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Introduction

What did happen at Leipzig on 19/20 February 1994, the third major attack on the German city in WWII? The first two attacks were quite successful, and, with modest casualties – thirty-eight aircraft were missing in two operations.

The third and last major raid on the city took place at the latter end of the Battle of Berlin and proved to involve, at that time, the heaviest losses suffered by Bomber Command in WWII and double the losses of the two previous raids put together.

As proved in other books such as The Nuremberg Raid by Martin Middlebrook, there has to be a reason for these great losses. Perhaps there was a leak in information to the enemy, or other such reasons. By examining the now available material and by talking to the crews involved one can come up with a sound, logical reason why this attack on Leipzig went sadly wrong and many fine men were lost.

Along with the last raid on Berlin by heavy bombers, plus the Nuremberg raid, this raid made the casualties for the first three months of 1944 seem rather high, and in retrospect slightly distorted.

This book is an account of what happened on this operation over sixty years ago and on the two previous raids on the German city of Leipzig, plus the subsequent attacks by the US Army Air Force.


Missing
 Failed to Return

Missing, Failed to Return was the terminology in the RAF during WWII for aircraft and men that failed to return from an operation. Some squadrons used ‘missing’ in their operations record book, officially known as the 540/541, others ‘failed to return’. It matters little as they both meant the same thing – that a crew and a fighting machine of Bomber Command were out of action. The crew may not be dead of course, a percentage having been taken prisoner and an even small percentage evading capture. But, the facts are there, sixty years later, that the greater percentage would be casualties.


Chapter 1

Aerial Warfare
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It was in 1909 that Lord Montague of Beaulieu outlined the effects of a raid on London by a fleet of airships. He was adamant that in future wars the enemy would not hesitate to use air bombardment to achieve a possible victory.

At this time the Italian Giulio Douhet became involved in the Italian Air Force. He had also written books on mechanised war. He said that in the future war would not only be on the land and at sea but also in the air and would become the third part of any future wars.

In 1910 there were signs that Great Britain would be subject to attack from the air in a future war.

With the use of the machine-gun, tanks and U-Boats also came the aeroplane. This opened the battlefield from the sea and the trenches. It also meant that not only soldiers were involved but also civilians. It also meant that technology would play an important part in all future wars.

This would be based on the accuracy of the bombs dropped from the air and in the early days of aerial warfare this was very hit and miss.

There were a number of factors, two vital:



1. Was supremacy in the air really of such great importance? 

2. Could supremacy be attained? 



It was considered that such air attacks would considerably harm morale and material damage could be achieved.

In 1909 a meeting was held by Lord Montague and the National Defence Association that outlined the possible effects of a raid on London by a fleet of airships directed on the main government buildings and concluded that this could paralyse the nation. Montague developed an early and important theory about strategic bombing, in which cities such as London were national ‘nerve centres’ that could be incapacitated by an air attack.

The first bombs were dropped on 1 November 1911 by the Italians during the Italian–Turkish war. A Lieutenant Gavotti carried four bombs in a leather bag and dropped one on a Turkish encampment. Following on from the success of the first drop he then dropped the remainder in a second run over the target. In those days the bombs were more like grenades than bombs and weighed only four and half pounds.

Giulio Douhet first served in the Italian army as an artillery officer but between 1912 and 1915 he commanded Italy’s first aviation unit, known as the Aeronautical Battalion. He had become involved with the Italian Air Force from about 1909, during which time he had written books on the mechanical side of war. During WWI, having criticised the way the war was being conducted and managed, and saying so in public, he was court-martialled. He was found guilty and imprisoned until 1917. When what he had been saying was found to be true his conviction was retracted and he was put in charge of the Italian air service with the rank of general. But in 1921 he left the services and set out to write books on the theory of air warfare. His book Command of the Air was published in 1922. That same year Benito Mussolini made him head of Italy’s aviation programme. But he again resigned this post to concentrate on writing.

His theory was that the essence of air power was the offensive and the only good defence was a good offence. The air force who could command the air by bombing the enemy air arm into extinction would doom its enemy to perpetual bombardment, and so command of the air meant victory.

In WWI he had called for a massive build up of the Italian Air Force and proposed a force of 500 bombers that could drop 125 tons of bombs daily. This was completely ignored.

Douhet advocated that the offensive use of aircraft would cut off an opponent’s army and navy from their bases and that it was much more important to destroy a railroad station, bakery, a war plant or to machine-gun a supply column, moving trains, or other targets than to strafe or bomb a trench. (This we would see in 1944 when the German Army was on the retreat and coming under constant air attacks.)

Douhet believed in the effects on morale of bombing. He said air power could break people’s will by destroying country’s ‘vital centres’. Armies would become superfluous because aircraft could overfly them and attack these centres of the government, military and industry with impunity. He identified five targets: industry, transport infrastructure, communications, government and ‘the will of the people’. He believed in the principle of Total War.

Not all his predictions came true but some did. For instance, gaining command of the air, terror bombing and attacking vital centres did occur in WWII. What did not come true was Douhet’s argument that in the future war would be become so terrible that common people would rise against their government, overthrow it with revolution, then sue for peace.

As far as bombers were concerned he felt one had to have the greatest possible number so as to be able to launch major offensives whenever the opportunity arose.

He continued his writing up to his death in 1930. Today his theories of air war are still popular and well read and he is known as the father of air power.

In 1912 a German naval officer gave a lecture on bombing and claimed that an attack on England would cause serious material damage and affect the morale of the people. So, two years before WWI an attack and war with England was being considered in Germany. In Germany, airships were being armed with machine-guns and bomb racks were introduced.

Also in 1912 the possibility of an attack on London was taken seriously and steps were made to take precautions against such an attack using guns and searchlights.

A memorandum from the British government in 1912 stated:

In the case of a European war between two countries, both sides would be equipped with large corps of aeroplanes, each trying to obtain information about the other, and to hide its own movements. The efforts which each would exert, in order to hinder or prevent the enemy from obtaining information, would lead to the inevitable result of a war in the air, for the supremacy of the air, by armed aeroplanes operating against each other. This fight for the supremacy of the air in future wars will be of the first and greatest importance, and when it has been won, the land and sea forces of the loser will be at such a disadvantage that the war will certainly have to terminate at a much smaller loss in men and money to both sides.



In 1913 in Germany more experiments were carried out carrying larger bombs and from a height of 350 feet. In the future strategic bombing was meant to attack not only the airfields but also the airfield factories and the enemy’s industries. It would be long range, which would be the purpose of a main bomber force.

In August 1914, attacks were made on Antwerp by German Zeppelin airships.

In September 1914 war was declared by Germany. Elements of the aerial warlords in Germany wanted to attack England by air from the outset but when the Kaiser opposed this it was a year before this came to fruition, and then with some strict conditions. No attacks were to be made on many of the buildings in London such as Buckingham Palace and other Government buildings but there were no restrictions about hospitals, schools and civilian homes.

There were in Germany prominent people who were against indiscriminate bombing.

The first raid on England came in January 1915 and the first attack on London in May 1915.

In 1916, Lord Trenchard, commander of the Royal Flying Corps, said:

The aeroplane is not a defence against the aeroplane. But the opinion of those more competent to judge is that the aeroplane, as a weapon of attack, cannot be too highly estimated.

In France, Trenchard was later the first Chief of Air Staff in the newly formed RAF and ended his service with the rank of Marshal of the Royal Air Force.

The raids by airships continued throughout WWI until the first aeroplane attack on 25 May 1917 when twenty-three Gotha aircraft set out to attack London but only got as far as Gravesend. They did, however, drop their bombs before turning back owing to cloud and killed ninety-five people. This new aeroplane could carry 3,000-lb bombs and fly for five hours without refuelling.

The first daylight raid on London was in June 1917 with over 162 people killed and 432 injured. All but eleven casualties were civilians, one bomb hitting a school and killing sixteen and injuring thirty. This caused an outcry in England and 500 aircraft were sent to bomb Berlin.

As in WWII the clergy in the UK were against reprisals, considering them to be wrong and immoral. But also as in WWII there was no alternative to a bombing offensive.

In 1917 General Jan (Manny) Smuts was asked to investigate ‘Air Organisation and the direction of aerial operations’. In his report of August 1917 he said ‘Air power can be used as an independent means of war operations’. His report was thought to be the most important paper in the history of the creation of the Royal Air Force.

A study was made of the industrial area in Germany around the cities of Düsseldorf, Cologne, and Mannheim and the steel industry of the Saar Valley. Night and day bombing was discussed. The preference was for day bombing and the reasoning was that during the day at work or in the streets, people were vulnerable to air attacks whereas as night they had a roof over their head. Night time bombing also depended on good weather and moonlight.

The first of what was an early Blitz period started in September 1917, when in two raids twenty-three people were killed and 107 injured in Britain.

It’s strange we often think of the Underground stations being used in WWII as air raid shelters but in WWI in September 1917, 300,000 people used them as shelters from air attacks too.

An air offensive from Flanders against Germany as a reprisal was considered.

In another raid in October 1917 thirty-three people were killed and forty-nine were injured. Churchill wrote after this raid about the effects of such raids on the civilian population.

In November a further study and paper was written on targets and selection and it suggested a bomber force of 2,000, of which 1,000 would be available to attack any specific targets.

In April 1917 the USA entered the war and a Lt/Col William Mitchell of the US Army Air Service was sent out to France to liaise with the British and French Air Force leaders. In September 1918 he led a force of 1,476 Allied aircraft on an attack on St Mihiel, a salient on the Western Front in France. It was about 35 miles wide at its base and 15 at its apex. It had been formed in September 1914 in an attempt to envelope the fortress of Verdun. Over four years all attempts to eliminate it had been foiled. This was to be the greatest air battle of the Great War. The battle was over 12–16 September 1918.

The objectives of the attack were: the destruction of German air forces to prevent them flying over Allied lines; reconnaissance of enemy positions, including direction of artillery fire; and lastly destruction of enemy ground forces through bombardment and strafing. In the case of the bombers the objectives were simply to hinder enemy concentration by railroads and destruct enemy aircraft on its airfields.

Air superiority was essential by a large force on the enemy’s air force wherever it was found. Of the 1,476 aircraft over a 1,000 would be used for the destruction of the German Air Force. The most important element was providing air cover for Allied ground forces.

The attack on St Mihiel was a great success with the salient being reduced in four days and the German army given a mauling.

One of the things that came out of this operation was that although destroying enemy aircraft was the main objective there was no attempt to destroy the German aircraft industry.

Colonel Mitchell was one who did not believe that WWI would be the War to End All Wars.

Plans were being made to make reprisal raids on Germany. Further raids were made in 1918, including the first dropping of a one-ton bomb.

It was May 1918 when the last attack came. Forty-three Gotha bombers took off but only thirteen reached London. Nevertheless, the bombs they dropped killed forty-nine people and 177 were injured. In eight daylight raids and nineteen night raids by the Gothas 435 people were killed and 997 injured.

Between 1914/18 103 raids by airships and aeroplanes dropped 8,000 bombs, killing 1,414 and injuring 3,416, which included 670 killed and 960 injured in London.

In Great Britain there were 469 anti-aircraft guns, 622 searchlights, 259 height-finders and ten sound locators manned by 6,136 officers and men. At this time, May 1918, the Air Council in the UK decided to form an Independent Force for large-scale bombing attacks on Germany. Trenchard wrote a paper entitled ‘Long Distance Bombing’.

Some 210 targets were highlighted for attack in Germany. This would be carried out by the Super Handley Page bomber capable of carrying 230-lb bombs. But as the Armistice came in November 1918 and with it the end of WWI, so these attacks never took place.

In 1921 Colonel Mitchell, now the deputy director of the Air Service in the USA, was trying to get over his theory of ships being destroyed by aerial bombing. They worked on the theory of aiming bombs near the target ship so that expanding water pressure from underwater blasts would stave in and open the ship’s plates.

In July 1921 this theory was put into practice and a former German battleship was attacked from the air with 2,000-lb bombs – the ship sank in twenty-two minutes. It was shown that there were no direct hits but three bombs landed nearby and as predicted blew out the ship’s plates.

In 1921, the Italian General Giulio Douhet published a paper entitled ‘The Theory of Air War in the Future’. His main argument was that it was important ‘To eliminate the enemy air force’s operations by attacks on the opposing ground organisations, and the destruction of enemy flying units in the air.’ He was an artillery officer and later in command of airship battalions in Italy. He recognised the sky as the main battle area.

In 1922 Colonel Mitchell met Giulio Douhet in Europe and shortly after a translation of Douhet’s Command of the Air began to circulate around the Air Service.

At the end of WWI, in 1918, the RAF had the largest air force in the world with 300 squadrons, 233,000 officers and men, 23,000 aircraft and 700 airfields. Three years later this had been reduced to only twenty-one squadrons.

In November 1932 the then Prime Minister of the UK, and also Chairman of the Committee of Imperial Defence, Stanley Baldwin declared in the House of Commons that ‘the bomber will always get through’. This was in a speech he made about war and disarmament at that time. He went on to say that the greatest fear of future wars was in the air. An air force’s speed of attack in comparison with an army on the ground was much greater and up to WWI civilians were exempt from the effects of war. He argued that any town near or within reach of an aerodrome could be bombed within the first five minutes of war being declared. He went on to say that that no power on earth could protect people from being bombed and that the bomber will always get through and that bombing would be from 20,000 feet and perhaps even higher.

He went on to say that munitions being made could play a big part in future wars (more so than ever before) and it was essential to knock these out. and in no other way could this be stopped than by bombing from the air. What he was saying was, deny the production of the bombs to be dropped so that they cannot be dropped.

The only defence he said was offence, which meant you had to kill more of the enemy (even women and children) quicker than the enemy could kill your people if you were to win or save yourself. He said he mentioned this so that people may realise what was waiting for them when the next war came. This was seven years before the Second World War began and how his words rang true when that war began and continued for six years.

In 1933 Hitler reformed the German Air Force and steps were taken to design a four-engine bomber with a range of 1,800 to 2,000 miles with a ceiling of 20,000 feet and a speed of 250 mph. Added to this, it was to be capable of carrying a bomb load of 12,000 lb.

On 14 July 1936 Bomber Command was formed in Britain along with Fighter and Coastal Command and the twin-engine Wellington bomber made its maiden flight.

But still in 1937 nothing had been done about a four-engine bomber in Britain on the lines the Germans had suggested three years previously and in hindsight the British were glad that they didn’t.

The training of bomber crews was also in limbo. And although the plans were laid down in 1936 it was 1942 before the four-engine bomber was seen. To hit the target a bomber with the range and bomb capacity was needed. It must be also able to resist or evade enemy defences, navigate successfully to the target and, having arrived there, be able to release its bomb accurately.

In 1937 a Mr Alfred H.R. Fedden MBE, Chief Engineer with the Bristol Engine Division of the Bristol Aeroplane Co. Ltd, was sent to Germany by the Secretary of State for Air Lord Weir. He was accompanied by Captain Bartlett, the Continental representative of the Bristol Company, and Baron de Ropp, the German agent of the Bristol Company. On the second visit he was accompanied by Mr Devereus, Managing Director of High Duty Alloys Ltd, and Mr Evans of the Bristol Company’s Experimental Department. During this visit they were guests of the Reichsparteitag, the Annual National Socialist Party Gathering, at Nuremberg.

These two visits were at the invitation of General Milch, the German Secretary of State for Air, and had for their objective a first-hand investigation of the technical and productive progress that had been made by the German aero engine and aircraft industry under the new regime. It was believed that Fedden was the first British engineer to have been given a comprehensive insight into the newly created German aircraft and allied material industries.

The visits were possible, it was considered by Fedden, because of his contacts in past years with General Milch, and a number of the executive managements of the various aircraft and aero engine contractors. Also, once the German Air Ministry policy of ‘opening their doors’ to a foreigner had been defined, they went out of their way to show what a great deal had been accomplished in so relatively short a period.

The first and perhaps most important deduction to be made from these visits was that the declared British plan of having an Air Force that was based on parity with Germany by April 1939 was out of the question. With regard to engines, it was considered that Germany would have produced a greater number of them by April 1939 than in Britain and that they would be of sound design and excellent workmanship.

However, there was hope that Britain could hold its own in a present expansion programme. The production complex was already in place for the manufacturing of aero engines but if we were not careful Germany would in five years time surpass us in design and technique.

The position between British and German aircraft was, however, a far more serious matter. The present and proposed production organisation of Britain was completely inadequate, and the British people were being kept in the dark as to the real situation.

The majority of aircraft plants involved in military aircraft were unsuitable and too restricted in comparison with the German factories. Unless this was faced up to by the Government there was no chance of ever achieving parity with Germany.

The report from this visit was discussed at a meeting in London on 2 November 1937. It was divided into three parts based on two reports by Mr Fedden and also reports by Major Bulman and members of the Rolls-Royce firm. The meeting was intended to cover the development of technique and materials in Germany, secondly the deductions made by Mr Fedden relating particularly to output, thirdly the suggestions of changes that should be made in organisation in the UK. Fedden suggested that the meeting should confine itself to the first of these. The second point was under constant review.

Lord Weir said how impressed he was by the great development that had occurred in Germany not so much by the conditions or organisation but by a few individuals. He asked if the people who had made the visit shared his opinion.

The reply was that what had impressed them in Germany was not so much that the individuals were outstanding but the very large number of people in what might be called the second rung who appeared to be capable of developing into leaders whenever leaders were required. Another who had been there, a Wing Commander Goddard, added that a number of people commented on the way in which the personality of the present leaders of the aircraft industry had developed in Germany since they had been advanced to positions of great responsibility.

With regard light alloy castings, Lord Weir said the report suggested that the Germans had made great strides in the new technique of aluminium and magnesium castings.

Two years before, in 1935, Mr Fedden had found the technique unreliable with the opinion that aluminium was most useful for forgings but not castings. But during these two years Reutenburg had gone ahead with development in Germany and Lord Weir was under the opinion that what had been done in Germany should have been done in the UK.

Plans were afoot in the UK for building a new factory for airframes.

Lord Weir’s attention was brought to the German Dornier 17 bomber, which in Mr Fedden’s opinion was superior to the Wellington bomber. But the Deputy Director of Technical Development said that the information he had received indicated that it had not been a great success in Spain. Even with BWW 750-hp engines it proved very vulnerable in the air, and there were frequent cases of engine failure and of difficulty taking off with the exception of from large airfields.

On the question of power-operated turrets it was reported that these were under development in Germany but the Germans were behind the UK and the Italians in this respect.

In March 1938 the first report to Bomber Command was made by the Air Targets Intelligence Committee in which the possibilities of crippling the German war industry by attacking coking plants and power stations in the Ruhr area of Germany were mentioned. It emphasised that by paralysing the Ruhr region it could prevent Germany waging war on a large scale in less than thee months. But in September 1938 the then Prime Minister returned from Munich with his now famous (or infamous) ‘Peace for our time’ speech. In fact, all it actually meant was you have twelve months to prepare for war with Germany. At this time Bomber Command had been given low priority and was in no way ready for war.

However, in 1938 a bombing programme as such was laid down in the event of war with Germany. It meant they would in effect operate with their hands tied behind their backs, only being able to attack a very small number of targets – mainly those at sea or near the sea.

On 15 September 1938 the AOC of Bomber Command was sent a letter from the Air Council. This was in reply to a letter the AOC had sent to the Council concerning attacking German aircraft factories as bombs aimed at these factories would fall outside the limits of the target, causing casualties to the civilian population.

The Prime Minister had three principles regarding the selection and attack of objectives by air forces:



(a) It’s against international law to bomb civilians as such and to make deliberate attacks on the civil population. 

(b) Targets which are aimed at from the air must be legitimate military objectives and must be capable of identification. 

(c) Reasonable care must be taken in attacking these military objectives so that by carelessness the civilian population in the neighbourhood is not bombed. 



The letter went on to say that the most probable roles for the air force in the event of war arising out of a German attack on Czechoslovakia were likely to be on the general lines of plan W1 and W4.

The letter continued that attacks on aircraft factories should be excluded from operational orders until further directives from the Air Ministry. Attacks should be under W4, confined to troops and transport and railway embankments, cuttings, sidings, road and rail bridges etc.

In August 1939 it was considered that attacks on the Ruhr in the early stage of the war would be effective. But the French objected, saying this should be done later, fearing retaliation raids on factories in France that were defenceless.

Prior to WWII, Luftwaffe General Walther Wever wanted to create a strategic bombing capacity for the German armed forces. Out of this desire came the design of the four-engined bomber the Dornier Do 19 and the adaptation of Junkers Ju 89s into four-engined bombers. His idea was cancelled when he died in 1936 and instead medium bomber production was implemented on the basis that for every one heavy bomber two medium bombers could be built.

In September 1939 the Germans had 1,500 bombers, all capable of attacking targets in Holland, Belgium and Northern France.

The German aerial bombing of civilians began on 1 September when the Polish town of Wielun was targeted. This was followed by great raids on Polish cities such as the city of Frampol when 90% of the city was destroyed. Attacks on Rotterdam followed in 1940. A flight of three Ju 87 Stuka aircraft took off to bomb the approaches to a railway bridge over the River Vistula at Dirschau with the invasion of Poland. This was the start of a non-stop campaign lasting twenty-six days and the loss of 100,000 civilians killed or hurt. The bombing of the Polish Air Force airfields reduced the effect of their air force in the early stages of the war.

On 1 September President Roosevelt in the USA appealed that civilian targets should not be bombed and he received a reply reassuring him that this would be the case. In Berlin Hitler said he would not wage war on women and children and had ordered his air force to restrict its attacks to military targets only. That same day his air force attacked over sixty towns and villages in Poland, including the capital Warsaw.

Two days later at 11 am on the 3rd the UK was at war with Germany. The Treaty of Versailles was dead and buried with all offers of peace refused by the Germans.

After twenty-seven days of bombing and nineteen of shelling the city Warsaw surrendered, but not before 16,000 people had become casualties. One day, 24 September, it was attacked by 1,150 German aircraft, which started 137 fires.

This was the first city to lay in ruins and was the first to suffer under the ‘Blitz’ or in German the Blitzkrieg.

The Germans never developed a heavy strategic bomber force and in the invasion of Russia the bomber’s role was to support the army on the Eastern Front.

In 1940 in the UK the Bombing Restriction Committee was formed to determine between non-combatants pursuing purely civilian occupations and military objectives.

On 14 May 1940 Rotterdam was bombed with 1,000 people killed, 7,000 injured and 78,000 homeless. The next day the Dutch Army surrendered.

On 19 August 1940 an attack on Liverpool was made. Already a raid had been made on London and when Croydon was bombed sixty civilians were killed. In August 1,000 civilians were killed in the UK. But it was not until 25/6 August that the first raid on Berlin was made when Tempelhof airfield was attacked and the Siemens factories in Siemenstadt.

This spurred the Germans to make more raids and by September 8,430 Londoners had been killed. This was followed by raids on Birmingham, Liverpool, Bristol, Belfast, Cardiff, Kingston upon Hull and Coventry.

The RAF’s bombing campaign began in 1940 and built up to massive proportions by the time it ended in 1945. The first raid on a German town was Mannheim on 16 December 1940.

But in 1941 the Butt Report showed that many of the attacks were way off target and the bombing very scattered.


Chapter 2

Between the Wars
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Under the Treaty of Versailles signed in June 1919, the Germans had to disband their air force. Over 15,000 aircraft and 25,000 aero engines were handed over to the Allies. Only civilian aircraft were permitted in Germany but in 1922 the size of these aircraft was limited.

In 1918 the UK’s inventory of 300 squadrons was reduced to twenty-four. In the future the only defence and hope for victory was a powerful bomber force. The Air Staff thought the bomb was the offensive weapon of the Air Force. The then Sqn Ldr Arthur Harris, later the C-in-C Bomber Command, was convinced that bombing was the main task of the RAF. And it was he who developed a prone position for the bomb aimer to have the best position to obtain a good view of the target. At the time Harris was commanding 45 Squadron. The Air Staff estimated that in future wars, bombing casualties would be fifty per ton of explosives dropped on Britain.

In 1928 a system of air control under the Air Force was set up in the UK, whilst in Germany it would appear memories were short and limitations on the size and number of aircraft were withdrawn by the German Government. This without a shadow of a doubt was an error. All the major German military aircraft of WWII, particularly bombers, began life as civilian aircraft.

In 1931 because of the financial crisis all stocks of bombs, ammunition and spare parts had been allowed to fall to a very low level in Germany.

In 1933, Hitler and the Nazi party came to power. By 1932 the German Sporting Flying Club, which had been founded in 1920, already had a membership of 60,000 and in 1935 the German air force the Luftwaffe was re-established in Germany. Conscription was introduced and the first tanks seen. It was obvious with conscription having been instituted in Germany that war in the future was on the cards.

Many visits were made to the UK by the German airliner Lufthansa in 1936. This was said to have been the time when many photographs were taken of the UK and in particular the south coast.

In France they were still very much clinging to WWI technology. The French were still using horses for transport, although they had been very much involved in the development of the tank and aeroplanes. Those involved at the time feel that because of their victory in WWI the French became complacent.

In France in 1933 and after the depression of 1929 there were great divisions in the French Government and as a result many movements had sprung up. It was not until 1934 that the Popular Front was formed but it was 1936 before things began to get better.

In 1934 France needed to re-arm but didn’t.

The French did build the Maginot Line which used twentieth century technology and was known as the ‘Shield of France’. It was 87 miles long but stopped 250 miles short of the coast. It had tank obstacles, artillery casements, machine-gun posts etc. It was the idea of André Maginot, the Minister of War in the 1920s, and its construction began in 1930.

In 1936 Belgium declared itself neutral.

Also in 1936 three Commands were formed in the RAF, including Bomber Command, and plans were implemented for four-engine bombers, the Stirling, Halifax and the ill-fated Manchester.

The Germans had no fewer than 1,500 aeroplanes in up to 140 squadrons whereas the RAF had only seventy-eight. Many people in the UK including Churchill and Harris saw that Germany was preparing for war with England.

Harris served on a committee with Captain Phillips from the Royal Navy and Colonel Forbes from the Army, their task to compile a report entitled ‘Appreciation of the Situation in the Event of War Against Germany in 1939’. This they did and submitted it to the Chiefs of Staff in October 1936. The bomber had prominence in this report. Harris recommended that a build-up of aircraft be made – a total of 2,204 by 1939.

Before the outbreak of WWII, General Walther Wever of the Luftwaffe had made a point of wanting to create a strategic bombing capability for the German forces. It was called the Ural-Bomber project and resulted in the design of the four-engine Dornier Do 19, and the adaptation of the Junkers Ju 89, another four-engine bomber. However, on his death in 1936 this project was cancelled and medium bomber production advocated in its place; this was on the basis that two medium bombers could be built instead of one heavy bomber.

In 1938 Harris decreed that all aircraft on bomber stations were to be used for flying practice.

The Spanish Civil War showed the part modern aeroplanes could play in future wars.

In the UK the Cabinet approved the production of 12,000 aircraft by 1 April 1940.

Hitler, on 1 September 1939, said he had ordered his Air Force not to wage war against women and children and to keep to attacking military targets.

That same day his bombers attacked sixty towns and villages in Poland, including Warsaw.

On 1 September targets such as Wielun in Poland were attacked by Ju 87 (Stuka) dive bombers. This began a twenty-six-day onslaught in which 100,000 civilians were killed or injured. The city of Frampol was bombed by the Luftwaffe and 90% destroyed as a form of experiment – probably a rehearsal for London and other cities in the UK.

In this attack on Poland 700 bombers were involved. But the first bomb dropped in WWII was by a single Polish PZL.23 Karas of the 21st Squadron on a factory in the Silesian town of Ohlau. At this time as with other countries such as America there was a reluctance by the Polish Air Force to begin attacking targets in Germany. The Luftwaffe attacks on civilians soon dispelled the reluctance of the Polish Air Force making such attacks on civilian targets in Germany but the moment had been lost and it was now too late to carry them out.

On 3 September 1939 the UK announced it was at war with Germany.

On 21 September Warsaw was bombarded and the whole of Poland swamped by Germany and Russia.

Little was done to take on the Germans by the French Army. No bombing of the Ruhr took place by the French Air Force who feared retaliation. All the while in Germany they forged on. It is now felt that if the French had attacked rather than prepared to defend, the German Army would have only lasted one or two weeks.

The Maginot Line did not cover the Ardennes, which is the way the Germans came through by flanking the defensive line.


Chapter 3

Bomber Command

[image: image]





It was in 1915 during the First World War that one saw the beginning of tactical bombing. The Royal Flying Corps on the Western Front in France first put it into action. The first VC was awarded to the RFC for such an attack on the Courtrai railway station with a 100-lb bomb by Lt Rhodes Moorhouse.

In 1916 attacks on enemy airfield, billets and ammunition dumps were carried out. In 1917, bridges became the target to prevent German troops at the front receiving supplies via the bridges. They were attacked by a special unit that had been formed, known as the 8th Brigade. They used DH 4 day bombers or Handley Page night bombers.

In October 1917 the then Secretary of State for Air, Winston Churchill, was very aware of the need to get to a target, identify and attack it. He wrote:

The dominating and immediate interests of the Army and the Navy have overlaid air warfare and prevented many promising lines of investigation from being pursued with the necessary science and authority. As a result, it remained true even at the end of the war that aerial warfare had never been practised except in miniature; that bombing had never been studied as a science; that the hitting of targets from great heights, by day or night is worthy of as intense volume of scientific study, as for instance, is brought to bear upon perfecting the gunnery of the fleet; that much of the unfavourable, accumulated data showing the comparative ineffectiveness of bombing, were the results of unscientific action. For instance, dropping bombs without proper sighting apparatus, trained ‘Bomb’ droppers (the equivalent of ‘gun layers’), instead of dropping them in regulated salvos by specially trained men, so as to ‘straddle’ the targets properly. It is believed by the sanguine school that a very high degree of accuracy similar to that which had been attained at sea under extraordinary difficult circumstances, could be achieved if something like the same scientific knowledge and intense determination were brought to bear.

In 1918, a unit consisting of bombers was entitled the Independent Force with Major General Hugh (Boom) Trenchard as its commander. Its role was to carry out a sustained offensive against the German industries. This was carried out and a noticeable reduction in German production was evident.

In October 1918, Handley Page bombers capable of carrying 1,650 lbs were to be used in the bombing of Berlin. This was because the Armistice in November 1918 never materialised.

On 11 November 1918, at the end of WWI, the RAF had the largest air force in the world – 23,000 aircraft and 700 airfields. In 1925 came a pledge to build up the RAF once again, but after the disarmament conference this was put on hold and financial crisis in 1931 made it impossible go through with the plan to order modern bombers.

By 1931 all expansion and progress had come to a halt because of the financial crisis.

Since 1925, with the formation known as the Air Defence of Great Britain, a bomber force had been in existence with the idea that in the time of war it would be used for strategic bombing.

On 14 July 1936, Bomber Command was formed along with Fighter and Coastal Commands. It began with 1, and 3 Groups of 20 Squadrons. In April 1937 came 4 Group and in July 5 Group.

In September 1937 Air Chief Marshal Sir Edgar Ludlow-Hewitt was posted in as AOC in C Bomber Command. He soon visited all the bomber stations in the UK but although he found the crews in good spirits he also found that Bomber Command was completely unprepared for war. He asked for a number of things to improve the situation such as navigation aids, safety devices, and the ability to train in all weathers.

The Air Staff compiled a list of targets in Germany for Bomber Command, which was working on targets for the bombers to attack in the event of war. This became known as the Western Air Plans and included attacks on German industry and the German Air Force and even setting fire to the German forests with incendiaries. Some of the predictions were to say the least a little far reaching. To attack nineteen power plants and twenty-six coking plants was thought by Bomber Command to be able to bring the German war production to a standstill in two weeks. Furthermore, it would require 3,000 aircraft and would result in the loss of 176 aircraft.

In 1936/7 Harris had prophesied that France would attain a aircraft strength of 2,000, of which 775 were bombers. But by September 1939 the bombers they had were of no use at all.

In March 1938 Harris again asked for all aircraft on bomber stations to be used for flying practice. When Prime Minister Chamberlain came back from Munich in September 1938 it was thought he had arranged with Hitler a peace deal. Bomber Command was therefore put on a low priority and was in no state for the war that lay ahead.

A report from the Air Targets Intelligence Committee who dealt with power, fuel, chemical, engineering, metallurgy and transportation in Germany mentioned the possibilities of crippling German war industry by attacking coking plants and power stations in the Ruhr area; this became plan WA5 and was sent to the Air Ministry on 28 July 1938. It emphasised the Ruhr’s importance as the industrial centre of Germany. Attacks on this area could slow up and shorten a future war with Germany.

Although in 1938 a bombing programme was decided upon in the event of war it was very much restricted. Any targets in which civilians were likely to be killed or hurt were out. All targets were of a direct military standing.

At the end of August 1939 it was assumed at the Air Ministry that targets in the Ruhr would be of some strategic value. It was thought they could strike before the German defences were at full strength and well established. However, the French were not keen on this and asked that the Ruhr be left for a later date. Their view was that the Germans would retaliate against their factories, which at that time were undefended.

In September 1939, the outbreak of the Second World War, Bomber Command had thirty-three squadrons and only 638 aircraft. Of these, 398 were twin-engine aircraft. The Germans had 1,600 long-range bombers, 355 dive-bombers and 50,000 aircrew.

On 3 September 1939, His Majesty the King made a broadcast to the nation saying that the UK was at war with Germany.

On 4 September he sent a message to the RAF. He said that although behind the other two services the RAF would have to assume much greater responsibilities than the RFC/RAF had had to undertake in the First World War. The safeguarding of the UK would the RAF’s role.

On 6 September South Africa joined the war and Canada on the 10th. Both would play a big part in the RAF’s role in WWII.

When the war began the Germans had 900,000 men involved in the defence of Germany, or the Reich as it was known.

In September 1939, the Western Air Plans had fifteen possible targets for Bomber Command.



	WA1
	Attacks on the German Air Force.



	WA2
	Reconnaissance in co-operation with the Navy.



	WA3
	Close co-operation with the Navy in convoy protection in home waters.



	WA4
	Attacks on German military rail, canal and road communications.



	WA5
	Attacks on German manufacturing resources.



	WA6
	Attacks on Italian manufacturing resources.



	WA7
	Counter-offensive action in defence of sea borne trade in co-operation with the Navy.



	WA8
	Attacks on specially important depots.



	WA9
	Putting the Kiel Canal out of action.



	WA10
	Destruction of enemy shipping and facilities in German mercantile ports.



	WA11
	Attacks on forests.



	WA12
	Attacks on the German Fleet.



	WA13
	Attacks on the enemy’s headquarters and administrative offices in Berlin and elsewhere.



	WA14
	Dropping propaganda leaflets.



	WA15
	Operations against enemy shipping by magnetic mines in concert with the Navy.




On 3 September aircraft of Bomber Command were in the air seeking out the German warships. The aircraft included Blenheim N6215 of 139 Squadron flown by Flying Officer A. McPherson and eighteen Hampden and nine Wellington bombers. The same night leaflets were dropped over Hamburg, Bremen and the Ruhr.

On 4 September came the first of many Bomber Command casualties when a Blenheim of 107 Squadron was shot down whilst attacking enemy shipping.

On 27 September 1939, it was announced that 18,000,000 leaflets had been dropped over Germany since the war began.

This type of operation continued until 10 May 1940, when Mr Winston Churchill became Prime Minister and the Germans invaded France and the Low Countries. Fifty airfields in France were attacked from the air.

One bridge was left standing over the Meuse and this was where Rommel and his forces came over into France. At this time the French Army was concentrating its forces on Holland and Belgium.

On 13 May the German infantry crossed over the Meuse. The British troops in France had not seen any serious fighting.

On 10 May the RAF fighters in France had suffered the greatest losses ever recorded in its history.

On 15/16 May 1940, eighty-three bombers, a mixture of Wellingtons, Whitleys and Hampdens, set out for the first attack on the Ruhr in WWII. The Ruhr Valley and the Krupp’s factory at Essen became a common target for the crews of Bomber Command. The Ruhr soon became known as ‘Happy Valley’ or ‘The Valley of Death’ or finally ‘The Land of No Future’.

On 17 May Brussels fell.

As one French General said at the time, the French troops did not show the same spirit and dedication as they did in WWI. This was put down to the long ‘Phoney War’ and their belief that there would not be another war as in WWI. After all, WWI was said to be the war that ended all wars.

On 20 May the German troops moved 200 miles in seven days.

On 25 May Boulogne fell and on the 26th Calais and Belgium capitulated.

The number of casualties had become so high that on 30 May 1940 a new bombing directive came out that No. 2 Group was to reduce its operations and to re-group with aircraft and crews.

On 4 June Dunkirk fell. Hitler asked for all the bells to ring in Germany.

On 10 June the French Government left Paris and Italy entered the war.

On 20 August 1940, Winston Churchill made a speech in the House of Commons.

British airmen who, undaunted by odds, unwearied in their constant challenge and mortal danger, are turning the tide of world war by their prowess and by their devotion. Never in the field of human conflict was so much owed by so many to so few. All hearts go out to the fighter pilots, whose brilliant actions we see with our own eyes day after day, but we must never forget that all the time, night after night, month after month, our bomber squadrons travel far into Germany, find their targets in the darkness by the navigational skill, aim their attacks, often under the heaviest fire, often with serious loss, with deliberate, careful discrimination, and inflict shattering blows upon the whole of the technical and war-making structure of the Nazi power. On no part of the Royal Air Force does the weight of the war fall more heavily than on the daylight bombers who will play an invaluable part in the case of invasion and whose unflinching zeal it has been necessary in the meanwhile on numerous occasions to restrain.

He followed this with another speech on 3 September 1940.

The Navy can lose us the war, but only the Royal Air Force can win it.

Therefore our supreme effort must be to gain overwhelming mastery in the air. The fighters are our salvation, but the bombers alone can provide the means of victory. We therefore develop the power to carry on an ever-increasing volume of explosives to Germany, so as to pulverise the entire industry, and scientific structure on which the war effort and economic life of the enemy depends, while holding him at arm’s length in our island.

On 22 June 1941, Germany invaded Russia and that evening Churchill made a speech in which he said ‘...any man or state who fights against Nazism will have our aid. Any man or state who marches with Hitler is our enemy’. He went on to say:

We shall bomb Germany by day and night in ever-increasing measures, casting on them month by month, a heavier discharge of bombs and making the German people taste and gulp each month a sharper dose of the misery that they have showered upon mankind.

On 14 July 1941, Churchill said: ‘We shall have now intensified for a month past our systematic, scientific, methodical bombing on a large scale over the cities, seaports, industries and other objectives in Germany. But it is only the beginning.’

The hub of any bomber station was the Control or Watch Tower set in the middle of the airfield and surrounded by runways. It was manned twenty-four hours a day and each station had its own call sign. The Operations Room was also manned round the clock.

Before each operation a briefing was held and all matters concerning the operation were discussed (weather, defences and so on) to help the crews get to the target and also return safely. Those that did return were debriefed and from these debriefs information was stored and used in future operations.

The ground crew, without whom the aircrew could not operate, also worked around the clock making sure the aircraft were serviceable again to give the crews the best chance of survival.

They worked in all manner of weather conditions and in the main in the open. They only worked indoors on an aircraft that needed a major overhaul. At all other times it was out on the hard standing. To have some idea of what it was like in the winter of 1944, think about when you have been working on your car engine and you hit your knuckles with a spanner. On a Lancaster there were ninety-six spark plugs, forty-eight on each side and twenty-four in each engine. It would take three hours to check the electrics, the controls, instruments, radio, auto-pilot, hydraulics, guns and the ammunition feed to the guns. On the ground the engines were given a maximum ‘run up’ and had a final check on the hydraulics system servicing the flaps and gun turrets to make sure they were in perfect order for the crew who may have a an eight-hour journey ahead of them.

Only after this was the aircraft handed over to the pilot and his crew for an air test.

The men in the bomb dump would make up and load the required bomb loads onto the standard bomb trolleys and the armourers would do the fusing. The belts of ammunition were often belted up by WAAFs with 10,000 rounds for the rear gunner and 2,000 for the mid-upper gunner. For a station possibly putting up a maximum effort of say thirty-six Lancasters this would require no fewer than 432,000 rounds.

The crew of the fuel bowsers would put something like 2,000 gallons of petrol into a Lancaster. Medical and rescue crews stood by when the aircraft returned.

The parachute store was manned by WAAFs. Their task was to look after not only the parachutes issued to crews each time but also the Mae West worn in the vent of ditching in the sea and also the dinghies carried in each aircraft. They all had to be checked to make sure they were in good order and had no signs of wear.

Here the parachutes were hung on long pulleys for twenty-four hours before being packed. Each chute had its own flying log book in which all re-packing was entered by the packer.

The WAAFs on a bomber station played a varied role, including taking the crews to their aircraft in all manner of vehicles. In the officers’ and sergeants’ messes they made sure the crews had the famous ‘operational supper of egg and bacon’ and on return the same for breakfast.

The ‘Map Queen’ had the job of looking after thousands of maps and at a moment’s notice had to be able to produce an appropriate map. These maps were known by the navigators as ‘gen’. On occasions they were returned to her blood stained, evidence that it had been a hard trip and maybe for some a fatal one. She also kept quiet about the target for that night, although she would be one of the first to know. There were as well as the ‘Map Queen’ many others working in the background to make sure crews knew as much as possible before setting out.

The Station Intelligence Officer would plot the routes to and from the target using every scrap of information that had been gathered from previous debriefings, such as where flak was heavy on the previous night. He would then change the route slightly to avoid the flak and so on. It was very much a cat and mouse game – always trying to outwit your enemy.

If the ‘Met Man’ gave a good forecast it was known as ‘pukka gen’. If he gave a bad one leading the crews to meet weather that had not been forecast it was known as ‘duff gen’.

The briefings each time would cover all aspects of the operation and a groan would go up when the curtain was pulled back and the target was seen to be Berlin or Essen – all heavily defended. The Ruhr was know as ‘The Valley of Death Or No Return’ and Berlin ‘The Big City’.

They were the unsung heroes of Bomber Command, all working on one cause – getting as many bombers into the air night after night and taking the fight to the enemy. Their motto was ‘Keep Them Flying at All Costs’.

In a bomber crew there were seven men. The pilot was the captain, sometimes known as Skipper. The flight engineer assisted the pilot and in some cases could fly the aircraft if necessary. Many pilots gave the flight engineer a chance at the controls in the event he was hit etc. He was also an important man when the aircraft was short of fuel as he somehow could get every gallon possible out of the aircraft and in some cases was responsible for the aircraft getting back or not. They all relied on the navigator to get them there and back. The wireless operator was the man who kept them in touch with base. The bomb aimer controlled the aircraft over the target and was the man who on occasions uttered the words the crew did not want to hear – that they had to go around again. And last but not least there were the two air gunners, rear and mid-upper. They were the eyes of the aircraft with the rear gunner facing in the opposite direction to the rest of the crew. Many an aircraft owes its return to its gunners. On the other hand many air gunners never fired their guns in anger but if they had to you could be sure with the excellent training they had they were ready and more than capable.

How did bomber crews crew up? It was a bizarre system but seemed to work. At an Operational Training Unit the prospective crews were assembled in an aircraft hanger. A pilot would find a navigator, and the gunners would know other gunners from gunnery schools and so on it went until a crew was formed. Many stayed together for a full tour of operations, but of course sadly some also died and are now buried together in War Graves cemeteries all over Europe.

On a large bomber station would be up to 2,000 men and women. It resembled a hotel with people booking in and sadly and in many cases for a very short stay beforebooking out.

Once the pilot received the signal to take off from the Control Tower he would open the throttle and roar down the runway with the Lancaster’s four Merlin engines at full power. To ensure the throttle stayed open at the crucial time of take-off the flight engineer would put his hand under the pilot’s hand; if power was lost at this stage with an aircraft loaded with petrol and oil plus a full bomb load, the result would be fatal. As soon as they were airborne the navigator would give the course to the pilot. Over the sea the bomb aimer would arm the bombs and the gunners test their guns.

Over the target area the pilot would say ‘Bomb doors open’. The bomb aimer would then take over and direct the pilot left or right or stay centre. When he was satisfied all was well he gave the words the crew wanted to hear and their reason for being there, ‘Bombs gone’. Then came the eternal thirty seconds of flying straight and level while the bombing photograph was taken – the only method of determining the accuracy and success of the bombing.

The next day all the bombing photographs, developed by the photographic section, were published for all to see.

On return to base the Control Tower, mainly staffed by WAAFs, would receive from the wireless operator a request for landing instructions. She would reply, for example, ‘Parsnip answering E-Edward, I am receiving you loud and clear’. Each station had its own call sign. The pilot would be given landing instructions from the Control Tower. If an aircraft was in trouble then it would be given a priority landing and the others told to circle and await their turn. It was her voice they last heard on take-off and hers would be the first voice they would hear on return.

All over the UK telegram boys would be on red bikes delivering small yellow envelopes that normally contained bad news. ‘I am sorry to inform you that your son Sgt — is missing as a result of operations last night etc.’

Each commanding officer on many stations would be writing letters to next of kin.

It is important to remember that all RAF aircrew were volunteers. Whether volunteering or being conscripted into the RAF no one was forced to fly. One wonders over sixty years later what would have happened if they had not done so. Only thirteen out of every 100 of these brave and dedicated airmen in Bomber Command survived the war.

Their training was carried out in the USA, Canada, and South Africa and then in the UK on return. An RAF tour was twenty-five to thirty operations as opposed to the US 8th Air Force who had a limit of twenty-five.

Of course, many of the crews who flew in Bomber Command were from Australia, Canada, New Zealand, the West Indies and of course from the USA (men who before America entered the war in 1941 joined the RCAF). They came from all walks of life but as a crew it worked.

One day in the life of Bomber Command: there would be many more days, many more operations, many letters to write and many telegrams delivered before victory and peace would be achieved.
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