL-R

on	35	Squadron	captained	by	Pilot	Officer	J.	R.	Petrie-Andrews	DFC	DFM	 whose	 crew	 had

completed	38	operations.	The	target	for	that	night	was	the	railway	marshalling	yards	near

La	Bocca,	west	of	Cannes.	‘R-Robert’	was	one	of	124	Halifaxes	and	ten	Lancasters	of	4,	6

and	8	Groups	detailed	to	bomb	the	marshalling	yards	and	railway	installations	on	the	main

coastal	line	to	Italy. 92

Armitage	 recalled:	 ‘We	 had	 transitioned	 to	 35	 Squadron	 of	 the	 Pathfinder	 Force	 at

Graveley	 after	 completing	 seven	 trips	 with	 the	 Main	 force,	 4	 Group	 operating	 from

Yorkshire.	Our	task	was	to	visually	mark	the	target	with	green	flares.	I	well	remember	that

at	the	briefing	we	thought	it	would	be	a	piece	of	cake	-	out	there	and	back	home	in	time

for	a	plateful	of	eggs	and	bacon.	Our	briefing	orders	were	to	drop	our	flares	at	not	higher

than	10,000	feet.	The	journey	across	the	Channel	was	uneventful	and	we	were	soon	flying

over	 the	 French	 mainland.	 Our	 two	 gunners,	 Warrant	 Officer	 G.	 Dale	 in	 the	 mid-upper

turret	and	Flight	Sergeant	N.	W.	Barnett	in	the	rear	turret	had	to	keep	a	sharp	lookout	for

night	fighters	but	luck	was	with	us	and	we	were	not	troubled	by	flak	or	fighters.	Our	luck

changed,	however,	after	we	had	crossed	the	Alps.	The	starboard	outer	engine	developed	a

fault	and	faded	out.	Flying	on	three	engines	was	no	new	experience	as	we	had	hit	engine

trouble	 on	 seven	 previous	 occasions	 and	 arrived	 back	 at	 base	 on	 only	 three	 of	 our	 four

Bristol	Hercules	radial	engines. 

‘We	 made	 our	 run	 over	 the	 target	 at	 3,000	 feet	 and	 it	 was	 just	 after	 bomb	 aimer	 Pilot

Officer	 R.	 Backhouse	 called	 ‘Flares	 away’	 to	 the	 pilot	 over	 the	 R/T	 that	 a	 burst	 of	 light

flak	knocked	out	the	port	inner	engine.	We	were	now	reduced	to	half	power.	I	knew	that

the	power	from	only	two	engines	was	not	sufficient	to	take	the	Halifax	high	enough	to	get

back	over	the	Alps.	The	situation	was	serious	-	very	serious	because	in	our	predicament

we	 would	 be	 easy	 prey	 for	 any	 night	 fighters	 which	 might	 be	 prowling	 around	 in	 the

vicinity.	Petrie-Andrews	told	us	over	the	R/T	there	was	no	hope	of	returning	home.	‘We

will	have	to	put	the	emergency	plan	into	operation,’	he	said.	At	the	briefing	all	crews	had

been	 told	 that	 in	 an	 emergency	 they	 should	 land	 in	 Sardinia	 which	 had	 recently	 been

occupied	by	the	Allies	following	the	Italian	capitulation.	I	was	soon	busy	working	out	a

course	 and	 I	 knew	 that	 even	 the	 slightest	 degree	 of	 error	 in	 my	 calculation	 would	 mean

disaster	for	all	the	crew.	We	had	to	find	Sardinia	and	if	we	did	not	we	would	just	go	flying

on	 and	 on	 over	 the	 Mediterranean	 until	 our	 fuel	 ran	 out	 and	 we	 crashed.	 I	 told	 Petrie-

Andrews	to	fly	on	a	southerly	course	with	the	idea	of	turning	when	we	reached	the	right

latitude	so	that	we	could	be	sure	of	making	a	landfall.	Flying	in	from	the	west	we	could

hardly	 miss	 such	 a	 long	 piece	 of	 land.	 Everything	 went	 well	 until	 the	 last	 turning	 point

was	 made	 some	 50	 miles	 west	 of	 Sardinia.	 After	 having	 completed	 the	 turn	 there	 was	 a

coughing	and	spluttering	noise	from	one	of	the	engines	and	then	it	faded	out.	Lady	Luck, 

it	seemed,	had	deserted	us.	Slowly	the	Halifax	lost	height. 

Petrie-Andrews	 called	 over	 the	 R/T,	 ‘Take	 up	 ditching	 stations.’	 These	 words	 rang	 in

my	ears	for	what	seemed	an	eternity,	but	I	came	back	to	reality	with	a	jolt	as	the	aircraft

began	 a	 steep	 dive	 towards	 the	 drink.	 I	 looked	 at	 my	 watch.	 It	 was	 exactly	 22.40	 hours. 

The	 next	 couple	 of	 minutes	 were	 agonisingly	 long.	 The	 Halifax	 shuddered	 from	 nose	 to

tail	when	it	hit	the	water	and	for	a	moment	I	thought	the	aircraft	was	going	to	disintegrate. 

A	 second	 later	 a	 torrent	 of	 water	 came	 surging	 towards	 me.	 The	 water	 hit	 me	 with

tremendous	 force	 and	 I	 went	 sprawling	 around	 and	 around	 as	 if	 caught	 up	 in	 a	 giant

whirlpool.	Then	for	a	moment	it	subsided,	but	seconds	afterwards	it	came	pouring	into	the

fuselage	in	ever-increasing	volume	from	the	direction	of	the	nose.	I	knew	at	once	my	only

hope	of	survival	was	to	get	out,	but	in	the	darkness	and	confusion	it	took	some	time	for	me

to	 find	 my	 way	 towards	 the	 escape	 hatch.	 I	 could	 hear	 voices	 around	 me	 and	 more	 by

instinct	 than	 anything	 else	 followed	 the	 direction	 of	 the	 voices	 ahead	 of	 me.	 Then	 I

stumbled	 and	 fell	 into	 the	 water.	 I	 had	 tripped	 over	 one	 of	 the	 many	 indistinguishable

objects	which	seemed	to	be	floating	around	everywhere.	Desperately	I	climbed	to	my	feet

and	 all	 the	 time	 the	 water	 was	 rising	 higher	 and	 higher.	 In	 the	 murky	 light	 I	 could	 just

make	out	the	flight	engineer,	Pilot	Officer	J.	H.	Morgan,	who	was	frantically	pressing	the

dinghy	 release	 button.	 Nothing	 happened.	 I	 waded	 up	 to	 him	 and	 we	 tried	 pulling	 the

manual	release,	but	without	success.	Fearing	that	the	Halifax	would	sink	at	any	moment

we	 made	 towards	 the	 escape	 hatch	 and	 managed	 to	 climb	 onto	 the	 wing.	 Morgan	 had

brought	an	axe	with	him	and	watched	by	the	rest	of	the	crew	who	had	also	managed	to	get

onto	the	wing,	he	began	hacking	the	panel	out	of	the	wing	which	covered	the	dinghy. 

‘I’ve	done	it,’	shouted	Morgan	looking	elated	as	he	began	to	pull	the	dinghy	out.	It	was

quickly	 inflated	 and	 tossed	 over	 the	 side.	 Seconds	 later	 six	 airmen	 were	 aboard	 and	 we

were	 just	 beginning	 to	 think	 of	 casting	 off	 when	 Petrie-Andrews	 shouted,	 ‘Backhouse	 is

missing.’	And	indicating	to	me	to	join	him	he	jumped	back	onto	the	wing	of	the	aircraft	to

look	 for	 him.	 I	 followed	 the	 pilot	 through	 the	 escape	 hatch	 into	 the	 fuselage.	 There	 was

debris	all	around	and	soon	both	of	us	noticed	the	strong	smell	of	100	Octane.	Our	aircraft

had	 been	 carrying	 belly	 tanks	 and	 it	 looked	 as	 if	 these	 must	 have	 smashed	 when	 the

Halifax	 hit	 the	 water.	 ‘Look,	 what’s	 that,’	 I	 shouted	 to	 Petrie-Andrews	 as	 I	 saw	 what

seemed	like	a	human	shape	floating	ahead	of	us.	It	was	Backhouse.	Wading	through	the

water	which	by	now	had	risen	well	above	our	waists	we	got	hold	of	Backhouse	and	began

to	drag	him	towards	the	escape	hatch.	Somehow	we	managed	to	pull	him	up	through	the

hatch	onto	the	wing	and	then	rejoined	the	other	members	of	the	crew	in	the	dinghy.	The

mooring	rope	was	cast	off	and	just	as	we	started	moving	away	from	the	Halifax	it	turned

over	-	luckily	away	from	us	-	and	sank.	Backhouse	looked	in	a	bad	shape	so	we	applied

artificial	respiration	and	after	a	while	he	showed	some	signs	of	life.	Eventually	he	came

around	and	when	he	had	recovered	sufficiently	we	asked	him	what	had	happened. 

‘Backhouse	 told	 us	 that	 he	 had	 climbed	 onto	 the	 wing	 but	 was	 not	 surprised	 no	 one

really	 noticed	 him	 because	 of	 the	 darkness.	 He	 saw	 Morgan	 trying	 to	 open	 the	 dinghy

hatch	but.	fearing	that	the	Flight	Engineer	might	not	get	the	hatch	off	before	the	aircraft

sank	or	that	when	he	did	the	dinghy	might	be	found	to	be	damaged,	Backhouse	decided	to

return	 into	 the	 fuselage	 and	 collect	 the	 ‘K’	 type	 individual	 dinghies	 which	 were	 stored

there.	Back	inside	he	immediately	noticed	the	strong	smell	of	petrol	fumes.	Gasping	and

stumbling	along	through	the	water	he	made	towards	the	compartment	where	the	small	‘K’

type	dinghies	were	housed.	Each	step	was	a	nightmare	and	every	moment	the	water	inside

the	fuselage	rose	higher.	Backhouse	said	that	the	last	thing	he	remembered	was	falling	into

the	murky	water.	He	tried	to	get	back	onto	his	feet	but	was	overcome	by	the	strong	100

Octane	fumes. 

‘After	 a	 few	 minutes	 most	 of	 us	 were	 sick	 probably	 because	 we	 had	 all	 swallowed

quantities	 of	 the	 100	 Octane	 fuel.	 I	 felt	 considerably	 better	 after	 being	 sick	 and	 the	 first

thing	 1	 noticed	 was	 that	 the	 sea	 was	 so	 very	 warm	 and	 calm.	 No	 one	 spoke	 for	 a	 few

seconds	but	realising	that	we	could	not	just	sit	around	looking	at	the	sea	we	began	to	take

count	of	our	possessions.	The	first	thing	we	did	was	to	find	out	how	much	food	and	water

there	was	in	the	dinghy.	There	was	no	food	but	our	spirits	rose	when	someone	produced	an

apple	 from	 their	 pocket.	 There	 was	 a	 little	 water,	 but	 not	 enough	 to	 last	 seven	 men	 any

length	of	time.	It	was	decided	that	the	first	thing	we	should	do	was	to	signal	our	position

with	 our	 dinghy	 radio.	 Flight	 Sergeant	 H.	 R.	 M.	 Stroud,	 our	 wireless	 operator,	 produced

the	radio	and	we	were	getting	prepared	to	send	our	first	message	when	he	announced	that

it	was	damaged	beyond	repair. 

‘One	thing	in	our	favour	was	the	wind.	Petrie-Andrews	decided	that	if	we	could	rig	up

some	kind	of	a	sail	we	might	make	headway	towards	Sardinia,	especially	as	the	wind	was

blowing	in	a	westerly	direction.	After	a	few	moments	he	took	his	parachute	and	a	couple

of	radio	poles	and	made	a	sail.	But,	unfortunately	there	was	nothing	with	which	we	could

anchor	it	so,	taking	turns,	two	of	the	crew	held	it	in	place.	The	sail	was	a	great	success	and

I	estimated	that	we	were	soon	making	more	than	two	knots.	None	of	us	had	any	sleep	that

night	and	it	was	not	until	the	next	morning	that	we	thought	about	catching	up	with	some

lost	sleep.	But	there	was	no	time	for	sleep	however	as	a	‘front’	could	be	seen	coming	from

the	 west	 and	 when	 it	 arrived	 the	 dinghy	 was	 tossed	 about	 like	 a	 toy	 boat.	 The	 wind

became	so	strong	that	it	was	impossible	to	hold	up	the	poles	supporting	our	makeshift	sail. 

The	 water	 was	 now	 hitting	 us	 from	 all	 sides	 and	 our	 only	 protection	 was	 the	 dinghy

canopy.	It	was	a	long	tiring	day.	When	darkness	finally	came	we	slept	a	little,	but	not	for

long	because,	in	the	early	hours	of	November	13,	our	dinghy	overturned	and	we	woke	up

in	the	sea!	After	much	effort	the	dinghy	was	righted	and	seven	weary	airmen	scrambled

back	aboard. 

‘Dawn	 brought	 with	 it	 new	 hope	 as	 the	 lighthouse	 on	 Asinara	 Island	 was	 sighted.	 We

managed	to	manoeuvre	our	dinghy	towards	it	and,	in	fact,	came	within	a	mile	or	so	of	the

shore.	 There	 was	 a	 hurried	 discussion	 as	 to	 what	 to	 do	 next.	 Petrie-Andrews	 wanted	 to

swim	for	the	lighthouse,	but	the	rest	of	us	dissuaded	him	from	doing	this	as	the	sea	was

rough	and	we	did	not	think	he	would	make	it	to	the	lighthouse.	It	was	decided	to	stay	on

our	original	course.	Visibility	deteriorated	but	then,	at	about	2	pm,	a	cruiser	was	sighted

on	a	reciprocal	course.	It	looked	as	if	we	were	safe	at	last!	We	fired	off	several	Very	flares

hoping	to	be	sighted	but	the	ship	steamed	on	as	if	oblivious	of	our	presence.	It	was	a	big

disappointment	 and	 as	 I	 watched	 the	 warship	 fade	 away	 into	 the	 distance	 I	 began	 to

wonder	 if	 we	 would	 ever	 reach	 safety.	 I	 looked	 around	 at	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 chaps	 and

although	they	did	not	say	anything	I	knew	what	they	must	be	thinking.	There	were	about

six	full	tins	of	drinking	water	left	and,	as	a	precaution,	the	water	was	rationed.	The	wind

dropped	a	little	and	this	enabled	the	sail	to	be	erected	again. 

‘The	 night	 passed	 uneventfully.	 There	 was	 still	 a	 fairly	 strong	 swell	 but	 the	 dinghy

coped	excellently.	On	one	occasion,	when	some	of	us	were	praising	the	sturdiness	of	the

dinghy,	Backhouse	told	us	that	it	had	been	made	at	a	factory	where	his	sister	was	in	charge

of	 the	 dinghy	 section!	 Nothing	 special	 occurred	 during	 the	 morning	 of	 14	 November. 

After	‘lunch’	-	a	few	sips	of	water	-	we	settled	down	to	what	we	all	thought	was	going	to

be	another	dreary	afternoon.	Then,	at	about	4	pm,	someone	shouted,	‘Look,	there	is	land

over	there.’	We	all	looked	up	and	could	clearly	see	the	northern	tip	of	Sardinia.	There	was

great	excitement	as	we	headed	towards	the	island.	Suddenly,	however,	the	current	which

had	 been	 helping	 us	 since	 we	 ditched	 changed	 from	 a	 westerly	 direction	 to	 north-east. 

Slowly	the	dinghy	began	drifting	away	from	the	island.	We	did	our	best	to	counteract	this

by	using	the	canvas	paddles	which	we	had	found	in	the	dinghy,	but	without	a	great	deal	of

success.	 In	 fact,	 it	 was	 stalemate.	 As	 soon	 as	 daylight	 failed	 we	 shot	 off	 Very	 flares	 at

regular	intervals	but	were	not	sighted. 

‘The	 bright	 light	 from	 the	 exploding	 flares	 illuminated	 the	 shore-line	 which	 we	 could

see	was	no	more	than	a	couple	of	hundred	yards	away.	It	was	so	near,	yet	so	far.	By	11	pm

we	had	managed	to	get	within	50	yards	of	our	objective	and	then	made	one	last	supreme

effort	which	succeeded	and	we	landed	the	dinghy	on	a	flat	rock	at	the	base	of	the	cliffs. 

After	a	few	minutes	we	heard	voices	and	saw	torches	being	flashed	in	the	darkness.	Soon

afterwards	 some	 Italians	 scrambled	 down	 the	 cliffs	 above	 and	 half	 carried	 us	 to	 the

lighthouse	 at	 Capo	 Testa	 on	 the	 extreme	 northern	 tip	 of	 the	 island.	 There	 we	 were

welcomed	 by	 the	 Commandante	 who	 spoke	 good	 English	 and	 he	 provided	 us	 with	 a

splendid	meal	of	spaghetti	and	coffee.	Next	morning	the	seven	of	us	travelled	to	the	Royal

Naval	 headquarters	 at	 Maddelena	 where	 we	 joined	 a	 minesweeper	 en	 route	 for	 Ajaccio, 

Corsica.	On	arrival	at	Ajaccio	we	went	to	the	local	airfield	and	boarded	a	Dakota	which

was	to	take	us	to	North	Africa. 

‘The	 Dakota	 was	 delayed	 from	 taking	 off	 as	 an	 Me	 109	 shot	 up	 the	 airfield	 while	 we

were	there.	Luckily	the	German	pilot	disregarded	our	transport.	It	was	startling	to	have	to

sit	 tight	 while	 the	 Me	 109	 buzzed	 around	 shooting	 up	 the	 airfield,	 but	 not	 half	 as

harrowing	as	when	we	arrived	back	at	base	after	a	short	stay	in	North	Africa.	To	celebrate

our	safe	return	Petrie-Andrews	took	the	Lancaster	in	which	we	were	flying	on	a	couple	of

low	passes	over	the	airfield.	Later,	I	discovered	that	at	the	very	moment	we	had	made	our

low	pass	over	the	airfield	a	high	ranking	officer	had	been	giving	crews	a	lecture	about	the

dangers	of	aircraft	making	low	passes	over	airfields	and	it	seemed	that	he	did	not	take	too

kindly	to	being	interrupted	by	a	low	flying	aircraft	while	he	was	talking!’93

On	 12	 January	 1945,	 returning	 to	 RAF	 Woodhall	 Spa	 from	 a	 ‘Tallboy’	 raid	 on	 the	 U-

boat	 pens	 at	 Bergen,	 one	 of	 617	 Squadron’s	 Lancasters	 -	 NF922	 KC-B	 flown	 by	 Flying

Officer	 Ian	 Stewart	 Ross	 RAAF	 -	 made	 a	 perfect	 ditching	 off	 the	 Norwegian	 coast	 in	 fine

weather	 and	 the	 crew	 managed	 to	 climb	 onto	 the	 floating	 fuselage;	 other	 Lancasters

dropped	buoyancy	aids,	even	personal	‘Mae	Wests’	in	case	the	aircraft	sank.	It	did,	just	a

few	minutes	after	Warwick	HG212/G	on	279	Squadron	dropped	an	airborne	lifeboat	near

enough	for	one	of	the	survivors	to	swim	across	and	start	to	row	it	to	his	companions	who

were	already	getting	their	feet	wet.	The	sudden	arrival	of	Ju	88s	forced	the	Warwicks	to

withdraw	 but	 not	 before	 they	 had	 seen	 the	 survivors	 and	 the	 lifeboat	 strafed.	 After	 dark

another	 lifeboat	 was	 dropped	 where	 red	 flares	 were	 seen;	 but	 no	 further	 positive	 contact

was	 made.	 All	 seven	 crew	 were	 killed.	 Two	 months	 later	 the	 body	 of	 one	 of	 the

Lancaster’s	crew	was	found	on	an	island	in	the	Arctic	Circle. 94
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79			The	anatomical	name	for	a	portion	of	the	amniotic	sac	which	sometimes	covers	a	child’s	head	at	birth. 

80			The	other	members	of	the	crew	were	Pilot	Officer	Thomas	and	Sergeants’	Hannigan,	Harriman	and	Mills. 

81			The	local	Resistance	had	requested	an	urgent	air	strike	to	break	open	the	prison	walls.	The	prison	was	built	in	the shape	of	a	cross	and	surrounded	by	a	wall	20	feet	high	and	3	feet	thick.	The	plan	was	to	breach	this	wall	by	using	11-second	bombs	dropped	by	eleven	of	the	Mosquitoes. 

82			I	have	used	his	real	name	and	that	of	D.	Careless	instead	of	referring	to	them	as	the	‘First’	and	‘Second	Speakers’

which	the	announcer	called	them. 

83			The	two	other	members	of	the	crew	were	Sergeants	Hubert	Charles	Gerard	Brook	and	E.	A.	Young.	Flight	Sergeant Brook	was	posted	to	90	Squadron	at	Polebrook	and	given	his	own	crew.	He	was	killed	on	28	July	1941	when	Fortress	I AN534	that	he	was	piloting	on	an	air	test	crashed	at	Wilbarston,	Northants. 

84	 	 	 Pilot	 Officer	 Jan	 Zajac	 and	 his	 crew	 were	 lost	 on	 11	 January	 1942	 when	 their	 Wellington	 crashed	 in	 the	 sea	 off Borkum	on	the	raid	on	Wilhelmshaven. 

85			 Airborne	Lifeboats	by	Stephen	Brewster	Daniels,	author	of	 Rescue	From	The	Skies,	writing	in	 Wingspan	Magazine. 

 86	 		Return	By	Parachute	by	Flying	Officer	R.	F.	Clayton	DFC,	as	quoted	in	 Slipstream:	 A	Royal	Air	Force	Anthology (Eyre	&	Spottiswoode,	London,	1946).	A	second	Wellington	crew	on	466	Squadron	that	crashed	in	the	North	Sea	were not	 so	 lucky.	 Pilot	 Officer	 Thomas	 Sampson	 RNZAF	 the	 pilot	 was	 killed	 and	 his	 four	 crew	 members	 were	 taken prisoner. 

87			Henry	Blogg	was	born	in	1876	and	he	served	in	the	lifeboat	service	from	1894	to	1948.	He	was	awarded	no	less than	three	Royal	National	Lifeboat	Institution	gold	medals	and	three	silver	medals.	In	1917	he	was	awarded	the	Empire Gallantry	Medal,	which	in	1940	was	exchanged	for	the	George	Cross.	On	6	August	1941	he	and	his	crew	rescued	88

seamen	 from	 six	 ships	 which	 had	 gone	 ashore.	 For	 this	 deed	 he	 was	 awarded	 the	 BEM.	 When	 he	 retired	 in	 1948	 as coxswain,	his	nephew	‘Shrimp’	Davis	took	over	the	helm,	a	job	he	held	until	1976.	He	was	also	awarded	the	BEM	and was	a	subject	for	the	television	programme	 This	is	Your	Life.	In	1954	and	aged	78,	Henry	Blogg	died	helping	to	launch	a lifeboat.	 He	 is	 buried	 in	 North	 Walsham,	 Norfolk.	 The	  H	F	Bailey	 was	 the	 fourth	 lifeboat	 to	 come	 to	 Cromer	 pier,	 in 1935.	 This	 was	 the	 busiest	 of	 all	 the	 lifeboats	 during	 the	 war,	 being	 launched	 no	 less	 than	 128	 times	 and	 saving	 518

lives.	In	the	afternoon	of	the	26	July	1943,	having	picked	up	Clive	and	his	crew	in	the	morning,	they	then	went	out	and picked	up	the	crew	of	a	USAAF	B-17.	At	the	end	of	the	war	a	new	lifeboat	came	to	Cromer	and	was	named	the	 Millie Walton,	 but	 in	 1948,	 on	 the	 retirement	 of	 Henry	 Blogg,	 it	 was	 re-named	 the	  Henry	Blogg	 lifeboat	 as	 a	 tribute	 to	 his service. 

88			 Airborne	Lifeboats	by	Stephen	Brewster	Daniels,	author	of	 Rescue	From	The	Skies,	writing	in	 Wingspan	Magazine. 

89			Quoted	in	 The	Goldfish	Club	by	Danny	Danziger	(Sphere	2012). 

90	 	 	 See	  Airborne	 Lifeboats	 by	 Stephen	 Brewster	 Daniels,	 author	 of	  Rescue	 From	 The	 Skies,	 writing	 in	  Wingspan magazine.	Squadron	Leader	Howroyd	was	KIA	on	8/9	October	1943	on	the	operation	on	Hannover.	Sergeant	Thomas Henry	Davies	and	Flight	Sergeant	Ronald	Glendenning	Kelly	who	were	rescued	from	the	North	Sea	on	3/4	September also	died. 

91			 We	Die	Tonight…	by	Bill	Wharton,	writhing	in	 RAF	Flying	Review,	Vol.XV,	No.5,	1959. 

92	 	 	  The	 Bomber	 Command	 War	 Diaries:	 An	 Operational	 reference	 book	 1939-1945.	 Martin	 Middlebrook	 and	 Chris Everitt.	(Midland	1985). 

93			 Ditched!	By	Flight	Lieutenant	Jack	Armitage	DFC	as	told	to	Philip	Burden,  RAF	Flying	Review,	October	1962.	The night	was	clear	and	the	Pathfinders	marked	the	target	from	5,000	feet	but	the	railway	yards	were	not	hit	at	all	and	the railway	workshops	suffered	only	blast	damage.	The	bombs	fell	mainly	in	the	working-class	suburb	of	La	Boca	where	39

people	were	killed	and	in	the	village	of	d’Agay.	Three	of	the	four	Halifaxes	lost	came	from	35	Squadron.  The	Bomber Command	 War	 Diaries:	 An	 Operational	 reference	 book	 1939-1945.	 Martin	 Middlebrook	 and	 Chris	 Everitt.	 (Midland 1985). 

94	 	 	 See	  Airborne	 Lifeboats	 by	 Stephen	 Brewster	 Daniels,	 author	 of	  Rescue	 From	 The	 Skies,	 writing	 in	  Wingspan Magazine. 



The	63	foot	long	Type	2	High	Speed	Launch	(HSL),	known	as	the	‘Whaleback’	from	the	distinctive	curve	to	its	deck	and powered	by	three	Napier	Sea	Lions	each	of	500	hp,	was	used	in	ASR	to	save	Allied	aircrew	from	the	sea	after	they	were shot	down.	By	the	outbreak	of	WWII	just	nine	HSLs	were	established	at	home	and	overseas’	stations	but	by	the	start	of 1944	the	ASR	service	possessed	32	marine	craft	units	equipped	with	HSLs. 



The	Supermarine	Walrus	amphibian	was	designed	by	R.	J.	Mitchell	for	use	as	a	fleet	spotter	to	be	catapult	launched	from cruisers	or	battleships	and	first	flew	in	1933.	The	Walrus	was	later	employed	in	a	variety	of	other	roles,	most	notably	as a	rescue	aircraft	for	downed	aircrew.	In	1942	of	a	total	of	about	3,000	airmen	known	to	have	ditched,	1,016	were	rescued by	ASR	and	its	allied	services.	In	1943	this	total	rose	to	1,684. 



A	Supermarine	Walrus	aircraft	being	catapulted	from	HMS	 Mauritius. 





Wellington	being	loaded	up	with	bombs. 

Bomb	trolley	loaded	with	bombs	on	104	Squadron	at	Driffield. 





Ground	crews	on	104	Squadron	pose	for	the	camera	on	a	bomb	trolley	at	Driffield. 

Stirling	being	refuelled	from	a	bowser. 





Maintenance	being	carried	out	on	a	Halifax. 

Smiling	RAF	aircrew	and	WAAFs	at	a	Halifax	station. 



Armourers	attending	to	the	guns	on	a	Halifax. 



A	ground	crewman	paints	another	bomb	on	the	nose	of	Halifax	 Pinocchio	after	another	operation.	Note	the	two	ice cream	cornets	denoting	two	bombing	operations	to	Italian	targets. 



Halifax	B.III	 XTerminator	on	one	of	the	Canadian	squadrons	in	6	Group. 





A	Halifax	crew	all	smiles	for	the	camera	before	going	on	a	raid. 

Flight	Lieutenant	J.	A.	‘Peter’	Broadley	DSO	DFC	DFM	does	up	the	harness	straps	for	Group	Captain	Percy	Pickard	DSO*

DFC.	Pickard	had	commanded	Wellingtons	and	Whitleys	early	in	the	war	and	was	the	pilot	in	the	popular	1941

documentary	 Target	for	Tonight.	When	he	was	commanding	51	Squadron	he	dropped	paratroops	in	a	daring	raid	to capture	a	radar	installation	on	the	French	coast	at	Bruneval.	Pickard	and	Broadley	were	killed	on	the	Mosquito	raid	on Amiens	Prison	on	18	February	1944. 



Michael	Renaut	with	Pilot	Officer	Tim	Collins	on	78	Squadron	at	Croft. 



Pilot	Officer	David	Albert	Alton	Romans	DFC. 





Halifax	taking	off	on	another	operation. 

A	Hampden	at	Balderton,	Northamptonshire	on	20th	January	1942. 



Wellington	crew	at	Waterbeach	in	April	1941	prepare	for	a	raid. 





Last	minute	briefing	for	a	Stirling	crew. 

Stirling	N3641	DM-G	on	7	Squadron. 





Bombs	being	loaded	into	the	bomb	bay	of	a	Stirling	for	another	raid. 

419	Squadron	RCAF	(Motto:	‘Moosa	aswayita’	in	the	Cree	language)	adopted	John	‘Moose’	Fulton’s	nickname	in	his memory.	The	insigne	is	pictured	here	below	the	cockpit	of	Lancaster	KB707	VR-W	at	Middleton	St.	George,	where	the



squadron	moved	in	January	1943,	with	Wing	Commander	Douglas	Cresswell	Hagerman	DFC*	the	CO	(22	August	1944-

25	January	1945)	in	the	pilot’s	seat.	KB707	was	wrecked	on	20	September	1944. 

Wing	Commander	John	‘Moose’	Fulton	Wing	Commander	‘Moose’	Fulton	DSO	DFC	AFC	RCAF,	CO,	419	Squadron	at

RAF	Mildenhall,	with	HM	Queen	Elizabeth.	Fulton	was	killed	on	Hamburg	on	the	night	of	28/29	July	1942.	The	moose is	a	ferocious	fighter	and	is	indigenous	to	Canada. 





An	exhausted	Canadian	pilot	has	a	welcome	cup	of	tea	after	a	raid. 

Hudson	III	V9158	which	was	used	to	test	the	airborne	lifeboat	Mk.1	designed	by	the	celebrated	yachtsman	Uffa	Fox. 

The	first	rescue	by	an	airborne	lifeboat	was	on	5	May	1943	when	Flight	Sergeant	J.	Bowman	on	102	Squadron	was

forced	to	ditch	his	Halifax	which	had	been	badly	shot	up	over	Germany	with	only	one	engine	working. 





Crew	of	Hudson	VX-T	on	206	Squadron. 

Whitley	Z6795	JL-W	on	10	OTU	captained	by	Flight	Lieutenant	N.	J.	Mundell	RNZAF	which	ditched	off	Plomodiern	in Brittany	on	21	September	1942.	The	aircraft	was	possibly	shot	down	by	Oberleutnant	Stolle	of	8./JG2	over	the	Bay	of



Biscay.	All	are	commemorated	on	the	Runnymede	Memorial. 

Henry	Iliffe	Cozens	AFC,	pictured	in	full	RAF	regalia	in	1946	after	having	received	the	CB.	He	was	awarded	the	MiD	on 1	Jan	1945,	retiring	from	the	service	in	1956.	He	died	in	1995	aged	91. 



Flak



Kassel	in	ruins	after	heavy	bombing. 

Chapter	12

‘The	Incendiary	Load’s	Alight’

 Mr	A.	R.	Mansford	went	for	a	walking	tour	through	south-west	Europe	in	the	spring	and

 summer	of	1943.	His	many	friends	may	find	this	a	little	surprising,	for	Mr	Mansford	was

 not	fond	of	walking.	He	proffered	to	spend	his	spare	time	at	home	with	his	wife	and	three

 children.	 He	 started	 flying	 at	 the	 age	 of	 nineteen,	 celebrating	 his	 twenty-first	 birthday

 seven	days	after	returning	from	his	trip	detailed	here.	He	travelled	to	eastern	France	by

 air	 and	 took	 a	 stroll	 from	 there	 clear	 through	 to	 Gibraltar,	 from	 which	 point	 he	 was

 fortunate	enough	to	get	a	boat	home	to	England.	The	trip	took	him	just	about	six	months

 in	all	and	the	reasons	for	it	are	as	follows. 

 Jump	for	it!	Stories	of	the	Caterpillar	Club	by	Gerald	Bowman

On	 the	 night	 of	 8/9	 March	 1943	 Mansford	 was	 a	 Sergeant	 (he	 later	 became	 a	 Flight

Lieutenant)	on	102	Squadron	stationed	at	Pocklington	in	Yorkshire.	He	also	occupied	the

responsible	 position	 of	 bomb-aimer	 in	 the	 crew	 of	 Halifax	 I	 JB840	 DY-N	 piloted	 by

Warrant	 Officer	 R.	 C.	 F.	 Hibben	 detailed	 to	 carry	 a	 full	 load	 of	 incendiary	 bombs	 to	 the

city	of	Nuremburg	deep	in	Germany.	Since	Nuremburg	was	the	place	which	spawned	the

Nazi	Party,	RAF	Bomber	Command	took	a	special	pleasure	in	paying	it	little	visits.	The

visit	scheduled	on	this	occasion	was	made	up	of	a	party	of	335	aircraft	-	170	Lancasters, 

103	Halifaxes	and	62	Stirlings	-	carrying	both	incendiary	and	high	explosives. 95	But	then Bomber	 Command	 never	 forgot	 Herr	 Hitler’s	 announcement	 that	 his	 patience	 was

exhausted	and	felt	it	only	polite	to	show	him	that	theirs	was	not.	Sergeant	Mansford	and

his	 friends	 got	 away	 to	 a	 normal	 and	 uneventful	 takeoff	 and	 climbed	 steadily	 as	 they

crossed	 the	 English	 coast	 and	 droned	 their	 way	 high	 above	 Occupied	 France.	 The	 night

was	 pitch-dark	 and	 there	 was	 no	 moon.	 Moonlight	 makes	 any	 bomber	 a	 nice,	 big,	 shiny

target	while	the	smaller,	faster	fighting	aircraft,	if	they	keep	at	a	lower	level,	are	extremely

difficult	to	spot	owing	to	the	fact	that	they	‘fade	in’	to	the	dark	relief	map	of	the	ground

below	 and	 can	 nearly	 always	 make	 an	 unexpected	 attack.	 A	 dark,	 moonless	 night	 is	 as

dangerous	to	a	bomber	crew	as	a	night	of	full	moon	if	they	do	get	themselves	spotted	by

an	enemy	fighter.	If	they	can’t	see	him	they	have	no	means	of	hearing	him.	The	first	hint

they	 are	 likely	 to	 get	 of	 his	 presence	 is	 a	 stream	 of	 cannon	 shells	 bashing	 into	 their

aircraft. 

Even	then	those	members	of	the	crew	who	don’t	happen	to	be	killed	or	badly	wounded

can’t	 see	 anything	 to	 fire	 back	 at.	 This	 was	 precisely	 what	 happened	 to	 the	 Halifax	 in

which	 Sergeant	 Mansford	 was	 sitting	 in	 his	 usual	 position	 above	 his	 bomb-aiming

gadgetry,	 almost	 directly	 above	 the	 escape	 hatch	 in	 the	 nose	 of	 the	 aircraft.	 Up	 to	 that

point	all	had	gone	well.	The	aircraft	was	dead	on	course,	the	engines	were	running	sweetly

and	the	forest	of	the	Argonne	was	a	faint,	indeterminate	patch	sliding	by	in	the	darkness

below.	 Even	 so,	 every	 member	 of	 the	 crew	 was	 keeping	 a	 specially	 bright	 look-out, 

especially	Flight	Sergeant	H.	G.	Sawkins,	the	rear	gunner.	When	it	came	to	action	he	knew

he	could	give	any	attacking	fighter	a	blasting-hot	reception,	if	he	saw	it	first.	If	he	didn’t, 

he	was	usually	dead	before	he	could	fire	his	guns	anyway. 

On	 this	 occasion	 Sawkins	 was	 lucky.	 The	 business	 of	 seeing	 a	 black-painted	 fighter

against	 a	 background	 of	 that	 kind	 was	 as	 easy	 as	 spotting	 a	 black	 cat	 in	 a	 coal	 cellar

without	 a	 light.	 The	 gunner	 had	 not	 the	 faintest	 idea	 that	 an	 enemy	 was	 within	 miles	 of

him	 when	 a	 livid	 line	 of	 tracers	 fired	 by	 Oberleutnant	 Hans-Karl	 Kamp	 of	 7./NJG4

suddenly	flared	out	of	the	darkness	behind	the	aircraft.	The	burst	of	cannon	shells	missed

Sawkins’	 gun-turret	 although	 they	 passed	 hideously	 close.	 Sawkins	 grabbed	 for	 his

triggers,	thankful	that	the	surprise	attacker’s	first	shot	had	been	just	off-aim.	He	was	still

alive	and	had	something	to	fire	back	at	-	the	focal	point	of	the	tracer	stream.	But	even	as

he	sent	a	burst	blazing	back	in	return,	he	found	himself	in	the	middle	of	a	furnace.	It	was	a

very	 lively	 furnace	 because	 the	 attackers	 first	 burst	 of	 cannon	 shells,	 although	 they	 had

missed	 the	 rear	 gun-turret,	 had	 gone	 straight	 into	 the	 aircraft	 bomb	 bays,	 which	 were

loaded	with	incendiaries.	The	incendiary	load	‘went	up’	and	in	the	next	few	seconds	the

aircraft,	without	exaggeration,	was	just	an	enormous	torch	of	flame	racing	across	the	sky

as	 its	 engines	 still	 pulled	 it	 along.	 Meanwhile,	 Sawkins	 and	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 crew	 heard

Hibben	 shouting	 over	 the	 intercom:	 ‘Bail	 out.	 Jump,	 everybody.	 Don’t	 waste	 time.	 Get

out.	We’ve	had	it,	chums.’96

Mansford,	in	the	nose	of	the	Halifax,	set	about	obeying	the	order.	He	knew	that	his	first

duty	was	to	wrench	open	the	forward	escape	hatch	and	then	clear	his	navigator	of	certain

gear	before	jumping	himself.	But	as	he	started	he	was	privately	convinced	that	the	petrol

tanks	 would	 explode	 in	 the	 roaring	 blaze	 before	 he	 could	 finish.	 At	 this	 moment	 the

escape	 hatch	 decided	 to	 stick.	 No	 matter	 how	 he	 wrenched	 and	 tore	 at	 it,	 the	 hatch

wouldn’t	budge. 

During	 this	 sudden	 check	 in	 the	 regulation	 proceedings	 for	 escape,	 the	 navigator, 

Warrant	 Officer	 F.	 R.	 Slocombe,	 managed	 to	 clear	 himself.	 He	 joined	 Mansford	 at	 the

hatch	and	added	his	efforts	with	some	urgency.	Then	Mansford	found	himself	getting	‘all

thumbs’.	 He	 fell	 against	 the	 hatch	 when	 he	 should	 have	 been	 pulling.	 He	 realized	 very

abruptly	that	this	was	because	he	was	laying	head-down	at	a	very	sharp	angle	because	the

aircraft	 had	 gone	 into	 a	 steep	 dive.	 He	 had	 the	 sensation	 of	 standing	 on	 his	 head	 as	 he

braced	his	elbows	and	pulled	again	as	best	he	could	manage.	Perversely	the	hatch	decided

to	come	open	at	that	moment	with	a	sudden	thud	and	inrushing	gale	from	the	speed	of	the

dive.	 Mansford	 recovered	 himself,	 saw	 that	 Slocombe	 was	 shouting	 something	 and

gesturing	 for	 him	 to	 get	 out.	 It	 was	 not	 a	 moment	 in	 which	 to	 stand	 and	 in	 an	 instant

passed	 from	 a	 blistering,	 stinking	 uproar	 of	 fire	 and	 confusion	 into	 almost	 unearthly

silence	and	the	clear	sweetness	of	the	night	air. 

It	was	an	amazing,	unreal	change	that	he	remembers	vividly.	Just	below	him	and	some

distance	away	he	saw	the	flaming	torch	which	had	been	the	Halifax	bomber	diving	down

the	sky	like	a	nightmare	comet,	throwing	off	sparks	and	blazing	fragments	of	fabric	which

seemed	to	hang	still	in	its	wake.	He	wrenched	at	the	ring	of	his	parachute	but	in	that	vast

gulf	of	darkness	he	had	no	sensation	of	falling	until	suddenly	he	felt	a	violent	jerk	on	his

body	 harness	 and	 heard	 the	 thudding	 crack	 of	 the	 canopy	 opening	 somewhere	 above	 his

head.	What	had	happened	to	the	rest	of	the	crew	-	whether	Slocombe	had	come	out	after

him	 -	 he	 had	 no	 idea.	 The	 burning	 wreck	 did	 not	 give	 enough	 light	 for	 him	 to	 spot	 any

other	 parachute	 in	 the	 sky.	 Moreover,	 it	 was	 dwindling	 as	 it	 dived	 with	 continually

increasing	speed	on	its	last	journey	earthwards.	By	then	Mansford	guessed	that	the	wings

had	probably	gone	and	what	remained	was	only	a	heavy	airframe	weighted	with	engines

and	 having	 no	 supporting	 surfaces	 at	 all.	 At	 last	 it	 went	 in	 (near	 Verdun).	 Far	 below	 he

saw	it	dissolve	into	a	splashing	explosion,	a	vivid	yellow	burst	of	flame	and	then	almost

immediately	it	began	to	shrivel	and	die	out.	Some	time	before	he	began	to	approach	the

ground,	 swinging	 beneath	 his	 parachute,	 the	 fire	 had	 died	 away	 altogether	 and	 he	 could

not	tell	where	in	the	vague	darkness	it	had	once	been. 

Many	months	were	to	pass	before	he	had	the	good	news	that	the	crew	including	Hibben

had	managed	to	bail	out	in	time	and	had	survived	the	ordeal. 97	Meanwhile,	he	realized	that the	ground	was	coming	up	to	meet	him	fast,	although	he	could	make	out	no	actual	detail. 

Fearing	trees,	he	clapped	his	feet	together,	hung	on	to	his	main	harness	supports	and	tried

to	 judge	 his	 landing	 in	 accordance	 with	 the	 instruction	 book.	 At	 that	 moment	 something

hit	 him	 and	 he	 realized	 that	 he	 was	 turning	 head	 over	 heels	 in	 a	 grass	 field.	 When

Mansford	managed	to	get	to	his	feet	and	cast	off	his	harness,	his	head	was	swimming	and

he	had	a	ripe	assortment	of	bumps	and	abrasions. 

The	 vague	 silhouettes	 of	 houses	 showed	 some	 distance	 away	 and	 he	 guessed	 that	 he

was	probably	on	the	edge	of	a	village.	He	set	to	work	to	bury	his	parachute	in	a	hedge	and

although	he	stopped	to	listen,	heard	no	sound	of	life	anywhere	at	all.	He	wondered	if	the

villagers	had	gone	out	to	the	now	extinct	crash,	but	decided	that	they	were	more	likely	to

be	in	their	cellars	since	they	must	have	had	a	raid	warning	and	thought	that	the	crashing

aircraft	was	a	bomb. 

As	to	his	position,	he	only	knew	that	Slocombe	had	checked	them	as	just	passing	over

the	forest	of	the	Argonne	when	they	were	attacked	and	set	on	fire.	Calculating	roughly,	he

reckoned	the	time	to	be	about	22.30,	not	a	pleasant	hour	to	find	one-self	alone	in	enemy-

occupied	country,	with	one’s	home	and	friends	hundreds	of	miles	away	and	with	the	width

of	the	North	Sea	between. 

Mansford	 pulled	 himself	 together,	 climbed	 the	 hedge	 into	 a	 country	 lane	 and	 walked

along	until	he	found	the	village.	No	lights	were	showing;	all	was	still	and	everyone	in	the

place	 seemed	 to	 be	 asleep.	 Still,	 the	 spring	 night	 was	 cold	 and	 he	 was	 feeling	 pretty

tuckered	up.	He	looked	at	the	cottages,	chose	one	at	random,	went	up	to	the	front	door	and

knocked.	There	was	a	movement	from	inside	and	then	the	door	opened,	dazzling	his	eyes

with	the	unaccustomed	light	from	within.	He	could	make	out	no	detail	of	the	man	who	had

answered	 his	 summons	 and	 was	 about	 to	 make	 use	 of	 what	 French	 he	 had	 in	 a	 polite

request	 for	 something	 to	 eat	 and	 somewhere	 to	 rest.	 The	 shadowy	 man	 reached	 out	 at

once,	 took	 his	 arm	 and	 pulled	 him	 inside	 the	 house,	 shutting	 the	 door	 firmly.	 It	 was

Mansford’s	 lucky	 night,	 in	 one	 respect.	 In	 a	 German-speaking	 village	 he	 had	 blindly

chosen	the	house	of	the	most	courageous	and	resourceful	member	of	the	local	Resistance. 

Since	he	had	come,	virtually,	from	the	Sergeants’	Mess	at	Pocklington	in	a	matter	of	hours

and	 had	 not	 yet	 encountered	 a	 single	 German,	 it	 was	 difficult	 for	 Mansford	 to	 grasp	 the

full	meaning	of	his	own	good	luck.	He	had	come	from	friends	to	friends.	The	Resistance

man	 and	 his	 family	 received	 him	 as	 an	 honoured	 guest,	 made	 sure	 he	 had	 no	 serious

wounds,	fed	him,	warmed	him	and	gave	him	a	comfortable	bed.	In	the	days	that	followed

they	 found	 him	 a	 complete	 outfit	 of	 clothes	 so	 that	 he	 could	 pass	 as	 a	 labourer,	 also	 the

necessary	forged	papers.	And	they	helped	him	brush	up	his	French. 

When	he	announced	himself	fit	enough,	they	helped	him	start	out	on	the	little	walking

tour	 he	 had	 planned.	 But	 from	 first	 to	 last,	 they	 flatly	 refused	 to	 take	 a	 centime	 of	 the

2,000	Francs	of	‘escape’	money	which	he	had	with	him.	By	the	passing	of	messages	his

first	friend	and	the	rest	of	the	Resistance	group	arranged	that	he	went	from	‘hand	to	hand’

from	 the	 Argonne	 forest	 across	 France	 to	 the	 Spanish	 border.	 From	 there	 he	 walked

straight	across	Spain	to	Gibraltar,	where	he	got	his	boat	for	home.	In	the	course	of	being

passed	from	one	‘pocket’	of	Resistance	to	another	during	his	journey	over	France,	he	had	a

bad	 fall.	 At	 first	 he	 thought	 that	 he	 had	 broken	 both	 his	 right	 arm	 and	 his	 right	 leg,	 but

these	injuries	‘merely’	turned	out	to	be	badly	wrenched	and	torn	muscles.	Mansford	was	to

discover	that	a	torn	muscle	can’t	provide	much	less	in	the	way	of	pain	than	a	broken	leg. 

Once	 he	 found	 that	 he	 could	 walk	 at	 all	 it	 still	 hurt	 like	 the	 devil	 and,	 for	 weeks

afterwards,	 whenever	 he	 thought	 his	 injuries	 were	 getting	 slightly	 better,	 back	 came	 the

pain	with	unexpected	force. 

At	last,	when	he	was	assured	that	it	would	be	safe	for	him	to	get	on	a	train	for	Paris	he

had	 to	 change	 at	 Epernay.	 And	 there,	 while	 he	 was	 propping	 up	 a	 pillar,	 waiting	 for	 his

connection,	 he	 recognised	 his	 engineer	 standing	 on	 the	 opposite	 platform.	 Sergeant

William	 Hughes,	 dressed	 in	 much	 the	 same	 way	 as	 himself,	 certainly	 looked	 the	 part

perfectly	and	Mansford	wondered	whether	he	was	doing	as	well.	However,	as	the	station

was	 thick	 with	 German	 troops,	 the	 two	 dared	 do	 no	 more	 than	 recognise	 each	 other

furtively	 with	 their	 eyes.	 They	 did	 not	 smile,	 much	 less	 wave.	 Then	 two	 trains	 came	 in, 

going	in	opposite	directions	and	the	two	evaders	went	their	different	ways.	Later	on,	when

Mansford	was	being	‘passed’	across	Paris,	he	met	Hughes,	who	was	also	being	helped	by

the	Resistance	people.	They	had	the	chance	of	a	talk,	but	neither	of	them	could	give	much

news	 of	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 crew.	 Since	 each	 had	 planned	 different	 escape	 routes	 and	 had

confidence	in	his	own	ideas,	they	too,	parted	after	shaking	hands	and	wishing	each	other

luck. 98

From	 there	 Mansford	 hitched	 rides	 on	 donkey	 carts,	 carrier	 wagons	 and	 any	 other

vehicles	he	thought	might	offer	a	safe	ride	across	France	up	into	the	Pyrenees	to	the	town

of	Foix	on	the	Spanish	border.	At	the	period	both	his	leg	and	his	arm	were	giving	him	one

of	their	especially	bad	times	and	he	was	weakened	by	his	privations	and	the	long	trek.	At

Foix	 his	 resistance	 friends	 showed	 their	 amazing	 efficiency.	 By	 the	 time	 he	 arrived	 they

had	gathered	a	crowd	of	American,	French	and	other	nationalities	who	were	hoping	to	get

across	the	border.	On	the	day	they	set	out	however,	Mansford	felt	so	ill	and	could	go	along

so	very	slowly,	that	he	persuaded	the	rest	of	the	group	to	go	ahead	and	leave	him	to	make

his	own	way.	In	this	he	probably	had	his	greatest	piece	of	good	luck.	Although	he	crossed

soon	after	the	group	made	their	attempt,	he	never	met	any	of	them	again	or	heard	anything

about	them.	It	seems	probable	that	they	either	ran	into	a	trap	or	were	seen	by	the	frontier

guards	and	shot	down	(as	was	usual)	or	at	best	carted	away	into	prison	camps.	The	truth	of

this	is	made	more	than	probable	by	his	own	experience	when	he	reached	the	frontier. 

He	 saw	 the	 guard	 house	 but	 there	 was	 no	 one	 in	 it	 or	 anywhere	 around.	 He	 scouted

carefully	 for	 outpost	 troops	 but	 the	 whole	 area	 seemed	 to	 be	 deserted.	 When	 at	 last	 he

decided	 to	 make	 the	 attempt	 he	 walked	 straight	 over	 on	 to	 Spanish	 ground	 and	 limped

down	to	into	the	first	village…	and	no	one	fired	a	shot	at	him	in	anger. 

The	obvious	inference	is	that	the	local	guards	had	just	been	occupied	in	other	business

and	 were	 not	 expecting	 a	 lone	 fugitive	 to	 come	 creeping	 through	 immediately	 after,	 as

they	must	have	thought,	he	had	seen	a	large	group	captured. 

Mansford	managed	to	get	himself	down	to	Gibraltar,	from	where	he	was	repatriated	to

England,	arriving	at	Whitchurch	on	2/3	September,	1943,	the	fourth	anniversary	of	the	day

war	 broke	 out.	 When	 at	 last	 he	 set	 foot	 on	 English	 soil	 Mansford	 still	 had	 the	 in	 his

pockets	quite	a	proportion	of	the	2,000	francs	‘escape’	money	he	had	been	carrying	when

he	 bailed	 out	 of	 the	 Halifax.	 Since	 the	 full	 total	 only	 represented	 £2	 or	 £3	 this	 was

something	of	a	financial	achievement	even	for	a	man	is	later	became	an	efficient	cashier.99

Endnotes	Chapter	12

95			Eight	aircraft	-	four	Stirlings,	two	Halifaxes	and	two	Lancasters	-	FTR.	Haze	prevented	accurate	visual	identification of	the	target	area	and	both	marking	and	bombing	spread	over	more	than	ten	miles	along	the	line	of	the	raid.	More	than half	of	the	bombs	fell	outside	the	city	boundaries.	Even	so,	more	than	600	buildings	were	destroyed	and	1,400	others including	the	M.A.N.	and	Siemens	factories	were	damaged. 

96	 	 	 Oberleutnant	 Hans-Karl	 Kamp	 is	 estimated	 to	 have	 scored	 28	 night	 and	 two	 day	 victories.	 He	 was	 KIA	 on	 31

December	1944	north	of	Hamburg. 

97			Slocombe,	Flight	Sergeant	H.	M.	Simpson,	front	gunner,	Warrant	Officer	R.	Atkinson,	MUG,	Hibben	and	Sawkins were	all	taken	prisoner. 

98			It	seems	that	Mansford	and	Hughes	were	passed	along	the	réseau	d’Evasion	Bourgogne	(‘Burgundy’	escape	line) which	ran	from	Brittany	through	Andorra	to	Spain,	which	25-year	old	Lieutenant	Georges	Broussine,	a	Jew,	who	had established	after	making	his	way	to	Paris	on	the	night	of	19/20	February	1943.	In	April	‘Burgundy’	guided	its	first	three airmen	 to	 safety	 in	 Andorra,	 escorted	 by	 Claude	 Leclerc	 as	 far	 as	 Foix.	 ‘Burgundy’	 was	 ultimately	 responsible	 for sending	268	men	to	Spain.	Hughes	returned	to	England,	landing	at	Portreath	on	20/21	August	1943.	He	was	awarded	the DFM	 on	 1	 October	 1943.  RAF	 Evaders:	 The	 Comprehensive	 Story	 of	 Thousands	 of	 Escapers	 and	 their	 Escape	 Lines, Western	Europe,	1940-1945	by	Oliver	Clutton-Brock	(Grub	Street	2009). 

99			Mansford	received	a	Mention	in	Dispatches	on14	January	1944	and	was	commissioned	with	effect	from	4	January 1944.  RAF	Evaders:	The	Comprehensive	Story	of	Thousands	of	Escapers	and	their	Escape	Lines,	Western	Europe,	1940-1945	by	Oliver	Clutton-Brock	(Grub	Street	2009). 

Chapter	13

The	Night	Of	The	Bombs

 It	 was	 like	 the	 aftermath	 of	 a	 battle.	 Afterward	 we	 talked	 about	 how	 quietly	 we	 had	 sat

 there	 together	 while	 the	 signals	 of	 death	 went	 whistling	 past	 our	 ears.	 [The	 air	 raid]

 lasted	barely	one	hour	but	it	seemed	an	eternity.	Each	second	wrought	more	devastation

 on	 the	 city.	 We	 were	 talking	 with	 Berlin	 at	 the	 time,	 while	 one	 of	 us	 recorded	 the

 conversation	 in	 shorthand.	 The	 voice	 speaking	 on	 the	 other	 end	 of	 the	 line	 was	 soft	 and

 faraway	 and	 had	 that	 mysterious	 vibration	 produced	 by	 a	 long-distance	 telephone	 wire. 

 Sometimes	 the	 recording	 secretary	 shrugged	 her	 shoulders	 and	 said	 that	 she	 had	 not

 understood	 what	 was	 said	 because	 another	 bomb	 had	 just	 fallen.	 The	 whole	 of	 the

 dictation	was	segmented	by	these	intervals	between	the	bombs;	but	the	secretary	went	on

 bravely	 and	 her	 fingers	 dug	 into	 the	 paper	 as,	 with	 a	 sigh	 of	 exhaustion,	 she	 wrote	 the

 final	period. 

 During	 that	 hour	 our	 past	 lives	 became	 concentrated	 like	 a	 rolled-up	 film	 when	 you

 cannot	see	how	many	pictures	it	contains.	We	thought	about	beautiful	fleeting	things	that

 began	to	glow	until	they	hurt.	Then	we	smoked	a	cigarette	without	tasting	it.	We	walked

 from	one	door	to	another	hoping	that	the	racket	would	subside,	but	the	continuous	noise	of

 heavy	 crashing	 weights	 never	 altered.	 When	 the	 light	 went	 out	 we	 turned	 on	 the

 emergency	 light,	 which	 put	 a	 lot	 of	 distance	 between	 our	 large	 white	 faces;	 so	 all	 I	 can

 remember	about	the	man	next	to	me	is	his	posture,	the	way	his	hat	sat	on	his	forehead,	but

 not	the	expression	of	his	features.	We	felt	ourselves	becoming	more	and	more	estranged, 

 even	 when	 we	 spoke	 to	 each	 other	 in	 words	 that	 were	 determinedly	 meant	 to	 sound

 cheerful.	 Then	 we	 all	 came	 back	 to	 life	 when	 someone	 cried	 that	 our	 windows	 were

 spitting	fire	and	we	dashed	forward	without	a	trace	of	our	former	paralysis.	Suddenly	we

 had	 overcome	 the	 distance	 created	 by	 the	 emergency	 lighting	 and	 now	 each	 of	 us	 stood

 beside	or	just	behind	another,	touching	him,	talking	to	him,	speaking	out	loud.	There	was

 fire	all	around	us.	The	sparks	danced	across	the	yard.	The	men	turned	on	the	hoses	while

 we	 went	 back	 inside	 we	 felt	 as	 if	 we	 had	 lost	 something	 there.	 Even	 today,	 whenever	 I

 enter	 this	 room	 I	 feel	 that	 something	 of	 mine	 must	 have	 got	 left	 behind	 there;	 but	 I	 find nothing.	 We	 were	 on	 duty	 that	 night	 and	 could	 not	 leave	 the	 place,	 but	 concern	 for	 our

 loved	ones	drove	us	to	the	telephone.	When	one	of	us	heard	the	telephone	ring	at	the	other

 end,	he	 reasoned	 that	it	 must	 mean	his	 house	 was	 still	standing.	 Each	 one	of	 us	 tried	 to

 reach	 home.	 Some	 of	 us	 gazed	 wide-eyed	 when	 they	 heard	 no	 responsive	 ring	 from	 the

 earphone. 

 Fire	was	racing	along	the	street.	Red	tongues	leaped	at	the	sky.	The	flames	chased	up

 and	down	the	road	on	the	wings	of	the	noisy	wind.	With	a	monotonous	lamenting	sound, 

 staircases,	 curtains,	 furniture,	 fabric,	 paper	 and	 leather	 collapsed	 into	 the	 blazing	 blast

 furnace	 and	 turned	 into	 ashes.	 Glass	 splintered	 and	 flew	 into	 the	 street	 and	 an	 endless

 train	of	sparks	travelled	over	the	sky.	People	incapable	of	saving	what	had	fallen	prey	to

 devastation	 in	 the	 last	 hour,	 ran	 searchingly	 under	 the	 spark-strewn	 arch	 of	 the	 sky, 

 scarcely	knowing	who	they	were	or	what	had	happened.	At	the	same	time	high	clear	sirens

 signalled	the	approach	of	the	fire	brigades,	one	after	another.	They	sent	high	jets	of	water

 hissing	 out	 of	 the	 hoses	 while	 timbers	 broke	 and	 trees	 bent	 down	 in	 the	 growing

 conflagration. 

 As	I	walked	along,	a	soldier	with	an	amputated	arm	walked	beside	me.	I	felt	that	there

 was	nothing	separating	us	even	though	we	did	not	know	each	other.	This	night’s	battle	had

 turned	us	into	soldiers	too. 

 The	sun	shone	next	day.	We	bathed	our	eyes,	which	were	burning	from	the	smoke	and

 sulphur.	 Many	 of	 the	 familiar	 tracks	 in	 our	 life	 had	 been	 shattered.	 Coming	 generations

 would	 scarcely	 understand	 what	 had	 happened	 in	 this	 night.	 We	 walked	 along	 with	 our

 hearts	like	stones	inside	our	chests.	Many	people	went	past	with	tear-stained	faces.	What

 formerly	had	been	the	impressive	facade	of	a	building,	now	lay	on	the	ground,	a	heap	of

 sooty	 stones.	 Fire	 still	 licked	 the	 wall	 hollows	 sending	 up	 bluish	 smoke.	 Our	 churches, 

 including	 several	 monuments	 of	 medieval	 architecture	 with	 noble	 soaring	 towers,	 had

 sunk	to	the	ground,	dissolved,	scattered,	turned	into	a	splintered	mosaic	of	the	past.	Shop

 buildings,	 pharmacies,	 doctors’	 offices,	 homes	 were	 heaps	 of	 debris.	 Many	 people	 were

 walking	around	looking	for	the	places	where	they	worked	and	found	nothing	left	but	the

 smoking	 remains	 of	 walls.	 What	 was	 left	 standing,	 was	 showered	 with	 chalk	 and	 mortar

 dust	 and	 blackened	 by	 smoke.	 The	 rooms	 of	 buildings	 were	 filled	 with	 dry,	 charred	 air, 

 with	unimaginable	filth,	with	the	damp	traces	of	the	firemen.	As	the	city	came	gradually	to

 life,	we	blew	away	our	own	emotional	ashes.	We	put	on	aprons,	took	brooms	and	scouring

 cloths,	poured	buckets	of	water	inside	the	offices,	attended	to	the	fires	that	kept	flaring	up

 again	 over	 and	 over,	 formed	 chains	 and	 passed	 water-filled	 vessels	 along	 them,	 carried

 the	furniture	of	fire-threatened	people	down	to	the	ground	floor,	talked	about	the	disaster

 while	we	worked,	exchanged	details	of	what	we	had	experienced	when	we	returned	home, 

 told	what	had	happened	to	a	woman	neighbour,	to	a	friend	who	had	nothing	left.	But	in	the

 same	breath	we	talked	of	how	this	or	that	person	had	been	helped.	It	was	understood	that

 everyone	 had	 something	 to	 offer,	 one	 a	 meal,	 another	 a	 room,	 another	 some	 pieces	 of

 clothing. 

 We	saw	with	amazement	that	everything	that	had	interested	us	the	day	before	-	a	new

 film,	a	hat	we	wanted	to	have	-	no	longer	had	the	remotest	importance.	We	had	given	up

 so	much	that	night:	the	amenities	of	a	large	progressive	city,	its	cinemas,	opera,	theatre, 

 cafes,	the	beautiful	fashion	houses	-	but	we	had	also	given	up	our	claims,	our	demands, 

 our	desires.	Suddenly	so	many	things	had	ceased	to	mean	anything	to	us:	a	trip,	a	fight,	a

 plan.	Many	of	the	wall	remains	were	inscribed	with	big	chalk	letters	written	by	survivors, 

 saying:	 ‘We	 are	 all	 alive	 and	 we’re	 living	 at	 No.	 28	 W-Street.’	 Everyone	 who	 passed	 by

 offered	 these	 unknown	 survivors	 a	 mute	 but	 heartfelt	 greeting,	 the	 greeting	 of	 life.	 The

 living	wrested	triumph	out	of	the	dust.	They	lived	and	wanted	to	go	on	living,	despite	all

 the	bombs	and	the	cowardly	murderers	who	dropped	them. 

 The	Labour	Service,	the	Todt	Organization,	the	armed	forces	and	the	SA	put	their	strong

 hands	to	work	to	restore	the	torn	network.	They	drove	trucks,	shovelled	away	debris,	blew

 up	blind	shells	and	buildings	that	were	past	saving,	helped	to	salvage	property	spared	in

 the	raid,	brought	the	homeless	to	shelter	and	distributed	food.	The	 destroyed	 components

 of	 our	 city	 machinery	 were	 replaced.	 Running	 water	 and	 gas	 were	 restored;	 the	 first

 streetcars	 began	 their	 runs.	 The	 owners	 of	 burnt-out	 shops	 moved	 new	 goods	 into

 undamaged	 buildings	 and	 shared	 the	 premises	 with	 the	 businessmen	 who	 were	 already

 there.	Doctors	who	had	lost	their	offices	brought	medical	aid	to	the	homeless.	Once	again

 there	was	work	for	everyone	to	do. 

 Efforts	 at	 self-help	 were	 everywhere	 in	 evidence.	 People,	 whose	 homes	 had	 received

 only	 light	 damage,	 fetched	 cardboard	 and	 nailed	 up	 the	 window	 holes.	 Restaurateurs

 made	 rough-and-ready	 repairs	 to	 their	 damaged	 premises.	 Shop	 owners	 sold	 off	 their

 remaining	 goods	 before	 they	 turned	 to	 repairing	 their	 damaged	 homes.	 Many	 of	 the

 homeless	managed	to	leave	the	city,	some	of	them	on	their	own,	others	by	the	efforts	of	the

 National	 Socialist	 Public	 Welfare.	 Schools	 rapidly	 set	 up	 convoys	 to	 transport	 children

 into	the	countryside	where	they	ensured	that	pupils	would	be	housed	in	remote	areas. 

 After	 the	 hurly-burly	 of	 those	 days,	 there	 came	 a	 chance	 to	 breathe	 and	 think	 things

 over.	 Now	 there	 was	 no	 longer	 any	 doubt:	 We	 had	 passed	 through	 our	 baptism	 of	 fire. 

 Wherever	 you	 looked	 you	 saw	 the	 grim,	 resolutely	 determined	 faces	 of	 people	 fetching

 their	belongings	out	of	the	cellars	in	baskets	and	boxes	and	sheltering	them	in	a	place	of

 fragile	safety.	Already	you	could	buy	flowers	in	the	stalls	again,	blooming	bizarrely	in	the

 face	 of	 the	 ruins:	 Italian	 mimosas	 and	 tulips	 with	 soft	 dark	 red	 cups.	 Confirmation

 ceremonies	 were	 very	 reduced	 due	 to	 the	 great	 destruction	 of	 the	 churches.	 Some

 candidates	were	being	confirmed	in	hospitals. 

 Inquiries	 multiplied	 as	 relatives	 and	 friends	 sent	 telegrams	 and	 urgent	 phone	 calls	 to

 find	 out	 how	 we	 were.	 The	 post	 office	 was	 the	 assembly	 point	 for	 thousands	 of	 people

 sending	out	their	good	and	bad	news.	The	hands	and	heads	of	many	people	were	wrapped

 in	 bandages.	 Sometimes	 now	 we	 pick	 up	 a	 book	 that	 talks	 about	 spring	 nights	 when	 the

 stars	bud	over	quiet	houses,	or	a	picture	that	shows	us	in	high	spirits,	relaxed,	happy	and

 young.	How	long	ago	that	was,	we	think.	The	wonder	of	the	ever-changing	seasons	is	still

 hidden	from	us.	Now	we	have	other	things	to	think	about,	for	we	are	fighting	for	our	lives. 

 We	 have	 no	 other	 weapons	 than	 our	 hearts,	 but	 they	 are	 bright	 and	 sharp.	 So	 our	 lives, 

 delayed	now	and	then	by	painful	shocks,	are	seeking	a	familiar	trail	that	yet	is	narrower

 than	 before.	 The	 opera	 house	 is	 used	 to	 distribute	 food	 to	 the	 homeless.	 Varicoloured

 buses	 from	 many	 different	 cities	 are	 stitching	 the	 torn	 traffic	 network	 together	 again. 

 Sometimes	a	bird	sings	behind	our	window;	the	screaming	siren	may	drown	out	his	little

 song	in	the	next	moment.	Every	night	we	are	ready	to	ward	off	the	barbarous	enemy	with

 the	naked	blade	of	our	hearts. 

 Das	Reich,	April	1943

Henry	Iliffe	Cozens	considered	that,	as	a	group	captain,	he	may	well	not	have	been	the

most	senior	RAF	officer	to	attack	Hamburg	but	at	forty,	possibly	the	oldest.	Cozens	had

been	a	Spitfire	pilot	commanding	19	(F)	Squadron	at	Duxford.	However,	in	June	1940	he

been	 posted	 to	 an	 administrative	 appointment	 at	 the	 Air	 Ministry	 at	 Harrogate.	 The

posting	was	due	to	an	acute	shortage	of	trained	RAF	engineering	officers,	so	Cozens	spent

his	time	until	March	1943	‘flying	a	desk’.	Tiring	of	this	and	rightly,	considering	himself	to

be	 capable	 of	 flying,	 he	 requested	 an	 operational	 appointment. 100	 He	 knew	 he	 was	 then too	old	to	be	a	fighter	pilot	and	therefore	accepted	an	offer	to	become	commandant	of	the

bomber	 station	 at	 RAF	 Hemswell,	 Lincolnshire.	 Harpswell,	 as	 it	 was	 then	 named,	 had

been	active	briefly	as	a	training	airfield	from	June	to	November	1918.	It	closed	soon	after

the	Armistice	in	1918	but	was	re-opened	as	a	bomber	base	and	renamed	Hemswell	as	part

of	 the	 1931	 expansion	 scheme,	 becoming	 operational	 with	 Blenheims	 of	 61	 and	 144

Squadrons	in	September	1939.	By	1943	it	was	operating	Vickers	Wellingtons	of	the	Polish

squadrons	(Nos.	300,	301	and	305)	of	No	I	Group. 

On	 his	 initial	 appointment,	 Cozens	 was	 well	 aware	 that	 many	 station	 Commanding

Officers	of	operational	bomber	bases	were	‘tour-expired’;	that	is	they	had	completed	some

might	say,	survived,	-	the	mandatory	thirty	operational	sorties	over	enemy	targets.	Cozens, 

an	ex	fighter	pilot,	could	not	even	claim	to	have	flown	a	modern	multi	engined	bomber.	To

remedy	 that	 deficiency,	 on	 his	 appointment	 he	 had	 himself	 posted	 to	 ‘D’	 Flight,	 22

Operational	 Training	 Unit	 (OTU)	 at	 Wellesbourne	 near	 Stratford-upon-Avon	 in	 March

1943.	 In	 three	 weeks	 of	 dual	 instruction	 and	 solo	 flights,	 he	 had	 flown	 28	 hours	 by	 day

and	eighteen	by	night	on	veteran,	war-weary	Wellington	IIIs	and	was	duly	passed	out	as	a

competent	 operational	 pilot	 on	 the	 type.	 On	 25	 May,	 within	 a	 fortnight	 of	 formally

assuming	 his	 Hemswell	 command,	 he	 had	 ‘borrowed’	 a	 Polish	 crew	 and	 flown	 ‘F-

Freddie’,	 a	 Wellington	 X,	 on	 a	 night	 raid	 to	 Düsseldorf,	 followed	 by	 two	 more:	 Krefeld

(21	June)	and	Cologne	(3	July). 

On	 24	 July	 Cozens,	 with	 the	 other	 Hemswell	 crews,	 attended	 the	 briefing	 for	 that

night’s	raid;	when	the	briefing	officer	pulled	back	the	curtains	from	the	target	charts,	the

long	 lines	 of	 coloured	 tape	 stretched	 to	 and	 from	 Hamburg.	 Cozens	 remembers	 that

briefing	well:

‘It	seemed	that	it	was	going	to	be	a	normal,	routine	raid	though	at	rather	greater	strength

than	usual.	The	navigation	leader	had	told	us	that	the	new	radar,	‘H2S’;	would	be	used	by

the	 Pathfinders.	 We	 did	 not	 have	 ‘H2S’	 on	 our	 Wimpys	 but	 most	 of	 our	 aircraft	 carried

‘Gee’	boxes. 

‘As	 was	 by	 that	 time	 the	 normal	 procedure,	 Pathfinders	 were	 to	 drop	 sky-markers	 en

route	at	a	turning	point	over	the	North	Sea,	then	mark	the	track	to	the	target	and	back.	Red

TIs	[Target	Indicators]	would	mark	the	AP	over	the	target	area.	791	bombers	were	to	take

part	 in	 the	 raid,	 which	 was	 so	 special	 it	 had	 been	 given	 the	 chilling	 code-name

‘Gomorrah’.	 To	 underline	 its	 importance	 further,	 a	 senior	 officer	 from	 Group	 got	 up	 to

read	 a	 message	 from	 Harris	 which	 informed	 us	 that	 ‘The	 Battle	 of	 Hamburg	 cannot	 be

won	in	a	single	night.	It	is	estimated	that	at	least	10,000	tons	of	bombs	will	be	needed.’

‘Now	 most	 of	 the	 aircrews	 at	 the	 briefing	 -	 pilots,	 navigators	 and	 bomb-aimers	 were

Polish	and	a	good	deal	of	excited	chatter	in	that	language	broke	out;	the	idea	of	dropping

10,000	 tons	 of	 high	 explosives	 on	 a	 German	 target	 appealed	 to	 them.	 Wellingtons	 were

dated	by	1943	but	the	Poles	didn’t	give	a	damn	what	they	flew;	all	they	asked	for	was	an

aircraft	-	any	aircraft	-	which	was	capable	of	lifting	a	bomb-load	over	Germany.	The	return

trip	was	a	secondary	consideration.	The	Poles,	almost	to	a	man	kept	green	a	cold	hatred	of

everything	German:	it	was	so	intense	one	could	almost	taste	it	when	in	their	midst. 

‘The	 Hamburg	 briefing	 that	 July	 afternoon	 was	 almost	 over	 when	 the	 Signals	 Officer

took	the	dais.	He	informed	us	that	we	would	all	be	carrying	a	new	and	very	secret	weapon

which	 the	 boffins	 had	 devised:	 ‘Window’.	 He	 then	 held	 up	 a	 small	 bundle	 of	 the	 black

strips	of	tin	foil.	From	8°30’	east	to	over	and	from	the	target	and	until	the	8’30’	meridian

was	re-crossed,	he	said,	the	wireless	ops	would	stuff	these	bundles	down	the	flare	chutes

at	a	rate	of	one	bundle	per	minute;	it	would,	he	said,	jam	the	German	flak	and	searchlight

radar	 and	 confuse	 the	 target	 acquisition	 radars	 of	 the	 Luftwaffe	 night-fighters.	 We	 then

synchronised	our	watches;	the	Air	Commodore	from	Group	wished	us	all	good	luck	and

that	was	that. 

‘Almost	 as	 soon	 as	 I	 took	 over	 Hemswell	 I	 had	 decided	 to	 do	 a	 tour;	 I	 had	 asked	 the

Polish	CO	of	305	Squadron,	Group	Captain	Biel,	for	reliable	crews	and	for	the	Hamburg

show	 he	 had	 laid	 on	 Flight	 Lieutenant	 Stencel	 (navigator),	 Sergeant	 Stanelwski	 (air-

bomber),	 Sergeant	 Cander	 (wireless	 operator/airgunner)	 and	 Sergeant	 Turavdowski,	 a

Canadian-born	Pole	(rear-gunner).	Our	aircraft	was	a	Wellington	X	‘J-Jig’.	I	had	not	flown

this	particular	Wimpy,	but	they	didn’t	vary	much.	The	Mk.X	Wellingtons	were	the	largest

and	 best	 production	 mark,	 3,803	 being	 built;	 they	 were	 also	 the	 last	 Wellington	 bomber

version	produced.	(Many	were	reconditioned	after	the	war	and	flew	as	T-10	crew	trainers

with	the	post-war	RAF	until	1953). 

‘After	 the	 briefing	 I	 drove	 out	 to	 dispersal	 to	 check	 over	 ‘J-Jig’.	 It	 would	 be,	 I	 knew, 

like	 all	 the	 Polish	 squadron	 aircraft,	 extremely	 well	 maintained.	 The	 reason	 for	 this	 was

poignant.	 When	 a	 Polish	 bomber	 failed	 to	 return	 from	 an	 operation,	 its	 crew,	 unlike	 the

normal	 RAF	 aircrews,	 could	 not	 be	 replaced.	 Consequently,	 as	 the	 number	 of	 aircrews

diminished,	the	ground	crews,	whose	numbers	remained	more	or	less	at	full	establishment, 

had	 fewer	 and	 fewer	 aircraft	 to	 maintain,	 so	 each	 precious	 bomber	 was	 meticulously

repaired;	 inspected	 and	 tested	 to	 a	 far	 higher	 standard	 than	 possible	 on	 other	 RAF

squadrons	of	Bomber	Command.	During	my	time	as	Station	Commander	at	Hemswell	and

Ingham,	I	never	became	hardened	to	the	sight	of	a	Polish	ground	crew	standing	around	an

empty	oil-stained	dispersal	waiting	for	a	long-overdue	Wellington	that	would	never	return. 

‘After	the	evening	meal	with	traditionally	a	fried	egg	for	those	flying,	the	aircrews	went

to	 the	 special	 hut	 where	 WAAFs	 maintained	 and	 issued	 the	 vital	 parachutes.	 Originally, 

these	were	of	silk	but	American	nylon	‘chutes	were	beginning	to	appear. 

‘Parachutes	 -	 ‘brollies’	 -	 came	 in	 two	 distinct	 types:	 pilot	 and	 observer.	 The	 pilot’s

consisted	of	a	full	harness	with	quick	‘turn	and	strike’	release,	with	the	pack	containing	the

parachute	permanently	attached	behind	him.	This	slab	of	compressed	silk	or	nylon	exactly

fitted	 into	 the	 aircraft’s	 seat	 and	 formed	 an	 exceedingly	 hard	 and	 unyielding	 ‘cushion’. 

The	remainder	of	the	crew	used	the	‘observer’	type:	the	actual	parachute	was	separate	and

had	to	be	clipped	on	to	a	pair	of	snap	hooks	on	the	airman’s	harness	on	his	chest.	When

flying,	 the	 packs	 were	 stowed	 as	 near	 as	 possible	 to	 the	 user’s	 crew	 position.	 Wise

aircrews	assiduously	practised	abandoning	their	stations	and	clipping	on	their	parachutes

in	 darkened	 aircraft.	 Personally,	 despite	 its	 hardness,	 I	 much	 preferred	 the	 permanent

pilot’s	type:	where	you	went	it	went	too.	The	NCOs	issuing	‘chutes	had	a	black	sense	of

humour,	often	quoting	the	old	joke:	‘If	it	doesn’t	work,	Sit,	bring	it	back	and	we’ll	change

it.’

‘The	parachute-packers	had	a	steady	source	of	income:	the	observer	‘chutes	had	three

handles:	two	were	for	carrying	it;	the	third,	a	metal	one,	opened	the	‘chute.	Pick	it	up	by

the	 wrong	 one	 and	 the	 hut	 became	 full	 of	 billowing	 silk:	 penalty	 ten	 shillings	 (50p)	 -	 a

day’s	pay	in	those	days. 

‘After	the	parachutes	had	been	drawn,	next	came	the	wardrobe	huts	where	the	lockers

for	 the	 flying	 clothing	 were	 kept:	 thick	 woollen	 ‘polo-necked	 sweaters	 and	 service-issue

battledress.	All	aircrews	carried	a	whistle	attached	to	their	battledress	collars;	it	became	an

unofficial	aircrew	badge,	though	the	real	object	was	to	enable	men	from	ditched	aircraft	to

keep	 together	 in	 the	 dark.	 Next	 came	 long	 woollen	 socks	 and	 beautiful	 soft	 sheepskin

flying	boots.	(RAF	boots	were	much	sought	after	by	the	Americans	as	ours,	unlike	theirs, 

did	 not	 come	 off	 if	 one	 had	 to	 bail	 out	 -	 an	 important	 consideration	 during	 the	 winter

months.)	 Then	 one	 of	 those	 superb	 Irving	 sheepskin	 jackets	 and	 silk	 inner	 gloves	 for

leather	 gauntlets,	 Finally,	 a	 leather	 flying	 helmet	 which	 had	 the	 intercom	 earphones

attached	and	an	oxygen	mask	which	also	contained	the	intercom	microphone.	Most	pilots

also	had	a	pair	of	goggles	strapped	to	their	helmets	in	case	the	windscreen	was	shot	out; 

having	a	pair	of	goggles	could	then	mean	the	difference	between	getting	home	or	not. 

‘It	was	a	universal	practice	throughout	Bomber	Command	that	all	operational	aircrews

should	 be	 in	 their	 aircraft	 a	 minimum	 of	 an	 hour	 before	 engine	 start-up	 time.	 In	 many

ways	this	was	the	worst	moment	of	any	raid:	everyone	was	keyed	up,	many	-	most	if	the

truth	 be	 told	 -	 were	 frightened.	 Losses	 were	 creeping	 steadily	 upwards	 and	 we	 all	 knew

only	too	well	that	the	odds	were	that	not	all	the	aircraft	that	left	Hemswell	for	a	German

target	would	be	returning.	Yet	I	can	honestly	say	that,	at	that	very	moment,	as	we	gathered

round	our	black-painted	bombers,	the	one	thing	that	we	all	dreaded	was	the	sight	of	one	of

the	 station	 cars	 driving	 round	 the	 perimeter	 track	 carrying	 a	 blackboard	 with	 the	 single

word	‘Scrubbed’	on	it.	This	had	happened	at	Hemswell	two	days	before	the	Hamburg	raid:

it	was	a	colossal	let	down.	I	cannot	explain	why	this	should	be	so	but	it	was	a	universal

feeling. 

‘As	 we	 drove	 along	 the	 perimeter	 track	 in	 the	 crew	 bus,	 we	 passed	 other	 Wellingtons

with	 aircrews	 standing	 round	 as	 if	 reluctant	 to	 leave	 the	 summer	 evening	 and	 board	 the

machines.	Then	there,	sitting	on	its	concrete	dispersal	stood	my	borrowed	Wimpy.	It	was

like	all	RAF	night-bombers,	mostly	painted	a	sinister	matt	black;	only	the	upper	surface	of

the	wings	and	fuselage	were	camouflaged.	The	markings	of	305	Squadron	were	in	large, 

dull	 red	 letters.	 SML,	 the	 roundel	 between	 the	 unit	 code.	 SM	 and	 the	 individual

identification	letter	had	only	a	thin	ring	of	white.	‘J-Jig’	was	a	Wellington	X,	powered	by

two	1,675	hp	Bristol	Hercules	air-cooled	radials.	Wellingtons	sat	very	close	to	the	ground

on	a	tail-wheel	undercarriage;	the	crew	entered	by	a	short	ladder	through	an	opening	in	the

fuselage	floor	which	was	the	pilot’s	and	bomb	aimer’s	escape	hatch.	All	the	captain	had	to

do	was	climb	the	ladder	and	step	straight	into	the	one	and	only	pilot’s	seat	which	was	on

the	 port	 or	 left-hand	 side	 of	 the	 aircraft.	 Other	 members	 of	 the	 crew	 followed;	 the	 air-

bomber	 crawled	 forward	 into	 his	 cramped	 position	 below	 the	 front	 turret,	 which	 he	 also

manned.	Behind	the	pilot	was	a	thin	plywood	partition	with	a	flimsy	door	to	the	left	which

led	 into	 the	 fuselage	 and	 the	 navigator’s	 and	 wireless	 operator’s	 positions.	 A	 narrow

catwalk	led	to	the	rear	turret. 

‘The	whole	of	the	interior	of	the	aircraft	was	crammed	full	of	equipment;	the	geodetic

structure	was	unadorned	 and	had	seemingly	 miles	of	electrical	 cables,	control-wire	runs, 

fuel	and	hydraulic	lines,	oxygen	cylinders,	switches	and	junction	boxes	clamped	to	it.	The

inside	 fabric	 of	 the	 aircraft’s	 covering	 behind	 the	 geodetics	 was	 streaked	 with	 red-oxide

primer.	 The	 whole	 aircraft	 reeked	 of	 the	 sickly	 sweet	 smell	 of	 high-octane	 petrol	 laced

with	 dope,	 oil	 and	 hydraulic	 fluid.	 It	 was	 an	 unforgettable	 aroma	 which	 was	 unique	 to

British	aircraft;	American	and	German	machines	smelt	differently. 

‘The	pilot	of	a	Wimpy	sat	in	solitary	state:	there	was	only	a	single	set	of	controls	and	no

second	pilot	was	normally	carried	on	operations.	The	radio	operator	was	behind	the	pilot’s

bulkhead	and	the	bomb-aimer	somewhere	beneath	the	floor	under	the	rudder	pedals	when

he	was	lying	down	to	aim	the	bombs. 

‘On	that	quiet	summer	evening	of	24	July	1943	I	settled	into	the	pilot’s	seat	of	‘J-Jig’. 

The	navigator,	Stencel,	came	forward	and	helped	me	strap	in.	The	wireless	operator	had

just	switched	on	the	aircraft’s	inverters	and	the	system	came	alive,	with	a	background	of

hash	from	the	DC	generators.	The	navigator	had	plugged	in	his	intercom.	I	handed	him	the

Wellington’s	check-list	and	then	we	ran	through	the	series	of	pre-engine	start-up	checks, 

Stencel	reading	the	settings	and	I	repeating	‘On’,	‘Off’,	or	whatever	was	appropriate.	The

air-gunners	 would	 at	 this	 time	 be	 checking	 their	 guns	 though	 the	 .turrets	 could	 not	 be

rotated	until	the	engines	had	started	and	pressurised	the	hydraulic	system.	The	.aircraft	had

been	bombed-up;	for	the	Hamburg	raid	we	carried	thirty-two	30lb	incendiary	bombs	and

450	41lb	incendiaries	in	containers,	plus	the	bundles	of	‘Window’	-	2,760	lb	in	all	which, 

though	 filling	 the	 bomb	 bay	 was	 about	 half	 the	 total	 weight	 of	 bombs	 a	 Wellington	 X

could	carry.	With	such	a	comparatively	light	load,	we	were	fuelled	to	maximum	capacity:

760	Imperial	gallons	and	an	AUW	(all	up	weight)	of	around	36,500lb. 

‘The	hour	in	the	aircraft	before	take-off	was	far	longer	than	strictly	necessary	to	check

out	the	equipment.	I,	like	all	operational	bomber	pilots,	as	I	have	mentioned,	had	checked

the	 Wimpy	 during	 the	 early	 afternoon:	 if	 any	 repairs	 or	 replacements	 had	 been	 fitted,	 a

short	air	test	would	have	been	flown.	However,	whether	a	test-flight	had	been	made	or	not, 

it	 was	 the	 duty	 of	 the	 captain	 to	 inspect	 his	 aircraft	 and	 in	 consultation	 with	 the	 flight

sergeant	in	charge	of	the	ground	crew,	to	satisfy	himself	that	it	was	airworthy.	He	would

then	be	required	to	sign	the	RAF	Form	700;	from	that	moment	he	assumed	responsibility

for	 the	 machine,	 be	 it	 a	 training	 biplane	 or	 a	 four-engined	 bomber.	 As	 I	 have	 already

indicated,	 with	 the	 Polish	 ground	 crews	 one	 had	 no	 qualms	 as	 to	 the	 condition	 of	 the

aircraft	or	engines.	(To	be	fair,	all	RAF	ground	crews	were	very	possessive	about	‘their’

aircraft:	the	Poles	simply	had	a	larger	number	of	men	available.)

‘Long	 before	 the	 time	 to	 start	 engines,	 we	 had	 tested	 all	 ‘J-Jig’s	 equipment	 that	 we

could.	 By	 1943	 the	 earlier	 procedure	 of	 air-testing	 the	 radios	 had	 been	 discontinued:	 the

Germans	 were	 known	 to	 be	 adept	 at	 listening	 on	 the	 frequencies	 used	 by	 Bomber

Command	and	any	extensive	testing	gave	them	a	very	good	idea	of	the	size	and	timing	of

that	night’s	raid.	(This	did	not	apply	to	VHF	sets.	‘Gee’,	or	to	‘H2S’,	since	their	range	was

limited.)	The	official	object	of	the	hour’s	testing	was,	of	course,	to	enable	any	last	minute

snags	to	be	rectified. 

‘As	I	sat	in	my	cockpit,	I	could	see	small	vans	rushing	specialists	to	other	aircraft:	one

luckless	 gunner	 in	 a	 nearby	 dispersal	 had	 forgotten	 his	 gunmounting	 pins.	 As.	 service

vehicles	drove	round	the	perimeter	track;	they	were	followed	anxiously	by	the	eyes	of	all

the	 waiting	 aircrews,	 in	 case	 one	 of	 them	 was	 displaying	 the	 dreaded	 ‘Scrubbed’	 board:

but	this	evening	none	was. 

‘That	pre-engine	start-up	hour	seemed	-	unless	the	aircraft	was	in	trouble	-	an	eternity. 

Everyone	 checked	 and	 re-checked	 his	 equipment:	 the	 parachute	 stowage,	 the	 harness, 

escape	aids,	silk	maps	and	small	compasses,	emergency	rations:	was	the	‘Mae	West’	life-

jacket	serviceable?	I	usually	ran	over	the	courses,	heights	and	timings	of	the	entire	sortie.	I

was	 always	 aware	 that	 my	 navigator	 could	 be	 injured	 or	 killed	 by	 flak	 or	 a	 fighter	 so	 I

always	carried	a	simple	Perspex-covered	map	with	the	courses	on	it:	a	legacy	of	my	days

as	 a	 single-seater	 fighter	 pilot.	 I	 also,	 against	 official	 rules,	 kept	 a	 record	 of	 each	 of	 my

bombing	sorties. 

‘When	 I	 flew	 with	 Polish	 crews	 they	 were	 subdued	 on	 the	 intercom	 and	 purely	 for

operational	 safety,	 I	 insisted	 that	 they	 speak	 only	 English;	 I	 did	 not	 want	 the	 gunner

shouting	 ‘enemy	 fighter	 attacking	 abeam	 port	 in	 Polish.	 The	 crew	 of	 ‘J-Jig’	 had	 flown

together	on	many	more	sorties	than	I	had:	this	Hamburg	operation	was	only	my	fourth. 

‘As	a	general	rule,	RAF	bomber	crews	kept	together	from	their	formation	at	OTU	and

were,	irrespective	of	individual	rank,	very	much	a	team,	on	and	off	the	base.	A	stranger, 

even	from	within	the	squadron,	was	regarded	as	a	dangerous	portent	among	the	average, 

very	 superstitious,	 aircrew:	 So	 much	 depended	 on	 luck	 and	 privately,	 most	 carried	 some

talisman.	 There	 were	 other	 conventions:	 it	 was,	 for	 example,	 considered	 to	 be	 very

unlucky	to	drink	the	hot	coffee	all	aircraft	carried	in	Thermos	flasks	until	well	clear	of	the

enemy	coast	on	the	return	trip. 

‘My	 lack	 of	 operational	 Wellington	 experience	 was,	 to	 some	 extent,	 balanced	 by	 the

fact	 that	 I	 was	 the	 Station	 Commander	 of	 -	 to	 them	 -	 exalted	 rank	 and	 venerable	 age.	 It

was	flattering	that	they	had	been	chosen	as	the	‘old	man’s’	crew;	obviously,	I	would	have

made	discreet	enquiries	as	to	the	ability	and	experience	of	the	crew	I	flew	with;	To	most	of

these	 Polish	 airmen,	 the	 Spitfire	 was	 held	 in	 some	 reverence;	 the	 fact	 that	 I	 had	 flown

them	 from	 their	 introduction,	 gave	 me	 a	 spurious	 stature.	 Still,	 for	 all	 that,	 there	 were

reservations;	I	could	turn	out	to	be	that	most	dreaded	of	men:	a	‘Jonah’	-	a	bringer	of	bad

luck. 

‘It	was	getting	near	to	engine	start-up	time.	I	kept	looking	at	my	‘issue’	Omega	watch, 

checking	for	the	umpteenth	time	that	it	agreed	with	the	one	on	the	instrument	panel.	The

minutes	 slowly	 ticked	 by.	 The	 sun	 had	 set,	 though,	 in	 wartime	 with	 Double	 British

Summer	Time	(DBST),	it	was	light	until	very	late.	I	went	through	the	preliminary	checks:

‘Main	fuel	tank	cocks:	‘On’. 

‘Nacelle	tank	cocks:	‘On’. 

‘Suction	balance	cocks:	‘Off’. 

‘Master	switch:	‘On’. 

‘Take-off	 for	 my	 aircraft	 was	 2228;	 engine	 start-up	 thirteen	 minutes	 before	 that,	 at

2215.	 Another	 five	 minutes.	 The	 ground	 crew	 had	 removed	 the	 cover	 from	 the	 airspeed

Pitot	 tube	 and	 had	 held	 it,	 with	 its	 long	 red	 streamers,	 up	 to	 me:	 The	 ‘trolley	 ack’,	 the

portable	petrol	generator	and	battery	trolley	which	supplied	24-volt	power	to	ease	the	load

On	 the	 aircraft’s	 internal	 supply,	 had	 been	 plugged	 in.	 Somewhere	 in	 the	 distance	 a

Hercules	engine	coughed	and	fired:	then	another.	I	looked	at	my	watch:	a	minute	or	two

early,	but	near	enough.	I	opened	my	side	window	and	called	to	the	NCO	in	charge:	‘Start

up	two.’	An	airman	stood	by	the	starboard	engine	with	a	large	fire	extinguisher.	I	shouted

‘Switches	off.’	The	ground	crew	turned	the	propellers	manually	two	revolutions	and	then

they	primed	the	engines.	I	turned	the	‘Ground/Flight’	switch	to	‘Ground’,	opened	the	twin

throttles	 half	 an	 inch,	 switched	 the	 electrical	 propeller	 control	 to	 ‘Automatic’,	 mixture

control	 to	 ‘Idle	 cut-off’;	 superchargers	 in	 ‘M’	 gear;	 cowl	 flaps	 fully	 open;	 fuel	 booster

pump	on;	No.	2	(starboard)	engine	magnetos	‘On’;	ignition	booster	coil	‘On’.	I	signalled

‘start-up’	to	the	ground	crew	by	rotating	my	hand:	an	airman	responded	with	a	‘thumbs-

up’	 and	 then	 I	 pressed	 the	 No.	 2	 starter	 button.	 The	 starboard	 propeller	 slowly	 turned;	 a

cylinder	fired	and	then	another;	two	more,	then	the	propeller	speeded	up	and	I	released	the

starter.	 A	 cloud	 of	 dense	 light-grey	 smoke	 gushed;	 from	 the	 exhaust	 stack	 and	 swirled

away	on	the	gathering	slipstream.	The	starboard	Hercules	VI	picked	up	and	began	to	run

on	all	fourteen	cylinders	smoothly,	the	oil	pressure	rising	as	the	Wimpy	shuddered	slightly

with	an	occasional	misfire	from	the	stone-cold	cylinders. 

‘As	soon	as	the	engine	picked	up	I	moved	the	idle	cut-off	to	‘Auto	Rich’	and	checked

that	 the	 oil	 pressure	 was	 normal.	 I	 then	 gently	 eased	 the	 starboard	 throttle	 for	 an	 engine

idle	speed	of	1,000	rpm	to	warm	it	up.	The	port	engine	started	as	easily	as	the	starboard. 

After	 both	 engines	 had	 warmed	 up	 and	 the	 magneto,	 power	 and	 propeller	 checks	 had

proved	satisfactory,	I	ran	through	the	taxi	checks;	which	were:

‘Brakes:	air	pressure	100lb	per	square	inch,	minimum. 

‘All	hatches	closed	and	secure. 

‘Pitot	head	heater:	‘On’. 

‘All	OK. 

‘I	 waved	 away	 the	 chocks	 and	 acknowledged	 the	 very	 correct	 salute	 the	 Polish	 flight

sergeant	gave	me	as	I	eased	‘J-Jig’	out	from	the	dispersal	pan	on	to	the	narrow	perimeter

track.	My	part	in	operation	‘Gomorrah’	had	begun:	it	was	exactly	2246,	24	July	1943. 

‘At	the	time	of	the	Hamburg	raid,	Hemswell	was	still	a	grass	airfield;	only	the	perimeter

track	and	the	dispersals	were	concrete.	Concrete	runways	were	planned	but	had	yet	to	be

constructed.	The	one	advantage	of	grass	runways	was	that	they	were	always	directly	into

wind,	 being	 indicated,	 as	 that	 night,	 by	 a	 long	 double	 row	 of	 portable	 ‘goose-neck’

paraffin	 flares	 which	 were	 clearly	 visible	 in	 the	 gathering	 dusk.	 By	 now,	 all	 the	 aircraft

taxiing	round	the	perimeter	track	from	the	distant	dispersal	had	their	navigation	lights	on. 

‘The	 Wellington,	 like	 all	 tail-wheel	 aircraft,	 was	 not	 particularly	 easy	 to	 taxi.	 It	 had

brakes	operated	by	a	lever	on	the	spectacle	control	column:	by	applying	the	lever	with	left

or	 right	 rudder,	 the	 aircraft	 turned	 left	 or	 right:	 with	 the	 rudder	 bar	 central	 .both	 wheels

were	 braked	 and	 the	 bomber	 stopped,	 However,	 one	 could	 easily	 overheat	 the	 brakes	 or

use	up	air	pressure	at	a	rate	which	the	pumps	on	the	idling	engines	could	not	cope	with. 

Also	the	Wellington’s	wheels	were	only	just	ahead	of	the	aircraft’s	centre	of	gravity	and

too	harsh	an	application	of	full	brake	could	lift	the	tail-wheel	clear	of	the’	ground,	with	the

danger	of	breaking	the	axle	as	the	aircraft	crashed	down.	When	taxi-ing,	the	use	of	port	or

starboard	throttle	helped	to	turn	the	aircraft,	but	one	had	to	be	careful;	too	enthusiastic	use

of	differential	engine	power	could	quickly	build	up	speed	and	then	one	began	to	overtake

the	bomber	in	front.	The	view	from	the	flight	deck	was	not	all	that	good:	Wellingtons	had

a	long	nose	and	with	the	tail	on	the	ground	the	view	ahead	tended	to	be	10/10ths	front	gun

turret. 

‘The	 bomber	 in	 front	 turned	 off	 the	 perimeter	 track	 on	 to	 the	 grass	 runway	 threshold, 

indicated	by	the	black-and-white	chequer	board	pattern	caravan	from	which	the	controller

would	send	each	bomber	on	its	wav	with	a	steady	green	from	his	Aldis	light	as	soon	as	the

preceding	 aircraft	 was	 safely	 airborne.	 (The	 interval	 between	 each	 take-off	 was	 thirty. 

seconds.)	 Standing	 by	 the	 caravan	 there	 was	 always	 a	 small	 group	 of	 station	 personnel:

WAAFs	 who	 probably	 had	 boyfriends	 among	 the	 departing	 aircrew,	 ground	 staff:	 admin

wallahs;	 pilots	 and	 crews	 not	 flying	 that	 night	 -	 whatever	 the	 hour	 or	 the	 weather,	 there

was	always	someone	to	wave	you	off. 

‘I	turned	‘J-Jig’	with	the	brakes	and	a	burst	of	power	from	the	starboard	engine,	off	the

smooth	 perimeter	 track	 and	 on	 to	 Hemswell’s	 undulating	 turf;	 the	 heavily	 laden	 bomber

lurched	and	rolled	on	the	grass,	slowly	bouncing	on	the	oleos	as	I	lined	her	up.	A	green	for

the	Wimpy	ahead;	as	the	pilot	opened	up	to	full	take-off	power,	my	kite	shuddered	in	the

slipstream.	 I	 could	 see	 the	 blue	 flames	 from	 his	 exhausts	 as	 he	 accelerated	 slowly	 down

the	runway.	I	tested	the	controls	for	‘full,	free	and	correct	movement’	and	called	over	the

intercom	to	each	crew	member:

‘OK,	Nav?’

‘OK,	Sir.’

‘Bombs?’

‘OK,	Skipper.’

‘Sparks?’

‘Yes;	Sir.’

‘Rear-gunner?’

‘All	OK,	Sir.’

‘The	take-off	checks	were	remembered	by	the	letters	‘TMPFF’:

‘T	Trim.	All	set	to	neutral, 

‘M	Mixture:	Normal. 

‘P	Propellers:	Set	to	Auto. 

‘F	Fuel:	Contents;	Fuel	pressure	light	off. 

‘Balance	cock	off. 

‘Superchargers:	Medium	gear. 

‘Carburettors:	Cold	air	selected. 

‘F	Flaps:	20°	for	take-Off:	set	and	indicating. 

‘Finally	the	auto-pilot	check:

‘Cock	out;	clutch	in. 

‘Engine	cowl	gills:	one-third	open. 

‘I	checked	the	engine	temperatures	and	pressures,	re-checked	my	harness	and	hand	on

the	throttles,	waited	for	the	green.	There	it	was.	I	opened	the	throttles	wide	with	the	boost

and	 rev	 counters	 indicating	 take-off	 power:	 2,800	 rpm	 plus	 8¼lb	 of	 boost:	 Brakes	 off, 

stick	back	and	a	boot	full	of	left	rudder	to	compensate	for	the	Wimpy’s	tendency	to	swing

right	until	the	rudder	began	to	be	effective	when	the	airspeed	picked	up.	The	twin	rows	of

flickering	 yellow	 runway	 flares	 began	 to	 pass;	 the	 noise	 of	 the	 two	 1,640	 hp	 Hercules

engines	was,	even	through	my	helmet	and	earphones,	impressive;	they	were	beating	in	and

out	of	synchronisation,	faster	and	faster.	The	rudder	was	soon	biting	and	I	could	keep	her

on	the	centre	of	the	flare	path	without	using	the	brakes;	Ease	the	column	forward	and	the

tail	came	up.	Forward	visibility	was	better	now	and	I	could	see	the	end	of	the	runway,	or

rather	 where	 the	 ‘goose-necks’	 ended.	 The	 Wimpy	 was	 bouncing	 on	 the	 uneven	 grass

field,	the	blind	flying	panel,	which	was	sprung,	dancing	up	and	down	as	I	glanced	at	the

ASI:	 70	 mph,	 speed	 building;	 temperature	 and	 pressures	 OK.	 80	 mph,	 the	 flares	 were

flashing	 past	 now:	 gentle	 backward	 pressure	 on	 the	 stick;	 the	 movement	 changed;	 the

rough	 bouncing	 became	 a	 slow,	 lazy	 up-and-down	 as	 the	 weight	 of	 the	 bomber	 was

transferred	from	the	wheels	to	the	wings.	85	mph,	lift-off	speed:	the	bumping	stopped;	a

last	 gentle	 contact	 with	 the	 ground	 and	 we	 were	 airborne.	 The	 last	 of	 the	 flare	 path

disappeared	and	‘J-Jig’	slowly	climbed	away.	I	held	her	down	to	achieve	safety	speed:	115

mph,	 the	 speed	 at	 which	 I	 should	 -	 according	 to	 the	 book	 -	 be	 able	 to	 cope	 with	 that

nightmare	of	all	pilots:	engine	failure	on	take-off.	‘Undercarriage	up’	selected	and	the	two

green	 lights	 went	 out	 as	 the	 wheels	 came	 up	 and	 locked	 with	 two	 reassuring	 ‘clonks’, 

which	 one	 could	 distinctly	 feel.	 600	 feet:	 ‘Flaps	 up’	 and	 I	 reduced	 power	 for	 a	 steady

climb:	 130	 mph,	 2,400	 rpm	 plus	 6.	 At	 800	 feet	 I	 turned	 gently	 to	 starboard;	 the	 Wimpy

lurched	as	I	hit	the	slipstream	of	the	aircraft	that	had	taken	off	before	me	-.	I	could	see	his

nav	lights	ahead	and	slightly	above,	though	at	a	safe	distance. 

‘There	was	still	a	trace	of	the	dying	day	to	the	west	and	I	could	just	make	out	the	faint

silhouette	 of	 another	 Wellington,	 As	 I	 flew	 downwind	 of	 the	 airfield,	 the	 light	 was

winking	out	Hemswell’s	ident’	letters,	‘HL’,	in	Morse:	it	would	be	some	six	hours	.before

I	saw	it	again,	I	honestly	didn’t	doubt	I	would	see	it;	the	‘it’	can’t	happen	to	me’	syndrome

was	 strong	 in	 us	 all	 until	 proved	 wrong,	 by	 which	 time	 it	 didn’t	 matter.	 The	 aircraft

continued	 to	 climb;	 at	 1,000	 feet	 I	 changed	 the	 altimeter	 from	 QFE	 to	 QNH101	 and reduced	 the	 boost	 to	 continuous	 weak	 mixture	 climb	 power:	 2,400	 rpm	 plus	 2, 

synchronised	the	engines	and	switched	off	the	navigation	lights. 

‘I	 had	 the	 courses	 on	 my	 map	 but	 Stencel	 came	 on	 the	 intercom	 with	 the	 first	 course

from	Hemswell	to	Mablethorpe:	110°	magnetic.	I	turned	the	verge	ring	of	the	P4	compass:

all	I	had	to	do	now	was	to	keep	the	luminous	needle	within	the	compass’s	grid-wires.	The

gyroscopic	 direction	 indicator	 (DI)	 was	 officially	 supposed	 to	 be	 set	 to	 the	 magnetic

course	(110°)	but	I,	in	common	with	many	bomber	pilots;	preferred	to	set	it	to	0°,	it	being

easier	to	remember	0°	than	any	particular	magnetic	course;	when	the	aircraft	was	turned

on	 a	 new	 heading,	 the	 DI	 would	 be	 reset	 to	 0°	 again	 once	 the	 magnetic	 compass	 had

settled	down. 

‘Whatever	 setting	 was	 used,	 the	 DI	 had	 to	 be	 checked	 against	 the	 compass	 every	 ten

minutes,	 owing	 to	 gyro	 precession.	 There	 was	 no	 horizon	 to	 the	 east,	 so	 I	 flew	 on	 the

blind-flying	 artificial	 horizon,	 dividing	 my	 attention	 between	 it	 and	 the	 rate-of-climb

instrument	 to	 its	 right:	 1,000	 feet	 per	 minute.	 A	 glance	 at	 the	 ‘turn	 and	 slip’	 indicator

below	it	showed	both	needles	centred;	the	DI	was	at	0°	and	the	slowly	moving	needles	of

the	 altimeter	 indicated	 3,500	 feet;	 airspeed	 was	 150	 mph.	 Then	 back	 to	 the	 artificial

horizon,	 the	 moving	 bar	 a	 little	 below	 the	 centre	 line	 which	 represented	 the	 aircraft’s

wings.	Then	a	quick	glance	at	the	engine	instruments	on	their	separate	panel	to	the	right:

revs	1,800;	boost	plus	6;	temperature	and	pressure	OK.	I	had	opened	the	cowl	gills	after

take-off	and	I	now	carefully	watched	the	vital	cylinder-head	temperatures	which	could	rise

with	alarming	suddenness	if	one	was	careless. 

‘Of	the	country	below	I	saw	little,	but	through	ground	haze	there	was	a	flare	path	visible

to	the	left	-	Binbrook	possibly	-	and	a	few	searchlights	on	the	horizon;	otherwise	nothing.	I

was	acutely	conscious	that	from	invisible	Lincolnshire	airfields	below,	790	other	bombers

were	taking	off	and	flying	the	same	track	as	myself;	all	unseen	to	each	other. 

‘The	navigator	had	a	“Gee’	fix	and	came	on	the	intercom	to	tell	me	when	we	were	over

Mablethorpe	 and	 gave	 me	 the	 new	 course:	 080°	 magnetic	 which	 would	 take	 us	 over	 the

North	Sea:	I	altered	the	compass	and	gently	banked	‘J-Jig’	to	port	and	on	to	the	new	leg:

We	were	still	climbing	steadily:	at	8,600	feet	I	ordered	-	the	crew	to	turn	on	their	oxygen. 

We	would	be	at	our	operational	height	of	18,500	feet	when	we	crossed	the	enemy	coast. 

There	was	some	turbulence	as	we	flew	into	9/10ths	strato-cumulus	cloud	at	around	12,000

feet,	 so	 I	 decided	 to	 engage	 the	 auto-pilot,	 ‘George’,	 as	 it	 was	 known	 in	 the	 RAF,	 to

relieve	me	of	the	considerable	mental	strain	of’	flying	manually	on	instruments.	Once	over

enemy	territory,	I	would	disengage	‘George’	if	bounced	by	a	night-fighter,	an	immediate

evasive	 corkscrew	 would	 be	 essential	 and	 it	 would	 take	 vital	 seconds	 to	 disengage	 auto

and	regain	control	of	the	aircraft	later. 

‘The	 Hercules	 VI	 engines	 which	 powered	 the	 Mk	 X	 Wellington	 were	 particularly

smooth	running	units.	Two	of	the	Polish	squadrons	at	Hemswell,	Nos.	300	and	301,	were

still	 flying	 ‘the	 earlier	 Mk	 IV	 Wimpys;	 these	 aircraft	 were	 powered	 by	 two	 1,200	 hp	 R-

1830	Pratt	&	Whitney	Twin	Wasps,	these	American	engines	were	very	reliable	(they	also

powered	the	immortal	C-47	Dakota)	but	they	did	not	run	as	smoothly	as	the	sleeve-valve

Bristol	Hercules.	Although	the	engines	ran	like	sewing-machines,	the	noise	in	the	cockpit

was	very	high,	most	of	it	coming	not	from	the	engines	but	from	the	propellers,	which	were

exactly	in	line	with	the	pilot’s	head,	with	the-tips,	if	I	remember	correctly,	only	a	foot	from

the	cockpit	sides.	I	suppose	the	chance	of	a	blade	detaching	was	a	fairly	remote	possibility, 

but	it	did	occupy	at	least	one	Wimpy	pilot’s	thoughts.	A	runaway	prop	due	to	the	failure	of

the	 pitch	 mechanism	 would	 have	 been	 terrifying	 on	 a	 Wellington	 -	 ice	 thrown	 from	 the

blades	 was	 bad	 enough.	 The	 constant	 noise	 from	 the	 props,	 which	 had	 only	 a	 few

thousandths	of	an	inch	of	doped	fabric	to	deaden	it,	caused	a	peculiar	form	of	permanent

deafness	 at	 the	 frequency	 of	 the	 propeller/engine	 noise	 to	 many	 ex-bomber	 pilots, 

including	myself. 

‘The	geodetic	structure	of	the	Wellington,	though	only	fabric-covered,	was	nevertheless

immensely	strong:	many	Wimpys	had	returned	from	raids	with	large	areas	of	fabric	burnt

away:	 some	 even	 with	 sections	 of	 the	 underlying	 structure	 blown	 apart.	 Yet,	 despite	 its

strength,	 the	 Wellington’s	 geodetics	 caused	 it	 to	 display	 certain	 odd	 characteristics.	 The

fuselage	for	example,	was	very	flexible,	constantly	twisting	slightly	in	flight	particularly

in	turbulent	air.	This	movement	was	apparent	to	the	pilot	because	it	effectively	lengthened

or	shortened	the	flying	control	runs,	which	in	turn	caused	the	control	wheel	and	column	to

be	 in	 constant	 movement.	 It	 wasn’t	 unpleasant;	 indeed,	 it	 conveyed	 a	 feeling	 that	 the

aircraft	was	a	living	thing;	rather	like	a	willing	horse	eager	to	respond	to	its	rider.	When

the	bomber	was	on	‘George’	one	could	watch	the	slight	movement	of	the	controls	as	the

structure	endlessly	flexed.	The	other	curious	effect	of	the	geodetics	was	apparent	.on	the

upper	surface	of	the	wings;	the	lift	produced	caused	the	fabric	covering	to	pull	slightly	up

from	the	diamondshaped	structure,	producing	a	definite	quilted	pattern	which	was	clearly

visible	 in	 daylight	 or	 even	 moonlight	 from	 the	 astrodome	 as	 was	 the	 constant	 flexing	 of

the	long-span	wings. 

‘An	 hour	 and	 a	 half	 from	 take-off	 we	 were	 high	 over	 the	 North	 Sea,	 still	 climbing

slowly	 in	 thick	 cloud.	 Usually	 at	 this	 point	 the	 gunners	 asked	 permission	 to	 fire	 a	 short

test-burst	 or	 two,	 but	 because	 of	 the	 very	 large	 number	 of	 aircraft	 above	 and	 below	 and

clouds,	‘which	prevented	any	possibility	of	sighting	other	machines.	I	decided	not	to	risk

hitting	a	friendly	aircraft.	Although	I	could	not	see	any	other	bombers,	I	knew	they	were

there,	‘J-Jig’	was	fitted	with	tail-warning	radar,	code-named	‘Monica’,	which	indicated	the

presence	 of	 a	 night-fighter,	 by	 a	 series	 of	 ‘pips’	 in	 the	 pilot’s	 earphones;	 as	 the	 fighter

closed	with	the	bomber;	the	pips	increased	in	frequency.	In	practice,	‘Monica’	also	pipped

when	it	detected	other	bombers	in	the	stream;	these	false	alarms	became	a	bore,	worrying

the	crew	unnecessarily.	I,	for	one,	switched	‘Monica’	off	most	of	the	time.	Although	I	did

not	know	it	then,	I	was,	perhaps,	fortunate	in	this	for,	at	that	time	unknown	to	the	RAF; 

the	German	night-fighters	had	a	receiver,	‘Flensburg’;	which	could	home	in	on	‘Monica’

turning	that	defensive	unit	into	a	dangerous	beacon,	beckoning-a	fighter	on	to	the	aircraft

carrying	it.	When	a	captured	Ju	88	fitted	with	‘Flensburg’	was	examined	at	Farnborough, 

‘Monica’	that	two-faced	siren,	was	immediately	withdrawn. 

‘About	half-way	across	the	North	Sea	Stencel	came	into	the	cockpit	and	standing	at	my

side	 plugged	 into	 the	 intercom.	 Then,	 pointing	 to	 his	 plotting	 chart;	 he	 said	 we	 were

coming	to	the	point	where	the	bomber	stream	changed	course;	this	turning-point	was	to	be

pinpointed	 by	 Pathfinder	 sky-markers.	 The	 bomb-aimer	 in	 the	 front	 turret,	 the	 navigator

and	I	peered	into	the	night	looking	for	the	flares.	‘There	they	are,	Skipper,	eleven	o’clock!’

It	was	the	front-gunner,	who	had	spotted	the	faint	yellow	glow	ten	degrees	to	port.	I	could

just	make	them	out	myself	a	minute	or	two	later	and	altered	course	towards	them;	as	we

approached,	 a	 Pathfinder	 high	 above	 us	 dropped	 a	 fresh	 batch,	 clearly	 visible	 through	 a

break	 in	 the	 clouds.	 It	 was	 quite	 eerie	 to	 see	 those	 flares	 chopping	 soundlessly,	 as	 if	 on

cue,	in	what	appeared	an	otherwise	empty	sky. 

‘Stencel	 gave	 me	 a	 thumbs-up	 sign	 and	 the	 new	 course,	 117°	 magnetic,	 so	 I

disconnected	 ‘George’,	 reset	 the	 P4	 compass	 and	 gently	 turned	 the	 Wimpy	 on	 course. 

When	she	had	settled	down,	I	re-engaged	the	auto-pilot. 

‘We	 were	 now	 coming	 within	 range	 of	 German	 early-warning	 radar;	 in	 the	 fighter

sector	control	rooms	at	Schleswig-Holstein	controllers	would	he	analysing	the	reports	of

the	numbers	and	track	of	the	incoming	raid.	The	track	‘J-Jig’	and	all	the	other	‘Gomorrah’

aircraft	were	making	good	would,	if	continued,	take	us	to	Kiel:	the	Luftwaffe	controllers

now	had	to	decide	if	that	was	our	intended	target	or	not;	if	it	was,	then	soon	they	would

scramble	their	fighters. 

‘As	we	droned	on,	the	navigator	in	his	curtained	compartment	.was	using	his	‘Gee’	box

every	five	minutes	to	obtain	a	fix	so	that	he	could	assess	the	wind.	Having	done	that,	he

called	me	up	on	the	intercom	to	amend	the	course	slightly:	the	forecast	winds	were	180°

out.	The	radio	operator,	Sergeant	Cander,	was	sitting	in	front	of	his	TR1154/1155	listening

as	 he	 had	 been	 since	 take	 off,	 on	 the	 Group	 frequency	 in	 case	 a	 recall	 signal	 was	 sent. 

‘Sparks’	in	Bomber	Command	rarely	used	their	transmitters;	the	signals	would	have	given, 

the	enemy	our	position.	More	often	they	spent	long	hours	with	nothing	but	the	crashing	of

static	in	their	earphones,	with	perhaps	an	occasional	SOS	from	some	crippled	kite	ditching

in	the’	North	Sea	to	relieve	the	tedium. 

‘Some	bombers	that	night	-	not	ours	-	would	have	been	used	for	Operation	‘Tinsel’.	In

these	aircraft	a	microphone	was	fitted	in	one	of	the	engine	nacelles	and	the	engine	noise

was	 transmitted	 from	 the	 TR1154	 on	 to	 the	 frequency	 of	 the	 nearest	 German	 night-

fighters’	 control	 net,	 jamming	 the	 radio	 instructions	 to	 the	 fighters,	 Later	 ‘Tinsel’	 was

supplemented	by	special	radio	countermeasures	aircraft	-	Defiants	at	first	-	which	carried

powerful	specialised-noise	jamming	transmitters,	known	as	‘Airborne	Cigar’	and	‘Jostle’, 

to	swamp	the	German	fighter	frequencies. 

‘The	 loneliest	 and	 in	 many	 ways,	 the	 most	 dangerous	 crew	 position	 was	 ‘Tail-End

Charlie’,	the-rear-gunner	in	whose	vigilance	the	safety	of	the	aircraft	lay,	The	rear-gunner

in	 a	 Wimpy	 could	 spend	 six	 hours	 or	 so	 strapped	 into	 a	 cold,	 draughty	 and	 constantly

vibrating	 turret,	 endlessly	 quartering	 the	 night	 sky	 on	 the	 alert	 for	 fighters.	 If	 one

appeared,	 he	 had	 only	 seconds	 to	 warn	 the	 pilot,	 sight	 his	 guns	 and	 open	 fire.	 The	 rear-

gunner	 knew	 that	 the	 first	 burst	 of	 fire	 from	 the	 enemy	 would	 more	 likely	 than	 not	 be

directed	 at	 him.	 Rear	 gunners	 had	 the	 highest	 mortality	 rate	 of	 all	 RAF	 aircrew.	 To

complicate;	matters	for	the	gunners	of	Wellingtons,	they	‘had	to	be	certain	that	any	aircraft

opening	fire	on	them	was,	in	fact,	an	enemy	night-fighter.	This	was	because,	by	mid-1943, 

Wimpys	were	only	operating	with	a	small	number	of	squadrons;	most	having	already	been

converted	 to	 Halifaxes	 or	 Lancasters.	 Thus	 the	 Wellingtons	 were	 the	 only	 large	 twin-

engined	 bombers	 still	 in	 service	 and	 Lancaster	 or	 Halifax	 gunners	 briefly	 sighting	 one

could	well	mistake	it	for	a	Ju.88	and	open	fire. 

‘This	had	happened	on	a	number	of	occasions,	though	I	don’t	know	if	any	were	actually

shot	down.	It	certainly	was	likely:	Lancasters	had	been	known	to	open	fire	on	each	other! 

Tense	gunners	who	had	been	peering	into	a	black	night	sky	for	hours	on	end	tended	to	fire

on	the	first	indistinct	silhouette	they	saw. 

‘In	 the	 nose	 of	 the	 Wimpy,	 the	 air	 bomber/front-gunner	 sat	 in	 his	 turret.	 This	 was	 the

coldest	 place	 in	 the	 aircraft:	 the	 full	 force	 of	 the	 slipstream,	 at	 around	 140	 mph,	 blew

through	 the	 gun	 slots	 on	 to	 the	 unfortunate	 occupant.	 He	 was	 most	 unlikely	 to	 fire	 his-

guns	in	anger	except	perhaps	at	searchlights,	for	head-on	attacks	at	night	were	very	rare

indeed,	 being	 as	 dangerous	 for	 the	 attacker	 as	 the	 attacked.	 (Halifaxes	 had	 their	 front-

turrets	 removed	 in	 the	 A&AEE	 ‘clean	 up’	 programme.)	 The	 front-gunner	 on	 the	 other

hand	 was	 often	 able	 to	 spot	 landfalls	 and	 route-marker	 flares	 before	 anyone	 else,	 as	 had

happened	with	us	over	the	North	Sea. 

‘We	flew	on,	each	crew	member	preoccupied	with	his	‘duties,	alone	and	with	his	private

thoughts	 and	 fears.	 I	 sat	 in	 my	 isolated	 cockpit	 monitoring	 ‘George’	 and	 endlessly

scanning	 the	 luminous	 instruments:	 airspeed,	 height,	 rate	 of	 climb,	 cylinder-head

temperature,	 oil	 pressure,	 fuel-tank	 selection,	 engine	 revolutions.	 Keeping	 the	 engines

synchronised	was	also	a	problem:	if	they	got	out	of	synchronisation	the	whole	aircraft	was

subjected	 to	 a	 rhythmic	 shuddering	 and	 appalling	 vibration.	 Anyone	 whose	 sole

experience	of	flying	is	confined	to	holiday	jets	has	simply	no	idea	of	what	it	was	like	to

fly	 in	 a	 wartime	 piston-engined	 bomber:	 the	 numbing	 cold,	 with	 icy	 winds	 seeking	 out

chinks.in	 one’s	 clothing	 (-20°	 on	 the	 Hamburg	 raid);	 the	 shattering	 noise;	 the	 constant

teeth-jarring	 vibration:	 the	 turbulence,	 causing	 the	 whole	 airframe	 to	 flex	 and	 creak:

having	to	wear	an	oxygen	mask	which	made	every	breath	reek	of	wet	rubber:	the	cramp

which	the	tight	harness	made	impossible	to	relieve;	the	isolation	and	the	constant	fear	that

at	 any	 moment	 a	 heavy	 88	 mm	 high-explosive	 shell	 could	 slam	 into	 the	 aircraft,	 or	 a

sudden	burst	of	20mm	cannon	fire	might	ignite	hundreds	of	gallons	of	high-octane	petrol

all	this	on	top	of	the	normal	hazards	of	flying	at	night	with	hundreds	of	other	unlit	aircraft

all	 around	 one.	 No	 wonder	 the	 mandatory	 thirty	 operations	 seemed	 at	 times	 a	 totally

unattainable	goal:	yet	the	young	men,	who	took	off	night	after	night,	with	only	a	one-in-

three	chance	of	completing	their	tour,	were	to	a	man	volunteers. 

‘We	were	now	clear	of	the	clouds	and	at	our	operational	altitude	of	18,506	feet.	I	set	the

throttles	for	economical	cruise:	150mph	indicated	airspeed.	With	the	superchargers	in	‘S’

ratio,	 I	 then	 ‘leaned	 out’	 the	 mixture	 until	 the	 revs	 dropped	 10	 per	 cent	 from	 2,400:	 to

2,160.	 Next,	 slowly	 increasing	 boost	 pressure	 to	 between	 zero	 and	 plus	 2,	 I	 restored	 the

revs	 to	 2,4000,	 taking	 care	 that	 the	 cylinder	 head	 temperatures	 did	 not	 exceed	 the

permitted	maximum	of	270°,	or	the	oil	temperature	80°.	Oil	pressure	was	steady	at	75lb

per	square	inch:	nicely	between	the	maximum	permitted	of	80	and	the	minimum	of	70.	At

these	 settings,	 fuel	 consumption	 was	 about	 86	 gallons	 per	 hour;	 giving	 a	 total	 estimated

fuel	 expenditure	 of	 600	 gallons	 for	 the	 whole	 sortie.	 This	 left	 a	 reserve	 of	 160	 gallons

from	our	uplift	of	760:	enough	for	us	to	divert,	should	Hemswell	be	‘clamped’	on	return

and	 for	 evasive	 manoeuvres	 at	 combat	 power	 should	 we	 be	 attacked	 by	 night	 fighters.	 I

must	 confess	 that	 I	 took	 a	 pride	 in	 using	 the	 engines	 as	 efficiently	 as	 possible;	 my

engineering	experience	gained	in	the	mid-1930s	was	proving	very	useful. 

‘The	 nine-tenths	 strato-cumulus	 was	 now	 behind	 us	 and	 ‘the	 night	 was	 very	 dark.	 We

were	still	over	the	sea,	however;	Stencel	informed	me	that	he	had	an	excellent	‘Gee’	fix, 

which	placed	us	on	track	and	about	twenty	miles	from	the	enemy	coast,	which	we	would

cross	 near	 Ording.	 I	 disengaged	 ‘George’	 and	 retrimmed	 the	 Wimpy;	 from	 now	 on	 until

we	cleared	the	coast	on	the	homeward;	flight;	I	would	fly	‘J-Jig’	manually. 

‘I	could	see	the	stars	in	the	clear	sky	above	framed	by	the	canopy,	Polaris	-	the	North

Star	 -	 appearing	 to	 swing	 gently	 as	 the	 rear-gunner	 rotated	 his	 turret	 which	 acted	 as	 an

auxiliary	rudder.	On	the	horizon	ahead	I	could	now	see	German	searchlights	sweeping	the

eastern	 sky.	 Normally	 the	 blue	 ‘master’	 lights,	 which	 were	 guided	 by	 Wurzburg	 radar, 

pointed	straight	up	until	their	radar	had	acquired	a	target.	Then	they	would	move	directly

onto	the	bomber	to	be	joined	by	the	other,	manually	trained	lights,	to	‘cone’	the	aircraft. 

Usually,	 the	 moment	 this	 happened,	 tiny	 pin-points	 of	 red	 light	 would	 appear	 round	 the

bomber:	flak.	The	unfortunate	bomber	in	the	cone,	which	always,	despite	the	matt-black

night	finish,	appeared,	a	brilliant	white,	would	twist	and	turn	to	escape	the	lights	-	a	very

difficult	thing	to	do	when	the	masters	were	radar-controllable. 

‘On	my	previous	night	raids	I	had	seen	several	aircraft	‘coned’	but	tonight	the	lights	-

even	the	masters	-	were	wavering	all	over	the	sky.	One	bomber	-	a	Lancaster	-	was	caught

high	 above	 us;	 a	 searchlight	 got	 him	 by	 chance	 and	 immediately	 twenty	 or	 so	 others

converged.	I	could	just	make	out	the	fine	white	dot	that	was	the	aircraft	at	the	apex	of	the

beams.	 Red	 dots	 appeared	 all	 around	 as	 the	 flak	 opened	 up,	 but,	 diving	 and	 turning,	 he

escaped.	To	be	coned	was	a	most	unpleasant	experience,	for	suddenly	the	whole	aircraft, 

which,	 except	 for	 the	 dimly	 lit	 instruments	 had	 been	 in	 darkness;	 became	 brilliantly

illuminated,	temporarily	blinding	the	pilot	and	destroying	his	night	vision.	Then	came	the

desperate	twisting	and	turning	to	get	clear,	dangerous	in	a	fully	loaded	bomber:	with	the

ever-present	worry	that	even	if	the	aircraft	was	not	structurally	damaged,	one	might	still

topple	the	vital	gyroscope	in	the	artificial	horizon,	leaving	the	pilot	disorientated. 

‘From	 the	 behaviour	 of	 the	 coastal	 searchlights	 I	 realised	 that	 ‘Window’	 was	 already

proving	 effective.	 We,	 like	 the	 preceding	 aircraft,	 had	 to	 start	 dropping	 the	 ‘Window’

bundles	 as	 we	 crossed	 the	 8°30’	 meridian,	 over	 the	 Heligoland	 Bight.	 The	 navigator

warned	the	wireless	operator	that	this	position	was	coming	up.	Sergeant	Cander	left	his	set

and	clambered	along	the	narrow	catwalk	to	the	flare	chute	which	was	on	the	starboard	side

of	 the	 fuselage,	 just	 aft	 of	 the	 trailing	 edge	 of	 the	 wing.	 Here,	 encumbered	 by	 oxygen

tubes	and	his	intercom	leads,	he	had	to	push	out	a	bundle	every	minute	until	we	re-crossed

the	meridian	-	or	ran	out	of	‘Window’. 

‘As	 we	 crossed	 the	 coast	 -	 Ording	 is	 on	 the	 tip	 of	 a	 peninsula	 I	 could	 not;	 due	 to

summer	rhaze,	make	out	the	coastline;	even	the	searchlights	were	indistinct	on	the	ground

and	 without	 ‘Gee’	 it	 would	 have	 been	 impossible	 to	 pin	 point	 our	 position.	 A	 few

searchlights	 swept	 near	 us	 but	 none	 caught	 our	 aircraft,	 one	 -	 a	 blue	 master	 -	 was	 near

enough	to	light	up	the	port	propeller	and	wing	but	it	wavered,	then	passed.	(There	was	no

point	in	firing	at	the	searchlights	as	we	were	three	and	a	half	miles	above	them	and	they

were	‘well	out	of	range.)	There	was	a	little	flak	to	starboard	but	none	near	as	we	flew	on. 

‘Stencel	 came	 into	 the	 cockpit	 with	 his	 plotting	 chart	 looking	 for	 the	 yellow	 route-

markers	 which	 the	 Pathfinders	 would	 drop	 over	 a	 point	 where	 the	 River	 Eider	 forms	 a

loop	near	the	town	of	Delve:	this	point	had	been	selected	because	the	unmistakable	bend

in	the	river	would	paint	clearly	on	‘H2S’	radar.	Suddenly,	there	they	were	-	dead	ahead	-	a

cluster	 of	 brilliant	 yellow	 flares,	 followed	 by	 another	 group,	 dropped	 from	 a	 Pathfinder

Lancaster	flying	at	22,000	feet.	The	air-bomber,	Sergeant	Stanelwski,	clambered	out	of	his

turret	and	positioned	himself,	kneeling	on	his	cushion	in	front	of	the	stabilised	bomb	sight. 

‘We	flew	on,	as	far	as	the	enemy	was	concerned	apparently	heading	for	Kiel	which	lay

thirty	 miles	 ahead,	 but,	 as	 I	 mentioned	 earlier,	 this	 was	 a	 deliberate	 ‘spoof’.	I	hoped	the

deception	 was	 succeeding;	 if	 it	 was,	 the	 sector-controllers	 below	 would	 have	 scrambled

fighters	to	intercept,	though	by	now	the	first	wave,	the	Pathfinders,	would	have	wheeled	to

starboard	 on	 to	 the	 166°	 track	 that	 would	 take	 them	 to	 Hamburg.	 The	 controllers	 would

then	have	to	decide	if	that	was	a	feint	or	the	true	objective. 

‘The	air-bomber	excitedly	said	something	in	Polish;	the	navigator	answered;	then	called

me	 in	 English:	 ‘The	 bomb	 aimer	 has	 spotted	 the	 Kiel	 Canal,	 at	 eleven	 o’clock,	 Sir.’	 I

peered	 down	 and	 indistinctly	 in	 the	 ground	 haze.	 I	 too	 made	 out	 the	 faint	 ribbon	 of	 the

famous	waterway.	The	actual	turning	point	was	a	little	to	the	east	of	the	fairly	large	town

of	Rendsburg	near	the	canal.	A	group	of	green	ground	route-markers	could	easily	be	seen; 

I	banked	‘J-Jig’	on	to	166°	magnetic	and	we	headed	for	the	target.	Nav’	announced	that	we

had	fifty	miles	to	run	twenty	minutes	flying	time	-	but	already	I	could	see	the	fires	of	the

target	with	constant	flashes	of	exploding	bombs.	As	we	got	nearer,	the	searchlights	around

Hamburg	were	waving	about	in	a	most	unusual	uncoordinated	way	and	though	there	was	a

lot	of	flak,	it	too	wasn’t	as	concentrated	as	usual;	the	bursts	were	all	over	the	place.	It	soon

became	apparent	that	this	was	a	very	heavy	raid	indeed.	We	were:	ten	miles	from	the	AP

when	I	opened	the	bomb	doors:	the	Wimpy	reacted	with	a	constant	shuddering	and	I	had

to	re-trim	and	hold	her	level	against	the	disturbed	airflow	caused	by	the	open	bomb	bay. 

As	soon	as	they	opened	I	could	sense	a	growing	tension	among	the	crew;	for	some	reason

I	 cannot	 explain,	 the	 opening	 of	 bomb	 doors	 always	 instilled	 a	 profound	 feeling	 of

vulnerability.	The	actual	doors	were	only	thin	aluminium	but	one	always	felt	as	if	a	heavy

armour	plate	protecting	the	aircraft	had	been	discarded:	perhaps	it	was	the	thought	of	a	ton

or	 so	 of	 high	 explosive	 sitting	 exposed,	 waiting	 to	 be	 touched	 off	 by	 a	 chance	 bit	 of

shapne1	or	a	night-fighter’s	cannon. 

‘The	raid	had	been	in	progress	for	thirty	minutes	as	we	approached	and;	as	the	extent	of

the	colossal	firestorm	below	became	clear,	the	crew	began	to	chatter	excitedly	in	Polish. 

Stencel,	the	senior,	indeed	only,	Polish	officer	on	board,	shut	them	up	and	told	them	only

to	speak	when	necessary	-	and	in	English. 

‘The	 sight	 of	 Hamburg	 that	 night	 was	 unforgettable:	 the	 fires	 were	 out	 of	 control	 and

whole	sections	of	the	town	were	alight,	the	pattern	of	the	streets	clearly	visible,	as	was	the

Atster	waterfront	which	reflected	the	flames.	Bombs	were	bursting	all	over	the	target	area. 

The	smoke,	which	was	dense	and	lit	from	below,	extended	to	over	12.000	feet	and	against

it	 the	 red-and-green	 clusters	 of	 the	 TIs	 were	 very	 easy	 to	 see.	 I	 headed	 ‘J-Jig’	 towards

them	 on	 162°	 magnetic;	 now	 we	 were	 over	 the	 target;	 the	 turbulence	 from	 the	 firestorm

was	 severe,	 even	 at	 18,500	 feet.	 I	 cased	 the	 bomber	 into	 a	 shallow	 dive,	 allowing	 the

speed	to	build	up	to	165	mph.	I	called	the	air-bomber:	‘She’s	all	yours:	and	listened	to	his

course	corrections	over	the	intercom:	‘Left,	left	-	steady,	s-t-e-a-d-y	-	right;	steady.’	Time

stood	stock-still	as	I	concentrated	on	the	instruments:	it	was	vital	not	to	let	the	aircraft	yaw

on	the	final	run	in	or	the	bombs	would	be	wide.	In	the	nose,	Stanelwski,	kneeling	over	his

sight,	 was	 unruffled:	 ‘steady	 -	 left,	 left,	 steady,	 steady’.	 Then	 came	 the	 words	 everyone

was	waiting	for:	‘Bombs	gone!’	As	the	SBCs	(small	bomb	containers)	with	their	load	of

incendiaries	 left	 us,	 ‘J-Jig’	 flexed	 and	 leapt	 upwards.	 I	 glanced	 at	 the	 clock	 on	 the

instrument	panel:	0131	hours.	With	the	bomb	doors	shut	and	selecting	combat	boost	I	put

the	nose	down	and	turned	away	from	the	target,	steering	190°	as	quickly	as	possible.	I	was

concerned	about	the	Lancasters	bombing	from	5,000	feet	above	us. 

‘The	‘Window’	which	we	and	all	the	‘Gomorrah’	aircraft	had	been	stuffing	through	our

flare	 chutes	 was	 certainly	 having	 its	 effect:	 the	 master	 searchlights	 and	 the	 others	 were

groping	 for	 aircraft	 and	 the	 flak,	 though	 very	 heavy	 indeed	 including	 ‘Flaming	 Onions’, 

‘Prince	of	Wales	Feather	Rocket	Clusters’	and	the	normally	deadly	accurate	88	mm	-	was

bursting	at	random.	I	saw	no	aircraft	hit	over	the	target;	the	whole	Hamburg	air	defence

system	seemed	to	be	a	shambles. 

‘The	 rear-gunner	 was	 delightedly	 giving	 a	 running	 commentary	 of	 the	 progress	 of	 the

raid	 as	 we	 left.	 One	 could	 understand	 the	 elation	 of	 these	 young	 Poles	 who	 had	 lost

everything	but	their	lives	to	the	Germans:	parents,	wives,	girlfriends,	their	homes	and	their

country.	I	am	often	asked	by	young	people,	not	born	then,	how	I	felt	that	night.	Did	I	feel

compassion	for	the	people	dying	in	that	inferno	I	was	helping	to	create?	My	answer	was

and	 is	 this:	 I	 was	 in	 London	 all	 through	 the	 1940	 ‘Blitz’.	 In	 retrospect,	 all	 war	 appears

inhuman	 folly	 but	 in	 1943	 one	 would	 have	 found	 scant	 pity	 for	 the	 German	 civil

population	 of	 Hamburg,	 or	 any	 other	 town,	 from	 the	 people	 of	 Coventry,	 Southampton, 

Plymouth,	Liverpool	or	London.	That	night,	as	on	other	raids,	my	overriding	feeling	and

that	of	all	aircrews	was	simply	a	desire	to	drop	the	bombs	and	survive:	we	were	fighting	a

war	against	an	evil	tyranny.’

‘Cozens	and	his	crew	of	‘J-Jig’	flew	away	from	Hamburg	over	Saxony	before	turning

for	 home,	 the	 receding	 city,	 the	 second	 largest	 in	 Germany,	 lay	 devastated:	 gas,	 water

mains	 and	 the	 municipal	 electricity	 supply	 were	 all	 cut,	 rendering	 the	 civil	 ARP

organisation	 impotent;	 the	 firestorm	 was	 destroying	 acres	 of	 the	 town:	 740	 bombers	 had

attacked	from	0101	to	0145,	dropping	2,396	tons	of	high	explosive	and	tens	of	thousands

of	incendiary	bombs:	4,000lb	‘Cookie’	blast	bombs	to	blow	open	the	doors	and	windows

and	 then	 the	 showers	 of	 incendiaries	 to	 fire	 the	 buildings	 of	 the	 suburb	 of	 Barmbeck	 on

the	banks	of	the	Alster,	the	built-up	areas	of	Hoheluft,	Altona,	Eimsbüttel	and	the	old	city. 

‘As	‘J-Jig’	flew	away	from	the	stricken	city.	Cozens	remembers	that:	‘The	rear-gunner

could	 still	 see	 the	 fires	 of	 Hamburg	 and	 the	 bursting	 bombs	 as	 we	 reached	 the	 turning

point	 somewhere	 over	 Luneburg	 Heath	 and	 headed,	 on	 325°	 magnetic	 for	 home,	 Yellow

route-markers	 had	 been	 dropped	 between	 Bremerhaven	 and	 Wilhelmshaven,	 which	 we

could	 clearly	 see,	 confirming	 our	 course.	 We	 flew	 on	 over	 the	 Jade;	 clearing	 the	 naval

base,	then	on	past	the	western	tip	of	the	East	Frisian	island	of	Wangerooge,	heading	for	the

North	 Sea	 and	 away	 from	 German	 territory.	 As	 our	 exhausted	 wireless	 op,	 Sergeant

Cander,	 pushed	 his	 last	 bundle	 of	 ‘Window’	 out,	 we	 were	 near	 enough	 on	 the	 8°	 30’

meridian.	 Good	 Show.	 Shortly	 after	 the	 intercom	 went	 U/S.	 Poor	 Cander	 tried	 to	 fix	 it, 

without	success.102

‘When	over	the	sea,	I	saw	a	brilliant	yellow	flash	which	turned	into	red	streamers	and

then	 fell	 some	 distance	 before	 dying	 out;	 a	 bomber	 caught	 by	 a	 night	 fighter;	 he	 was	 at

least	 ten	 miles	 off	 track	 and	 probably	 out	 of	 the	 protection	 of	 ‘Window’.	 My	 navigator

was	in	the	cockpit	at	the	time	and	plotted	the	position	of	the	casualty	on	his	chart. 

‘The	 rest	 of	 the	 return	 trip	 was	 uneventful.	 When	 well	 over	 the	 North	 Sea	 and	 below

10,000	 feet,	 the	 oxygen	 masks	 came	 off	 and	 the	 Thermos	 flasks	 of	 hot	 coffee	 and

sandwiches	were	passed	round.	I	was	pleased	that	we	had	a	good	reserve	of	fuel,	though	in

fact	we	did	not	need	it.	‘Nav,	working	with	his	‘Gee’	box,	passed	me	slips	of	paper	with

the	courses:	Mablethorpe	came	up,	we	turned	north-west	and	the	ident’	light	‘flashing	‘HL’

appeared	right	on	track,	followed	by	the	Hemswell	flare	path.	We	circled	the	airfield,	our

VHF	set	which	we	used	on	return	clearly	giving	us	the	‘J-Jig	pancake’	(land)	cue;	I	lined

the	Wimpy	up,	got	a	‘green’	and	made	a	reasonable	landing. 

‘Apart	from	the	defective	intercom,	we	had	no	trouble	and	had	not	been	scratched.	We

were	guided	into	our	dispersal	by	an	airman	with	two	hand-held	lights	and	I	switched	off

the	 two	 trusty	 Hercules	 engines	 exactly	 six	 hours	 and	 thirty-two	 minutes	 after	 starting

them	and	did	the	usual	post-flight	checks.	Like	all	the	crew	I	was	stiff	and	the	noise	of	the

aircraft	 continued	 in	 my	 ears	 and	 would	 do	 so	 for	 hours	 but,	 as	 we	 clambered	 down	 the

ladder	for	a	much-needed	cigarette;	the	cold	night	air	smelt	good.	We	collected	our	gear

and	climbed	into	a	bus	for	the	debriefing	as	other	retuning,	bombers	circled	overhead	and

one	 by	 one,	 landed.	 Through	 the	 black-out	 curtains	 the	 lights	 of	 the	 de-briefing	 hut

seemed	blindingly	bright	to	eyes	which	had	been	in	darkness	for	many	hours.	As	I	and	my

crew	entered,	we	were	ticked	off	the	‘returned	crew’	list,	an	airman	chalking	up	our	times

on	a	large	blackboard.	The	first	stop	was	at	the	coffee	table	where	WAAFs	dispensed	hot

coffee,	 well	 laced	 with	 rum;	 biscuits	 and	 ‘wads’	 were	 also	 available.	 The	 hut	 was	 thick

with	cigarette	and	pipe	smoke	and	alive	with	chatter	in	Polish	and	English,	as	aircrew,	still

in	their	flying	clothes,	unwound	after	the	raid. 

‘The	room	contained	a	number	of	tables	at	each	of	which	was	seated	a	complete	crew. 

The	first	table	was	the	main	Intelligence	de-brief	and	the	opening	question	was	about	the

effect	 of	 ‘Window’.	 From	 each	 member	 of	 the	 crew	 the	 Intelligence	 Officer	 gradually

pieced	together	the	contribution	that	‘J-Jig’	had	made	to	‘Gomorrah’.	Then	we	moved	to

the	table	with	the	specialists:	Engines,	Met,	Instruments;	Airframes,	Radio,	Armament.	An

officer	or	senior	NCO	-	some	WAAFs	-	would	interrogate	the	crew:

‘Any	snags?’

‘Yes,	intercom	U/S.’

‘Oh,	where?	Did	you	try	to	clear	it?’

‘The	 wireless	 op	 explained,	 the	 Signals	 man	 making	 notes.	 So	 it	 went	 on	 as	 each

specialist	 put	 his	 questions.	 I	 sat	 there,	 very	 tired	 and	 looked	 at	 young	 old	 faces	 around

me;	the	strain	of	the	past	six	hours	was	obvious,	as	was	the	prospect	of	another	raid	later

that	week	and	the	next.	Some	of	these	young	men	would	survive	into	the	post-war	world

which	 would	 decry	 their	 bravery:	 most	 would	 not.	 Group	 Captain	 Biel	 came	 over	 to	 me

and	we	spoke	of	the	raid:	the	last	of	the	Hemswell	aircraft	had	safely	landed,	one	of	them

at	another	airfield	-	short	of	fuel.	We	had	been	lucky	-	no	losses.	In	fact	we	later	learned

that	the	use	of	‘Window’	had	reduced	a	‘normal’	loss	of	50	aircraft	to	12:	1.5	per	cent	of

the	740	aircraft	which	bombed	the	target	that	night.	The	aircraft	lost	were	four	Lancasters, 

four	Halifaxes,	three	Stirlings	and	a	single	Wellington.	From	reports	of	returning	aircrew, 

it	 was	 thought	 that	 night-fighters	 got	 nine:	 the	 remainder	 probably	 fell	 to	 flak,	 though

collision	over	the	target	was	also	a	possibility. 

‘The	low	loss-rate	was	a	vindication	of	those	bundles	of	foil:	40	tons	of	it	-	92	million

individual	strips	which	had	totally	disrupted	the	German	defensive	radar.	It	had	been	the

first	use	of	a	devastating	radar	counter-measure. 

‘As	I	left	the	debriefing	hut,	dawn	was	breaking	across	the	eastern	sky.	Beneath	the	sky, 

B-17Fs	of	the	8th	Air	Force	were	being	bombed	up	for	a	daylight	attack	on	Hamburg.	The

‘round-the-clock’	concept	of	bombing	had	become	a	reality. ’103
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100	13.	Henry	Iliffe	Cozens	was	born	in	London	on	13	March	1904.	In	1923,	despite	intense	competition,	he	obtained	a short	service	commission	in	the	RAF	upon	leaving	St	Dunstan’s	College	in	Catford,	London.	He	gained	his	wings	the following	year	flying	Sopwith	Snipes.	He	was	then	selected	for	a	two	year	engineering	course	at	RAF	Henlow,	which	he followed	 with	 a	 degree	 in	 mechanical	 sciences	 at	 Cambridge	 University.	 In	 1930	 he	 was	 the	 photographer	 and	 film maker	for	the	British	Arctic	Air	Route	Expedition	to	Greenland,	which	was	to	assess	the	suitability	for	a	staging	post	for civil	transatlantic	flights.	He	was	awarded	the	Polar	Medal	(Silver),	for	his	film	of	the	expedition,	Northern	Lights.	On his	return	to	Britain,	he	joined	25	Squadron	as	a	fighter	pilot	and	then	went	to	RAF	Calshot	where	he	flew	Supermarine Southampton	flying	boats.	After	service	in	Iraq,	he	attended	the	RAF	Staff	Training	College	in	Andover,	Hampshire	in 1937	 and	 a	 year	 later	 was	 appointed	 CO	 of	 19	 Squadron	 at	 Duxford.	 He	 heard	 in	 1938,	 that	 his	 neighbouring	 unit	 at Duxford,	66	was	to	be	equipped	with	the	first	examples	of	the	Supermarine	Spitfire	to	enter	RAF	Service.	Determined	to gain	this	honour	for	his	own	squadron,	he	was	able	to	influence	certain	persons	at	the	Air	Ministry	to	have	the	decision changed.	Together	with	Squadron	Leader	J.	L.	F.	Fuller-Good,	OC	66	Squadron,	he	wrote	the	report	which	resulted	in the	 early	 modifications	 to	 the	 Spitfire,	 including	 constant	 speed	 propellers,	 revised	 canopy,	 improved	 oil	 seals	 for	 the engine	 and	 improved	 gearing	 for	 the	 starter	 motor.	 19	 were	 the	 first	 squadron	 to	 receive	 the	 new	 Spitfire	 and	 Iliffe Cozens	collected	one	of	the	first	from	RAF	Upavon	in	Wiltshire	in	1938,	flying	it	back	to	base	after	a	short	brief	from the	instructor.	He	made	various	modifications	to	the	new	aircraft,	including	that	of	preventing	the	pilots	from	losing	their knuckle	 skin	 when	 lowering	 the	 undercarriage.	 It	 was	 his	 involvement	 in	 the	 introduction	 of	 the	 Spitfire	 to	 the	 RAF

which	earned	him	the	AFC	the	following	year.	The	Spitfire	was	the	first	aircraft	in	service	with	the	RAF	which	had	a retractable	 undercarriage	 and	 for	 many	 months	 a	 sergeant	 would	 stand	 by	 the	 runway	 with	 a	 megaphone,	 reminding pilots	 coming	 into	 land	 that	 they	 had	 forgotten	 to	 lower	 their	 undercarriage!	 His	 flying	 of	 the	 aircraft	 was	 officially described	as	exceptional.	However	when	war	broke	out	in	1939	he	was	considered,	at	35,	too	old	for	active	service	and was	appointed	as	the	Assistant	Director	of	Research	and	Development	at	Harrogate.	Eventually	he	grew	tired	of	his	desk job	 and	 managed	 to	 secure	 the	 post	 of	 station	 commander	 at	 RAF	 Hemswell,	 the	 bomber	 base	 of	 the	 Polish	 305

Squadron	in	Lincolnshire.	Shortly	afterwards	he	qualified	to	fly	Wellington	bombers	and	was	soon	involved	in	raids	over Germany,	 including	 those	 over	 the	 Ruhr	 Valley.	 He	 was	 later	 involved	 in	 ‘Operation	 Gomorrah’,	 the	 devastating successive	 raids	 on	 Hamburg	 in	 July-August	 1943,	 as	 well	 as	 low	 level	 night-time	 mine	 laying	 sorties	 off	 the	 U-Boat bases	of	Lorient,	Brest	and	St.	Nazaire.	He	then	moved	onto	Lancasters	and	it	was	during	this	time	that	he	shot	a	16mm colour	 film,	 entitled	 Night	 Bombers.	 He	 was	 grounded	 in	 April	 1944,	 along	 with	 all	 station	 commanders	 and	 staff officers,	after	a	staff	officer,	who	had	been	briefed	on	the	plans	of	D-Day	was	lost	over	Germany.	He	then	served	as	the SASO	at	No	1	Group	Bomber	Command	until	the	end	of	the	war.	He	was	awarded	the	MiD	on	1	Jan	1945.	He	retired

from	the	service	in	1956.	He	died	in	1995	aged	91. 

101	QFE	(Field	Elevation)	is	the	setting	in	millibars,	which	set	the	instrument	to	zero	feet	on	the	airfield.	QNH	(Nautical Height)	is	the	setting	in	millibars	which	indicates	zero	feet	at	sea	level	for	a	certain	region. 

102	Sergeant	W.	Cander	was	injured	when	he	was	on	a	Wellington	which	crashed	at	Ingham	satellite	station	on	11	July 1943. 

103	Brian	Johnson	and	H.	I.	Cozens:	 Bombers:	The	Weapon	of	Total	War	(Methuen,	(London)	Ltd,	1984).	In	association with	Thames	TV

Chapter	14

The	Kassel	Raids	of	1943

 Joachim	Hoehne	was	born	on	19	October	1927	in	Leipzig,	the	first	and	only	son	of	Otto

 Walter	and	Ursula	Hoehne.	Otto	had	been	a	genuine	hero	of	the	First	World	War,	joining

 the	 fliegerkorps	 after	 he	 had	 recovered	 from	 wounds	 suffered	 at	 the	 front	 fighting	 in	 the

 6th	 Pommern	 Infantry	 Regiment.	 In	 January	 1917	 he	 was	 shot	 down	 and	 very	 badly

 wounded	but	he	survived.	By	1937	he	was	named	Gruppenkommandeur	of	III	Gruppe	of

 the	 recently	 formed	 Kampfgeschwader	 254,	 one	 of	 the	 first	 heavy	 bomber	 groups	 of	 the

 Luftwaffe,	 equipped	 with	 mainly	 Ju	 52s	 but	 augmented	 with	 the	 larger	 Do	 23s.	 Young

 Joachim,	whose	father	was	Gruppe	commander	and	had	the	biggest	house	on	the	airfield, 

 felt	like	the	son	of	a	king.	On	5	September	1940	Otto	Hoehne	was	awarded	the	Knight’s

 Cross	for	his	actions	in	the	invasion	of	Holland.	At	14,	Joachim	entered	the	Flieger	Hitler

 Jugend	preparatory	to	eventual	military	service.	He	wanted	to	someday	become	a	fighter

 pilot,	a	goal	he	later	achieved,	becoming	a	Me	163	Komet	rocket-fighter	pilot,	but	lack	of

 fuel	saw	him	being	transferred	to	the	Luftwaffe	Infantry	Soldaten.	For	now	he	flew	gliders. 

 Early	in	1943	aged	15	years	old,	he	and	his	friends	were	needed	to	help	the	Luftwaffe	in

 manning	88mm	mobile	flak	batteries	within	the	Reich.	Joachim	became	a	Kannonier	1. 104

‘For	 several	 months,	 we	 laboured	 on	 a	 hilltop	 outside	 of	 Kassel	 digging	 in	 our	 88s	 and

preparing	our	battery	for	action.	We	built	a	command	centre	made	of	earth	and	logs	from

downed	pine	trees,	set	up	our	radar	dish	and	range	finder,	then	established	our	barracks	in

some	 nearby	 wooden	 buildings	 that	 were	 part	 of	 a	 farm.	 It	 was	 a	 very	 comfortable

situation	and	aside	from	performing	the	expected	drills	and	keeping	our	area	nice	and	tidy, 

nothing	 much	 happened	 for	 a	 while.	 Being	 a	 flak	 helper	 became	 downright	 boring	 for	 a

while.	Kassel	was	completely	encircled	by	flak	batteries	of	all	calibres.	There	were	small

20mm	 guns	 mixed	 in	 with	 our	 larger	 88s,	 37mm	 cannons	 were	 farther	 out	 from	 the	 city

and	 larger	 150mm	 cannons	 were	 located	 closer	 to	 the	 industrial	 sites	 in	 the	 city	 itself. 

There	were	hundreds	of	guns	around	us	and	thousands	of	boys	manning	them.	We	visited

the	 nearby	 batteries	 when	 time	 allowed,	 but	 we	 never	 strayed	 far	 from	 our	 guns	 in	 case

there	was	an	alarm	and	we	were	needed.	I	had	never	seen	so	many	guns	assembled	in	one

place	before,	so	it	occurred	to	me	that	any	raid	against	Kassel	would	be	impossible.	Such

was	the	naiveté	of	youth. 

‘On	 the	 night	 of	 3/4	 October	 1943	 [when	 the	 target	 for	 547	 RAF	 bombers	 -	 223

Halifaxes,	 204	 Lancasters,	 113	 Stirlings	 and	 seven	 Mosquitoes	 -	 was	 the	 Henschel	 and

Fiesler	aircraft	factories,	which	made	V-1	flying	bombs]	the	alarms	sounded	while	we	sat

in	 our	 barracks	 preparing	 for	 bed.	 With	 textbook	 precision,	 we	 scrambled	 from	 our

quarters,	grabbing	our	helmets	and	jackets	on	the	way	out	and	clothed	ourselves	as	we	ran

to	the	guns.	I	dare	say	every	one	of	us	was	having	a	major	adrenaline	rush,	realizing	this

wasn’t	 yet	 another	 drill.	 Already,	 searchlights	 were	 popping	 on	 all	 around	 Kassel,	 their

long	white	fingers	reaching	into	the	black	sky	and	making	strange	patterns	as	they	moved

about	and	crossed	each	other.	Searchlights	didn’t	come	on	for	a	paltry	practice	drill	-	this

was	the	real	thing!’

‘I	 reached	 my	 gun	 just	 as	 our	 ‘load’	 bell	 was	 ringing.	 My	 comrades	 took	 their	 places

around	 the	 88,	 our	 gun	 commander	 plugged	 in	 his	 headset	 and	 our	 big	 friendly	 Russian

loader	 slammed	 a	 shell	 into	 the	 breech	 and	 cast	 a	 nervous	 smile	 at	 me.	 Staring	 into	 the

hood	 of	 my	 scope,	 the	 command	 centre	 had	 fed	 the	 target	 coordinates	 to	 our	 gun,	 so	 I

cranked	the	barrel	skyward	as	K2	did	his	job	as	well	and	the	whole	gun	swivelled	around. 

In	short	order,	we	were	ready,	waiting	for	the	electric	bell	on	the	earth	wall	nearby	to	ring

again	 and	 send	 our	 shell	 streaking	 into	 the	 night.	 The	 drone	 of	 the	 bombers	 overhead

could	clearly	be	heard,	so	I	stood	there	at	my	post	staring	into	the	western	sky.	Our	gun

commander	was	just	behind	me	and	patted	me	on	my	shoulder	to	remind	me	to	keep	my

face	down	and	keep	my	mind	on	the	job;	if	the	gun	fired	while	I	was	staring	upward,	the

muzzle	flash	would	temporarily	blind	me	and	I’d	be	useless	for	a	while.	I	wanted	to	watch

the	 show,	 but	 we	 all	 had	 a	 job	 to	 do,	 so	 I	 put	 my	 face	 back	 to	 the	 hood;	 the	 targeting

information	hadn’t	changed. 

‘The	guns	farther	to	our	west	began	firing	rapidly,	indicating	the	approach	of	the	Royal

Air	 Force.	 One	 couldn’t	 help	 but	 sneak	 a	 peek	 skyward	 at	 such	 a	 time,	 as	 all	 of	 us	 did. 

This	time	I	wasn’t	corrected	by	our	NCO,	as	I’m	certain	he	too	was	watching	the	distant

flak	 rounds	 bursting	 somewhere	 around	 30,000	 feet	 above	 us	 and	 perhaps	 a	 half-mile

away.	 Then,	 our	 bell	 rang!	 I	 instinctively	 hunched	 down	 a	 bit	 and	 instantly	 my	 gun,	 as

well	as	the	other	five	guns	in	our	battery,	split	the	silence	with	a	mighty	blast.	The	shell

was	ejected,	the	load	bell	rang	again	immediately	and	the	coordinates	changed	just	a	touch

in	my	scope	so	I	raised	the	barrel	perhaps	a	few	inches	more.	Again	the	bell	rang	and	once

more	the	88	barked	and	the	earth	shook	around	us.	This	was	exciting!	I	was	fighting	the

war!	 Once	 more	 we	 went	 through	 our	 load	 and	 fire	 routine,	 then	 a	 series	 of	 loud

explosions	 came	 one	 after	 the	 other	 just	 to	 the	 east	 of	 us.	 So	 many	 other	 batteries	 were

firing	that	the	sound	of	explosions	didn’t	register	much	with	us,	especially	since	this	was

our	 first	 air	 raid.	 We	 didn’t	 know	 if	 we	 were	 hearing	 the	 detonations	 of	 allied	 bombs	 or

heavier	flak	batteries	somewhere	behind	us. 

‘With	three	rounds	fired	and	another	shell	in	the	gun	ready	for	firing,	we	waited	for	the

fire	 bell,	 but	 it	 didn’t	 ring.	 We	 could	 hear	 the	 bombers	 directly	 overhead,	 the	 other

batteries	 all	 around	 us	 were	 firing	 like	 mad,	 but	 there	 we	 stood,	 our	 gun	 loaded	 and

perfectly	 idle.	 A	 few	 awkward	 seconds	 passed	 until	 our	 gun	 commander	 jerked	 off	 his

headset	and	grabbed	a	field	phone,	which	was	located	behind	me.	He	angrily	yelled	into

the	 receiver	 over	 and	 over	 again,	 obviously	 receiving	 no	 answer	 from	 our	 command

centre.	Then	came	the	distinctly	unpleasant	sound	of	bombs	whistling	down	-	these	crazy

bombers	weren’t	bombing	Kassel,	they	were	bombing	us!	Our	NCO	shouted	for	us	to	run

for	a	slit	trench	which	was	located	a	short	distance	behind	our	gun	position	and	this	was	an

order	he	didn’t	have	to	repeat!	We	all	ran	from	our	emplacement	but	didn’t	make	it	to	the

trench	as	explosions	began	going	off	nearby	so	I	threw	myself	to	the	ground	and	tried	to

dig	into	the	cool	earth	with	my	fingers!	How	close	they	were	I	couldn’t	tell,	as	none	of	us

were	too	eager	to	look	around	at	that	moment!	I	couldn’t	believe	what	was	happening	-	my

first	bombing	raid	wasn’t	as	we	had	been	instructed	it	would	be.	Had	the	RAF	sent	their

bombers	all	the	way	from	England	to	take	out	a	flak	battery	on	a	hilltop	by	a	small	farm? 

The	 ground	 bucked	 and	 heaved	 with	 each	 detonation,	 the	 air	 pressure	 changed	 over	 and

over	 again,	 causing	 my	 ears	 to	 pop	 and	 I	 was	 convinced	 we’d	 all	 be	 killed.	 My	 first	 air

raid	would	be	my	last.	The	concussion	from	the	bombs	subsided	after	perhaps	a	minute	or

so	 and	 I	 scrambled	 up	 to	 see	 my	 gun	 still	 sitting	 intact	 with	 its	 barrel	 aimed	 high;	 the

bombs	had	landed	somewhere	just	to	our	right.105

‘I	 stood	 there	 looking	 about	 and	 saw	 that	 flak	 batteries	 all	 around	 us	 were	 still	 firing, 

but	as	for	our	area,	we	had	been	absolutely	devastated.	Our	NCO	quickly	gathered	us	as

we	 stood	 in	 a	 stupor	 and	 we	 ran	 as	 fast	 as	 we	 could	 for	 our	 command	 centre.	 When	 we

arrived,	 we	 discovered	 the	 bunker-like	 earth	 and	 wooden	 structure	 had	 collapsed.	 The

command	centre	had	been	dug	into	the	ground	and	its	walls	were	made	of	logs	and	earth

with	a	log	roof	covered	with	thatch.	All	of	it	was	a	jumbled	mess	now	and	most	of	it	lay

shattered	 in	 a	 huge	 pile.	 Some	 other	 non-coms	 and	 boys	 from	 our	 battery	 were	 already

thrashing	 away	 at	 the	 wreckage	 and	 digging	 with	 whatever	 they	 could	 find	 to	 reach	 the

structure’s	 occupants	 and	 we	 immediately	 joined	 in	 the	 effort.	 Our	 commanding	 officer

was	 in	 there	 somewhere,	 along	 with	 other	 boys	 and	 NCOs.	 I	 found	 a	 small	 shovel	 and

hacked	 away	 at	 the	 debris	 trying	 to	 cut	 through.	 We	 all	 worked	 like	 demons	 and	 all

thoughts	of	the	continuing	air	raid	subsided. 

‘After	 perhaps	 two	 hours,	 we	 broke	 through	 the	 mangled	 debris	 and	 to	 our	 utter	 and

complete	astonishment,	we	found	our	battery	commander	and	every	single	man	who	had

been	in	the	command	centre	alive!	As	the	building	collapsed	they	huddled	in	a	corner	and

had	 been	 spared	 by	 some	 of	 the	 large	 timbers	 which	 served	 as	 the	 structure’s	 walls,	 but

they	had	been	buried	alive	in	total	darkness	since	the	raid	began.	Just	after	our	third	shot

had	been	fired,	a	bomb	struck	the	command	centre	and	flattened	it,	which	was	the	cause	of

our	initial	confusion.	Our	Leutnant	and	the	boys	who	had	been	with	him	crawled	from	the

wreckage,	their	uniforms	filthy	and	torn	in	places,	but	none	had	anything	worse	than	a	few

small	 cuts	 to	 show	 for	 their	 harrowing	 experience.	 Their	 nerves	 were	 in	 a	 bad	 way	 as	 I

think	 they	 had	 given	 themselves	 up	 for	 lost	 and	 it	 was	 with	 shaking	 hands	 that	 they

accepted	cups	of	water	from	us	and	they	thanked	us	over	and	over	again	for	getting	them

out	 -	 even	 our	 older	 Leutnant	 was	 making	 a	 big	 show	 of	 his	 appreciation	 to	 all	 of	 ‘his

boys’	for	saving	him.	We	were	all	exhausted	but	the	hard	work	had	paid	off.	I	remember

talking	at	length	with	one	of	the	boys	who’d	been	trapped	in	the	command	centre,	trying

to	calm	his	nerves.	He	trembled	for	quite	some	time	and	his	voice	was	very	unsteady. 

‘As	dawn	approached	I	began	to	realize	just	how	badly	we	had	been	mauled	during	the

night.	I	had	spent	most	of	the	night	working	around	the	command	centre,	so	shortly	before

the	 sun	 rose,	 I	 left	 with	 some	 other	 boys	 to	 assist	 in	 helping	 out	 in	 other	 areas.	 Not	 far

away,	1	soberly	stood	before	our	small	radar	dish,	or	more	correctly,	what	was	left	of	it. 

Had	 one	 not	 known	 what	 this	 thing	 was	 before	 the	 raid	 it	 could	 scarcely	 be	 recognized

now;	 it	 had	 taken	 a	 direct	 hit.	 There	 was	 now	 a	 crater	 with	 a	 mangled	 piece	 of	 metal

within	 and	 the	 bodies	 of	 its	 three	 operators	 lay	 strewn	 around	 the	 hole.	 Three	 boys	 who

were	the	same	age	as	me,	fifteen,	whom	I	had	gone	through	training	with,	now,	lay	dead

before	 my	 feet	 with	 gruesome	 wounds.	 They	 never	 knew	 what	 hit	 them	 and	 must	 have

also	been	struck	at	the	beginning	of	the	raid	and	it	was	obvious	they	had	all	still	been	at

their	position	when	the	bomb	struck.	These	three	boys,	deemed	too	frail	to	work	the	guns, 

became	my	battery’s	first	casualties	of	war. 

‘Destruction	 was	 everywhere.	 The	 wooden	 buildings	 we	 used	 as	 our	 barracks	 were

engulfed	in	flames.	All	our	personal	gear	and	belongings	were	burned	to	ashes	in	the	pyre

before	our	eyes	and	there	wasn’t	a	thing	to	be	done	about	it.	We	had	nothing	to	battle	such

a	huge	fire	as	this.	We	could	do	nothing	but	watch.	Nearby,	just	up	the	road,	was	a	beer

house	and	it	had	been	set	afire	as	well.	This	was	a	surreal	sight.	The	portly	owner	of	the

beer	 house	 stood	 in	 the	 street	 crying	 and	 wailing,	 covering	 his	 face	 with	 his	 hands,	 his

stout	figure	illuminated	in	the	orange	glow	of	the	flames.	It	was	strange	to	watch.	The	heat

of	the	fire	was	causing	the	casks	of	beer	to	burst	and	as	each	one	burst	with	a	loud	pop,	the

man	would	cry	and	howl	all	the	more.	He	lamented	the	loss	of	each	cask	of	his	lovely	beer

as	much	as	many	people	would’ve	mourned	the	loss	of	a	family	member. 

‘The	 sun	 rose,	 smoke	 hung	 in	 the	 air	 everywhere,	 but	 interestingly,	 none	 of	 our	 guns

had	 been	 hit.	 The	 damage	 had	 been	 concentrated	 around	 our	 radar	 dish	 and	 command

centre	and	the	small	village	behind	us.	This	caused	us	to	initially	think	that	the	Allies	had

somehow	 homed	 in	 our	 radar	 dish’s	 signal,	 but	 after	 the	 war	 I	 found	 out	 this	 wasn’t

possible	 in	 1943	 and	 the	 bombs	 had	 simply	 been	 off	 course	 and	 it	 was	 dumb	 luck	 they

struck	us.	A	neighbouring	battery	hadn’t	fared	as	well	as	we	had.	Shortly	after	daybreak	I

walked	 over	 with	 some	 of	 my	 comrades	 to	 help	 them	 clear	 away	 their	 damage.	 A	 large

number	of	bombs	fell	on	these	poor	boys,	as	their	whole	battery	was	a	shambles.	Several

of	 their	 guns	 had	 been	 destroyed,	 their	 command	 centre	 had	 completely	 burned	 and	 I

believe	 they	 had	 seventeen	 boys	 dead	 and	 a	 large	 number	 wounded.	 It	 had	 been	 a	 very

sobering	evening.	In	the	course	of	one	night	I	went	from	being	an	idealistic	boy	to	being	a

‘real’	 soldier,	 at	 least	 in	 my	 mind.	 For	 a	 fifteen-year-old,	 the	 events	 of	 that	 night	 near

Kassel	were	very	difficult	to	sort	out.	Certainly	I	knew	that	being	a	flak	gunner	held	some

risk,	but	I	didn’t	imagine	before	that	night	that	serving	in	a	flak	battery	could	be	almost	as

hazardous	as	serving	on	the	front	lines.	These	boys	were	just	as	dead	as	any	member	of

the	 Wehrmacht	 which	 had	 been	 killed	 by	 a	 Soviet	 bullet	 or	 artillery	 shell,	 but	 no	 one

would	ever	tell	stories	of	their	heroic	sacrifice.	They	were	just	ordinary	boys,	like	me	and

fate	had	decided	it	was	their	time	to	die.	It	could	just	as	easily	have	been	the	fate	of	my

battery	and	this	fact	wasn’t	lost	on	any	of	us	that	day.	We	considered	ourselves	lucky	in

that	we	only	had	to	load	three	crude	wooden	coffins	into	a	truck	later	that	day.	How	ironic

it	was	that	the	boys	selected	as	least	fit	for	military	service	had	been	the	first	to	die. 

‘We	 salvaged	 what	 we	 could	 throughout	 the	 following	 day,	 but	 everything	 was	 in

shambles.	 Within	 a	 couple	 of	 days	 we	 had	 a	 makeshift	 command	 centre	 built	 again	 and

another	radar	dish	was	in	place	with	some	replacement	operators.	As	for	sleeping	quarters, 

we	 moved	 into	 a	 nearby	 stable	 and	 made	 beds	 of	 straw	 and	 hay.	 We	 shared	 these

somewhat	 primitive	 quarters	 with	 our	 Russian	 helpers,	 so	 our	 strange	 camaraderie	 with

these	men	grew	a	bit	more	during	this	week.	Since	the	first	raid	had	missed	Kassel	almost

entirely,	it	was	only	a	matter	of	time	before	the	allies	came	back	to	do	the	job	properly	and

we	were	all	concerned	about	when	this	would	be.	Our	Leutnant	was	a	veteran	of	the	flak

arm	 and	 knew	 full	 well	 they	 would	 return,	 so	 he	 kept	 us	 close	 to	 the	 guns;	 his

apprehension	was	hardly	reassuring	based	on	what	we’d	just	been	through,	but	he	was	a

good	officer	and	mixed	discipline	and	playfulness	in	just	the	right	measure.	He	was	aware

his	 command	 consisted	 of	 teenage	 boys	 and	 as	 such,	 our	 morale	 was	 always	 a	 major

concern	for	him. 

‘Each	day	following	that	first	raid,	we	were	scrambled	to	our	guns	at	least	once	or	twice

but	 we	 didn’t	 fire.	 This	 was	 my	 introduction	 to	 allied	 photo/recon	 aircraft.	 The	 Allies

wanted	to	get	a	better	look	at	Kassel	so	they	sent	over	high	flying	Mosquito	bombers	or	P-

38	 Lightnings	 which	 came	 and	 left	 so	 quickly	 we	 could	 never	 train	 our	 guns	 on	 them. 

Shooting	 at	 a	 single	 high	 flying	 fast	 airplane	 such	 as	 this	 was	 futile,	 but	 their	 repeated

visits	reinforced	the	knowledge	that	the	RAF	Lancasters	would	be	back. 

‘On	the	night	of	October	22nd,	three	days	after	my	sixteenth	birthday,	they	came	back

in	force. 106	We	scrambled	from	our	somewhat	comfortable	stable	and	had	barely	reached our	 gun	 when	 the	 load	 and	 fire	 bell	 began	 ringing	 rapidly.	 The	 bombers	 were	 already

overhead!	The	drone	of	their	engines	was	awesome;	it	sounded	like	there	were	hundreds

of	them.	Batteries	everywhere	opened	fire,	searchlights	criss-crossed	the	sky	and	I	cranked

my	wheel	before	me	like	a	madman	as	the	gun	turned	on	its	mount.	It	was	difficult	to	keep

one’s	eyes	pressed	against	the	scope’s	hood	and	not	fall	over	when	the	gun	was	moving

like	this,	but	you	learned	to	step	lightly.	The	gun	barked	angrily	as	the	first	shell	left	the

barrel,	then	the	gun	commander	tapped	each	of	us	on	the	shoulder	and	yelled	at	us	to	just

watch	our	instruments,	there	would	be	no	orderly	bells	instructing	us	to	load	and	fire	this

night,	we	had	been	ordered	to	load	and	fire	as	rapidly	as	possible.	Now	this	was	something

new! 

‘Our	big	Russian	turned	into	a	man	seemingly	possessed	as	he	was	urged	on	by	our	gun

commander.	The	pace	at	which	he	could	thrust	a	shell	into	the	breech,	yank	the	fire	handle

and	 then	 ram	 another	 shell	 into	 place	 was	 astonishing.	 As	 the	 breech	 opened,	 the	 spent

shell	 casing	 would	 fall	 out	 and	 they	 began	 piling	 up	 around	 our	 feet.	 Round	 after	 round

was	fired	and	we	were	totally	consumed	with	our	work.	With	such	frantic	activity,	all	the

initial	fears	we	had	at	the	start	of	the	raid	vanished	and	there	was	only	the	job	at	hand. 

‘During	this	raid,	I	became	acquainted	with	a	new	phenomenon	-	falling	flak	shrapnel. 

The	laws	of	gravity	must	be	obeyed,	even	in	wartime,	so	as	our	shells	burst	high	above	us

and	scattered	jagged	steel	fragments	all	around	them,	those	small	bits	of	jagged	iron	and

steel	soon	began	to	rain	down	on	us.	It	really	was	like	being	in	a	rainstorm,	except	that	the

rain	 was	 made	 of	 hot	 slender	 pieces	 of	 steel!	 I	 wished	 that	 my	 helmet	 was	 the	 size	 of	 a

washtub	 and	 I	 tried	 to	 squeeze	 my	 whole	 body	 under	 it.	 Of	 course,	 such	 thinking	 was

nonsense,	 but	 when	 metal	 splinters	 are	 falling	 all	 around,	 it	 tends	 to	 make	 you	 a	 little

anxious	 about	 one	 of	 them	 slicing	 right	 through	 you.	 In	 fact,	 this	 happened	 more	 than

anyone	 had	 bothered	 to	 tell	 us	 before	 this	 night	 and	 a	 number	 of	 flak	 helpers	 were

wounded	by	the	falling	shrapnel. 

‘How	long	this	raid	lasted	I	have	no	idea,	but	it	seemed	to	last	forever.	My	gun	barrel

became	overheated	from	this	prolonged	rapid	firing,	so	our	gun	commander	tapped	us	all

again	and	ordered	me	to	crank	the	barrel	fully	down.	Smoke	poured	from	the	muzzle,	so

the	gun	was	obviously	quite	hot,	but	our	method	of	cooling	the	barrel	was	primitive.	We

ran	from	our	emplacement	and	grabbed	empty	burlap	sacks,	soaked	them	in	water	barrels, 

then	threw	the	wet	bags	across	the	barrel	and	stood	back	as	clouds	of	steam	hissed	into	the

night	air.	We	made	repeated	trips	gathering	bags	and	tossing	them	over	the	barrel;	all	the

while	other	guns	continued	firing	and	the	steel	splinters	kept	falling.	Our	Russians	cleared

away	the	spent	shells	and	brought	forward	more	ammunition. 

‘Our	 break	 didn’t	 last	 long,	 we	 hastily	 pulled	 the	 sacks	 off	 the	 still	 smoking	 barrel,	 1

cranked	the	muzzle	nearly	vertical,	or	so	it	seemed	and	we	began	firing	again	at	an	even

faster	pace	than	we	had	earlier.	The	noise	and	concussion	of	each	blast	from	our	88	shook

me	 to	 my	 core	 and	 rattled	 my	 teeth.	 We	 kept	 turning	 the	 gun	 and	 I	 began	 lowering	 the

barrel	 progressively	 as	 we	 tracked	 the	 passing	 bomber	 formation.	 Everything	 went	 off

with	 perfect	 precision.	 Our	 first	 bomb	 raid	 had	 been	 cut	 quite	 short,	 but	 this	 one	 was

certainly	 making	 up	 for	 the	 brevity	 of	 the	 first	 one.	 Finally,	 the	 electric	 bell	 near	 me

sounded,	 causing	 all	 of	 us	 a	 bit	 of	 pause,	 then	 our	 gun	 commander	 removed	 his	 helmet, 

pulled	his	headset	off	and	shouted	at	us	to	cease	fire	-	the	bombers	were	out	of	range.	As

far	as	my	battery	was	concerned,	the	second	raid	on	Kassel	was	over.	Our	NCO	smiled	at

us,	his	face	filthy	with	powder	and	dirt,	but	then	again,	all	of	us	were	covered	in	the	same

gritty	 mixture.	 We	 smiled	 at	 each	 other,	 pleased	 at	 having	 survived	 this	 one,	 our	 big

Russian	sat	down	on	the	huge	pile	of	shell	casings	and	smiled	up	at	me	as	he	panted	for

breath;	 he	 was	 utterly	 exhausted.	 There	 was	 little	 to	 smile	 about	 though,	 the	 Royal	 Air

Force	had	done	its	work	well	this	night. 

‘As	 we	 collected	 our	 wits	 and	 began	 to	 calm	 down,	 our	 eyes	 turned	 toward	 Kassel

which	 was	 located	 in	 the	 valley	 below	 us	 to	 the	 east.	 It	 seemed	 the	 entire	 city	 was	 a

glowing	 orange/red	 ball	 of	 fire.	 Huge	 black	 smoke	 clouds	 hung	 over	 the	 city.	 From	 our

vantage	 point	 it	 looked	 as	 though	 the	 entire	 sprawling	 city	 was	 on	 fire,	 which	 sent	 our

spirits	 plummeting	 to	 earth.	 This	 was	 the	 first	 so-called	 ‘firestorm’	 of	 the	 bombing

campaign.	 Despite	 our	 exhaustive	 efforts	 and	 the	 same	 efforts	 of	 hundreds	 of	 other	 gun

crews,	the	RAF	had	gotten	through	and	obviously	inflicted	severe	damage	on	the	target	we

had	been	assigned	to	protect.	A	deep	sense	of	failure	settled	over	us,	but	what	more	could

we	have	done?	Literally	hundreds	of	spent	shell	cases	lay	on	the	ground	behind	my	gun

emplacement	and	this	had	been	the	work	of	just	one	gun.	How	many	shells	had	been	sent

into	the	sky	that	night?	And	what	good	had	they	done?	I	lowered	the	88’s	barrel	and	we

secured	the	gun	before	returning	to	our	stable	for	some	water	and	much	needed	rest,	but

none	of	us	rested	well	that	night.	The	stench	of	the	burning	city	nearby	was	overpowering

and	one	could	hear	the	flames	and	secondary	explosions	continued	all	night	long. 

‘The	 following	 morning	 we	 cleaned	 our	 guns	 and	 gathered	 up	 the	 shell	 casings	 while

Kassel	continued	to	burn.	By	this	time,	a	black	cloud	of	smoke	hung	over	the	entire	area

making	 it	 look	 like	 a	 stormy	 day,	 but	 this	 was	 a	 manmade	 storm.	 Our	 commander

assembled	 us	 that	 afternoon	 and	 we	 stood	 at	 attention	 as	 he	 addressed	 us	 and

congratulated	us	on	our	splendid	performance.	To	our	surprise,	our	battery	had	been	given

credit	for	shooting	down	two	or	three	bombers	that	night,	so	we	were	ordered	to	paint	our

first	‘kill’	rings	on	the	barrels	of	our	guns. 

‘It	 was	 customary	 in	 flak	 batteries,	 panzerjager	 units	 and	 panzer	 units	 to	 paint	 a	 ring

around	the	barrel	of	one’s	gun	for	each	victim	the	gun	laid	claim	to.	This	was	much	the

same	practice	as	was	observed	by	airmen	all	over	the	world	who	painted	symbols	on	their

aircraft	 indicating	 victories.	 The	 way	 it	 worked	 with	 a	 flak	 battery	 was	 that	 since	 no

particular	gun	could	be	clearly	indicated	as	having	fired	a	particular	shot,	if	a	bomber	was

hit	 and	 brought	 down	 while	 flying	 through	 a	 particular	 battery’s	 field	 of	 fire,	 the	 entire

battery	was	given	credit	and	each	gun	was	entitled	to	a	victory	ring.	It	wasn’t	possible	to

tell	which	gun	fired	the	shot,	but	it	was	possible	to	tell	which	battery	had	fired	the	shot. 

This	 was	 intended	 as	 a	 morale	 booster	 for	 us	 and	 indeed	 we	 were	 pleased	 painting	 the

white	 rings	 around	 the	 barrels	 of	 our	 guns,	 but	 it	 still	 didn’t	 overpower	 the	 very	 present

reminder	that	Kassel	was	burning	below	us. 

‘The	fires	raged	in	Kassel	for	seven	days,	after	which	we	were	granted	a	terrible	view	-

nothing	 but	 blackened	 buildings	 and	 rubble.	 The	 smell	 of	 smoke	 was	 replaced	 with	 the

sickly	smell	of	the	dead.	Over	ten	thousand	civilians	were	killed	in	that	raid,	but	the	allies

accomplished	their	mission	-	the	manufacturing	facilities	of	the	city	had	been	decimated; 

95%	of	Kassel	had	been	destroyed.	Refugees	from	the	city	were	to	be	found	everywhere. 

It	was	a	pitiful	sight	that	pulled	on	my	heartstrings;	once	more,	the	innocent	had	to	suffer

for	no	good	reason.	This	was	madness. 107

‘After	the	second	raid	on	Kassel,	we	spent	a	few	aimless	days	watching	the	smoke	rise

over	the	shattered	city	and	then	we	received	orders	to	move	our	battery	to	Marburg.	There

were	 never	 enough	 flak	 guns	 to	 go	 around	 and	 the	 Luftwaffe	 moved	 us	 where	 we	 were

needed.	Since	there	wasn’t	anything	left	of	any	value	in	Kassel,	it	was	deemed	useless	for

us	to	remain	in	defence	of	a	ruined	city.	I’d	never	been	to	Marburg	and	knew	little	of	the

place,	 but	 we	 limbered	 up	 our	 88s	 and	 bounced	 along	 in	 our	 heavy	 trucks,	 hauling	 the

guns	to	what	was	to	become	the	most	picturesque	setting	we	could	have	imagined. 

‘Outside	of	Marburg	we	established	our	battery	adjacent	to	a	beautiful	open	field	of	tall

grass	 and	 wild	 flowers.	 It	 looked	 like	 something	 from	 a	 tourism	 brochure.	 We	 heavily

camouflaged	 the	 88s	 under	 netting	 and	 with	 tree	 branches	 until	 our	 officers	 were	 quite

pleased	that	we	would	not	be	easily	discovered	by	roving	photo	recon	aircraft.	There	were

fewer	batteries	at	Marburg	than	there	had	been	at	Kassel,	but	our	arrangement	was	much

the	same;	we	had	a	well	built	command	centre,	a	radar	dish,	a	communications	centre	to

connect	us	with	other	batteries	and	our	guns	were	laid	out	in	a	rectangular	formation	with

earthen	walls	constructed	around	them	for	additional	protection.	We	had	slit	trenches	for

emergency	 situations,	 but	 most	 importantly,	 we	 had	 very	 comfortable	 housing	 in	 some

nearby	wooden	buildings	that	looked	to	have	been	built	for	some	type	of	military	training

unit	perhaps	in	the	years	before	the	war.	We	had	nice	bunks	and	even	a	proper	kitchen	and

mess	hall. 

‘Our	reason	for	being	at	Marburg	was	to	protect	a	very	large	armaments	factory	which

was	 largely	 underground.	 In	 that	 first	 week	 while	 we	 laboured	 to	 construct	 our	 battery’s

position,	none	of	us	were	quite	sure	why	we	had	been	assigned	to	this	seemingly	pastoral

setting,	for	there	didn’t	appear	to	be	anything	of	any	importance	nearby.	The	factory	was

completely	underground	and	well	camouflaged.	Even	the	rail	lines	going	into	the	factory

were	 concealed	 by	 an	 elaborate	 camouflage	 existence	 of	 this	 large	 facility	 until	 it	 was

overrun	by	troops	in	1945.	During	the	day	one	would’ve	ever	imagined	that	Marburg	was

anything	 but	 a	 sleepy	 beautiful	 German	 town.	 For	 short	 periods	 at	 night	 however,	 one

became	aware	that	something	more	was	going	on.	At	night	one	could	see	surreal	looking

plumes	of	yellowish	smoke	rising	from	concealed	smoke	stacks	and	a	pungent	aroma	of

sulphur	 would	 enter	 your	 nostrils.	 This	 was	 the	 only	 indication	 we	 ever	 had	 that	 the

factory	existed;	none	of	us	ever	actually	saw	it. 

‘One	 evening	 at	 Marburg	 our	 alarm	 bells	 rang	 sending	 us	 to	 our	 guns.	 It	 was	 a	 cool, 

clear	 evening	 that	 was	 inky	 black	 -	 one	 of	 those	 nights	 that	 seemed	 extremely	 dark	 for

lack	of	any	moon.	This	was	an	ideal	evening	for	the	RAF	bombers	as	they	came	over	at

night	and	moonlight	always	served	as	our	ally	in	spotting	them.	Our	gun	was	loaded	and

we	stood	waiting	for	an	order	to	fire,	but	this	order	wouldn’t	come.	I	stood	there	staring	up

into	the	night	sky,	marvelling	at	a	show	the	likes	of	which	I’d	never	seen	before	and	would

never	observe	again. 

‘German	 night	 fighters	 had	 engaged	 a	 very	 large	 RAF	 formation	 of	 ‘Viermots’	 [four-

engine	bombers].	The	action	being	played	out	far	over	us	was	like	watching	a	fireworks

display.	There	was	the	drone	of	the	bombers,	which	were	practically	invisible,	but	all	over

the	 sky	 yellow-orange	 streaks	 of	 machine	 gun	 tracer	 ammunition	 made	 crazy	 snake-like

patterns	 in	 the	 air.	 It	 was	 really	 quite	 beautiful.	 Since	 we	 couldn’t	 fire	 on	 the	 formation

because	 our	 own	 fighters	 were	 mixed	 in	 with	 the	 bombers,	 we	 all	 stood	 watching	 the

melee.	 One	 could	 hear	 the	 distant	 machine	 gun	 fire	 and	 the	 slower	 pop-popping	 of	 the

cannons	in	our	fighters.	It	was	impossible	to	tell	what	exactly	was	happening	up	there	or

who	was	getting	the	better	of	who,	but	we	all	smiled	and	speculated	about	the	action.	Then

came	the	really	vivid	signs	in	the	sky.	There	were	bright	pinkish-red	fireballs	that	streaked

through	 the	 air	 sporadically,	 often	 ending	 their	 strange	 flight	 with	 a	 flash	 and	 yellow

explosion	-	our	night	fighters	were	firing	rockets	at	the	bombers.	This	was	the	first	time

we’d	seen	rockets	in	use	and	it	took	us	a	little	while	to	figure	out	what	they	were. 

‘Perhaps	 I	 was	 lost	 in	 speculation,	 perhaps	 just	 too	 keen	 on	 watching	 the	 display

overhead,	 but	 for	 whatever	 reason,	 I	 didn’t	 become	 conscious	 of	 a	 most	 ominous	 noise

until	 it	 was	 almost	 too	 late.	 I	 became	 aware	 of	 the	 very	 loud	 roar	 of	 aeroplane	 engines

straining	 for	 all	 they	 were	 worth	 and	 the	 sound	 was	 growing	 louder	 by	 the	 second.	 I’d

heard	aeroplane	engines	straining	on	takeoff	all	my	life,	but	I’d	never	heard	anything	like

this.	 I	 was	 unsure	 of	 what	 to	 do	 or	 what	 was	 happening	 as	 I	 rapidly	 scanned	 the	 skies

around	 me	 for	 whatever	 was	 causing	 this	 growing	 roar.	 The	 sound	 of	 those	 engines	 is

absolutely	 indescribable.	 I’ve	 never	 heard	 any	 airplane	 with	 its	 engines	 wailing	 as

desperately	and	it	sounded	like	this	thing	was	right	on	top	of	me!	I	got	a	chill	down	my

spine	-	a	bomber	was	crashing	right	on	top	of	me! 

‘None	of	us	needed	any	order	to	seek	shelter,	as	every	boy	at	my	gun	broke	into	a	run

and	we	scattered	in	all	directions.	I	sprinted	toward	the	rear	where	I	knew	there	was	a	slit

trench.	 If	 I	 could	 only	 make	 it	 to	 the	 trench,	 perhaps	 I	 would	 survive.	 I	 kept	 my	 head

turned	upward	as	I	ran,	finally	seeing	the	black	silhouette	of	a	‘Viermot’	pointing	directly

at	 the	 ground.	 Its	 engines	 were	 at	 full	 throttle	 and	 the	 bomber	 was	 completely	 out	 of

control,	 almost	 perfectly	 vertical	 and	 was	 carrying	 great	 speed.	 I’d	 never	 make	 it	 to	 the

trench!	This	thing	couldn’t	have	been	more	than	a	couple	hundred	feet	up;	it	would	pile

into	the	ground	any	second.	And	if	it	still	had	its	bomb	load,	heaven	help	all	of	us!	I	threw

myself	to	the	ground	close	to	the	edge	of	the	trench	and	scrambled	into	the	ditch	just	as

the	 most	 violent	 explosion	 I’d	 yet	 experienced	 shocked	 my	 body	 from	 head	 to	 toe.	 The

screaming	 V-12	 engines	 which	 had	 filled	 my	 ears	 were	 replaced	 suddenly	 with	 a

deafening	boom	and	such	a	violent	concussion	I	thought	my	heart	would	stop!	I	lay	at	the

bottom	of	the	trench,	stunned	for	a	moment,	as	dirt	and	bits	of	wreckage	rained	down.	I

looked	 up	 and	 saw	 the	 whole	 sky	 around	 me	 seemingly	 aglow	 with	 orange;	 thick	 black

smoke	had	already	risen	high	in	the	air	and	was	illuminated	in	the	unreal	orange	light	of

the	burning	wreckage. 

‘Sticking	my	head	up	after	regaining	my	wits,	I	saw	a	huge	flaming	smoking	crater	not

thirty	 yards	 from	 where	 I	 was!	 It	 was	 an	 awesome	 and	 terrible	 sight.	 Bits	 of	 smoking

aluminium	from	the	exploded	bomber	lay	all	over	the	ground.	There	was	an	intense	fire

blazing	in	the	large	impact	crater,	forcing	me	to	keep	my	distance	from	the	hole	due	to	the

heat.	 Our	 gun	 commander	 came	 along	 to	 collect	 us	 and	 warned	 us	 not	 to	 go	 near	 the

flaming	wreck	as	there	was	likely	unexploded	ordinance	which	could	continue	to	detonate. 

The	 wreck	 was	 very	 close	 to	 our	 gun,	 so	 we	 couldn’t	 safely	 return	 to	 the	 88,	 so	 we	 all

gathered	 a	 safe	 distance	 away	 from	 the	 crashed	 bomber	 and	 watched	 it	 burn.	 Of	 course, 

the	display	overhead	with	the	night	fighters	continued	as	well.	After	the	formation	passed, 

we	 watched	 the	 burning	 crater	 for	 a	 while,	 listened	 to	 the	 machine	 gun	 ammunition

explode	from	time	to	time,	but	this	got	boring	after	a	time	and	we	decided	to	head	off	to

sleep. 

‘We	 got	 precious	 little	 sleep	 that	 evening,	 as	 despite	 the	 late	 hours	 we	 had	 put	 in,	 the

Luftwaffe	liked	to	stick	to	schedule	so	we	were	roused	from	our	bunks	as	dawn	broke.	We

generally	slept	in	our	uniforms	for	additional	warmth,	so	there	wasn’t	much	to	do	before

morning	 formation	 except	 to	 get	 one’s	 self-composed	 and	 in	 a	 mood	 for	 listening	 to

orders.	As	luck	would	have	it,	I	was	selected	with	a	group	of	other	fellows	that	morning	to

assist	the	regular	Luftwaffe	personnel	in	picking	through	the	smoking	crater	nearby.	Our

task	 was	 to	 be	 the	 retrieval	 and	 identification	 of	 any	 human	 remains	 and	 to	 examine	 the

wreck	 for	 anything	 that	 could	 be	 of	 interest.	 After	 a	 meagre	 breakfast,	 I	 reported	 to	 the

large	crater	and	using	a	pair	of	heavy	gloves,	began	sifting	through	the	significant	amount

of	wreckage	which	lay	in	the	hole	and	around	its	edges.	Others	were	gathering	up	the	stray

pieces	of	aluminium	so	they	could	be	sent	off	for	scrap,	but	I	was	with	the	lucky	few	who

laboured	 in	 the	 hot	 smelly	 hole	 created	 by	 the	 bomber’s	 impact.	 I	 don’t	 think	 we	 ever

figured	out	what	kind	of	bomber	it	was;	either	a	Lancaster	or	Halifax,	there	simply	wasn’t

enough	left	of	it	for	us	to	tell.	It	had	four	large	V-12	engines,	which	were	mostly	buried	in

the	ground,	but	that’s	about	all	that	could	be	discerned. 

‘There	 was	 little	 doubt	 from	 the	 outset	 that	 men	 had	 died	 in	 this	 wreck,	 as	 the	 sickly

sweet	smell	of	cooked	flesh	was	readily	apparent	mixed	with	the	strong	smell	of	gas	and

oil.	It	was	a	horrible	mess	in	that	hole.	We	overturned	pieces	of	aluminium	and	steel	for

hour	 after	 hour	 as	 other	 boys	 pulled	 them	 from	 the	 hole	 and	 gathered	 them	 for	 recovery

later.	 Some	 of	 the	 fellows	 started	 finding	 small	 body	 parts	 from	 the	 plane’s	 crew,	 which

were	 then	 laid	 out	 carefully	 in	 a	 particular	 spot	 outside	 the	 crater	 for	 our	 officers	 to

examine.	 Some	 identification	 tags	 were	 found	 and	 these	 two	 were	 placed	 with	 the	 body

parts.	My	own	disturbing	discovery	came	after	several	hours	of	work.	I	shoved	a	pile	of

burned	 aluminium	 aside	 and	 there	 underneath	 was	 a	 battered	 Vickers	 machine	 gun.	 The

gun	 wasn’t	 so	 much	 of	 a	 bother,	 but	 on	 the	 spade	 grips	 of	 the	 gun	 there	 was	 a	 pair	 of

burned	hands	clad	in	heavy	leather	gloves	-	no	body	mind	you,	just	a	pair	of	hands	latched

firmly	onto	the	gun’s	grips.	I’d	like	to	say	I	was	stunned	by	this	discovery,	but	strangely,	I

wasn’t	 repulsed	 -	 I	 merely	 found	 it	 curious	 and	 sad.	 I	 had	 grown	 up	 with	 bombers,	 so	 I

could	 only	 envision	 this	 poor	 soul	 who	 had	 clung	 desperately	 to	 his	 machine	 gun	 as	 his

plane	plummeted	out	of	the	sky.	He	must	have	been	trapped	by	the	centrifugal	force	and

unable	to	bail	out,	so	he	was	helpless	to	do	anything	but	hold	on	and	wait	for	death.	And

now	 all	 that	 remained	 of	 this	 brave	 young	 flier	 was	 a	 pair	 of	 charred	 hands	 in	 equally

charred	leather	gloves.	How	terribly	tragic	such	an	end	was. 

‘Snapping	 out	 of	 my	 brief	 surprise,	 I	 pried	 the	 hands	 off	 the	 burned	 gun	 and	 hauled

them	 over	 to	 the	 collection	 point	 for	 the	 recovered	 body	 parts.	 There	 were	 other	 such

macabre	bits	and	pieces	already	there;	a	leg,	a	boot,	nothing	but	bits	and	pieces.	An	officer

nodded	with	grim	approval	as	I	placed	the	hands	carefully	with	the	other	human	debris,	I

stared	 at	 the	 collection	 for	 a	 few	 seconds	 and	 then	 I	 returned	 to	 my	 job	 in	 the	 crater.	 I

didn’t	 find	 anything	 else	 as	 gruesome	 as	 that	 again,	 but	 we	 worked	 throughout	 the	 day

clearing	away	the	wreckage	and	the	crash	site	would	be	a	scene	of	scrap	recovery	off-and-

on	throughout	our	time	at	Marburg. 

‘Many	of	the	flak	helpers	which	came	after	us	were	pressed	into	field	regiments	as	anti-

tank	gunners	as	the	war	progressed	and	had	little	good	many	of	those	boys	didn’t	survive

the	war.	Over	the	coming	weeks	they	proved	themselves	to	be	just	as	good	as	the	rest	of	us

and	we	all	became	friends.	When	it	came	time	to	leave	Marburg	after	a	month	or	so,	I	took

with	 me	 the	 memory	 of	 the	 beautiful	 fields,	 the	 bloodied	 cockpit	 of	 a	 P-38;	 the	 terrible

sound	of	the	doomed	bomber	and	the	unearthly	experience	of	prying	those	burned	hands

off	the	wrecked	machine	gun.	It	was	a	lot	to	contemplate	for	a	boy	who	had	just	celebrated

his	sixteenth	birthday.	I	always	wondered	if	the	family	of	the	British	airmen	who’s	hands	I

had	 discovered	 ever	 learned	 of	 his	 fate	 or	 if	 they	 were	 simply	 sent	 a	 ‘missing	 in	 action’

letter	and	left	to	anguish	over	his	fate	for	years.	Hopefully	his	identity	discs	were	among

those	recovered.	He	had	perished	clinging	to	his	post;	his	family	should’ve	taken	comfort

in	knowing	he	died	honourably.	I	never	forgot	those	blackened	hands.’	108
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104	 In	 the	 defence	 aganst	 daylight	 high-altitude	 attacks,	 the	 co-operation	 of	 flak	 and	 fighters	 and	 the	 operation	 of	 the Grossbatterien	 proved	 successful.	 In	 spite	 of	 the	 continual	 loss	 of	 young	 personnel	 to	 the	 fronts,	 Germany	 found	 it possible	 to	 double	 the	 numbers	 of	 personnel,	 principally	 by	 decreasing	 the	 personnel	 per	 battery	 and	 using	 the Reichsarbeitsdienst	 and	 approximately	 75,000	  Luftwaffenhelfer	 (schoolboys)	 from	 higher	 schools.	 All	 schoolboys	 in Germany	at	age	16	had	to	enter	the	flak	school	in	their	neighbourhood.	This	decision	had	been	taken	after	the	German disaster	at	Stalingrad	when	thousands	of	soldiers	within	the	borders	of	the	Fatherland	were	needed	for	frontline	duties.	In addition,	 approximately	 15,000	 women	 and	 girls,	 45,000	 volunteer	 Russian	 PoWs	 and	 12,000	 Croatian	 soldiers,	 were drafted	in	to	the	air	defence	of	the	Reich.	On	the	one	hand	the	 Luftwaffenhelfer	had	the	same	duties	as	soldiers;	on	the other	hand	their	teachers	had	to	continue	their	education	as	well	as	possible. 

105	The	H2S	‘blind	marker’	aircraft	overshot	the	aiming	point	at	Kassel	by	some	distance	and	the	‘visual	markers’	were unable	to	correct	the	error	because	of	thick	haze	which	restricted	visibility.	German	decoy	markers	may	also	have	been present.	The	main	weight	of	the	attack	thus	fell	on	the	western	suburbs	and	outlying	towns	and	villages,	but	large	fires were	started	at	both	the	Henschel	and	Fieseler	aircraft	factories,	at	the	city’s	main	hospital	and	at	several	other	important buildings.	 The	 eastern	 suburb	 of	 Wolfshanger	 was	 devastated.	 Kassel’s	 casualties	 were	 118	 dead	 -	 68	 civilians,	 12

military	and	38	foreigners	-	and	304	injured.	A	large	ammunition	dump	at	Ihringshausen,	just	north	of	Wolfshanger,	was hit	 by	 a	 chance	 bomb	 load	 and	 the	 resulting	 explosions	 attracted	 further	 bombs;	 photographs	 taken	 later	 showed	 84

buildings	 at	 the	 military	 location	 destroyed	 and	 a	 great	 mass	 of	 craters.	 The	 outlying	 townships	 of	 Bettenhausen	 and Sandershausen	were	also	severely	hit.	Nachtjagd	claimed	17	of	the	24	heavies	shot	down	and	for	nine	 Tame	Boar	losses. 

 The	Bomber	Command	War	Diaries:	An	Operational	reference	book	1939-1945.	Martin	Middlebrook	and	Chris	Everitt. 

(Midland	1985). 

106	On	22/23	October	28	Lancasters	and	eight	Mosquitoes	of	8	Group	set	out	to	bomb	Frankfurt	as	a	diversion	for	over 560	 Lancasters	 and	 Halifaxes	 heading	 for	 Kassel	 for	 the	 second	 raid	 on	 this	 city	 that	 month.	 Their	 targets	 were	 the Henschel	 locomotive-engine	 plant,	 the	 largest	 of	 its	 kind	 in	 Europe	 and	 the	 Fieseler	 aircraft	 plant.	 125	 bombers	 were forced	to	return	early	because	of	severe	icing	en	route.  The	Bomber	Command	War	Diaries:	An	Operational	reference book	1939-1945,	Martin	Middlebrook	and	Chris	Everitt.	(Midland	1985). 

107	 As	 on	 the	 previous	 raid	 19	 days	 earlier,	 the	 blind	 markers	 overshot	 the	 aiming	 point	 but,	 the	 visual	 markers following	 on	 accurately	 marked	 the	 centre	 in	 the	 light	 of	 their	 flares	 and	 Kassel	 was	 subjected	 to	 an	 exceptionally accurate	and	concentrated	raid.	They	created	3,600	fires	that	were	still	burning	seven	days	after	the	raid,	the	firestorm destroying	 63%	 of	 all	 Kassel’s	 living	 accommodation.	 A	 Mosquito	 reconnaissance	 pilot	 reported	 that	 ‘Kassel	 was	 a single	 sheet	 of	 flame	 from	 which	 violent	 explosions	 were	 continuously	 erupting.	 You	 could	 see	 the	 smoke	 up	 to	 an altitude	 of	 16,000	 feet.	 We	 approached	 the	 city	 repeatedly	 from	 different	 directions	 but	 after	 the	 raid	 we	 found	 no opportunity	 to	 take	 aerial	 photographs	 due	 to	 the	 dense	 clouds	 of	 smoke.	 The	 rising	 wind	 caused	 the	 sea	 of	 flame	 to spread	more	and	more.	Now	the	extent	of	the	destruction	in	Kassel	must	virtually	match	that	in	Hamburg.’	Over	4,300

apartment	 blocks	 were	 reduced	 to	 ruins	 and	 more	 than	 150	 industrial	 premises	 and	 dozens	 of	 public	 buildings	 were destroyed	or	seriously	damaged.	In	the	oldest	part	of	town	in	the	main	business	shopping	centre	between	the	river	and Konigsplatz	no	building	was	left	intact.	The	damage	extended	to	the	industrial	districts	on	both	sides	of	the	River	Fulda as	 well	 as	 to	 suburbs.	 The	 Western	 suburbs	 and	 outlying	 townships	 were	 badly	 hit	 and	 the	 north-eastern	 suburb	 of Wolfshanger	was	devastated.	Between	100,000	and	120,000	people	had	to	leave	their	homes	and	over	5,500	people	died. 

The	Fieseler	factory	was	so	badly	damaged	that	the	V-1	assault	on	Britain	was	delayed.	Enemy	action	was	hampered	by strong	‘Window’	jamming	of	the	Fighter	R/T	Frequency	and	the	diversion	to	Frankfurt	where	all	the	bombers	returned safely.	Even	so,	despite	the	jamming	and	spoofing	over	190	‘Tame	Boars’	claimed	40	kills,	mainly	in	‘Wild	Boar’fashion in	the	target	area	and	to	the	north	of	Kassel.	The	attackers	lost	only	six	fighters.	Altogether,	the	RAF	lost	43	aircraft	on the	 operation	 to	 Kassel.  The	 Bomber	 Command	 War	 Diaries:	 An	 Operational	 reference	 book	 1939-1945,	 Martin Middlebrook	and	Chris	Everitt.	(Midland	1985). 

108	 Adapted	 from	  Glory	 Refused;	 the	 memoirs	 of	 a	 teenage	 rocket	 pilot	 of	 the	 Third	 Reich,	 by	 Joachim	 Hoehne	 and Randall	Holden	(2004). 
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