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‘I sometimes feel like a ghost.’

Navigator Lt Andrew Vero, 306th BG, Thurleigh, Bedfordshire, who at the request of another officer desperate to finish his tour and go home, swopped planes with him then saw him die as that plane collided with another

‘I think you think clearer when you’re so damned near death.’

Medal of Honor winner 2/Lt Red Morgan, blown out of his exploding 482nd BG bomber still clutching his parachute, finally managing to clip it on at 500ft as he hurtled towards burning Berlin

‘Inside we found blood spatter and small scraps of meat. We laughed about it then. We were so callous as 16-year-olds.’

German schoolboy flak helper, describing wreckage of a B-17 blown apart on its bomb run, which came down near his Merseburg gun emplacement

‘An Fw 190 came up between our tail and our wing so close I could see his face. I’m sure I didn’t miss.’

Waist gunner S/Sgt Jack Laswell, recounting the disastrous Kassel mission from which only three of the thirty-five planes of his 445th BG returned safely to base at Tibenham, Norfolk

Aircrew officers were very young, well paid, able to go wherever on free time and had plenty of wild oats to sow.’

Pilot Lt Howard Roth, of the 306th BG, a B-17 commander at just 21

‘BOOM!!! The ship exploded. The fuselage forward of the ball turret was gone. Everything to the rear behind the tail wheel was also gone. I rolled out of the hatch. My chute was on upside down. I pulled the cord, wait, wait, wait, was it going to open. POW! I got the full impact in my face.’

Ball turret gunner S/Sgt Calvin Brend, whose Group lost seven bombers in one Big Week mission

‘I saw at least a dozen ships go down in flames. I was scared silly and I am not afraid to admit it.’

Combat diary of T/Sgt Ernest Barton, top turret gunner with the 493rd BG, Debach, Suffolk

‘What a year! Wouldn’t have missed it for anything.’

Letter from Kay Brainard, American Red Cross assistant attached to the 486th BG, Sudbury, Suffolk


Introduction

The young crews of the United States Army Air Force who arrived in Britain with bright and boundless optimism in the opening months of 1944 to finally put paid to Hitler, stepped down from their Flying Fortress and Liberator bombers into an atmosphere guaranteed to dampen the enthusiasm of the most hopeful heart. England and in fact the whole of Europe was gripped in the rigours of the worst winter for nearly thirty years. The airmen’s months of training in the New World’s sunshine states had left them ill prepared for it.

As they groped through the blackout to their temporary billets there was the first intimation of a climate of fear. The excitement of arriving in the old world where centuries-old customs still held was quickly dissipated by the chilling cold of Quonset huts at holding bases before assignment, buildings of iron where the rumours echoed and the tabulations of chance were added up and taken away again. In the autumn, only weeks previously, sixty of the 320 US bombers which had set out to bomb the ball-bearing factories of Schweinfurt had not returned and another 120 were so badly damaged they were off the flight roster. It was the second time it had happened in short order, a similar toll being exacted in a Schweinfurt-Regensburg mission in August. US 8th Air Force (8th AF) operations had been virtually halted and Congressmen had debated whether to end altogether America’s daylight partnership with Britain in the European bomber offensive.

If the youngsters got off base there was little comfort to be found by wandering into one of the English pubs they had heard so much about. A chance encounter with a fellow airman from the RAF or Dominion air forces would provide no welcoming warmth of comradeship, but more likely a taciturn stiff-upper-lip or a depressing litany of loss. Morale on the RAF bomber stations was at rock bottom as the nocturnal Battle of Berlin cut a swathe through the ranks of the boys in blue.

 But in fact the college boys and high school hopefuls from America had arrived at a turning point, the hinge of a beginning, not an end. Within weeks the ebb in the Allied air war would change to flow in a suddenly more positive direction. The influx was here to at last make possible round-the-clock bombing – the Americans by day, the British by night, a desire of the Casablanca Directive encapsulated at the 1943 North African conference of the joint US/UK chiefs of staff, but so seldom achieved. Now America’s men and machines would ensure Germans had no rest, just as Britons had little respite in the Luftwaffe city blitz of 194041. The vast resources of the United States, its armaments plants producing a total of 276,000 aircraft in the war, would overwhelm the output of German factories, preparing the way for D-Day. To win the battle of the beaches the Luftwaffe would first have to be defeated in the air and in the factories which kept it alive.

 The year that mattered most to the German economy was 1944. After years of under-production as the German people enjoyed the fruits of easy victory – Great Britain alone had produced 54 per cent more war planes than the Nazis in 1942 – the Reich Armaments Minister Albert Speer had finally rationalised and dispersed manufacturing to achieve a wartime peak of aircraft production in September 1944. But by then it was too late. The world’s great arsenal across the Atlantic had already poured forth an ever-gathering stream of bombers and fighters for the final Götterdämmerung in the skies above the Reich. The aircrew needed for those planes flew in and came ashore in ever-increasing numbers from the beginning of 1944 to make final victory inevitable.

 And while all this was being achieved in the air the American boys created a social change in Britain, often by their sheer volume, which would build to a sociological revolution. They were an incomparable force of nature. One in six people in the county of Suffolk, where many of the 8th AF bases were, would be American by 1944. In the tired, war-weary villages of Suffolk, Norfolk, Cambridgeshire and north Essex where lists of sons had been building over four years to join their fathers on war memorials, the arrival of the Americans proved a shock the repercussions of which are still being felt today. Hollywood burst into the hamlet. A succession of film actors arrived to serve or entertain and British civilians and US personnel alike found themselves rubbing shoulders with stardom. It gave glamour to lives already scripted with high drama in which American flyboys had the ‘Aw, shucks’ charm of screen idols.

 The lure of such clean-cut crusaders was not lost on village maidens, who provided solace and comfort to the young men far from home who daily returned from visions of aerial horror no training could prepare them for – fearful scenes in which friends were burned alive in stricken bombers or were seen tumbling helplessly to earth without a parachute. In fact the promise of such a warm, female welcome had even been alluded to in official USAAF training material. A movie star turned airman-documentary maker had turned to the camera, pointed to his pilot’s wings and said the glittering badge’s effect on girls was ‘phenomenal’. That desire to cut a dashing figure when the draft came had proved a bigger draw than the words of any recruiting poster.

 But there were other more serious reasons for choosing to join the air war, rather than slog through mud in the infantry or face endless stretches of ocean in the navy. In the immediate previous decades of peace the youngsters of the United States had become more air-minded perhaps than any other nation as the new travel medium shrank its vast continent. Now American boys were getting the chance to turn remote hope into reality by learning to fly at the government’s expense. Seldom expressed, but buried in the psyche was also the greater knowledge that the Nazis were enslaving the old world across the Atlantic – a Europe many of the young airmen’s ancestors came from. Striking from the sky at the heart of the enemy seemed an effective way of breaking those chains.

 The training and the clumsy experimentation of the first two years of war were now over. American youth had come en masse to do or die in the skies of Europe. Die they would, 26,000 being killed in the 8th AF. And as suddenly as the Americans had arrived, shaking the foundations of an ancient society, the survivors disappeared back across the Atlantic. They took with them 41,000 British girls and more than 14,000 children they had fathered.

 For most combat airmen of the 8th AF the stuff of nightmares they witnessed in the skies over Europe would gradually be swept into the recesses of gentle memory over the following decades. Most of them today would admit their time in the service has a dream-like quality as if it was another young man who had stood in their place and stepped through the fire to glory decades before. But fortunately for the generations that followed, the airmen wrote diaries, a vast number of them, unlike their comrades in the RAF, who in fear of security breaches were not encouraged to do so. And it was not only the men who kept journals. The women who came with them, the WACs and Red Cross girls, created records too, writing home, perhaps more assiduously, about the lost Britain they were enshrining for ever, from the glitz of ‘Yank’ London to the country kindness of strangers. Not all of the Americans lived to read those scribbled records to their grandchildren. It is the content of these diaries and letters, written within hours of traumatic events in the sky seventy years ago, which is the heart of this book.


WINTER


1

‘He had us dead to rights’

It was a brutal way to begin the last day of your life. The torch beam in the eyes, the cold hand on the shoulder and the chilling enlightenment: ‘You’re flying a mission today, breakfast in half an hour, briefing at 0515’, by which many of the USAAF’s young airmen were wakened at their English bases was guaranteed to concentrate the mind in a moment. As the Quonset hut door banged shut behind the retreating Charge of Quarters enlisted man in the pre-dawn of 20 February 1944, all dreams of America, home and beauty vanished in a flash and were replaced by the shock of fear spreading from the stomach to the brain and back again. It wasn’t just the cold of billet concrete which started limbs shaking and the mind racing as feet hit the floor, but the knowledge of what had already been witnessed happening to others. The swift departure of a crew in a flak burst, the slowly spinning fall from formation of a fighter-crippled bomber, the blast of cannon which turned comrades into pulsating bloody flesh on the flight deck were images which now easily transposed with your own face, your limbs, your aircraft at the centre of the horrifying picture.

As the trudging lines of dispirited aviators made for their mess halls and the waiting operational fresh eggs that February morning, there was the faint prospect that the mission would be abandoned. Heavy rain at most bases was turning to snow showers and visibility extended no further than the end of runways. It was little better as the young flyers stumbled into operation blocks for briefing in hope the low clouds offered reprieve from the Luftwaffe. As they sleepily gathered on the hard benches, some not long out of high school remembered it was Sunday and cast minds back to family walks to church, Mom and apple pie before this hellish mayhem had been unleashed. Now someone else was eyeing up their best girl in the pew and they were gathered in growing apprehension to hear how accurately to ruin a German Sunday. Earlier they might have heard the sound of RAF bombers based at neighbouring bases in East Anglia returning from a maximum-effort raid to the very place where many of them would soon be heading, Leipzig. The operation had been launched against a Luftwaffe night fighter force at the peak of its powers and a total of seventy-eight British bombers and their crews were now lying broken in foreign fields as dawn stretched its frosty fingers across the Reich. At 9.5 per cent, it was the second biggest loss Sir Arthur Harris’s command would suffer in one night.

For others, at the 8th Air Force bases nearer London, at Ridgewell, Essex, and Thurleigh, near Bedford, little more than twenty-four hours before the war had been brought visibly home to their billets with searchlights lancing south across the night sky to the yellow flash of anti-aircraft fire and the crimson bursts of bombs. Now the USAAF bomber boys were themselves waiting to be hurled into the maelstrom of aerial combat. It would be the first time the 8th’s three bombardment divisions (BDs) had been despatched in concert on Germany since a mission to Frankfurt am Main sixteen days before, when twenty of the 748 Flying Fortresses and Liberators which took off failed to make it home.

This was the big one, Mission 226 of the USAAF’s campaign against German industry. The earnest Operations Staff, pool cues in hand to point to the key areas of the routes, told them more than 1,000 B-17 Flying Fortresses and B-24 Liberators from twenty-nine bomb groups (BGs) in the UK would be attacking various targets in the Reich. It would be the largest bomber force ever assembled by the USAAF to date. It would also be the longest penetration of Axis-held territory, necessitating a return trip of up to 1,150 miles. There would be another record statistic to come: more Medals of Honor, the highest award Congress could bestow, would be won that day than any other in the European air war as young airmen on both sides battled for supremacy.

Throughout East Anglia eyes were turned to the end wall of operations blocks and riveted on the map of Europe with its red marker which crawled across the North Sea. Crews of both the 1st and 2nd Bombardment Divisions saw the tape stretching over Holland almost all the way to Berlin, before splitting into abrupt course changes just west of Brunswick. The B-17s of the 1st Division would go on to hit targets at Leipzig, Heiterblick, Abtnaundorf and Bernberg, individual numbers of Groups dividing again en route. To further confuse the enemy as to American intentions the B-17s of the 3rd Division would fly in over Denmark then turn south, again indicating a raid on Berlin, but in fact splitting to strike at the Focke-Wulf 190 fighter factory at Tutow with the Heinkel 111 bomber plant at Rostock as a ‘target of opportunity’, a term which was often used in post-raid intelligence to cover the dumping of bombs by unsuccessful returning planes on anything which looked useful. The B-24s of the 2nd Division would at first follow the same route as the 1st BD then take on aircraft industry complexes at Brunswick and Gotha. Deputy lead on the Brunswick mission would be a pilot well known to the crews as an Oscar-winning Hollywood star, Major James Stewart of the 445th BG.

The largest force would come from the 1st BD, in the triangle between Peterborough, Bedford and Cambridge. It would be despatching 417 Flying Fortresses, followed by 314 from the 3rd Division, north of Ipswich, then 272 Liberators from the 2nd around Norwich. To protect the bombers almost as many fighters would be aloft, 835 Lightnings, Thunderbolts and Mustangs from fifteen USAAF fields and others from sixteen squadrons of the RAF and Dominion air forces. What united the forces was intention; all targets had been selected because of their importance to the Luftwaffe, from the Messerschmitt 109 and Junkers 88 factories at Leipzig to the Me 110 plants at Brunswick and Gotha. In all twelve centres of aircraft manufacture would be hit in one joined-up plan. This blow it was hoped would start to put the Luftwaffe out of business long before the prime targets of helpless, wallowing lines of landing craft hove into view off the D-Day beaches that summer.

It was obvious there would be no ‘milk runs’, as American airmen termed less-exacting missions, today. But at first the crews of the 3rd BD thought they had drawn marginally the least dangerous of the three divisional tasks – much of their route being over the sea. Then they were told none of the fighters available would be assigned to them. Lt Gen. James Doolittle, only weeks into his new job of overall controller of the 8th Air Force commands, had calculated he could risk leaving them defenceless because he estimated the Luftwaffe would be too busy dealing with what they would see first as a threat to Berlin then trying to fend off the attacks to the aircraft towns to the east and south of it. Crews were not convinced. They remembered a similar plan for Anklam, near Tutow, only a few weeks before when other – fighter-protected – divisions were attacking targets at Marienburg and in Poland. It had cost the unescorted Anklam force eighteen of its 106 bombers despatched.

What none of the combat airmen knew, in any of the three divisions, was that to a certain extent they were bait for the Luftwaffe, for this was the first day of Operation Argument, the opening shots of Big Week, a concentrated period of intense raids on the German aviation industry which it was hoped would draw the Luftwaffe to battle so that it could be defeated both in the air and on the ground. It would thus point the way to eventual total American air supremacy and help RAF Bomber Command at the same time by reducing the number of single-engined fighters now wreaking a horrifying level of attrition among British bomber crews at night. The abundance of US fighters going along were there to achieve that; no longer would fighters be tied to the bombers. When the Luftwaffe appeared as specks in the sky they would peel off to meet them, guns blazing. But the losses among the bombers were expected to be heavy. General Frederick Anderson, Chief of Operations of the new United States Strategic and Tactical Air Forces in Europe, whose detailed plan Operation Argument essentially was, had estimated that one fifth of the force might fail to return on the first day. The crews were told meteorologists had forecast clear weather over Germany. The predictions also held good for another two days, though that wasn’t revealed to the airmen themselves lest they drew the inevitable conclusion that those who returned would be going again within hours.

But to the briefed officers and enlisted men at many bases it looked unlikely they would be taking off at all as the jeeps and crew trucks drove them out to the glistening dispersal pans where their loaded Fortresses and Liberators waited to cough rudely into life. The rain was coming down hard by the time the last of the crews climbed nervously aboard and joined the line of grumbling machines edging down the perimeter path. At each base the first of the bombers turned on to its runway and momentarily sat back heavily on its tyres as brakes were applied. Then, throttles pushed to the wall, the manifold pressure on instrument panels rapidly climbed to 35 inches of mercury, the great machines bucking and vibrating as pilots tightened their grip on the control yokes, eyes riveted on the tower awaiting the Go signal.

Many crews still expected a red flare signalling abandonment of the mission. But inevitably came the green through the mist. The brakes of the bomber at the head of each queue were released with a hiss of hydraulic fluid, then it was bounding away, tail lifting from the glistening tarmac, thundering towards the distant point where concrete met grass and hedgerow, rumbling wheels lifting then settling again until finally the machine boomed up towards the overcast at the end of the runway where it disappeared from view. At thirty-second intervals the rest followed at each base and climbed out at standard airspeed, their crews peering into the cloud for signs of other aircraft as they headed for their wing assembly radio beacons known as bunchers.

Ralph Golubock was at Shipdham, Norfolk, home to the 44th Bomb Group in the 2nd BD, tasked with hitting the Messerschmitt plant at Gotha with the firm’s factories at Oschersleben and Helmstedt as a last resort. The pilot watched as the first of his Group’s B-24s thundered down the runway into the mist and prepared for the hazards of an instruments take-off, where the co-pilot’s task would be to measure the aircraft’s position relative to the runway centre line by concentrating on the blurred grass edge and calling out to the captain as it neared or receded, showing the laden, roaring aircraft was veering off the concrete and towards disaster. ‘Upon leaving the ground we were immediately immersed in rain and clouds,’ Golubock later recorded. ‘The tail gunner was back in his position with an Aldis lamp which he blinked on and off so that following planes could see the light and keep their distance. The climb was long and grinding.’1

But at 17,000ft the B-24, climbing at the prescribed rate of 130 to 150mph, broke through the clouds into a deep blue sky with a golden sun shining on the cotton-wool layer Golubock had just left. Other aircraft popped up around him. Then the game to find the relevant squadron, group and wing began; lumbering, unwieldy machines, struggling to stay in contact with the assigned beacon as the buzzing, growing swarm lifted apparently haphazardly through the overcast. Soon there came the inevitable crunch and flash as a laden bomber connected with another in the cloud, a B-17 of the 385th BG which had taken off from Great Ashfield near Bury St Edmunds minutes earlier coming down at Tuttington, eleven miles south of Cromer with three doomed crew still aboard.2

The rest of the glittering mass gradually formed into squadrons, groups and wings, orbiting their Buncher beacons every six minutes until a whole hour had ticked away and they were able to take their final allotted place in their bombardment division, setting course into the sun, a ninety-mile-long phalanx of aircraft droning across the North Sea, each Group split into a high squadron, a middle in the lead and a third below and behind, to give the maximum spread from the Group’s .50 machine guns. Once above the cloud many had found assembly easier than usual and remembered that they had been promised clear weather over the Reich where it mattered.

2/Lt John W. Howland, a 23-year-old Wyoming navigator with the 381st BG, had been awakened at around 5am in his uninsulated, cement-floored Quonset hut he shared with fifty others at Ridgewell, and found he was going to Leipzig. ‘Helluva lot of planes scheduled to hit the target and weather looked good,’ he later noted in his diary. ‘We were assigned No 474 a new B-17G with a Gee Box. Navigation was very easy during assembly and around England. I was able to get a good wind for DR navigation.’3

Among the cohesive stream Lt Don Ackerson was helping with navigation as a bombardier with the 384th BG at Grafton Underwood, bound for Bernberg. Just two years before he had been finishing high school in New York. Today he and the rest of his crew had been rated experienced enough to lead their squadron, the 547th, for the first time.4 There was little time to reflect on whether this, their thirteenth mission, would prove unlucky. As Ackerson, Howland, Golubock and their comrades entered German airspace the clouds started to thin and disappear just as they had been promised they would. Below a snow-covered landscape began to unfold.

The B-17 of Colonel Harold Bowman, CO of the 1st Division’s 401st BG, was the first American bomber to cast its shadow over Reich territory, bound for Leipzig. His Group was new to the European Theatre of Operations (ETO). It had only arrived in the UK in November, but had been chosen to lead because of its already high reputation for accurate bombing. After the massive reaction by the Luftwaffe to the maximum-effort RAF raid the night before, many fighters were dispersed across Germany. But in the approaches to Leipzig where the RAF had struck, the Luftwaffe was still strong. As the feint towards Berlin ended and Col. Bowman’s force turned to starboard towards Magdeburg and Leipzig, Luftwaffe Major General Max Ibel of the 2nd Fighter Division realised the city was about to suffer its second blow within twenty-four hours and ordered his Me 109s into the air. Fw 190s and Me 110s would join them.

Lt Howland had been wondering how long the aerial armada could escape. ‘The trip into the target was pretty uneventful until we passed south of Magdeburg,’ he later wrote in his diary. ‘There the solid undercast was beginning to break up but we had no reports of enemy aircraft in the area. I was looking out of my right side window when I saw a Fw 190 climb out of a cloud and pass under our right wing and over our elevator and vertical stabiliser. He had us dead to rights, but his guns never fired a shot. Either his guns were jammed or he forgot to turn on his arming switches or he was so busy trying to avoid a mid-air collision he didn’t have time to fire.’5

One of the Me 109 pilots, Lieutenant Dieter Petz, was the first to spot the formation at 3 o’clock and to call out ‘Indianer’ to alert the others to attack.6 Col. Bowman’s bomber had just left the Initial Point (IP) and turned onto its bomb run for the A.T.G. Machinenbau GmbH plant at Leipzig. Bowman’s bomber escaped the fighters’ flashing cannon, but the deputy lead’s B-17, Battlin’ Betty, lost an engine and when the fighters damaged another she was forced out of formation. To prevent the Luftwaffe moving in for the kill, Lt A. H. Chapman, in the command pilot seat with the deputy lead sitting alongside, put his plane into a spiral dive in the hope the fighters would think he was finished. The trick worked and at 2,000ft Chapman pulled the aircraft out of its rapid descent and started the long route home alone.7

The 351st BG was among the leading waves in the Leipzig force, not far behind Col. Bowman’s Group. As the 351st left the target after bombing, one of the Group’s B-17s, named Ten Horsepower and commanded by Lt Clarence Nelson, was hit by an Me 109 cannon shell which smashed through the starboard windscreen decapitating the co-pilot Ronald Bartley and badly wounding Nelson, who slipped into unconsciousness. The top turret gunner, S/Sgt Carl Moore, had been firing at the Me 109s when the B-17 seemed to stop in mid-air, before sliding off on its left wing to begin the so-familiar spin which now pinned each surviving crew member to his position. Only S/Sgt Moore was able to clamber forward from under his turret and into the gap between the pilots’ seats. He gasped in horror at the scene on either side, but grabbed a yoke in each hand and by extraordinary force endowed by the need to survive gradually pulled the aircraft out of its spinning dive. The navigator, Lt Walter Truemper, was now able to crawl up from the nose hatch and Moore handed over control to him. Truemper had washed-out early in pilot training, but there was another man on board who had some experience at the flight deck controls, S/Sgt Archie Matthies the ball turret gunner, who had been born in Scotland and emigrated to Pennsylvania with his parents. Matthies struggled up from his turret and into the Ten Horsepower command seat. The navigator and Matthies then decided to try to fly it home. A long ordeal across enemy territory in the freezing cold, battered by a gale coming through the shattered windscreen, began.

The B-17 of Lt William Lawley was another hit as the tight-packed stream turned away from Leipzig. Cabin In The Sky was a brand new Fortress on its first mission, but the bombardier had been unable to release the bomb load because the rack activating mechanism had frozen at 28,000ft. A later USAAF report said:

Coming off the target he was attacked by approximately 20 enemy fighters, shot out of formation and his plane severely crippled. Eight crew members were wounded, the co-pilot was killed by a 20mm shell. One engine was on fire, the controls shot away and Lt Lawley seriously and painfully wounded about the face. Forcing the co-pilot’s body off the controls, he brought the plane out of a steep dive, flying with his left hand. Blood covered the instruments and windshield and visibility was impossible.8

Now at 12,000ft Lawley, who had flown nine missions with the 305th BG, was sure the engine fire would soon cause the bomb-laden B-17 to explode so rang the bell to abandon aircraft. The flight engineer went out, but a waist gunner told the pilot that two crewmen were wounded so badly they could not use their parachutes. At that point Lawley decided he had no choice, but to stay with whoever wanted to remain aboard with him and like those aboard Ten Horsepower began his own lonely battle to try to reach England, almost five hours’ flying time away. Lt Harry Mason, his bombardier, tied the co-pilot’s body to the cockpit seat back with a Parka to keep the already-damaged instrument panel clear, then stood between the two flight deck seats and helped Lawley with the controls. The conditions in the tight confines of the cockpit, which had been sprayed with blood as the co-pilot was killed by a shell exploding in his face, can only be imagined.

Only minutes before Ten Horsepower and Cabin In The Sky were hit Lt Ackerson, bombardier in the 384th BG flying in the middle of the 1st BD stream, had attacked Bernberg to the north of Leipzig. ‘This was a perfect mission, even though it was eight hours and 30 minutes long,’ he wrote. ‘The target, a Junkers plant, was really pasted. Almost all bombs landed right on target. Flak consisted of two separate attacks by 25 Fw 190s, which made passes from astern but were scared off by our fire. Later these were dispersed by our P-47s.’9

Another savage air battle was taking place to the west as B-24s of the 2nd Division hit Brunswick and Gotha. Here USAAF P-47 Thunderbolt and P-51 Mustang pilots were credited together with bomber gunners with shooting down no fewer than thirty-six German fighters with another thirteen probably destroyed and a further thirteen damaged. The 2nd BD had put up the smallest number of bombers for the day, 272, yet the fact that they shot down almost twice as many as the 1st Division is testimony to the ferocity and continuity of the Luftwaffe’s onslaught.

One P-51 Group, the 357th, had flown its first mission only nine days before. The start of Big Week marked the initial successful combats of its flamboyant commander, Col. Henry Russell Spicer. He spotted what would be his first claim, a Ju 88, 2,000ft below, just after he left the target at Gotha at 23,000ft still escorting the B-24s. Back at the 357th’s home airfield at Leiston, Suffolk, hours later he detailed in his official encounter report what happened next. The adrenalin rush of kill-or-be-killed combat leaps from the mimeographed pages.

I pulled off and gave chase. He went down fast, losing altitude in a deep spiral. At 3,000ft I turned tight inside of him and he obligingly straightened out, allowing me to do the same, so I closed in straight down the alley and opened fire at about 600 yards in an attempt to disconcert the rear gunner. Steady fire was held until he burst into flames. I overran him rapidly (cause seeming to be excessive air speed as I was indicating 550mph at the time), so I yanked it out to the side to watch the fun. The whole airplane was coming unbuttoned. My wingman, good old Beal, had slowed down a bit and later stated he saw two men jump and their chutes open (poor shooting on my part). The ship continued straight ahead, diving at an angle of about 40 degrees until contact with Mother Earth was made, which caused the usual splendid spectacle of smoke and fire.’10

Col. Spicer then looked up to make sure he wasn’t being followed. ‘Lo and behold if there wasn’t an Me 110 dashing across the horizon,’ he reported.

He showed a little sense and tried to turn, so I was forced to resort to deflection shooting – opening up and spraying him up and down, round and across (I believe I was a little excited at this point). Fortunately the left engine blew up and burst into flame. As I overran him (still indicating 500mph) the pilot dumped the canopy and started to get out. He was dressed in brown and had streaming yellow hair, the handsome devil. I lost sight of him at this point (1,000ft) and again pulled out to the side. No chute was seen, but the aircraft descended impolitely into the town of Erfurt, causing rather understandable confusion as it blew up and burned merrily.

Again as I looked up (this is getting monotonous) an Fw 190 whistled up and as I began to turn with him my engine quit, embarrassing me no end. Believing I had been hit by the 110 gunner and being at a loss to the next move I opened fire (90 degree deflection) at zero lead and pulled it around clear through him until he passed out of sight below the nose (more bad shooting) intending to frighten him off more than anything else. No claim is made as I saw no more. Here the engine caught again, labouring and pounding badly . . . we crossed out without further incident, going south of the Ruhr. I claim: One Ju 88 destroyed; one Me 110 destroyed; one Fw 190 scared. Ammunition expended: 533 rounds.11

It was the P-47 Groups who were most in evidence on 20 February, however, as the USAAF began conversion to the P-51 that winter and spring and in fact 668 of the 835 fighters despatched to cover the mighty assault by the bombers were Thunderbolts. The most famous P-47 Group of all, the 56th FG of Col. Hubert Zemke, who had a cousin flying for the Luftwaffe, were credited with fourteen enemy aircraft destroyed for no loss themselves; the similarly equipped 352nd FG with eleven, again for no loss.

At Brunswick, as the Thunderbolts dived to break up a head-on assault on the B-24s by Me 109s and Fw 190s, wings winking their familiar cannon tattoo, was Major Jimmy Stewart, and it was on that day that his reputation for keeping a cool head under fire was established. Of the eight Liberators shot down on 20 February, three were from Stewart’s Group, the 445th. Stewart was later awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross for holding his formation together under the intense attacks to hit the primary target.

A third of the 2nd Division’s B-24s were tasked with hitting an aviation plant at Halberstadt, but the target was obscured by cloud, so fifty-eight of them struck at Helmstedt as a last resort target, the bombs of thirteen went down on Oschersleben and ten bombed targets of opportunity.12 Crewmen from this force reported attacks by thirty-five to forty Fw 190s and Me 109s plus Me 110s as well and Group gunners claimed five kills. Three of the 392nd BG’s Liberators were so badly damaged they were lost in crashes on returning to England. The aircraft of 2/Lt R. K. Goodwin, flying his fourth mission, was hit in an attack which left his flight engineer, S/Sgt Landon Brent, with an unexploded 20mm cannon shell in his back. 2/Lt Goodwin had to feather two engines of his crippled plane.

Even further north the airmen in the 3rd BD, unescorted in their attack on the Focke-Wulf factory and airfield at Tutow and who had feared a bloodbath, found much assistance from medium bombers of the US 9th Air Force. Twin-engined Marauders had been assigned to hit German airfields and thirty-six of them from the 386th and 322nd bomb groups helped to prevent Luftwaffe fighters in Holland from mounting a coordinated attack on the 3rd BD Flying Fortresses. Instructions to the airmen of the 386th were categoric at briefing: ‘The primary object for this mission is to furnish a diversionary support for the 8th Air Force operations. Airdromes which are being hit by this Ninth Air Force Command are first priority airdromes currently in operational use by the German Air Force. In hitting these airdromes it is desired not only to pin down the enemy fighters in this area, but also try to destroy fighters on the ground!’13

In fact six of the 314 Flying Fortresses from the 3rd BD which had set out that morning were lost and the division’s air gunners were credited with shooting down fifteen fighters and probably destroying another fifteen. However, apart from confusing the enemy as to the USAAF’s planned targets the bombers had little effect on Reich fighter production. The Pathfinder aircraft which had been assigned to mark the Tutow factory with pyrotechnics for following Groups failed to take off, so 105 of the bombers unloaded in the area of Tutow, Griefswald and Stralsund at estimated time of arrival. Targets at Posen (Poznań) and Kreising (Krzesiny) were assigned as primaries for the rest of the formation, but it was considered cloud would prevent accurate bombing, so seventy-six aircraft bombed Rostock and the huge total of 105 bombed targets of opportunity.14

The ravaged Groups of all three bombardment divisions now faced the long haul home, but the blood-letting was not over. The 392nd BG for instance was hit again by Fw 190s after leaving the last resort target of Helmstedt. Four made passes on the B-24 of 2/Lt C. E. Jones, which was named the Dixie Dumper. One 20mm shell knocked out the No. 2 engine and another exploded near the top turret. Three other planes in the formation had one engine feathered at the end of the twenty-minute attack. In the 392nd BG Liberator of Lt Goodwin the pilot was weighing up the fact that he faced more than 400 miles of flying on two engines and still had to get his wounded flight engineer, S/Sgt Brent, medical treatment as soon as possible.

As the battered air fleets trailed over the snow-covered western reaches of the Reich, Lt Truemper and S/Sgt Mathies aboard Ten Horsepower battled to keep their B-17 airborne without a conscious pilot. On board Cabin In The Sky the bombardier Lt Mason was standing between the two cockpit seats, helping Lt Lawley with the damaged controls, when enemy fighters closed in on the crippled bomber and renewed their attack. Lawley managed to give them the slip by sliding into cloud. ‘One engine again caught on fire and was extinguished by skilful flying,’ an official USAAF report said. ‘Lt Lawley remained at his post, refusing first aid until he collapsed from sheer exhaustion caused by loss of blood, shock and the energy he had expended in keeping the plane under control. He was revived by the bombardier and again took over the controls.’15 2/Lt Mason was also finally able to jettison his bombs, lightening the load and saving fuel, as the plane approached the English Channel.

Across the glittering blue above the Reich and its occupied territory and over the seas which separated England from its enemies, smoke trailed from lifeless engines of B-17s and B-24s; in those airframes the turrets and the Perspex of windshields and side windows advertised by their bloodstains the death or wounding of crew members. Apart from the 149 men now missing, a total of twenty young lives had been snuffed out aboard the planes in the three air divisions and twenty-seven wounded.16 Among the latter was S/Sgt Brent with an unexploded 20mm cannon shell in his back. As his damaged B-24 began to lose altitude Brent’s captain Lt Goodwin could not maintain formation. Four P-47s provided cover until fuel shortage forced them to break away. Over the Channel the B-24 was down to 5,000 feet. There was talk of ditching, but Goodwin realised that Brent was probably too seriously wounded to survive immersion in the sea.

As the day wore on and the shadows lengthened across the airfields in England where the dead and now dying had lived, commanders – who knew how much had been risked on committing so many aircraft at one time – gripped the rails of control tower observation platforms and scanned the skies to the east for the first sign of those returning. On the grass below ground crew sweated out the mission no less anxiously as they stood alongside the poised ambulances and fire trucks.

The bombers began landing back in England from 3.30pm. First came the few intact and untouched Groups, joining the circuits of their airfields in strict order. In the first run to one side and into wind of the active runway, two three-plane elements of each Group peeled off one behind the other to the left, six aircraft curving round en masse to sink into the landscape again as their wheels gratefully grabbed the concrete. Remaining elements of the low squadron then split away from the Group and flew an orbit above the landing bombers, lowering their undercarriages on their second run over the field to come in and land also. And so it went on, element by element until a whole thirty-six-plane Group was safely down, tyres rumbling as they turned off the runway to waiting hardstands.

Lt Howland’s bomber arrived over its field at Ridgewell. ‘Our spirits were high as we returned to base and landed, but the red flares being shot from the ship in front of us indicated “wounded on board” and he was requesting an ambulance,’ Howland recorded. ‘Our hardpan was right next to them and we walked over to see what had happened. The top turret gunner was dead. The top of his head had been blown off, but it wasn’t enemy action that killed him. A careless gunner in our Wing had accidentally fired a round, probably while cleaning his guns. The .50 calibre bullet caught him clear in the forehead.’17

There then followed the parade of the damaged and the doomed as the litany of crashes which followed any raid began. Lt John Peyton’s B-24 Coral Princess was among those mauled in the fighter attack on the Messerschmitt works at Helmstedt. Short of fuel, he attempted an emergency landing at RAF Manston on the north Kent coast, an emergency field with a long, wide runway for planes which had lost hydraulic power to brake. But during the approach the Coral Princess inexplicably exploded, killing all on board.18

Lt Goodwin, commanding the second of the three crippled 392nd BG planes, had decided to attempt a landing at the small RAF field at Southend to seek treatment for S/Sgt Brent. He managed to get in on his two good engines for a crash landing which destroyed the aircraft and injured another crew member. Brent was taken to a nearby hospital for a prompt operation and the surgeon gave him the 20mm shell that had entered his back. While Brent was recuperating the rest of the Goodwin crew was assigned to the 15th AF in Italy. Brent finished his tour flying with other crews. ‘Sometimes I look at the 20mm shell that hit me and I think of Lt Goodwin and Lt McGee (the co-pilot) and other crew members and the four P-47 pilots I never knew,’ Brent wrote fifty years after the war. ‘I have not seen any of the crew since that day. I wish I could tell them how much I appreciate what they did for me.’19

The Fortress Battlin’ Betty, which had lost the use of one engine and had another badly damaged on the bomb run at Leipzig, maintained the low height of 2,000ft it had been forced down to to avoid further attacks. It trailed the rest of the 1st BD all the way back from Leipzig, a black shadow over the frozen Reich. Expecting any moment to be caught by a flak nest, Lt Chapman flew on into Holland without being spotted by fighters again and across the North Sea. Hours later he made it back to his home base of Deenethorpe in Northamptonshire.

At Tibenham Major Jimmy Stewart’s Group, the 445th, was counting the gaps in its flight line where three Liberators had stood only hours before, when the last of the 392nd BG’s crippled B-24s arrived over the field. Lt Jones’s Dixie Dumper flew past Tibenham with the fuel needles showing empty tanks and Jones realised his Liberator was unlikely to make its base at Wendling. Harry Thomas, his bombardier, recorded what happened next, as the damaged bomber circled Tibenham: ‘Jack [Morris, the navigator] and I were still in the nose when the engines quit. We were a little over 500ft then. Jack had on his head set and heard Johnny [the co-pilot] call to “clear the nose and prepare for crash landing.” Jack glanced at me with excitement and shock on his face and then went through the passage like a scared rabbit.’ Thomas rapidly followed him to the area above the bomb bay where most of the crew were grouped.

‘When we first hit it was like a normal landing then it seemed like all hell broke loose. I felt the force of the turret above me and the fuselage on my right came [with] the “force of all forces” to smash us down and together. Then we stopped. The first thing we did was have a rapid roll call. Everyone was smothering almost and had the force of a ship’s part or the part of one of the other fellows on him.’ Thomas was trapped by his foot which had gone through the floor of the Dixie Dumper. Others in the crew managed to take off his shoe. After a few pulls, pushes, pulls and grunts I got loose and they slid me down the left side of the fuselage into some on-looking Limey’s arms . . . An ambulance was on the way.’20 Before it arrived to take away three injured crew members they were able to look back to the Dixie Dumper’s entry path and saw it had just missed a house thanks to its pilot’s skill, then cut a smooth path through a beet field until it hit a ditch and swung round, wrecking the airframe.

Lt Lawley in Cabin In The Sky saw the English coast coming up just as a second engine ran out of fuel and a third engine caught fire. Lawley now had to put down quickly with only one working engine. ‘He was looking for an open pasture,’ Ralph Braswell, one of the plane’s two waist gunners, recalled many years after the war. ‘All of a sudden, there was a Canadian fighter field. He flashed the emergency signal and we went right in.’21 All the wounded crewmen survived the crash-landing at RAF Redhill, Surrey. The flight engineer who had parachuted out near the target was captured, but also survived the war.*

It was 4.30 in the afternoon before Lt Truemper and S/Sgt Mathies brought the battered Ten Horsepower over their home airfield of Polebrook and at last called up for help because neither of them had any experience of how to land a bomber. They were told to bale out, but refused because Lt Nelson, though deeply unconscious, was still alive. So while the rest of the crew took to their chutes under orders, Lt Truemper and S/Sgt Mathies kept the B-17 flying as the Group Commander, Col. Eugene Romig, took off in another Fortress to fly alongside and show them how to make a final approach and landing. The first two approaches in Ten Horsepower proved too high and Mathies and Truemper turned to make a third attempt. This time it was long and low, but Ten Horsepower came in too fast, bounced off a field and dropped a wing. It dug in and the big bomber cartwheeled and broke up, killing both Mathies and Truemper. Posthumous Medals of Honor were awarded for both of them weeks later. Lt Nelson, the man they had tried to save, was still alive when rescuers arrived, but died from his wounds a short time afterwards.22

The generals were now ready to weigh the cost of the operation in which all had been risked to strike a hammer blow at fighter plants and defeat the Luftwaffe in the air as well. Throughout the evening they waited at Bushy Park, south-west London, headquarters of the new United States Strategic and Tactical Air Forces Europe, from where General Carl Spaatz was in overall control of the 8th , 9th, 12th and 15th Air Forces. They had braced themselves for heavy losses. But as the Group reports chattered in over the teletype machines it was obvious it was the Luftwaffe which had suffered mightily in comparison to the Americans. There were total claims for 153 fighters destroyed. This was later scaled back to fifty for the bomber gunners and sixty-one for the US pursuit planes as Group claims were compared, but it was still a crushing defeat for the Luftwaffe over its own territory. A USAAF analysis of the mission regurgitated by the Air Ministry read: ‘An outstanding feature of the operation is the small loss – 21 bombers and four fighters . . . it is apparent that the German Air Force was surprised and overwhelmed by the large force and its employment, particularly following the large scale RAF attack on Leipzig the previous night.’23

Newspapers on both sides of the Atlantic were euphoric about the round-the-clock hammer blow on Germany. The banner headline in the official US Army newspaper Stars and Stripes, which published an edition in England, funded by the US Government and staffed by its servicemen, read on the morning after the three-division attack: ‘Greatest day raids hit Luftwaffe plants’.24 The British edition of Stars and Stripes was printed on the presses of the more staid Times in London and that too had reacted with superlatives for once to mark what was seen as a turning point in the conflict, with its story headed: ‘Nearly 3,000 aircraft attack Germany’. The reporter, trying not to be partisan, wrote:

2,000 Allied aircraft including a very large force of American heavy bombers took part yesterday in the greatest daylight air assault of the war. Their targets were fighter aircraft factories in Germany and the attack followed a night assault by the RAF in which more than 2,300 tons of bombs were dropped on Leipzig by nearly 1,000 British bombers . . . Our special correspondent on a Fortress bombing Leipzig reported that one officer who was making his 26th mission over Europe said, ‘In my opinion it was very successful. The fighter opposition was not bad, but the flak over the target was very heavy – close and accurate. The target was wide open to us, clear, with no cloud.’25

Damage to Germany’s aircraft industry had indeed looked promising at first, particularly in the Leipzig area, target of most of the 1st BD. But as the strike photographs were developed there was some disappointment. Lt Ackerson, whose crew had acted as lead of the low squadron on the Junkers factory at Bernberg, later recorded: ‘Photos showed our bombs off target because of poor formation.’26

However, the strategic bombing campaign was a joint British-American effort where many attacks, day and night, were intended to gradually bleed to death the whole monster that was Nazi Germany. The RAF Photographic Interpretation Unit at Medmenham produced its own document on the Leipzig double strike following reconnaissance flights. ‘The recent raids on Leipzig have damaged some of the city’s most important industries and out of the ten works listed as being of the very highest priority, five have suffered severely,’ it revealed. On the west side of the city there was a heavy concentration of damage mainly from fire in a closely packed industrial area, east of Plagwitz station, most likely to have been caused by the RAF alone. ‘Between 20 and 30 firms have suffered. The most important of these is the largest wool spinning and dye works in Europe, over three quarters of which was destroyed by fire. Business and residential damage was very slight compared to industrial.’27

What that meant to the morale of those on the ground was recorded by a young nursing student who had been studying in Westphalia and returned to her former home in Leipzig not long after the raids to pick up some belongings. After the war Ilse McKee described the acres of RAF destruction that met her eyes as her train drew into Plagwitz station. ‘I was shocked at what I saw,’ she wrote. ‘The gigantic hall was just a mass of tumbled-down girders, grotesquely-bent metal structures and splintered glass. In order to get out of the station I had to climb over several great mounds of rubble.’28 As she ceased clambering she was stunned by the wilderness of what had been a thriving city centre. ‘I looked around and I could see nothing but ruins,’ she wrote. ‘The big square in front of the station, which was usually so busy, was almost deserted. There were hardly any trams or buses running . . . I went across the Bahnhofsplatz up to the Bruhl and turned to the left towards Augustplatz. I stopped and looked around, searching for the spire of the Thomaskirche which should have been quite near, but I couldn’t find it . . . not a building was left intact . . . everything was still.’29

It was an image that would be repeated across the rest of Germany’s cities before the war’s end. The true meaning of round-the-clock bombing, in which the German people and their defence resources would have no rest, was about to be assessed at Reichsmarschall Goering’s headquarters in Berlin. The scale of damage in Leipzig had indeed been considerable and there were those among the population, worked into a frenzy by press and radio descriptions of ‘Terrorfliegers’ and ‘Luftgangsters’, who wreaked their revenge. In the days following the double strike captured aircrew saw evidence of that rage.

English flight engineer F/Sgt Bill Isaacs, who had been shot down to the north of Leipzig in the RAF raid of the night before, breaking his ankle and shoulder, and had not been found until the next morning, had then been transported with others by a horse and cart to a Leipzig hospital after the USAAF attacks. ‘As we went into the city I saw six airmen strung up from lamp posts. We didn’t know whether they were English or American,’ he reported.30 Another English flight engineer shot down in the night raid, Sgt Montague Clarke, of 102 Sqn, evaded capture for almost a week. After he was picked up he was eventually driven to the Reich capital, which was by now on the USAAF target list. ‘As we entered Berlin I saw the body of an airman hanging from a lamp post,’ he said.31

The fury against Allied aircrew was being fostered by the Reich Propaganda Minister Josef Goebbels, particularly now that the Americans were beginning to show what damage they also could inflict on Germany’s city-bound industry. Just over a month before Big Week a Berlin newspaper had printed a picture of Lt Ken Williams, a USAAF bombardier, wearing a combat leather jacket with ‘Murder Inc’ inscribed across the back. Lt Williams had had it painted on at his Polebrook base because it was the emblem on the nose of the Flying Fortress his crew had been assigned. In fact they never flew it. Because it was in the hangar being repaired they were assigned a new plane for their first mission. By the time their second raid came round in late November ‘Murder Inc’ again wasn’t ready, but Williams was still wearing the jacket with its emblem when he took off for Bremen in the same new B-17 he had flown on his first mission. The new plane was downed by flak and fighters near Eggese and when the English-speaking Luftwaffe feldwebel who captured Williams saw his jacket he made a point of taking photographs, which then ended in the hands of the Gestapo. The image of the shocked baby-faced flyer, who only moments before hitting the ground had seen his horror-stricken pilot plunge past him without a parachute, was then repeated again and again in German propaganda sheets, including a fictional serialisation of his previous life, saying he had been a Chicago hoodlum in the infamous gang known as Murder Inc – a far cry from Williams’s actual history of student life in a college run by monks.

This story and others helped Goebbels persuade the German public that it was their duty to attack and kill downed flyers, even writing an editorial for the front page of Nazi Party newspapers within months which in essence ordered German troops and police not to prevent German civilians executing downed Allied airmen and encouraged German civilians to lynch them. American attacks over Germany are no longer warfare,’ he wrote, ‘but murder pure and simple . . . Fighter and bomber pilots who are shot down are not to be protected against the fury of the people. I expect from all police officers that they will refuse to lend their protection against these gangster types. Authorities acting against the popular sentiment will have to answer to me.’32

Between now and the coming of peace there would be many instances when American and British aircrew would be lynched by the populations of towns and cities which felt the increasing effect of their bombs. The true nature of that combined onslaught was about to begin. The attack in daylight by more than 1,000 bombers and almost as many fighters now being assessed in the Reich and in USAAF headquarters in England was only the start. Big Week would continue and within hours the young airmen who had travelled across the Atlantic to end the war would be taking off once more. They would be called again and again before the week was over and as exhaustion mounted they would pay a savage price to wrest air supremacy from the Luftwaffe.

* Lawley recovered from the deep cuts on his face, neck and hands, completed four more missions with the 305th BG, then in August received the Medal of Honor for his actions on 20 February and was returned to the United States for a bond tour. He retired as a Colonel from the USAF and died at 78.
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‘Things are going to be tough from now on’

The concerted and prolonged battle over Germany the US Army Air Force was to win over the next five days had been a long time in coming. As crewmen clambered into their bombers for a second day after a shockingly short time of rest many of them were able to reflect on how far they had travelled, both emotionally and in experience.

The few veterans now coming to the end of tours which had begun in the late summer remembered with horror the dreadful mauling the Groups had suffered in attempts to neutralise the Luftwaffe in the double-strike missions to Regensburg and Schweinfurt on 17 August, a running battle in the sun across the skies of Germany costing the USAAF sixty of the 370 aircraft it despatched and which Lt Col. Beirne Lay Jr, an observer from 8th Bomber Command headquarters, described as ‘a sight that surpassed fiction’.1 The fact that another hundred bombers had been so badly damaged they were only good enough for spare parts – this against a tally of fifty-seven fighters lost to Germany – brought the whole future of daylight bombing into question in Washington.

Confidence had not been helped by another serious incursion into the Reich three weeks later, a raid on Stuttgart in which only one third of the 338-strong force was able to bomb the city and forty-five bombers were lost, eleven to ditching. On 10 October the 8th visited the centre of Münster on a Sunday morning and thirty out of 313 failed to return. Four days later survivors were sent back to Schweinfurt. It became known as Black Thursday among the shattered East Anglian bomber groups. Not only were another sixty bombers lost to almost continuous fighter attacks again, a further seventeen crashed in England and the damaged roster read 138 out of 320 machines which had set out. At the end of the day the USAAF Groups in Britain had been left with just one hundred effective bombers. The fact that the raid had cost the Luftwaffe a hundred fighters and the ball-bearing factories of Schweinfurt had been accurately hit (in fact temporarily reducing ball-bearing output by 67 per cent) did not stop morale plummeting to a new low in the 8th AF.2 Briefings before the mission had been so tense that when the CO of the 385th BG, Lt Col. Elliott Vandevanter, wished his crews at Great Ashfield ‘Good luck, good bombing and good hunting,’ one gunner had yelled back, And good-bye’.3

It had been the fifth mission of 2/Lt Joel Punches, a navigator with the 385th BG. In his diary he recorded on his return: ‘How we ever got back from this one I still don’t understand! Four hours over Germany and three hours under fighter attack . . . I’m afraid things are going to be tough from now on. No milk runs’.4 It was achingly clear after Black Thursday that neither the B-17s nor B-24s could defend themselves without fighter escorts which could
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