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Foreword

HE WAS YOUNG—STILL IN HIS TEENS—A LITTLE bit nervous but overall terribly excited by the moment. He peered out the mid-upper gunner’s turret at a vast expanse of water spreading toward the shoreline a few kilometres distant. It was loud, very loud, inside the Lancaster, the four huge Rolls-Royce Merlin engines pounding away with a rhythm that made it virtually impossible to hear anything else. He scanned the sky, looking for anything sharing the space, but there was nothing. The plane and its occupants were alone, dancing past the clouds, aloft in the most famous Allied bomber of all time.

But this wasn’t the English Channel he was flying over and that wasn’t the enemy coast ahead. In fact, it was Lake Ontario on a beautiful summer’s day, dotted with sailboats enjoying the peace of the world we live in today. And in the distance was the CN Tower, pointing skyward from the middle of Canada’s largest city. For my son, William Stanley Mansbridge, this was a day to remember. This flight was the result of a night in 2015 when Will had seen his name drawn from hundreds of others during a fundraiser for the Canadian Warplane Heritage Museum in Hamilton, Ontario. The big prize was a flight in one of only two Lancasters anywhere in the world still capable of navigating the skies. One belongs to the Royal Air Force in Britain, the other to the good people at the CWHM who, thanks to donors, keep the grand old aircraft airworthy and flying throughout the warm months of the year.

Will’s grandfather knew the Lancaster, knew it intimately. He had not only seen the enemy coast ahead, he had also seen the enemy. Seen it close up and many times during two tours and more than fifty missions over Europe. W/C Stanley Mansbridge was a navigator and bomb aimer with RAF No. 49 Squadron, No. 5 Group, based at Scampton, England. He was much decorated, including with a Distinguished Flying Cross for his part in the famous raid on Peenemünde in August 1943, where the Nazis were developing the V-1 rocket. The raid didn’t end the V-1 story, but it did delay the rocket’s introduction as a weapon of war by at least six months, a critical period that may have changed the course of the war.

Like so many veterans of that conflict, my father rarely talked about it. He’d seen too much horror and lost too many friends—many reached the point where making friends was something they found just too emotional to do. But as he got older and I got older, he felt an obligation to pass on some of his experiences. He didn’t talk about himself and his exploits but he did talk about others. And one of those was another RAF wing commander, Guy Gibson, who led perhaps the most famous bombing mission of the war—the dam busters raid. Gibson, was the commanding officer of 617 Squadron, 5 Group, and, like my father, was also based at RAF Scampton. Most of those guys were in their twenties, risking their lives most nights while flying the skies in Lancasters with airframes so thin they seem comparable to today’s beer cans. Inside it was freezing cold and cramped, and the seven-man crew shared space with thousands of pounds of high explosives. In downtimes, they’d hit the mess at Scampton with other squadrons and at times, not surprisingly, those became moments of youthful excess. Stanley Mansbridge remembered Guy Gibson at the bar and around the billiards table. He recalled a brash, handsome, extremely self-confident fellow who loved the camaraderie and cared deeply about his fellow flyers. He was known to handwrite personal comments about fallen colleagues at the bottom of formal letters sent out by the Air Ministry to grieving parents.

My father talked about Gibson with extreme admiration. I’ll always remember him sitting in his living room chair, trying to explain to me how Gibson had won his Victoria Cross. He’d hold his hands out and use his palms to show how Gibson guided his Lancaster on bombing run after bombing run over the Ruhr dams, protecting his fellow Lancaster mates as they dropped their “bouncing” bombs. These sorties took incredible courage and my father would get emotional each time he told the story.

But he told me something else about Gibson: he said when Gibson handpicked the crews that would train for the raid, he had a particular affection for the courage and skill of Canadian flyers, and as a result, many made the cut. I didn’t know that. And I’ve rarely heard much discussion about it. In the pages ahead, that all changes. My friend Ted Barris is a terrific chronicler of great Canadian accomplishments in our military past, accomplishments often forgotten by history. In Dam Busters, Ted ensures that we remember.

A final note about Will, me, and our hero, Stanley Mansbridge. Stanley passed in 2005. We will always miss him. When I flew in the Lancaster as part of a CBC documentary crew a few years ago, I took with me his DFC and held it close to my heart. When Will flew in the Lancaster, he took his memories of his grandfather along too. Three generations of Mansbridges have now flown in a Lancaster—a privilege we will cherish forever.

Peter Mansbridge, OC

Stratford, Ontario

April 2018





Preface and Acknowledgements

ABOUT A YEAR AGO, I TRAVELLED FROM MY HOME in eastern Canada to the foothills of the Rocky Mountains. There, in the town of Rocky Mountain House, Alberta, I met Air Force veteran Fred Sutherland. Yes, everybody told me, “He’s the last surviving Canadian Dam Buster.” But when I entered the modest Sutherland home, both Fred and his wife, Margaret (who has since passed), welcomed me warmly. Fred was front gunner in the Lancaster whose bouncing bomb delivered the final underwater concussion that breached the Eder Dam in Germany early on the morning of May 17, 1943. During the several days I visited and listened to his recollections, Fred answered every one of my questions about his role in the dams raid. He spoke articulately and dispassionately, and he rather surprised me with his attitude to the whole dams raid.

“Sure it was important. We had to win that war at all cost,” he said. “But I never really talk about it to anybody. I don’t go to remembrance events. I do it quietly, privately.”

He has every right to feel that way. The statistical impact of that night left a deep impression on every man who flew the operation; of the nineteen Lancasters and 133 aircrew who left RAF No. 617 Squadron base at Scampton for the Ruhr Valley attack on May 16, eight aircraft were lost, fifty-three men killed, and three taken prisoner. But Fred Sutherland’s reticence stayed with me. Military historians recording that event have, quite appropriately, given most of their attention to Barnes Wallis, the designer of the unique bouncing bomb, and to Wing Commander Guy Gibson, squadron leader on this unprecedented Second World War bombing operation. Just as appropriate are the commemorations every five or ten years, when news magazines publish features, when museums roll out displays and artifacts connected to the raid, when air forces stage flypasts and remembrance events, and when documentary TV channels rerun the original 1955 black-and-white movie The Dam Busters, based on Paul Brickhill’s book of the same name.

Since Brickhill’s book was published in 1951 and the movie released by Associated British Picture Corporation four years later, the bookshelves of libraries, museums, and aviation buffs have filled with works, some of them memoir, about Operation Chastise. Perhaps the most famous, Guy Gibson’s account, Enemy Coast Ahead, was published twice—originally in 1946 and then as an “uncensored” edition in 2010.* Detailed profiles of other Dam Busters have followed regularly. In 2008, writer and editor Charles Foster released Breaking the Dams: The Story of the Dambuster David Maltby and His Crew, while the same year Arthur G. Thorning published The Dambuster Who Cracked the Dam: The Story of Melvin “Dinghy” Young. A series of books taking a wider view of the dams raid began to appear in 1990, with the publication of military historian John Sweetman’s The Dambusters Raid, followed, in 1994, by The Dam Busters, written by military aviation historian Jonathan Falconer. A 2001 book, The Dams Raid Through the Lens, by Helmuth Euler, emphasized the German perspective in the aftermath of the raid.

In 2009, military obituary writer and popular historian Max Arthur released Dambusters: A Landmark Oral History. The same year, Professor Richard Morris completed 16/17 May 1943 Operation Chastise: The Raid on the German Dams; then, in 2012, acclaimed author and journalist James Holland released his work, Dam Busters: The Race to Smash the Dams, 1943. In 2013, co-authors Robert Owen, Steve Darlow, Sean Feast, and Arthur Thorning took a closer look at the airmen lost during the op in Dam Busters: Failed to Return, while RAF veteran and writer Clive Rowley covered the sixtieth anniversary of the raid in Dambusters: The Most Daring Raid in the RAF’s History. Most recently, in 2014, celebrated dams raid bomb aimer George “Johnny” Johnson released his memoir, The Last British Dambuster.

All well and good. But a closer look at the canon of Dam Buster literature released over the seventy-five years since the raid has revealed, at least to me, a history with substantial pieces missing.

Where, for example, has the account of Flight Sergeant Ken Brown gone? Originally from Moose Jaw, Saskatchewan, streamed from fighter aircraft to bombers, and only half a dozen operations into his wartime bombing career, Brown was transferred to 617 Squadron for the unspecified raid. He and his bomber crew attacked the Sorpe Dam, which “most of the crew really felt . . . was a one-way ticket.” Or, for that matter, where are the stories of the two other Canadians aboard Brown’s Lancaster—gunner Grant McDonald, from British Columbia, and fellow Saskatchewan bomb aimer Stefan Oancia, who won the Distinguished Flying Medal for his service in the Sorpe attack? And though he was lost on the historic raid that night, why has the contribution of pilot Lewis Burpee, from Ottawa, been generally overlooked?

And while Wing Commander Gibson applauded him for successfully guiding “the whole squadron to the dams,” what has happened to the fuller story of Harlo Taerum, the Canadian navigator aboard 617’s lead Lancaster? Motivated by the Nazi invasion of his parents’ Norwegian homeland, a graduate at the top of his observers’ class, highly experienced at long-distance and low-level navigation, Taerum was handpicked by Gibson for the dams raid but seems lost in the shadow of his skipper. What about other Canadian navigators on Operation Chastise, such as Revie Walker and Don MacLean? The former, born in the Crowsnest Pass area of Alberta, had a complete operational tour behind him (and, incidentally, a Distinguished Flying Cross) when his pilot, Flight Lieutenant David Shannon, invited him to be on the mystery mission. And MacLean, a former teacher from Toronto and eventually a Bomber Command navigator, developed a system of memorizing landmarks just outside the route to the dams, in order to keep his Lancaster, piloted by American RCAF Flight Lieutenant Joe McCarthy, on course all the way to the Sorpe and back.

And what about the personal accounts of Canadian aircrew Ken Earnshaw and John Fraser? Another former teacher from farm country in central Alberta, and trained as bomber navigator, Earnshaw joined bomb aimer Fraser, from British Columbia, when they crewed up with Flight Lieutenant John Hopgood for the raid. Part of the wave attacking the Möhne, Hopgood’s Lancaster followed Guy Gibson’s initial low-level run against the dam, and consequently took heavier anti-aircraft fire on its pass. Climbing away from the dam, the Lancaster exploded, but not before Fraser managed to bail out; he learned of the impact of the raid only much later, while imprisoned at German POW camps in occupied Europe. And why haven’t the lives of boyhood pals Abram Garshowitz and Frank Garbas—who both enlisted in Hamilton, Ontario, and wound up together aboard the same dams raid Lancaster—been told? As wireless radio operator and gunner, respectively, theirs was a story of the vitality and vulnerability of young warriors, captured in letters and photographs home—sometimes illegally—and then summed up in a piece of graffiti chalked onto one of the famous bouncing bombs: “Never has so much been expected of so few.”

Why have the experiences of the two Canadian Dam Buster flight engineers, Bill Radcliffe and Charles Brennan, apparently escaped detection? Brennan, from Calgary, was so proficient as a technician in the air that Bomber Command took him among its best to train others; he then volunteered to complete his combat tour with his former pilot, Hopgood. Meanwhile, Radcliffe, a graduate of a technical school in BC, moved from ground crew mechanic at conversion units to 617 Squadron flight engineer with RCAF pilot McCarthy. They flew the dams raid together, and in so doing Radcliffe initiated a ritual for the Squadron that “protected” it throughout his tour of duty.

Given the perilous, seven-hour sortie at treetop level that the dams raid required, whose perspectives could be more compelling than those airmen working in the Lancasters’ front and rear gunnery turrets? Harvey Glinz left a retail job in his hometown of Winnipeg, Manitoba, to join the Air Force. He led his air gunnery class in 1942 and was proficient enough to guide other gunners training for the secret operation; he flew in the front turret of the second wave of bombers. Dave Rodger left work with Algoma Steel in northern Ontario to train as a gunner. By the time of the attack on May 16–17, 1943, he was an officer and positioned in the rear turret of Flight Lieutenant McCarthy’s Lancaster. Meanwhile, gunners Harry O’Brien and Fred Sutherland, also from the Canadian Prairies, had endured the worst luck—weathering several crashes leading up to the dams raid. But then Sutherland, in the front turret of Flight Lieutenant Les Knight’s Lancaster, and O’Brien, in the rear, both witnessed the spectacular breaching of the Eder Dam from front-row seats. If that wasn’t harrowing enough, they would both endure a crash in a subsequent combat operation that would lead to hair-raising experiences as evaders in occupied Holland, Belgium, and France.

And what of the training and techniques that made any or all of this momentous raid possible? Would it surprise you to learn that the fundamentals had come from Canada? And how does history view the raid—a success or a failure? In the aftermath, what happened to the aircrew who’d learned so much from the experience? How did the pressure, the risk, and the results of the raid—both positive and negative—affect its firsthand witnesses? And, ultimately, what ensured that the accounts of Operation Chastise and the Dam Busters themselves survived the decades that followed? Why is their legacy—with so few of the dams raid participants still with us—a thriving and yet litigious phenomenon three-quarters of a century later?

Aside from historian Dave Birrell’s 2012 book Big Joe McCarthy: The RCAF’s American Dambuster, which included accounts from three Canadians who served with McCarthy on the Sorpe Dam attack, the role that Canadian aircrew played in this pivotal 617 Squadron operation remains largely unreported. So, following my visit with Canadian Dam Buster Fred Sutherland, I concluded that a retelling of the Dam Busters’ story, but one that featured the experiences of Canadians—who comprised nearly a quarter of the 617 Squadron aircrew assigned to the dams raid—was fitting and necessary.

FOR MUCH OF THE THREAD OF THE STORY, I HAVE sought out and where possible gained permission to cite some of the works already mentioned. But, in addition to their permission, I have enjoyed correspondence with and received valuable guidance from British authors Jonathan Falconer, James Holland, Steve Darlow, Charles Foster, Clive Rowley, and Robert Owen, the official historian of RAF 617 Squadron. In Canada, both directly and indirectly, fellow authors Carl Christie, Murray Peden, David Bashow, Chris Hadfield, Dave Birrell, Mike Filey, Susan Raby-Dunne, Elinor Florence, Mort Lightstone, and Jonathan Vance have assisted my research with their reliable historical publications. Above and beyond the call, however, three fellow journalists and authors deserve special thanks: Peter Jennings for his keen sense of storytelling; Ellin Bessner for the passion we share to honour the service of veteran servicemen and women in Canada; and Malcolm Kelly, not only for encouraging me to write this story in the first place, but also for preventing my publishing those forest-for-the-trees oversights.

Since all of the Canadians who served on the raid, save Fred Sutherland, have passed, I have relied heavily on immediate family members of the Canadian Dam Busters for firsthand research. Without exception, all have readily given me access to correspondence, journals, flight logs, telegrams, contemporary news clippings, recordings, and rare photographs collected or composed by the Dam Busters themselves. Both Bill and Jim MacLean supplied personal papers, photos, and interview recollections of their father, Don MacLean. Likewise, the details of Ken Brown’s long Air Force career became more vivid via the memories and memorabilia supplied by his wife, Beryl, and sons Brock and Terry. The same generosity that delivered Revie Walker’s uniform to the Nanton museum was afforded me by his wife, Doreen, son John, and daughter-in-law Amy. And my direct contact with Fred Sutherland was followed by additional flight data and photographic material via his children—Joan Norris, Tom Sutherland, and Jim Sutherland.

Elsewhere among family contacts, I wish to thank Don Lightbody for his assistance in compiling the story of his uncle, Floyd Wile, and likewise Joel Joy and the Canadian Letters and Images Project, sponsored by Vancouver Island University, at Nanaimo, BC, for providing access to the letters of Vincent MacCausland. Insights into the peace and wartime life of Dave Rodger came readily from his wife, Nell, and their daughters Sheila, Andrea, and Carolyn, but as important were the skill and dedication of fellow broadcaster J’Lyn Nye, who took time away from her holiday to interview Rodger family members for me in Sault Ste. Marie to help lift Dave’s story off the page. At the eleventh hour, I met the daughter of air gunner Jimmy McDowell; I am grateful to Marilyn McDowell, who cast a different light on the home-front experience when the dams raid took away a beloved father. And when he opened a treasure trove of letters and photographs during our interview in Ottawa, Lewis Burpee Jr. helped us both understand Lewis Burpee Sr., the pilot, the husband, the hero, the father. The blood families of the Dam Busters from Canada care as passionately as anyone about the legacy of their ancestors’ accounts of the raid, perhaps none greater than those who felt compelled to fight to preserve it. For reasons that will become clear in the book, in the years following the raid, the artifacts and literature left by Dam Busters John Fraser, Ken Earnshaw, and Abram Garshowitz were threatened. Only the work of their descendants has prevented the permanent loss of that history—Jim Heather acting on behalf of his uncle, Ken Earnshaw; Hartley Garshowitz on behalf of his uncle, Abram Garshowitz; and Shere Fraser and her husband, Joe McCarthy Jr., bringing the theft of John Fraser’s logbook to court in Britain. Their labour of love continues.

The search through more traditional channels—archives, libraries, museums—was assisted by individuals who care as much about relating this story as I do. At the Canadian War Museum, Carol Reid and Dr. Jeff Noakes and their library staff helped track down relevant photographs, as did Sebastian Wainwright at the Imperial War Museum in Britain. I also received photographic assistance and guidance from Steve and Mark Postlethwaite, as well as Sue Wong at Canadian Press in Toronto. I acknowledge support from aviation periodical editors Dean Black at Airforce magazine in Canada and Chris Gilson and Steve Beebee at FlyPast in the United Kingdom.

Ultimately, the two best archival resources for the dams raid story proved to be the Canadian Warplane Heritage Museum in Hamilton, Ontario, and the Bomber Command Museum of Canada (BCMC) in Nanton, Alberta. At the former, I wish to thank Al Mickeloff and Bill McBride especially for their wholehearted endorsement of this work. At the latter, Bob Evans, Dan Fox, Rob Pedersen, Karl Kjarsgaard, and Dana Zielke provided valuable assistance from the start. But the BCMC gave my Dam Buster story something even more powerful; that’s because Dave Birrell, a founding director of the museum, believes to his marrow that giving Canadian military aviation stories a human face almost supersedes the need to save the artifacts of war. His obsession to research and broadcast this history matches my own.

I have long shared a fascination for wartime stories with broadcast colleague and journalist Peter Mansbridge. When he agreed to compose a foreword to this book, I sensed that both his personal connection to military aviation and his professional one would give readers exactly the right entrée to this story. As well, two artists—Gordon Robertson, who designed the book jacket and photo sections, and John Lightfoot, who created the maps and diagrams—have offered their special touch to this project. Further, at HarperCollins Canada, I wish to thank production and editorial staff Noelle Zitzer and Natalie Meditsky, as well as freelance editor Linda Pruessen and publicity staff Colleen Simpson and Melissa Nowakowski, for their dedication to this project. None of what follows, however, none of the Canadian Dam Busters’ story could have made it this far without publisher/editor Patrick Crean supporting the idea from the beginning. His belief in such storytelling inspired my meeting with Fred Sutherland. And the rest is history as Patrick and I believe it should be told.

When I’d completed this book, I turned to another friend to do a read-through. Robert Middleton agreed. In 1942, at nineteen, Bob had enlisted in the RCAF, first as a pilot trainee but then redirected to observer school. Bob received his navigator’s brevet in 1943. In the UK he crewed up with pilot Don Rombough and navigated aboard all manner of bombers, eventually moving to Lancasters in 1944. He flew a full tour of operations, mostly against targets in the Ruhr River area (a.k.a. “Happy Valley”) between September 1944 and February 1945. Bob’s encyclopedic knowledge of wartime navigation—from both experience and self-directed research—gave my manuscript its final wings test. I thank him for his thorough reading and his devotion to the memory of his Air Force comrades.

As anyone with experience in military aviation would say, nothing gets airborne without backup on the ground. I want to thank my faithful interview transcriber, Kate Paddison. I’ve had support second to none on this project from friends, including Lindy Oughtred, Steve Cogan, Phil Alves, Rob Hart, Mike Parry, Tom Taylor, Shelley Macbeth, Lisha Van Nieuwenhove, Elaine DeBlicquy, Brian Evans, Don Mason, Garry Balsdon, Dave and Mary Ross, Stuart and Barbara Blower, G.B. Henderson, and Brenda Righetti. But I especially thank my family—my sister, Kate; my sister-in-law, Pat; my wife, Jayne; our daughters Quenby and Whitney, sons-in-law J.D. and Ian, and their children, particularly granddaughter Layne and grandson Coen, who’ve regularly asked over the past year, “How’s the book coming?”

I can now say, with my thanks, “It’s done!”

Ted Barris

Uxbridge, Ontario

April 2018
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Chapter One

“Happy Valley”

NOBODY EVER FIGURED HIS NUMBER WAS UP. Not even on a first op. As daunting as a first combat operation over enemy airspace might seem, it couldn’t unnerve Jimmy Arthur. It wouldn’t. As long as he stayed focused on his job as a bomb aimer in the nose of his Lancaster bomber, everything would be okay, he kept telling himself. It didn’t hurt, either, that he was joining a combat-experienced crew. Warrant Officer (W/O) Arthur, from Toronto, would be flying this winter night with Lewis Burpee, a sergeant pilot who had thirty-one bombing operations under his belt, and who was a fellow Canadian, from Ottawa. So too was one of the air gunners, Gordon Brady; he hailed from Ponoka, Alberta, in western Canada. With so much experience and two countrymen in the crew around him, Arthur hoped his first trip to war might be an easy one. Either way, he wouldn’t actually learn what the target was until the late-afternoon briefing.

On this early March day in 1943, aircrews began trickling into the briefing room at Royal Air Force (RAF) Syerston aerodrome, in east-central England, at about 4:30 p.m., before their evening meal. The young men of RAF No. 106 Squadron, many of them perhaps nineteen or twenty, were outfitted in their roll-necked pullovers and battledress. They smoked cigarettes or sipped tea or coffee. And they tended to gather with their own crewmen along benches, or leaning against the side walls of the room, waiting for a crew roll call. Also waiting, a few war correspondents with pens and pads at the ready stood off to the side. As usual, the small stage at the far end of the room featured a set of curtains covering aerial maps of that night’s target. They would remain drawn until the squadron’s commanding officer (CO) and the lead navigation officer arrived. A lot of speculation about the op generally preceded the briefing. But when the CO, Group Captain (G/C) Edward Bussell finally arrived, all the chatter died down.

At the briefing that afternoon, Jimmy Arthur sat with his new crewmates. In addition to Canadians Burpee and Brady, there were flight engineer Sergeant (Sgt.) Johnny Pegler, navigator Sgt. Tommy Jaye, wireless operator Pilot Officer (P/O) Sam Weller, and the Lancaster’s other gunner, Sgt. William “Ginger” Long. WO Arthur would be replacing a bomb aimer who’d just completed his tour of duty with Burpee’s crew. Arthur had gone on one test flight with them to get acquainted. That was all. But the next order of business was the ritual of the reveal, as the CO nodded to his adjutant to open the drapes in front of the target map.

“Gentlemen, the target for tonight is Essen,” Bussell announced.

“Christ. It’s Happy Valley,” one of the experienced bomber crewmen said, so his voice could be heard above the din of general reaction.

When Arthur needed a further explanation, one of his Lancaster crewmates provided it: “He’s talking about the Ruhr Valley.”

The wall chart showed a magnified map of western Germany. The turnip-shaped blotch of red,1 about a foot long and nearly as wide, showed the length and breadth of the Ruhr River Valley, its industrial cities and massive hydroelectric generating dams and reservoirs. Red circles on the map marked areas expected to throw up heavy enemy flak en route. And the belt of searchlights surrounding the valley appeared as a continuous blue border framing the blotch. A red ribbon showed the route to the target over the North Sea and the Zuiderzee and inland to Essen.

In the seconds that followed the announcement, WO Arthur dealt with the realizations that came with being assigned to a first combat op. He experienced the mental recognition that tonight he’d be aiming bombs at an actual enemy target, not a practice one back home at No. 1 Bombing and Gunnery School in Jarvis, Ontario. In the final moments of tonight’s bombing run, he’d be the one determining where the Lancaster’s bomb load would fall. But as well, he felt the physical response, the butterflies in the stomach, or worse, that came with knowing he was about to embark on his first trip into hostile airspace. Arthur looked around at the faces of those who knew what the announcement meant.

JAMES LAMB ARTHUR WAS BORN IN TORONTO ON JULY 3, 1917, the second of four children of an Anglican clergyman in the city. Jim did well in mathematics, and after graduating from high school he got a job at the Bank of Toronto. Father and both sons had the opportunity to learn to fly early on, so when the war broke out, Jim first applied for pilot training; by May 1942, however, the Air Force had streamed him into observer training. After graduating from No. 1 Air Navigation School at Rivers, Manitoba, he was shipped overseas through the Bournemouth personnel reception centre, to advanced flying, operational training, and then a heavy conversion unit (HCU) destined for service on Lancasters as a bomb aimer. He was assigned to Lewis Burpee’s crew in February 1943. This would be WO Arthur’s first combat operation with 106 Squadron.

Bussell continued the briefing by informing the aircrews they’d fly this sortie as part of a stream of 442 bombers attacking Essen. “The bomb load will be one 4,000-pounder and sixteen cans of incendiaries,” he said, and added that crews would bomb the target from an altitude of 19,000 feet. “Don’t get out of this height band or you’ll run into other aircraft.”2

Essen, a city about three miles in diameter, lay twelve miles east of the Rhine, wedged between two rivers—the Ruhr and the Lippe. From the air, bomber crews would find the city extremely difficult to locate at night. The river intersection might help, but German defensive strategists had drained a large adjacent lake, called Baldeney See, to remove a convenient locator for Allied navigators and bomb aimers making a timed run-up to the target.3 The city, with a population of about 670,000 and a density of 125 people per acre, consisted almost entirely of factories and workers’ accommodation. Krupp industries, the plant manufacturing flak, bombs, torpedo tubes, armour plating, armoured cars, tractors, and other war hardware for the Nazi war effort, presented the largest target. Nearby, on the outskirts of the city, sat Goldschmidt AG chemical and metal works, as well as large hydrogenation plants producing aviation fuel from tar. Making an air attack tougher than usual, industrial chimney smoke tended to obscure the entire region day and night. To help mitigate the poor visibility, however, Pathfinders—Mosquito fighter aircraft—would fly ahead of the bomber stream to mark the targets with flares.

Bussell turned over the briefing to the lead navigation officer, who outlined the Pathfinder approach. “At zero hour minus three and a third minutes, Pathfinders will sky-mark the lane to the objective with red TI (target indicating) markers, which change to green after 120 seconds,” he said.4

To assist them, Pathfinder Mosquitos would have Oboe, a blind-bombing targeting system through which a pair of radio transmitters on the ground in England sent signals received and retransmitted by a transponder in the Mosquito aircraft, guiding them with greater precision to the target. For the Essen raid, the Pathfinders would mark a point on enemy territory exactly fifteen miles short of the aiming point. Passing over the flares at a ground speed of 240 miles per hour (mph), the bombers would therefore take about three to four minutes to arrive at the targets, also marked by Pathfinder flares dropped just moments earlier.

“The TIs will go down right on the factory roofs,” the navigation officer promised. “The sky above the city will also be marked with green flares in case the TIs are obscured by fog or smoke.”5 He handed the briefing back to the CO.

Bussell pointed out that ten Mosquitos would lay the TIs, and then the Main Force would attack in three waves—Halifaxes first, Wellingtons and Stirlings second, and third, the Lancasters of 106 Squadron. Two-thirds of the bomb tonnage would be incendiary. The remaining third—high-capacity explosives called “Cookies”—would be fused for long delay.

“You are to take no evasive action,” Bussell added as a matter of course, “but keep straight on past the targets. No straggling. And don’t forget to twist your tails a bit so that you can see those fighters coming up from below.”

From as early as the spring of 1942, the concentrations of industrial plants along the Ruhr had become obvious targets for Allied bombing; as much as 10 percent of the year’s strategic bombing was directed against those Ruhr Valley targets.6 In that year, during the so-called obliteration raids, Bomber Command had focused attacks on the centres of Lübeck and Rostock, virtually razing them in the process. Allied bombers had staged the first 1,000-bomber raid against the industrial city of Cologne in May 1942, but the industrial centres of Mainz and Karlsruhe also received special attention from bomber ops. By the end of the year, 380 acres of Düsseldorf had been destroyed, along with 260 acres of Münster and 60 percent of Emden.

In response, Hitler had bolstered the SS presence in the region to eliminate even the slightest flagging of morale around the war plants. As well, because production in the Ruhr supplied so much of the German war effort, by 1943 the entire valley and all approaches to it had witnessed a ramping up of anti-aircraft guns, searchlights, and night-fighter airstrips. And with as many as nineteen power plants situated along the Ruhr, including the large hydroelectric Möhne, Eder, and Sorpe Dams, German engineers laid netted iron in the adjacent reservoirs to protect the dam walls from potential torpedo attack. But the commander-in-chief of Bomber Command would not be deterred.

“At long last,” Arthur Harris wrote in his diary in March 1943, “we were ready and equipped . . . to undertake with real hope of success the task which had been given to me—the task of destroying the main cities of the Ruhr.”7

Trips to the Ruhr had only one redeeming aspect for the bomber crews: they were generally shorter than those going deeper into enemy airspace, perhaps five hours instead of seven or eight. Otherwise, “Happy Valley” was among the most heavily defended industrial areas of Europe, with hundreds of flak batteries and walls of searchlights establishing a ground deterrent and the Nachtjagdgeschwadern (night-fighter groups) of Messerschmitt Bf 110 and Junkers Ju 88 aircraft prowling the skies. The Luftwaffe night fighters generally exhibited greater speed and agility than the Lancaster bombers; they also employed a lethal system of interception, known as Himmelbett, whereby ground controllers used mobile Würzburg radar sets—one trained on the fighter, the other on the bomber—to stalk their quarry.8

“A piece of cake,” one RAF pilot said in jest about the ops against the Ruhr, admitting that the remark was so much whistling past the graveyard.9

Finally, the CO reminded all aircrews to empty their pockets of letters and other personal items, to bury their parachutes if forced to bail out, and to recite only “name, rank, and number” if captured. He finished with the requisite “Good luck, chaps.” As if to punctuate the end of the briefing narrative, all the chairs and benches scraped across the briefing room floor as dozens of aircrews rose to go about their pre-operation rituals.

Bomb aimer Jimmy Arthur’s baptism of fire, his first combat op, would coincide with Bomber Command’s latest sustained salvos against Nazi Germany’s industrial might in the Ruhr Valley. With 106 Squadron’s attack on Essen, on March 12, 1943, Jimmy Arthur and the rest of Lewis Burpee’s crew would join the opening week of the Battle of the Ruhr, heralded by a British Air Ministry official “as one of the decisive battles of history.”10 Historic or not, for WO Arthur and his comrades, the late afternoon had become the pregnant pause between briefing and combat op, between knowing the target and taking off. Most didn’t like this period; there was nothing anybody could do but wait. Even the late-afternoon meal was uncomfortably quiet, with airmen eating their precious eggs and bacon mechanically.11 Some sat and listened to the radio in the mess or played billiards. Others took the time to write letters to loved ones. But most stared or paced and waited for the clock to indicate it was time to don their flying clothes.

All day long the Syerston flight line had been alive with preparation. Bowsers pumped thousands of gallons of petrol into bomber fuel tanks. Trucks delivered oxygen cylinders for the breathing apparatus the crew would need during the high-altitude sortie. Aero-mechanics scoured engine, instrument, and hydraulic systems for faults, and completed repairs. Along the perimeter track, tractors towed strings of bomb trolleys, dispersing the assigned 4,000-pound Cookies and incendiaries for loading into the Lancaster bomb bays. Meanwhile, air gunners went through the ritual of stripping and cleaning their machine guns while armourers delivered belts of ammunition, which the front, mid-upper, and rear turret gun positions would require to defend the bomber against German fighter aircraft during the operation. Dozens of ground and aircrew moved around each aircraft like drones working in a hive—each focused on a task, none bothered by the other.

At Lewis Burpee’s Lancaster ZN-H, just before climbing aboard, the crew members told new man Jimmy Arthur they’d flown previous ops to Essen, one as recently as the week before. Indeed, they had been to Happy Valley a number of times: they’d bombed Duisburg twice, Düsseldorf twice, and Essen on three previous occasions. Guy “Johnny” Pegler, Burpee’s flight engineer from the UK, had flown twenty-five ops with his skipper; Tom Jaye, also from the UK, had served as Burpee’s navigator on sixteen trips; and fellow Brit Sam Weller had worked ten ops as Burpee’s wireless operator. British mid-upper gunner Ginger Long had flown twenty-one trips with Burpee, and rear gunner Gordie Brady had served with Burpee from his very first op for 106 Squadron.

Brady’s parents had emigrated from the United States to Ponoka, Alberta, during the Great War. Born in 1916, Gordon finished school in the 1930s and then worked in a drugstore. Early in the war, he worked as a field ambulance driver. By 1941, he’d joined the Royal Canadian Air Force (RCAF) and trained as a wireless radio operator at Calgary, going overseas to serve in the RAF as a gunner in February 1942. He crewed up with Burpee in June of that year and flew every wartime op with him; Brady had earned a promotion to warrant officer in February 1943, just before his skipper, Flight Sergeant (F/Sgt.) Burpee, was recommended for a Distinguished Flying Medal (DFM).*

Crew chemistry was vital aboard any military aircraft, for survival and sanity. Burpee’s bomber crew had gelled well in the short months of their first tour; one day, as Burpee signed and sealed a letter to a loved one, Brady insisted his skipper reopen the envelope to add a postscript “Hello” from him.12 A photograph taken on January 18, 1943, following their fifteenth op, a raid on Berlin, shows the crew of Lancaster ZN-H arm in arm like brothers—although F/Sgt. Burpee is sombre-faced, perhaps feeling the weight of his responsibility to get his crew to target and back safely. Burpee disliked the strict protocol that often separated Air Force officers (Arthur, Brady, and Weller) from sergeants (Pegler, Jaye, Long, and himself), even on the same crew. So, to buck the protocol and promote esprit de corps, Burpee frequently gathered his crew away from the station to socialize.

“[Lewis] couldn’t go drinking with some of his crew,” a family member said, “because officers and NCOs [non-commissioned officers] were forced to go to different messes.”13

Born in Ottawa in 1918, Lewis Johnstone Burpee grew up the eldest son of Lewis Arthur Burpee, vice president of Ogilvy’s, a higher-end department store in Canada’s capital city. Lewis Jr. excelled in athletics and academics, earning a degree in English, history, and politics from Queen’s University in Kingston, while also serving with the army militia in the Canadian Officers’ Training Corps. He enlisted on December 17, 1940, a year to the day after the creation of the British Commonwealth Air Training Plan (BCATP), Canada’s largest financial and employment contribution to the war effort;* nine months later he’d received his pilot’s wings and embarked for England. Outwardly calm and reserved, in a bomber cockpit F/Sgt. Burpee exhibited intelligence, capability, and a natural ability to lead. In mid-1942, he’d completed courses converting him from twin-engine light bombers to the four-engine heavies, including the A.V. Roe Lancaster; Burpee also caught the eye of RAF brass, who considered his skills strong enough to be considered for the Pathfinder Force—advanced bomber crews.

The twenty-four-year-old Burpee had also fallen in love with Lillian Westwood, whose family had lost a home in Greenwich to the Blitz, and whose wish to study performance art at Oxford was displaced by her country’s need for workers in the home service. As the RAF moved Lewis from one bomber station to another, Lillian did her best to follow. They exchanged countless letters as he pressed the Air Force to find and register their wedding certificate, while trying to find her accommodation.

“Hoping to see you in Lincoln on Saturday,” he wrote to her in October 1942. “I don’t know how much flying we’ll be doing in the next two or three days, but I imagine meal times would be the best bet to put a call through to the switchboard. . . . There’s lots more I want to say, my darling, but it’s time to get down to the flight. Your loving husband, Lewis.”14

By the winter of 1942–43, the couple had found a flat near his air base, F/Sgt. Burpee had accumulated thirty-one combat operations with the RAF’s crack 106 Squadron, and he was up for a Distinguished Flying Medal.

“Flight Sergeant Burpee has shown coolness and courage,” the citation of merit stated, “and has performed his duties conscientiously and efficiently.”

The skipper of Lancaster ZN-H would need all of that courage and efficiency to successfully complete the crew’s thirty-second combat operation, to bomb the Krupp factories at Essen in the Ruhr Valley. At dusk on March 12, Burpee hustled his crew aboard the lorry for transport to their bomber. En route he scanned the pages of a YMCA pocket pad on which he had a checklist of what each man would need, from flight gear to chewing gum. When he was sure every item was accounted for, he directed his six crewmates up the short ladder and through a door on the starboard side of the bomber. Since they would be working in unheated sections of the Lanc, mid-upper gunner Long and rear gunner Brady were dressed in flying gear that included an electrically heated inner suit, gloves, and boot liners.15 Brady turned left along the fuselage, sliding over the tailplane spar and entering his rear turret feet first. Meanwhile, Long pulled down a moveable step to climb into the mid-upper turret and secured himself into a drop seat there. There wasn’t room for either man to wear or hold his parachute in his gun position, so the chutes were stowed nearby.

Once inside the crew door, the rest of Burpee’s aircrew moved to the right, up the bomb-bay steps, and closed an armoured bulkhead door behind them. Clambering over the main wing spar, they entered the heated portion of the fuselage; though they didn’t have to wear heated suits, temperatures at high altitude could hover just above freezing for the whole trip. And with no pressurization in the aircraft, everybody wore oxygen masks with intercom microphones attached.*

First to settle into his position on the port side forward of the crew door was wireless operator Weller; in front of him, navigator Jaye sat in a curtained-off area that allowed him to use some light on his maps and nav table. Farther ahead, on the flight deck, Burpee’s pilot seat took up the space on the left; to the right was a moveable seat for flight engineer Pegler. Bomb aimer Arthur moved past them both down a narrow passageway into the nose, where he would spend the entire trip in a prone position—his bomb sight directly in front of him and the bomb release controls at his right hand. When called for, Arthur could stand and immediately be at the controls of the front turret guns above him. Presently, with his crew in place, Burpee called on Pegler for start-up, first the port outer engine, then the port inner, the starboard inner, and finally the starboard outer. This gave life to the Lanc’s hydraulics, allowing Long and Brady to test their turret rotation and gun-laying controls. Eventually, Burpee taxied ZN-H from the dispersal pad into a lineup on the perimeter track for takeoff.

One by one, each fully loaded 68,000-pound bomber accelerated across Syerston’s grass airstrip, getting airborne just before reaching the hedges surrounding the airfield, and rose into a darkening sky. Once up to about 6,000 feet, Burpee throttled back ZN-H’s four Merlin engines to cruising revolutions and waited for the rest of “A” Flight to rise and join him in a left-hand circuit above Syerston. That’s when F/Sgt. Burpee completed an intercom check with each crewman—mid-upper and rear gunners, flight engineer, wireless radio operator, navigator, and bomb aimer.

“Okay, sir,” Arthur said, even though as a warrant officer he outranked his sergeant pilot skipper.

Each flight of bombers, with navigation lights now turned off, began the sixty-mile flight over the North Sea to the rendezvous spot off the enemy coast—occupied Holland. It was zero hour minus sixty minutes when the bomber stream formed up before entering enemy airspace. Burpee called for a double-check to ensure all lights inside and outside the aircraft were doused. Gunners Brady and Long cocked their weapons. Meanwhile, bomb aimer Arthur completed his final task before entering enemy territory: he fused the bombs by turning an electro-mechanical switch on a fusing panel inside the Lancaster, in effect making the payload “live.”16 Now in complete darkness, the bomber force seemed like “a glass brick, two miles across, twenty miles long, 8,000 feet thick, filled with hundreds of Lancasters,”17 a wave of the most lethal firepower Bomber Command could unleash on a target. Before long, the bombers attracted the attention of German coastal batteries, and the first bursts of flak stabbed up at the night sky ahead of them. Registering the locations of the flak bursts, Burpee began to weave, changing altitude, course, and speed in order to evade the next bursts. It was tricky work. On the one hand, he needed to avoid a mid-air collision with another bomber in the dark; on the other, he had to remain unpredictable, since German anti-aircraft batteries had sufficient experience to estimate symmetrical movements if the searchlights caught a bomber in their sweeps.

As the bomber passed the coastline and edged ever closer to that turnip-shaped blotch of red the aircrew had seen on the briefing map back at Syerston, the reality of the Ruhr became ever clearer to W/O Arthur, isolated in the bomb aimer’s blister in the nose of the Lancaster. Perhaps twenty minutes from Essen itself, W/O Arthur saw them.

“Scores of searchlights,” he reported.18

In particular, two great cones of light straddled their intended path into Happy Valley. It would be up to the skipper and the navigator to thread the Lancaster past the belt of lights without being coned—caught in a convergence of searchlights. The glaring beams could quickly and devastatingly disorient a pilot.

“For long seconds on end, the dazzling glare would render a pilot helpless,” pilots said, “making it almost impossible for him to see his instruments and maintain any sense of equilibrium.”19

At the same time, amid the blinding lights, the bomber pilot had to evade the streams of heavy shells racing up from the ground and exploding around the aircraft. Burpee had flown with five different navigators, once he’d gone operational in October 1942, but throughout his most recent sixteen ops, he’d settled on Tommy Jaye. The coal miner’s son from Durham, England, had been trained as an observer at a flying school run by Pan American Airways in Miami, Florida. He’d been to the Ruhr Valley a handful of times—Essen twice before—and knew what to expect.

“A forty-mile-long corridor of exploding shells” had to be considered, “and the danger of collision with four hundred . . . aircraft going through the aiming point in twenty minutes.”20

 Burpee’s crew knew, at least, that by the time the Lancasters reached the aiming point, just minutes from the target, the Halifaxes, Wellingtons, and Stirlings would already have passed through the lights and the most dangerous anti-aircraft fire and would have begun the bombing run. As well, all the 106 Squadron Lancasters would be flying at the same altitude—19,000 feet—and all in the same direction. But the sky was still alive with red stars, all of them angry explosions, all of them crackling louder by the second. Every airman knew he was running the gauntlet, the acrid smell of cordite in his nostrils or stinging his eyes, and the beams of searchlights ricocheting wildly inside the fuselage, casting demonic shadows on everything. Gunner Brady looked through his rear-viewing blister in time to see a bomber coned by a number of searchlights, flak bursting around it. The pilot pushed the stricken craft into a dive, left, then right, attempting to escape, but in vain. Its starboard wing dropped and the aircraft fell earthward, trailing smoke and fire.

“Bastards!” one of the crew blurted out.

Finally the explosions faded momentarily, and Burpee’s Lancaster was past searchlights and anti-aircraft bursts. Dead ahead were the welcome carpets of red and green light—the TI markers laid down by the RAF Pathfinders—right on time, and right in line with their route to the targets. The Mosquitos had done their job perfectly.

Burpee gave Arthur his warning for the bombing run.

“Bomb doors open, sir,” Arthur reported. “I can see the target.”

The skipper waited for last-second course adjustments from Arthur and responded according to his directions to make sure the load went down accurately.

“Left, left . . . Steady . . .” Then a light appeared on Arthur’s controls that allowed him to make a final intercom call to his pilot: “Bombs gone!”

ZN-H responded predictably, buoying upward in response to the sudden reduction in weight. Burpee made sure to finish the run over the target for about three minutes, and then quickly banked port to 290 degrees for the route home. Behind them, the muffled explosions of their 4,000-pound high-capacity bomb and sixteen incendiaries added to the light show from the ground. From his astro-dome, mid-upper gunner Long could see the scene behind the tailplane. A volcano of flame flashed upward, followed by black smoke billowing everywhere. But even as his Lancaster made its quick exit, the battle still raged over Essen.

On three of Burpee’s previous trips to Happy Valley, his aircraft had been hit by flak and night-fighter cannon fire; the attacks knocked out his wireless radio on one trip and Brady’s rear turret on another. Twice the damage sustained forced Burpee to make an emergency landing at an alternative airfield on the return flight, but the combined skill of his aircrew and its good fortune left nobody injured and the Lancaster intact. So it was on March 12, 1943: Jimmy Arthur’s first trip with Burpee’s crew went exactly the way he’d hoped—relatively uneventfully. They had deftly dodged the searchlights and flak all the way there and back. They had dropped their payload on the target identification flares as ordered. It had been only a five-hour sortie, and rookie Arthur had experienced his share of first-op anxiety. But unlike dozens of other crews in this first week of the air offensive against the Ruhr Valley, the crew of Lancaster ZN-H made it home safely. That same night, eight other Lancasters, seven Halifaxes, six Wellingtons, and two Stirlings and their crews—5 percent of the force—had not.

Photographic reconnaissance after the March 12 raid showed that the Main Force of bombers had passed right across the massive Krupp factory, west of Essen, and had delivered 30 percent more damage than the sortie on March 5–6. The factory’s locomotive shops had burned to the ground. In addition, five hundred houses used to accommodate factory workers had been destroyed.21 The Battle of the Ruhr marked Bomber Command’s first concerted initiative to concentrate on one target area—the industrial cities of the Ruhr River Valley—with significant results. Put another way, such positive operations reports represented the first body blows delivered in the enemy’s corner of the ring. And war-weary Britons and their allies needed every morale boost their warriors could provide. The Battle of the Ruhr would last for four months—from March to July 1943—and would include forty-three major Bomber Command operations against the heart of Germany’s war-production plants. The battle would test the machinery, talent, and fortitude of all involved, most critically the bomber crews, such as the one W/O Jimmy Arthur had joined for the first time during the March 12 raid against Essen.

“That is how it is done, by young men with guts, by science and by skill,” wrote one Ruhr Valley veteran. “This was the beginning, the end of three years’ hard experiment. The bomber could at last hit hard. It could choose tactical or strategical targets. It didn’t mind which. Both were allergic to bombs.”22

JUST AFTER 1 A.M. ON MARCH 13, 1943, LEWIS BURPEE brought his bomber and its crew safely down at Syerston airfield, completing his thirty-second combat operation and advancing the Battle of the Ruhr through another significant night. There was a requisite debriefing with an intelligence officer about the effectiveness of the bombing run, the impact of the German defences, and observations of anything out of the ordinary. All of his crewmen then sat down to a hearty breakfast and a tot of rum, if they wanted it. Finally, they retired to the barracks huts for a well-deserved sleep. When the skipper of ZN-H awoke later that same day, he had paperwork to complete. Even though it was just mid-month, Burpee was asked to add up his service time, now just over 635 hours in the air, and enter the totals in his pilot’s log.

Then, as protocol required, he submitted the log to his senior officers for review and verification. First, the officer commanding Burpee’s “A” Flight checked the Air Force–blue ledger of Burpee’s service. Next, the wing commander (W/C) of 106 Squadron looked it over and signed off on it too. Both Burpee’s flight commander and wing commander had flown their own Lancasters to most of those same targets on the Ruhr with him. The Wingco took great pride in the crews of his outfit, including the twenty-five-year-old RCAF sergeant pilot from Ottawa; he’d signed Burpee’s pilot’s log every month since October 1942, each time acknowledging the young Canadian’s capability in the cockpit, each time noting the effectiveness of his operational sorties, and each time assessing his ability as a leader of men. Indeed, earlier that winter, the wing commander had endorsed Burpee’s recommendation for the DFM.

As noteworthy as Lewis Burpee’s just-completed first tour of duty and the DFM seemed, his wing commander had distinguished himself as a bomber pilot almost like no other. Guy Gibson, twenty-five years old (like Burpee), had flown not just one tour of duty but a combination of 174 fighter and bomber combat operations. Eventually ranked among its most celebrated citizens, Guy Gibson did not see Britain until the age of four, in 1922, when his family moved from India. He fell in love with flying while at boarding school in the early 1930s, but was refused entry to the Air Force on his first application. By 1937, however, he’d graduated from RAF flight school, had a short service commission, and was posted to Scotland. On the first day of the Second World War, he flew his first combat operation against German shipping. By September 1940 he’d completed one tour at RAF No. 83 Squadron in Bomber Command and earned a Distinguished Flying Cross (DFC). Arthur Harris, then the officer commanding No. 5 Group, described the young flight lieutenant (F/L) as “the most full-out fighting pilot” in his command. During his second tour, at RAF No. 29 Squadron in Fighter Command through 1941, F/L Gibson earned a handful of kills and another DFC, but was shot down in April.

“I’d just come back from shooting down [a Heinkel He 111] and was very pleased with myself coming in to land,” Gibson later described. “And a ruddy . . . Junkers 88 dived out of the sun and smacked me down in front of all the boys.”23

With no time or altitude to bail out, Gibson crashed into trees right on his home aerodrome, but remarkably suffered no injuries. He underwent further training and scored among the highest flying and gunnery ratings in his course, and then became a flight instructor for a short time. But he got restless and sought a return to active service when Harris, now air officer commanding-in-chief of Bomber Command, promoted Gibson to wing commander at 106 Squadron, flying the new four-engine Lancasters. He completed three more full tours through 1942 and early 1943. He earned a colourful if sometimes overzealous reputation, pushing his crews aggressively against more difficult targets. Some aircrew he rubbed the wrong way nicknamed him “The Boy Emperor,” but while Gibson expected supreme effort from his squadron, he readily shared the high risk of ever more dangerous combat operations, including the attack against the German battleships Gneisenau and Scharnhorst as well as the bombing run against the electric transformer station at Le Creusot, France. In November 1942, he was awarded the Distinguished Service Order (DSO). In January 1943, Gibson agreed to take British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) journalist Richard Dimbleby aboard his Lancaster on a night bombing raid to Berlin; the resulting broadcast shed new light on the bomber crews’ Herculean efforts to turn the tide in the war and give Britons hope of eventual victory.

“I understand their hardship now,” Dimbleby reported. “And I am proud to have seen the stars with them.”24

In the new year, Bomber Command’s focus shifted to large German centres of industry and population. Commander-in-Chief Arthur Harris called it his “main offensive,” a concentration of the bomber force’s growing strength against major targets until they were destroyed. Harris considered Berlin a top priority; to destroy it, he calculated, would put Germany out of the war. But he recognized that Bomber Command wasn’t quite up to that task yet. Earlier in the war, Wellington, Whitley, and Hampden bombers had struggled with bomb loads too small, distances to the target too great, and German defences too overpowering to inflict serious damage on Berlin. As evidenced by the raids early in March, Harris chose to first test the striking power of his bomber force in a pitched battle against Germany’s major war-production centres, along with its power plants, dams, and reservoirs—hence the Battle of the Ruhr River Valley. And W/C Gibson, who’d been up for an additional citation, was emerging as one of Harris’s rising stars.

“Any Captain who completes 172 sorties in outstanding manner,” Harris wrote in his approval of Gibson’s second  Distinguished Service Order decoration, “is worth two DSOs, if not a VC [Victoria Cross].”25

As high a priority as citations of merit were to the Bomber Command brass, the processing of Air Force awards, such as Gibson’s second DSO and Burpee’s DFM, took place way over the bomber pilots’ heads. The war that aircrews waged existed in briefing rooms, crew trucks, cockpits, and post-op paperwork. At the end of the first week of the Battle of the Ruhr, F/Sgt. Burpee had his pilot’s log to update on the March 12–13 Essen trip. And, as it turned out, WC Gibson was recovering from a rough trip he’d completed the night before, a sortie to Stuttgart on March 11–12. On that op, the outer port engine of his Lancaster had suddenly lost power. Nevertheless, Gibson managed to drop his bomb load, at a dangerously low altitude, and then pilot his crippled bomber past German night fighters and coastal defences and home to Syerston station. He rose from his sleep the next morning feeling the effects of five tours of duty and countless near misses, and craving some rest.

“After a year of this sort of thing,” he wrote, “I was getting a bit weary.”26

Gibson had planned a quiet escape with his wife, Eve, in Cornwall. But it was not to be. Instead, he’d been awoken at his officer’s barracks at Syerston and told that Air Vice-Marshal (AVM) Ralph Cochrane, the air officer commanding (AOC) No. 5 Group of Bomber Command, wanted to see him at St. Vincents, in group headquarters. Grudgingly, Gibson drove his Humber to St. Vincents in Grantham, expecting that his CO was about to post him to a new station. Not so. Cochrane asked if he would relocate to group headquarters and write a guidebook for novice bomber pilots. He returned to Syerston to say goodbye to his comrades at 106 Squadron. He partied into the night and rose on March 14 to pack for his new posting. But Cochrane wanted to see him again. Back in his CO’s office at St. Vincents, Gibson received word that a second DSO would be awarded him. That had barely sunk in when Cochrane changed the subject.

“How would you like the idea of doing one more trip?” the CO said.27

Gibson’s immediate thought was of more night fighters and flak, but he finally spoke. “What kind of a trip, sir?”

“A pretty important one, perhaps one of the most devastating of all time,” Cochrane suggested. “Do you want to do it?”

Gibson agreed. But the other shoe didn’t drop until three days later. Back in Cochrane’s office, Gibson met G/C Charles Whitworth, who offered him a cigarette, told him to sit down, and began to explain. “This is no ordinary sortie.”28

The thought of an attack on German naval vessels crossed Gibson’s mind.

“The training for the raid is of such importance,” Whitworth went on, “that the commander-in-chief has decided that a special squadron is to be formed for the job.”

Gibson absorbed every word Whitworth and Cochrane had to say, but there was little intelligence offered as to the target, the nature of the attack, or the timing—except that the attack couldn’t take place for two months. Gibson’s superior officers emphasized urgency, efficiency, training, and strict discipline but gave him no specifics. Their meeting was over almost as quickly as it had been convened. For a moment, Gibson stood there wondering where his flight gear was. Then his thoughts turned to contemplating his future, and the futures of those he would choose to join him. Whitworth wanted the best crews Gibson could find. Naturally, he first considered the aircrew with whom he’d been flying at 106 Squadron, including Australian Dave Shannon, fellow Briton John Hopgood, and the Canadian, Lewis Burpee.

The now-decorated Burpee, like Gibson, had taken the short leave available after the Essen sortie and returned to Newark, Nottinghamshire, and Elmhurst, where he and his wife of seven months, Lillian, had rented a flat. But Gibson was soon in touch. He congratulated the sergeant pilot on his DFM and explained he needed experienced crews for a special operation. Was Burpee up for it? Burpee agreed to volunteer but wanted to get a commitment from his crew first. Within the week, Burpee’s Lancaster crew, including his newly christened bomb aimer Jimmy Arthur, had agreed to join a mystery squadron that had not yet been assigned a number or name. They and twenty other aircrews—some 147 Commonwealth airmen from Britain, Australia, Canada, and New Zealand, and one from the United States—agreed to train and operate in total secrecy for almost two months. Although they didn
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