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An Avro Lancaster heavy bomber seen from above during a Second World War bombing raid over Hamburg, Germany.

(Science & Society Picture Library / Getty Images)




 

 

 

To Trish, long-suffering but ever supportive


Maps

[image: img3.png]


[image: img4.png]


[image: img5.png]


Contents

Title Page

Copyright

Endpapers

Dedication

Maps

A Note from the Author

Prologue: The Right Stuff

Prelude: The Command of the Air

1.     Uncertain Years: 1919–1939

2.     The Adventure

3.     Lancaster

4.     Bardney

5.     Bourn: The Road to Black Thursday

6.     Berlin

7.     Pathfinders

8.     Coningsby

9.     Tour de France

10.   The Beginning of the End

11.   Separate Ways

12.   Into the Jet Age

Epilogue: The Writing of History

Appendix: Ken Cook’s Logbook

A Note on Sources

Bibliography

Acknowledgements

About the Author

An Invitation from the Publisher


A Note from the Author

Bomber Command drew young men from all over the Commonwealth, tens of thousands of them who thrilled at the thought of flying. They were trained thoroughly and then asked to perform extraordinary technical feats while packed into a flying metal tube. They were all volunteers who exposed themselves to extraordinary dangers. The lives of these men became intertwined in the formation of a crew, each with its own characteristics and unique personality. In examining one such crew, it was my desire to represent the thousands of others who served quietly and bravely throughout the Second World War. I wished the emphasis to be not on ‘war heroes’, whose exploits placed them head and shoulders above their comrades, but, rather, on ordinary men who did extraordinary things, and who have not previously attracted the attention of historians.

The plethora of books and films about Bomber Command has tended to focus on events that easily capture the imagination. Arguably, the most famous is the The Dam Busters, a beguiling story of British technology at its most ingenious. At its heart, it contained all the elements necessary for a successful book and film. An intrepid band of airmen overcame strong German defences to achieve what had seemed impossible. They were led by Guy Gibson, a figure who fulfilled the traditional heroic role of a successful military leader. Where real-life events did not quite match up to the cinematic demands for excitement, fictitious accounts like 633 Squadron entertained the baby-boomer generation with a fast-paced storyline and stirring soundtrack.

The Crew is written at a time when we can look back on our wartime achievements with justifiable pride, but also view them through a lens of sometimes critical analysis. The Second World War was a vast and brutal conflict that has taken seventy-five years to come to terms with. The way we view – and portray – the men who fought in that conflict is more nuanced, and less romanticized, than it once was. We no longer require our Second World War soldiers to be Hollywood stars with perfect teeth, or stiff upper-lipped English gentlemen speaking in clipped public-school tones. Real warfare is anything but entertaining, but we can draw inspiration from those real-life individuals who passed through its extreme trials.

With any project, the formulation of an idea is often a gradual process. Some of the best stories grow from tiny seeds, almost by chance – but I am not a believer in chance, preferring to look for a natural order to events. The earliest inspiration for this book came from two black and white photographs. They appeared on an American website of the USAAF 388th Bomb Group that had been based at RAF Knettishall in Suffolk during the Second World War. I had been researching the 388th for another project but, among dozens of photographs of B-17 bombers, these two caught my eye. The grainy ‘Box Brownie’ pictures showed a Lancaster bomber with a collapsed port undercarriage. The squadron code by the roundel read ‘OF-H’, and with a few clicks of the mouse I found it was from 97 Squadron, Royal Air Force.

This Lancaster had been returning from a sortie to Rheine, not far from Germany’s border with the Netherlands, west of Osnabrück. Although Rheine was a small town, a railway and the Dortmund–Ems Canal both passed through it, and it had been subjected to numerous raids. The weather on 6 November 1944 had been poor and the six returning aircraft of 97 Squadron diverted to different airfields instead of their home at RAF Coningsby in Lincolnshire. According to the 97 Squadron Operational Record Book, Flying Officer J. W. Greening in Lancaster ND692 landed safely at RAF Snetterton at 9.15 that evening. However, the photograph taken the next day shows ND692 at Knettishall, seven miles away, with a wingtip firmly planted in the asphalt. Whether Greening decided to join the three other 97 Squadron Lancasters that diverted to Knettishall the next day or whether the undercarriage collapse happened on the night of the raid is unclear. Had Greening mistaken Snetterton for Knettishall when he completed his report? The incident remains one of the small mysteries that researchers love.
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Lancaster ND692 of No. 7 Squadron at RAF Knettishall, Suffolk, 7 November 1944.

(Public domain)



Once I had decided to write The Crew, the initial task of finding my subjects was eased by the crashed Lancaster at Knettishall. I had approached the 97 Squadron Association for more information and now it seemed natural to seek a crew who served with them. In January 2018 I asked for suggestions for a crew on the Squadron Association Facebook page. I received many responses and I noticed some repetition in the suggestions. A number proposed the crew of Bob Lasham, but Bob, the last member, had passed away shortly before my request. Another was that of Wing Commander Ken Cook, who was the Association chairman. He had been a bomb aimer on pilot Jim Comans’ crew and a twenty-year-old flying officer at the time. This crew proved to be the right fit for the project and Ken provided me with first-hand accounts in a number of interviews. Although many of Ken’s memories have faded or become disjointed after nearly seventy-five years, his contribution towards bringing this story alive has proved invaluable.

Of the other crews put forward, some were more difficult to consider than others. Many families wished to see a relative commemorated, but their service and lives had left too faint a trace to provide sufficient material for the historian. Like many servicemen of their generation, most of them were single men who experienced tragically short careers, bequeathed no enduring testimony to their wartime deeds and left no children to remember them. They are voices that can no longer be heard, their accounts, not least of their final flight, lost forever. This book is dedicated to them, for, had it not been for the fatal trajectory of an anti-aircraft shell, or the deadly aim of a night fighter in 1942–5, they themselves might have been the subject of this book.

97 Squadron was first formed on 1 December 1917 at RAF Waddington, serving through the rest of the First World War to 1920 when it was subsumed into 60 Squadron. Re-formed in 1935, it served in training roles and was briefly disbanded on two further occasions as the RAF reorganized its wartime forces. In 1941, after a sizeable donation to the British government by residents of the Malay Straits towards Avro Manchester bombers, the squadron was renamed 97 (Straits Settlement) Squadron and served under this identity until January 1956. For the purposes of this book I have shortened the squadron name to ‘97 Squadron’ for convenience.

In The Crew I hope you will experience some of the demands of Lancaster crewmen, feel some of their claustrophobic moments in a cramped fuselage and an inkling of the terrors that prowled around their aircraft at high altitude. For months, this was their life, a daily routine of duty that carried with it the risk that this might be their last day. Although the Allied bombing campaign is still the subject of critical scrutiny, the gallantry of the men fulfilling the tasks given them remains undiminished. It is my hope that in recounting the events of this terrible war, we might learn from it and be inspired by the crews’ tenacity and raw bravery.


PROLOGUE

The Right Stuff
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Ken Cook, March 2018.

(Author’s own photograph)




Protruding from the Avro Lancaster’s nose, the curved Perspex glass bomb-aiming position is like a small greenhouse perched on a 20,000-foot precipice. The land beneath lies dark and formless, with every house blacked out. There are no street lights.

Out of the featureless expanse a German city slowly appears within its ring of probing searchlights. Flares cast their unearthly light, flak shells burst nearby. The percussion of bombs exploding four miles below creates deep, undulating rumbles along the aircraft.

It is a world of extreme danger, a world where a man can be scythed in two by shards of metal in a fraction of a second. Bomber Command crews hated this part of a mission. On final bombing runs they had to fly straight and true, accepting everything thrown at them.

The bomb aimer clutches his release button, eyes fixed to the bomb sight, watching the green flares below converge with his cross-hairs. A small movement of his thumb will determine the release of the bombs. But for the mission to be a success he must keep his nerve, silence the inner voices telling him to drop early.

Twenty-year-old Ken Cook is barely a man yet here he sits, high above the cauldron with six other airmen. Many RAF crews’ lives end in this supremely dangerous moment, but the journey to and from the target is always costly. Should their Lancaster be hit by ground fire or by a German night fighter, some crew members will have to fight to save their crippled bomber – extinguishing fires, jettisoning bombs and equipment – before opening the hatches to entrust their lives to a large piece of sewed silk on strings. Others are vaporized in catastrophic explosions which light up the sky.

Franklin D. Roosevelt said: ‘War is young men dying and old men talking.’ Over the past seventy-five years the testimonies of the young men who flew with Bomber Command have provided a compelling record of their service and sacrifice. There are now very few living survivors of the brutal bombing war against Germany, which claimed the lives of 55,573 RAF airmen.

Ken Cook lives with his daughter and her husband near the village of Haltwhistle in Northumberland, on the high moors between Carlisle and Newcastle. The road up leads me into a landscape of low drystone walls, its muted colours blanketed by thick snow. Cherry Tree Cottage nestles in the corner of a quiet hamlet, an unassuming house with the rendered walls and stone surrounds typical of the region. Ken’s daughter answers the door and leads me into the sitting room, where her father sits in a comfortable chair clasping an old RAF logbook. A large oil painting of Lancaster bombers flying into the sunset dominates the room.

The ninety-five-year-old fixes me with a steady gaze, weighing me up as he might a new recruit. Wing Commander Ken Cook has a natural authority about him, an inbuilt resolve and solidity, but as we talk his warmth and humour come through. For some airmen the trauma of conflict was impossible to shake off. Preferring to say nothing, they took their memories to the grave. For others war was terrible but exciting, to the point that no experience afterwards compared. Cook is a man who has looked death in the face and not been cowed. He has talked about his wartime experiences, given lectures and written a detailed account for his family. Though his short-term memory is now poorer, he becomes animated when he talks about the bombing war. For those familiar with the story of Bomber Command he is a well-known figure, and, as president of the 97 Squadron Association, he has attended scores of memorials. But at each event the number of chairs set aside for veterans grows smaller.

Second World War bomber crews faced a casualty rate far higher than the infantrymen of the First World War. A soldier enlisting in the British army in 1914 faced a 14.2 per cent chance of being killed. Of the aircrew who served in Bomber Command a staggering 44.4 per cent lost their lives. High-altitude flying was exhausting, a physical and mental marathon, and it wasn’t uncommon for airmen to fly three missions a week. With the appalling losses among their fellows, many thought imminent death inevitable. A sanguine few believed they were immortal, but most airmen simply celebrated every safe return. For a crew to survive forty-five operational sorties, it might be assumed that a high proportion of its targets were easy ones. But the Comans crew, whose remarkable operational history forms the subject of this book, flew during the harshest phase of the air battle when Nazi Germany had greatly improved its defences.

Ken Cook is now the only surviving member of his crew and one of the very last witnesses of the Allied bombing campaign. He tells me about being hit by flak, the night-fighter attacks, the bombers blown up right next to them. He looks at me and shrugs: ‘What could we do?’ Through the sheer terror of it all, the crew simply flew on, always completing their missions.

Most Bomber Command operations were conducted at night. The initial daylight raids had assumed that bombers in numbers could defend themselves, a theory that was to be painfully disproved. But the RAF’s early night bombing had been wildly inaccurate. Urgent solutions were required and the Pathfinder force was formed in 1942 to provide accurate target marking. Airmen wishing to join it had to demonstrate that they were of above average ability. Ken Cook joined the Pathfinders in December 1943.

Six men served alongside him in the Avro Lancaster, each tasked with a particular duty. The pilot, Flying Officer Jim Comans, was also their captain. Crews were always referred to by the pilot’s name, so they became the ‘Comans crew’ and flew together for thirteen months – a period of their lives that would define them all. In common with many RAF crews they were recruited from across the Commonwealth. The Australian Comans had a Canadian, a Scotsman and four Englishmen under his command. Ken recalls their pilot as ‘bluff, a straight-talking disciplinarian’. Older than the others, the thirty-one-year-old from Redfern, New South Wales, ‘didn’t suffer fools gladly’, but he bonded with the men. The quiet Canadian George Widdis was ‘not a man of the world’. Remembering him, a broad smile spreads across Cook’s face and the memories flood in. In the mix of cultures, the crew forged their own identity. They did most things together on the base, believing that the closer they were the greater would be their chances of survival. But this was a professional relationship rather than the bonding of close friendship. Each of the seven young airmen displayed extraordinary courage and skill. Like the test pilots for the American space programme whose experiences were documented by Tom Wolfe, the Comans crew were ‘The Right Stuff’.

As soon as he was eighteen in 1941, Ken Cook was eager to join the RAF. Becoming an airman had an element of romanticism about it. The Volunteer Reserve was the recruiting ground for future aircrew and he was sent to train as a pilot in an Elementary Flying Training School. In common with thousands of others he failed to make pilot but was offered and accepted the role of bomb aimer.

The pages of the small RAF logbook are yellowing but in good condition. Each entry is neatly transcribed in ink – black denoting flying activity, red for operational flying – a simple layout with columns showing the date, pilot, aircraft identity, destination and flying hours. Sparse though the details are, they chronicle the extraordinary story of one man’s war. From the autumn of 1943 to the early summer of 1944 Cook’s log lists forty-five missions, including sorties to Berlin, Karlsruhe, Schweinfurt, Essen and Nuremberg. The aim of the crew’s final mission, to Châtellerault near Poitiers in western France, on 15 June 1944, was to bomb the railway to prevent fuel supplies reaching the Panzers in Normandy. After D-Day a week or so earlier the air war had changed from the nightly pounding of German cities to more fluid targeting. By summer 1944 the Comans crew had amassed 275 operational hours, with an average flying time of six hours per mission. In recognition of his service Ken Cook was awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross in July 1944.

Since 1945 fierce debates as to the morality of the bombing campaign have raged. Bomber crews have faced unfair criticism, much of it uninformed. By any reasonable assessment, there is a world of difference in the level of moral responsibility between the commanders giving orders in smoke-filled rooms in London and the seven anxious young crewmen aboard an Avro Lancaster who were charged with carrying them out.

The likelihood that you would be killed in action was very high. You fought at night against an invisible enemy. Most airmen never saw a single German throughout the conflict; many of them never even saw Germany in daylight. In the trauma of war, it wasn’t the suffering of the enemy that they witnessed, but the sudden loss of one of their own. All too often fellow airmen disappeared without trace, their folded clothes taken from lockers, the empty beds made up for replacements.

Little was said because little was known, and only with the passage of time has it been possible to tell the stories of the men who flew and died in the thousands of operational sorties made by RAF Bomber Command between 1942 and 1945. The tales of Ken Cook and his six fellow crew members are as compelling as any of them.


PRELUDE

The Command of the Air

The ivory hue of the eastern sky promised another sweltering day. Ribbons of fine mist drifted over the pastures; birdsong filled the air. A line of Belgian troops straggled along the road and into the fields opposite. They had been there all night, heavy serge coats and trousers damp with dew. Fighting sleep, their dark conical hats kept dropping onto their Comblain rifles. The previous day the Imperial German Army had crossed the Meuse four miles away, throwing Belgium into crisis. As forward scouts, the Piottes expected an attack at any time; a row of bicycles rested in the lee of a hedge 50 yards away ready to make a swift getaway. One mile behind them sat the deep-dug concrete emplacement of Fort Fléron, one of a string of Liège siege forts.

The crack of artillery began at 4.30 a.m., German 77mm shells whistling overhead towards the fort. Crouching deep in the grass, the Belgian troops watched through their gunsights for any movement over the ridges of the fields. They saw nothing. Fort Fléron replied, lobbing shells in the direction of the German positions. The percussions rippled across the countryside, a wall of thundering echoes. Suddenly, at 5.30 a.m., the shelling stopped. A lone figure stepped onto the deserted road ahead of the men. He walked cautiously towards the Belgian line, his arms extended slightly in front of him. In one hand, he carried a short stick with a handkerchief attached. He was dressed in a black suit; his crisply pressed white shirt and polished shoes exuded importance. Identifying himself as a German diplomat, he asked to see the Belgian army commander of Liège as a matter of urgency. The German was blindfolded and taken first to the fort and then on to the Belgian army headquarters at rue Sainte-Foi, where he was received by General Leman. The message he brought was polite but firm: surrender Liège by 13.00 hours or it will be bombed by Zeppelin.

There was a terse exchange of telegrams between Liège and Brussels, but the final one was unequivocal: ‘Broken diplomatic relations. Continue operations: 15th mixed brigade is ordered to strengthen you.’ The ring of Liège forts had not been tested by the German attackers, so the Belgians were reluctant to surrender the city so cheaply, whatever the threat. The diplomat returned to the German positions and shelling recommenced.

Sixty miles away, an immaculately dressed Prussian army officer with trimmed moustache and beard surveyed the enormous airship straining on its tethers. At 140 metres long, she was as large as a battleship, a breathtaking Goliath of aerial supremacy. The thirty-eight-year-old Hauptmann Rudolph Kleinschmidt was proud to command her, but he knew – given that the majority of airships produced to date had been destroyed by strong winds, fires or crashes – that he faced a challenging task. Despite his apparent stoicism, Kleinschmidt was anxious, for added to the long list of hazards he faced was that of enemy action. His biggest fear was fire. If the helium sacks ignited, the ship would explode in a giant fireball, incinerating the crew in seconds. Fresh in his memory was the disaster at Johannisthal near Berlin on 17 October 1913, when Zeppelin L2 had exploded, killing twenty-eight passengers.
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Sir Hugh Trenchard inspects cadets at the RAF college at Cranwell, Lincolnshire, December 1926.

(Central Press / Stringer / Getty Images)



That night, shortly after 1.00 a.m. on 6 August 1914, Zeppelin Z VI1 slipped its moorings at Cologne and set course for Liège. The bombs she carried were artillery shells adapted with streamers made from horse blankets to give stability. Despite clear weather, it became apparent that the weighed-down Zeppelin was struggling to reach the desired altitude. At 3.00 a.m., Kleinschmidt made the decision to attack at a lower altitude. Sailing over the roofs and spires of Liège, the huge cigar-shaped craft loomed dark in the pre-dawn sky. The defenders were waiting. The air whistled with the zip of bullets as riflemen in the streets below took aim, each with the ability to destroy the airship. With no time to spare, the Zeppelin crew manhandled the projectiles through a hatch in the gondola floor. As the last explosion rocked the city, the Zeppelin made her slow turn for home. Passing a fort, she was picked out by a searchlight. The clatter of rifle and anti-aircraft fire found their target, puncturing the gas sacks. Limping back and losing altitude, the Zeppelin clipped trees before ploughing into a wood near Bonn. Z VI was damaged irreparably. No men were lost, but Kleinschmidt was stretchered from the tangled wreckage of the gondola. He had been seriously injured and would spend many months in hospital recuperating.

The first air raid of the Great War claimed nine Belgian lives. It was an unsophisticated affair but showed that the German commanders believed terrorizing civilian populations might be an effective way of persuading their opponents to surrender. It was only the start of Belgium’s suffering. Within days of crossing the border, the advancing German army massacred men, women and children in a ruthless hunt for guerrilla fighters. Some were shot or bayoneted out of hand, while others faced organized firing squads. Eight hundred and fifty civilians died in actions that shocked the world. That Germany had chosen to ignore the 1839 Treaty of London, guaranteeing Belgian neutrality, was a matter of consternation, but the manner in which it invaded Belgium was considered outrageous. In scenes reminiscent of medieval spoiling, the German army rampaged through Louvain. The library was torched, destroying 300,000 books. Two hundred and forty-eight residents were killed and 10,000 forcibly displaced.

Lurid tales of the killings filled English and French newspapers, announcing a new and brutal age of warfare. The deliberate targeting of non-military personnel, making the civilian an integral part of the war, was a new strategy. The occupation of tiny Belgium cost 23,700 civilian lives. In a chilling portent of the future suffering of Europe, Germany deported 100,000 Belgians as slave labourers and erected an electric fence on the
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