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Introduction

‘Goddam, it’s a flying bomb bay’

[image: Image]

I SWITCHED OFF MY tape recorder and started to gather up my papers. Just as I rose from my seat, William Walker, the twinkle-eyed air force veteran whom I had been interviewing for a book about the Spitfire, said: ‘It was a wonderful plane and I hope you do it justice. But that’s not the book that really needs to be written about the RAF.’

‘Oh?’

‘Ever heard of Roy Chadwick?’ asked Flight Lieutenant Walker.

‘The man who designed the Lancaster bomber?’

‘That’s right,’ he replied, a broad smile on his face. Now in his nineties, the former Spitfire pilot still retained that lively spirit of independence he had once displayed in the Battle of Britain. ‘Yes, that’s the story that should be told: Roy Chadwick and the Lancaster. It was his plane that won the war, you know.’

‘Not the Spitfire?’

‘Well, the Spitfire saved us in 1940, of course, but it was the Lancaster that brought us victory. Yet Chadwick never got the credit.’

We chatted for a few more moments. Then I had to leave for my next interview. I turned to shake William Walker’s hand as I reached the door.

‘Thank you for coming,’ he said, his smile wider than ever. ‘And don’t forget Roy Chadwick and the Lancaster. That should be your next book.’

I did not forget. Even as I became engrossed in my Spitfire project, Flight Lieutenant Walker’s parting words echoed in the back of my mind. So it was perhaps inevitable that once the Spitfire biography was published in the late autumn of 2007, I should turn to the Lancaster. Apart from the accuracy of William Walker’s observation that fuller justice should be done to the genius of Roy Chadwick, there were several other reasons to see a Lancaster book as the natural successor to one on the Spitfire. After all, both aircraft are regarded as the twin icons of the RAF’s triumph in the Second World War, their names synonymous with courage and glory in the air. At displays given by the Battle of Britain Memorial Flight throughout the country, they are the two planes whose outlines are instantly recognized by the public. Both were powered by the Rolls-Royce Merlin engine, whose distinctive throb exuded reliability and strength. Both inspired deep respect in the enemy. ‘Give me a squadron of Spitfires,’ the German fighter commander Major Adolf Galland famously told Hermann Göring in September 1940, when asked what he needed to win the Battle of Britain.1 Similarly, Generalleutnant Josef ‘Beppo’ Schmid, the commander of the Luftwaffe in the west, confessed in a military interrogation in October 1945 that the performance of the Lancaster in terms of range and loading capacity was ‘remarkable’, while ‘the success in target finding at night and in bad weather had increased in an astonishing measure by the autumn of 1944’, the moment when the Lancasters were at their peak of operations.2 One of the Luftwaffe’s top fighter pilots, Wolfgang Flack, was even more certain that the influence of the Lancaster was decisive. ‘It didn’t only make the fighting more difficult, it was the beginning of the end of the war as far as I was concerned. The Lancaster had a longer range, it could fly for a longer period of time, it could carry more bombs and it had good protection. That’s why our losses became so high, and that’s when we began to feel the superiority of the RAF.’3

For all its size, the Lancaster’s surprising manoeuvrability was sometimes compared to that of a Spitfire. ‘We handled them just like the fighter boys handled their Spitfires. We were that confident,’ wrote Group Captain John Searby, who led the raid on the German rocket station at Peenemünde on the Baltic coast in 1943.4 In the same vein, Michael Maltin, a Lancaster pilot with 550 Squadron, later recalled of battles over Germany: ‘You used to treat the Lanc a bit like a Spitfire. You couldn’t break that aircraft. You could pull it about and do steep turns and all that. And the more you made the crew sick the happier they were. I was lucky to have flown the best. The Lancaster was magnificent.’5 The Spitfire’s aesthetics and the responsiveness of its controls captivated pilots. The Lancaster inspired a similar reaction in its crews. Leonard Miller, a Bomber Command engineer, even admitted that when he first saw the Lancaster, he ‘drooled. It was the machine, four engines and it was terrific in handling with all the weight it could carry. It was beautiful to fly. As much as the Spits are admired, so is the Lancaster. It was a perfect design. The power that surged through the machine was terrific. It was wonderful.’6 Spitfire pilots often commented on their sense of unity with their aircraft, almost as though the plane was part of them. Even with its four engines, the Lancaster could provoke the same feelings. Jack Currie, who was a stretcher-bearer in the London Blitz before he gained his wings, later wrote this passage about returning home after one of his early operations: ‘After six hours at the controls, my contact with the aircraft was instinctive and relaxed. We rolled into a turn together, held the turn steadily, without adjustment, with no anxious glances at the dials or searches for the dim horizon. I could scan the sky or talk to the crew, while my sense told me that the turn was accurate. How satisfying it was to fly the Lancaster.’7 Just as the Spitfire’s role in the Battle of Britain was guided by Fighter Command’s idiosyncratic chief Hugh Dowding, who treated the rest of the military establishment with suspicion, even hostility, so the Lancaster’s part in the European offensive was largely decided by the ferociously individualistic head of Bomber Command, Sir Arthur Harris. As single-minded as Dowding, Harris was fixed on pursuing his own strategy with his force of Lancasters, much to the exasperation of other commanders who found their alternative plans derided.

Yet in other respects the Spitfire and the Lancaster could hardly have been more different. The first was a rapier, the second a mighty broadsword. The little fighter was essentially an instrument of defence whose most famous action took place over her homeland. The heavy bomber was a pulverizing weapon of attack, flying night after night over enemy territory. The Spitfire’s role was to provide protection, helped only by the bullets from its Browning guns, whereas the Lancaster’s sole purpose was destruction, using its ability to carry up to ten tons of explosives. The Spitfire’s legendary heroics took place against a backdrop of blue skies, but Lancaster sorties were usually shrouded in darkness. In aerial duelling with German fighters, the Spitfire could almost seem like a throwback to the medieval age of chivalry, whereas the Lancaster embodied the destructive power of modern total war. For the Spitfire, the target usually meant a German plane. For the Lancaster, the target was a point on the ground, often lit up by the raging inferno of a firestorm. Unlike Spitfire pilots, Lancaster crews were never seen as ‘the glamour boys’. Their planes breathed menace and aggression, not the excitement of a Spitfire. Indeed, the RAF was only too aware of the greater public appeal of the fighter plane. In May 1942 the head of RAF training Guy Garrod told Harris how he stressed to new recruits ‘that they must not allow themselves to be misled by the glamour of the Fighter Boy, which is emphasized in films, and that they must realize that it is the Bomber Boy who is going to win the air war’.8

The imagery of both planes is entirely different. The Spitfire is redolent of golden summer days in Kent or Sussex, of eager scrambles across grass airfields, of thrilling speed and sporadic gunfire. The Lancaster, in contrast, conjures up pictures of bleak Lincolnshire bases in the depths of winter, with icy winds sweeping across concrete runways, or streams of black aircraft, weaving their anxious way through the German night, then suddenly plunging into the turmoil of bright searchlights and exploding flak shells. The Spitfire is remembered with near universal affection, but the Lancaster has been enveloped in controversy ever since 1945 because of its central role in the strategic bombing of Germany. The Spitfire was the hero of Biggin Hill and Malta. The name of the Lancaster is associated with the horrors of Hamburg in 1943 and Dresden in 1945. No one has ever accused Spitfire airmen of complicity in war crimes, but Bomber Command was facing that charge even before the conflict had finished.

The Lancaster’s tale is fascinating precisely because it has so many shades, from the awesome bravery of the young crews to the terror they inflicted with their cargoes of death, from the remarkable advances in technology that the plane encapsulated to the political rows that gripped the British Government over the use of this almost revolutionary aircraft. It was undoubtedly the greatest bomber of the Second World War in terms of destructive influence. As Harris wrote in his memoirs: ‘The Lancaster far surpassed all the other types of heavy bomber. Not only could it take heavier bomb loads, not only was it easier to handle, and not only were there fewer accidents with this than with other types; throughout the war the casualty rate of Lancasters was consistently below that of other types.’9 That was a verdict with which most bomber crews would have agreed. As navigator Bill Burke put it: ‘The first time I went on board a Lanc, I realized what a wonderful plane it was. It’s impossible to over-emphasize the importance of Lanc bombers. It totally transformed the damage which could be done by bombing operations.’10 Even the massive American B-29, which won its place in history by dropping the two atomic bombs on Japan in 1945, could not carry as big a payload as the Lancaster. Bob Woolf, a wireless operator with the Royal Australian Air Force, recalled how impressed the Americans were by the Lancaster when his plane was forced by bad weather to make a landing at a US base near Newark in Nottinghamshire. ‘When we opened the bomb doors, one Yank looked up in awe and shouted, “Goddam, it’s a flying bomb bay.”’11

The phenomenal capacity of the Lancaster put it right at the centre of the debate that raged within the government and the military commands about the direction of the air war from 1941. Dividing lines opened up over the nature of strategic bombing, its morality, purpose and effectiveness. Some, especially those in the army and navy, questioned the vast resources devoted to the heavy-bomber campaign, which came to dominate Britain’s war economy. Such critics wanted to see more of the RAF’s effort devoted to tactical support for the other two services in campaigns beyond the German cities. In May 1942, just as the production of Lancasters accelerated, the government minister Leo Amery, a sceptic of strategic bombing, recorded in his diary, ‘the whole conduct of the war has been prejudiced by the Air Ministry’s obsession with bombing, i.e. long-distance bombardment, divorced from actual attack and all the consequences of that obsession in the failure to provide enough at all the places where they have been most urgently wanted from Crete to Singapore and Burma.’12 Even where there was acceptance of the wider concept of strategic bombing – which can be defined as the use of the RAF to destroy the ability of the German war machine to function – conflict could still erupt over its application. Some planners called for precision attacks, exploiting the growing technical capabilities of the Lancaster and the experience of its crews, while Harris always favoured area bombing to bring about the widest possible destruction across Germany. One of the justifications he frequently voiced for the heavy-bomber offensive was his desire to avoid a repeat of the wholesale slaughter on the western front in the First World War. By obliterating Germany from above, he argued, there would be no need for huge Allied armies to try to fight their way into the Reich. ‘The outcome of this war will only be decided in our favour by the realization that the coming of the heavy long-range bomber has completely altered the whole conception and the whole face of warfare,’ wrote Harris in July 1942:

If the ancient and ivory-headed warriors are permitted to have their way, another one to six million of the flower of the youth of this under-populated country and of America will be unnecessarily massacred in proving for the second time that these Ancient Soldiers and Mariners were wrong. It is but cold comfort to realize in the circumstances that not only is the Bomber the only thing that can win the War for us, but that it is going to win the War for us eventually in spite of all the procrastinations and futile diversions which the old battle-horses are determining to stage in the interim.13

The tragic paradox of Harris’s approach is that his own men in Bomber Command suffered an even greater level of bloodshed than was experienced by the British Expeditionary Force in 1914, with more than half of the 125,000 men who served losing their lives in action.

The story of this unique aircraft features all the most heroic and harrowing elements of wartime: the vivid memories of the crews who flew the planes over the Reich, knowing that their chances of surviving a tour of operations were minimal; the appalling experiences of German civilians under bombardment, watching as buildings crumbled and tarmac roads turned to combustible treacle in the savage heat created by incendiaries; the magnificent daring of exploits like the Dambusters raid in 1943 or the sinking of the German battleship Tirpitz off the Norwegian coast in 1944; the emotional contradictions of life in Bomber Command, one moment facing death over Berlin, the next indulging in drunken high jinks in the mess; the radical leaps in aerial technology, from the invention of primitive computers for bombsights to the development of complex radar images on cathode-ray tubes; and the sense of making history as the Axis tyranny was defeated through milestones like D-Day and the fall of Italy. There is also the rich cast of personalities, led by Harris, whose vituperative correspondence is one of the literary treasure chests of the war. The saga also embraces a wide range of other figures such as Guy Gibson, the courageous but emotionally flawed Lancaster pilot; Sydney Bufton, the Air Ministry official and former pilot who waged a long battle against Harris over policy; Barnes Wallis, the shy, ascetic designer of the bouncing bomb; and, of course, Roy Chadwick, the dapper, punctilious architect of the Lancaster, who created not only the finest bomber of the war but also presided over one of the most admired companies within the aircraft industry.

When I embarked on this history of the Lancaster, I feared that I might have nothing new to say since there is already a wealth of literature on the subject. Yet as I began to conduct my research, I soon realized that I need not have worried. Within the archives there were many wells of new information waiting to be tapped. As well as providing new accounts of the Lancaster’s role in the Second World War, a number of these sources highlighted the political dimension that has often been ignored in other works. At the Imperial War Museum in London I worked my way through a sound library of more than 135 interviews with Lancaster airmen, ground crews and other people involved with the aircraft, including one fascinating discussion with Norman Boorer, who worked alongside Barnes Wallis and shed new light on the origins of the Dambusters. Apart from these tapes, the Imperial War Museum also has a fine collection of over 40 written memoirs about the Lancaster. Other archives were equally useful. The Bufton papers at Cambridge University revealed the intensity of the quarrels between the Air Ministry and Harris over bombing strategy. More insights into the views of the air staff, Winston Churchill and Bomber Command were provided by the Portal papers at Christ Church College, Oxford, while the Beaverbrook collection in the House of Lords contained intriguing material on the painful birth of the Lancaster. The papers of Sir Arthur Harris at the RAF Museum in Hendon, north London, show not only his devotion to the Lancaster at the expense of any other bomber, but also his utter disdain for anyone who dared to question his approach. There are the voluminous bundles of official files at the National Archives in Kew, south London, which deal with everything from Lancaster production to the development of new guns. I was also provided with interesting material in direct interviews, particularly with staff who had built the Lancaster at the Avro plants around Manchester.

A new picture of the Lancaster offensive emerged from this research. The bombing campaign was more bloody, Harris more obdurate, the origins of the plane more difficult, the political disputes more bitter and the production more troubled than previous studies have indicated. Arthur Harris can now be seen as a man of epic tunnel vision, who refused to allow anything to distract from his goal of hammering Germany’s urban population. His ruthless focus was reflected in a letter he sent to his most senior officers soon after taking charge of Bomber Command in early 1942. Concerned about the effects of Nazi propaganda which highlighted the deaths of civilians in recent raids, he told his group commanders: ‘You will have realized that the Boche is weeping crocodile tears over the destruction of Lübeck and Rostock. Naturally enough, there are always a number of dyed-in-the-wool pacifists, disappointed spinsters and interested parties in the services who are ready vehicles for his propaganda.’ Harris doubted that this mood had extended to Bomber Command, but he asked his commanders to check that there were no signs of disaffection within their groups. ‘All war is brutal. It is going to be a damned sight more brutal still. The fact remains that if there are any weaker brethren who cannot stomach it, the sooner we dispose of them, the better.’14

It has sometimes been claimed that the Lancaster crews did not wholly share the brutal simplicity of their commander-in-chief’s outlook, but, as the archives and interviews demonstrate, the picture is a more complex one. Some airmen had their doubts about the efficiency and morality of area bombing, feeling that some of the raids could barely be justified on military grounds, as evidenced by the recollection of Michael Maltin of 550 Squadron about a raid on the historic town of Freiburg in northern Germany. ‘They sent a huge force loaded with nothing but incendiaries. The aiming point was the cathedral and the time was Sunday at six o’clock. You could not have got out of that town in a fast car. We did not have a single loss. There was no flak. I am not proud of that one.’15 Most crews, however, felt that they were doing a tough job on behalf of their country, hitting back at Germany in the only way that was feasible. They did not tend to think much about the fate of civilians at all, and when they did, they believed that the Germans were receiving their just reward for inflicting the Blitz on Britain. This was the view shared by most of the British public, prompting the widespread affection for the ‘Bomber Boys’. As Henry Hooper, a pilot with 115 Squadron, said: ‘The vast majority of people thought it was a great thing to hit back at the Germans. The press did. The public did. I regarded it as a military necessity. I did what the guys up top wanted. We did as we were told. It did not bother me in the slightest. I just thought about killing Germans. It did not occur to me that they were civilians as well.’16 To David Ware, a pilot with 635 Pathfinder Squadron, ‘There was only one good German as far as I was concerned and that was a dead one. I had absolutely no compunction whatsoever.’17 The prevailing attitude was well captured by Squadron Leader Larry Curtis, a wireless operator and subsequent signals leader of 617 Squadron, the unit that carried out the Dambusters raid. Curtis joined the RAF immediately after he left school in 1940. ‘It was the only way we thought we could hit back at them. Let’s face it, our own people were being killed in the same way. When there is a factory producing munitions or planes and there are civilians living around it, I’m afraid that is one of the tragedies of war. You didn’t like doing it but you knew it had to be done. As the war went on, I felt we were winning and the main concern was to get it over with as soon as possible. If I had it all to do again, I’d do it again.’18 But there were others who claimed to relish the carnage because of their implacable hatred of the Nazi regime. For them, the collective guilt of the German people meant that they should be shown no mercy. That is the spirit shining through the wartime diary of John Byrne, a stock clerk from Blackpool who joined the RAF in 1942 and began flying as a Lancaster wireless operator in late 1944. On his very first trip, to Düsseldorf on 2 November 1944, he recorded: ‘Now the bombing run. I was almost shouting aloud, cursing the Hun to do his damnest. The filthy Hun. How proud I was at that moment. Let the bastards die like the rats they are.’ A few weeks later, flying on another raid, he wrote that at 19,500 feet over the target, ‘I called Jerry so much shit. I sincerely hoped our bombs would smash his wicked filthy skull clean open. My heart is cold now.’19 Byrne was killed two months later on the operation against Dresden.

Archive material reveals a number of other intriguing themes. One is the continual tension between the Air Ministry and Bomber Command over Lancaster operations. This can be seen in Harris’s initial reluctance to use his force in the preparations for D-Day in 1944 and in his lukewarm approach to the Air Staff’s demand to target oil installations in the winter of 1944–5, something Harris perceived as a distraction from hitting cities. Another ferocious argument arose in 1942 over the Air Ministry’s proposal to establish a separate target-finding force, subsequently known as Pathfinders, to improve the accuracy of the heavy bombers. Harris strongly objected to the scheme, claiming it would undermine morale, but such opposition was seen within the Ministry as indicative of Bomber Command’s negativity. ‘The overwhelming mood in Bomber Command is frustration. There is a burning desire to do more. The crews feel they can do more than they are doing. They grope blindly in an effort to discover where failure lies,’ wrote the Air Ministry’s Deputy Director of Bombing Operations Sydney Bufton in September 1942. ‘Bomber Command is a well organised machine but it needs the breath of life. Until we put the right people in the right places we will never extract the utmost from our crews.’20

For all their differences, the Air Ministry could be just as ruthless as Harris about the mass killing of German civilians, even at the height of the row over oil targets in 1944–5. The bombing of Dresden in February 1945, by far the most controversial episode in Bomber Command’s history, was more the work of the Air Staff and the politicians than Harris. Again, unpublished papers reveal new angles on this lethal affair, particularly the determination of the Air Ministry to terrorize civilians across east Germany. One candid letter written just a few weeks before the assault on Dresden by Wing Commander Arthur Morley, a senior figure in the Directorate of Bomber Operations, argued: ‘That this operation is an attack on enemy morale needs no apology. This basic principle of true morale bombing is that to provoke a state of terror, the attacks when launched must be of such density that there is created in the mind of the individual the conviction that if he is in the area attacked, then his chances of escaping death or serious injury are extremely remote.’21 The longest-running theme of all, again rarely analysed in previous studies, was Harris’s enormous admiration for the Lancaster and his utter disdain for the other two types of heavy bomber, the Short Stirling and the Handley Page Halifax. From the moment he took charge of Bomber Command in February 1942, he lobbied the Ministry to switch production at the aircraft factories from the Stirling and Halifax to the Lancaster. In his fight for the Lancaster, Harris developed an intemperate loathing for Frederick Handley Page, the eponymous head of the Halifax manufacturing company, as he explained in late 1942 to the Secretary of State for Air, Sir Archibald Sinclair. ‘Nothing will be done until Handley Page and his gang are also kicked out, lock, stock and barrel . . . We cannot do this by polite negotiation with these crooks and incompetents. In Russia it would have long ago been arranged with a gun and to that extent I am a fervid communist.’22

At the heart of the Lancaster saga lies the testimony of the air and ground crews who experienced the war at first hand. Interviews, diary extracts and memoirs help to explain what it was really like to fly the Lancaster, from the start of the operational briefing when the target was revealed, through the preparations for take-off, the climb into the night sky, the passage through the German flak, the heart-stopping moments of the bombing run, the brief sense of relief once the bombs were released and finally the long anxious journey home. ‘On the run to the target, you could feel the Lancaster lifting up and down from the blast of the anti-aircraft guns. Searchlights absolutely filled the sky over all the Ruhr. It was like daylight inside the aircraft, with everything visible,’ said gunner J. W. Henderson of 50 Squadron, describing a mission to the industrial city of Duisburg in 1943.

The target was covered in smoke and fire-tracks. Our bomb aimer, once he had seen the barrage of flak that the Germans were sending up, cried out to the pilot, ‘How the hell do you go through this?’ But undaunted, the skipper flew on. It was nerve-wracking, having to fly straight and level to bomb the target precisely. You could hear the guns above the throb of your engines. You imagined that if you got home your aircraft would be filled with holes.23

Recollections like these bring to life the atmosphere inside the plane at 20,000 feet, the gunners almost freezing in their rear and mid-upper turrets as they endlessly searched for German fighters, the bomb aimer preparing his sight for the run, the navigator trying all the time to ascertain the windspeed and the plane’s position, the engineer constantly checking fuel gauges and the pilot coping with the responsibility of guiding the plane through pitch blackness, with the constant risk of collision or exploding shells always on his mind. The smell of cordite, the sense of raw fear, the blinding impact of searchlights and the sweeping arc of tracer bullets are all described in vivid first-hand accounts, as are the horror of crashes on take-off or the alarm of trying to land a badly damaged plane.

One characteristic recollection comes from John Sanders, a pilot with 617 Squadron. Interviewed about a raid on Augsburg in southern Germany on the night of 25–6 February 1944, Sanders provided a graphic illustration of both the heroism of a typical Lancaster crew and the toughness of the plane, his words made all the more powerful by his low-key style:

We climbed up from the airfield like we always did and as we were heading for the coast of France, the sky was still light behind us. Where the sun was setting, there was a golden tinge to the sky. Obviously a German fighter, coming up from the coast, must have seen us silhouetted against the sky. From down to my left, he fired a short burst of cannon fire. He must have been a pretty good pilot to be able to do that, coming from the opposite direction and hitting us with about six or seven cannon shells. One of them exploded right on the side of the cockpit at my eye level. There was a fairly thick bar across the windscreen on that side, but the shell blew a hole in the Perspex.

Despite being temporarily blinded by the exploding shell, Sanders was able to put the plane into a dive to escape the fighter. As he began to pull out, he realized that some vision had returned to his left eye:

So if I turned my head sideways, I could see the instrument panel. I managed to straighten up. The next thing I did was to feel my face. There was nothing wrong. I told the flight engineer to check everything in the plane. He found that various cannon shells had hit the aircraft and done some superficial damage. But there was no leak of petrol so we decided to press on.

The Lancaster continued on its way to Augsburg:

Just as we were approaching the target and getting ready to line up, there was an almighty blast behind me. A fighter’s cannon had hit us in the tail and flung the aircraft nose down. We went screaming into a dive and, when I looked round, all I could see was a wall of fire. The back of the aircraft was just yellow with flames. I managed to pull the aircraft out of the dive with great difficulty, feet braced against the rudder pedals and pulling like mad.

While Sanders wrestled with the plane, some crew members tackled the fire, putting it out with their extinguishers. Another went to the aid of the rear gunner, who had collapsed in his turret because his oxygen supply had been severed. Amidst all the mayhem, the navigator had retained his calm, working out the best course for home. Because of the noise of the four Rolls-Royce Merlin engines, it was always impossible to speak normally within a Lancaster, so the crews had to rely on an intercom. But in this case, the intercom had broken down when the cannon shells ripped through the wiring. So the navigator wrote out the course on a note which he passed to Sanders. By now, despite having lightened the Lancaster through jettisoning its bomb load at the bottom of the dive, Sanders was ‘finding the plane most difficult to handle. I could not keep it level. If I loosened the pressure on the wheel, it just slammed against the instrument panel. I had to hold it back but I could feel something grating all the time. I sensed that something was going to break.’ From his cockpit Sanders could not have known that the cannon shells had torn all the fabric off the port elevator, leaving it little more than a wire skeleton. But he found that by wrapping his arms around the wheel and bracing his feet against the rudder pedals he could just keep the nose up. He now had a journey home of more than four hours in this position. ‘Every so often I would get the flight engineer to reach across my shoulder and take over the wheel while I had a rest because it was getting very tiring.’ In the journey back to base, Sanders was also supported by the exceptional skills of the navigator, a Glaswegian solicitor before the war, who had to plot by dead reckoning and the stars, since his equipment had been hit in the attack. Just as creative was the wireless operator, who managed to fix up a primitive intercom using battery cables from lifejackets, which he plugged into his Marconi wireless. ‘All of a sudden I could hear somebody speak to me. So the navigator and I were able to talk. It was much simpler to fly and pass instructions after that.’

When the Lancaster reached the English coast, Sanders used the makeshift intercom to warn the crew that landing would be extremely difficult, given the damage. He therefore gave them the option to bail out. After discussing the problem, however, they decided to put their faith in him. The journey continued until the Lancaster came within a short distance of its base at Fiskerton in Lincolnshire:

As the plane got lower, it got heavier and heavier on the wheel because the air was denser. It was really hard work. There was a solid sheet of cloud at 2,000 feet. The navigator put me in position, saying, ‘Right, you’re lined up to start the descent.’ As I came out of the cloud, there was the runway in front of me, absolutely perfect. I told the wireless operator, who had the Very pistol, to keep loading reds and firing them to let them know that we were coming in without radio. There were other aircraft landing so control had to know that we were a plane without lights or any way of talking. I got the aircraft lined up and the runway was coming up nicely. Then I realized, to my absolute horror, that I was not going to make it. As hard as I pulled back on the stick, I could not get the nose up any further. By my own judgement, I could see that we were going to be short of the runway by about half a mile. I thought to myself, ‘Good grief, after all this, it isn’t going to work.’ Then I suddenly remembered that in a Lancaster, the first ten degrees of flap increase the lift. So I tried it. I popped down ten degrees of flap, and the nose came up just enough. I put the wheels on the end of the concrete, but once the tyres bit on the runway, there was no way I could get the stick back and bring the tail down. The poor old Lanc kicked up at an alarming angle, but eventually it crashed onto the tail wheel. And we were down safely. I taxied into dispersal, and all the crew bundled out of the aeroplane. I got into the crew bus, and it was the first and last time in my life that I was kissed by another man. The mid upper gunner threw his arms around me and said, ‘You made it.’24

There are other memorable individual stories, such as that of Jack West, a navigator with 115 Squadron. On a raid to Homberg, southern Germany, in July 1944, his Lancaster came under both flak and fighter attack, riddling the plane with bullets, destroying most of the instruments, stopping two of the engines, starting a fire in the cockpit and injuring most of the crew. As the blaze intensified, the skipper gave the order to bail out. Blood pouring from his wounds, West made his way towards the escape hatch at the front of the Lancaster. There he was greeted by the strange sight of the bomb aimer ‘crouched over the hole in the floor where the escape hatch should have been. When he saw me, he screamed at me to stay back and not come any closer. I ignored this remark and proceeded forward, but then I stopped when I saw he had drawn the six-inch knife that we all carried as part of our escape equipment.’ With his face creased in anger, the bomb aimer explained that in his panic he had accidentally dropped his own parachute out the hatch. He then warned West that ‘if he couldn’t escape no one else would’. West had no option but to retreat and inform the pilot of the bomb aimer’s lethal threat. By this time, the engineer had managed to put out the fire, enduring severe burns in the process. In the circumstances the pilot decided that, though the plane was losing height, he would try to keep flying as long as he could. Eventually he reached the English coast, with the Lancaster ‘almost touching the water of the North Sea’. As the plane struggled towards the RAF base at Woodbridge in Suffolk, the two remaining engines stuttered, while the undercarriage would not lock down because of the lack of hydraulic fluid. But the heroic skipper came in straight, then ‘made a crash landing only for the undercarriage to collapse and the bomb bay doors swing open’. Once the aircraft had come to a halt after falling over to the port side, the injured crew were pulled outside and taken to hospital, West spending ten days having shrapnel removed from his body. When he returned to base he learnt that the Lancaster had sustained 450 bullet holes and over 100 shrapnel holes from the German fighters and antiaircraft guns. It was a tribute to the resilience of the aircraft that it had reached England. Almost as remarkable as the plane’s survival was the attitude of the crew towards the treacherous, knife-wielding bomb aimer. Instead of reporting him, which would almost certainly have resulted in a court martial, they decided to keep quiet about the incident, though ‘we indicated that we would rather not fly with him’.25 Jack West carried on right to the end of the war, winning the Distinguished Flying Medal and enduring further dramas.

The adventures of the airmen contained an immense variety of experiences, some gripping, some horrifying, some bizarre. They feature tales of bailouts over Germany, shattering collisions, bomb-release failures, empty fuel tanks, jammed guns and dangerous landings. In one case, a pilot managed to bring his damaged plane down on a narrow Normandy beachhead soon after D-Day. In another, a crewman fell out of his burning Lancaster at 19,000 feet without a parachute, but landed in a thick snowdrift in a pine forest and survived. Unsurprisingly, the Germans initially did not believe his story when they captured him, concluding that he must be a spy. In the airmen’s recollections, there are also rich descriptions of weather conditions during Lancaster raids, like the phenomenon of St Elmo’s fire where a thunderstorm could generate an electrical field, turning the four propellers, technically known as airscrews, into circles of blue fire, covering the plane in violent flashes and sending long jets of flame from the guns. But sometimes the surroundings in the sky could be uplifting, as Jack Currie wrote of one climb through the clouds on a daylight raid:

Suddenly the cockpit of the Lancaster breasts the cloud tops and there is the sky, vast and clear and brilliantly blue. The wisps of cloud that rush past you are so white that you can’t believe that you’ve ever seen true whiteness before. High above, there are some scattered streaks of cirrus, underlining the splendour of the sun, and as for those six hundred bombers, you can see less than a dozen, at different heights and tiny in the distance. If there were time to spare for fun, it would be good to hold this height for a while and run along the cloud crests, like surf-riding on a sea of cotton wool.26

Epic courage was needed by all airmen to keep the offensive going. One navigator was sick at the start of every single trip he made, vomiting discreetly into a bag by his desk. Naked fear could be hidden from others with shows of bravado or nonchalance, but not from oneself. Frank Waddington, a member of No. 7 Pathfinder Squadron, confessed:

I cannot tell you how frightened I was. I used to imagine being shot down, being in a plane that was blazing and we were all fighting to get out. I used to drink like a fish in the hope that I would get to sleep but it did not help. I really just wanted to go home to Mummy. I suppose many of us felt like that but it was a thing you never, ever talked about. I never remember saying to anyone, ‘God I’m bloody scared of this.’ Or anyone saying it to me. You just carried on with this mock humour, cracking jokes.27

But sometimes it was impossible to disguise the terror. One pilot, during a raid on Düsseldorf, became so frightened by the barrage of flak that he simply left the wheel and tried to bail out, only to be pulled back by his crew. As in the case of Jack West’s knife-wielding bomb aimer, the crew decided to keep the incident quiet. Others who displayed panic had to face more severe consequences. The lucky ones ended up at an RAF rehabilitation centre at Matlock in Derbyshire. The less fortunate or openly cowardly would be charged with the offence of ‘Lack of Moral Fibre’, leading to expulsion from their squadron to a harsh RAF correction facility.

Through all their tribulations the crews’ greatest asset was the Lancaster, whose dependability was a constant source of comfort amid the chaos of war. Due to its rugged design and Merlin engines, it could absorb huge amounts of punishment. It was unusual for a Lancaster to return from a mission over Germany without holes in its wings and fuselage, yet it rarely surrendered the fight. David Scholes, the Australian pilot, was flying back from Nuremburg in October 1944 when his Lancaster was badly hit by flak, damaging the hydraulics and ripping through the fuselage and the bomb doors. As he recorded in his diary the next day, ‘I cannot maintain a good speed with the bomb doors open and we become a straggler. We begin to ice up and I cannot climb. Chunks crash through the Perspex off the airscrews.’ But the Lancaster still staggered home and landed. ‘I now find that the tail wheel is missing but I don’t give a damn because we’re down and alive. The old crate is full of holes, petrol is pouring out of her and the fuselage is broken near the mid upper turret, where there is a huge hole.’28 Faith in the Lancaster was enhanced by its unparalleled ability to keep going after engine failure, another tribute to its superb design. Bob Knights of the Dambusters squadron said: ‘The Lancaster handled very well on three engines. It would even fly on two engines. Even with no engines, it would still glide, though it would go down of course. It was a beautiful flying machine.’29 Noble Frankland, the navigator who later became a renowned historian, had the singular experience of flying on a mission to France in a fully loaded Lancaster when both starboard engines failed before the plane had even crossed the English Channel. Still carrying its huge bomb load, the Lancaster turned round and headed back towards East Anglia. The pilot then made an emergency descent towards RAF Skellingthorpe in Lincolnshire. ‘With all the power on one side, the pilot could not entirely straighten his landing line and we came down in something of a sideways skid. The tyres then smoked and melted but the undercarriage held and we came to a rest in a virtually intact aircraft. We heard later that no one had landed a Lancaster before with a full bomb load on board, on two engines on the same side.’30 A pilot with 44 Squadron once lost an engine on his way to the target, a second when his plane was hit by flak and a third when it seized up within sight of the base. Yet still he was able to land smoothly. ‘I thought we were about to run out of engines,’ he joked as he left the plane.31

It was this resilience, allied to its power and beauty, that inspired such devotion towards the Lancaster from airmen, ground crews and the public. Rarely in history has a weapon of mass destruction been so cherished. As with the Spitfire, RAF personnel talked frankly about the depth of their attachment to the plane. The bomb aimer Campbell Muirhead, whose diary usually reveals a whiff of cynicism about life in Bomber Command, adopted a very different tone when a new Lancaster, named V for Victor, arrived for his crew on 25 June 1944. ‘She’s beautiful and I’ve already fallen in love with her. As for her performance: exquisite. Those Rolls-Royce Merlins don’t roar; they sing. No country in the world has an engine in the same class as the Merlin.’32 Just as passionate was Harry Yates, a pilot with 75 Squadron who first flew in a Lancaster during his training at Feltwell, East Anglia, in July 1944. ‘I soon discovered that everything that has been said and written about the Avro Lancaster was true. Some products of the hand of man have that uncanny capacity to pull at the heart-strings and the Lancaster was one such. Everything about it was just right. Its muscular, swept lines were beautiful to look at. It flew with effortless grace and had a precise weighted feel. It made the pilot’s job easy. You could throw it all over the skies if you had the inclination and the physical strength.’33 This same feeling ran through the ground crews that operated on the Lancasters and the members of the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force (WAAF) who worked at Bomber Command’s bases. In his unpublished memoir Stephen Rew, a fitter based at Waddington, Lincolnshire, recalled one twilit summer evening as his aircrew waited at the dispersal site, moments before the men boarded their plane for take-off. ‘For a few minutes they sit smoking and watching the lean, menacing but beautiful shape of their aircraft, silhouetted against the reddening sky. She seems to be in a fighting crouch, sitting well down on her undercarriage beneath the weight of fuel and bombs and somehow eager, as if she wants to get at the enemy.’34

The success of the Lancaster highlights a wonderful irony at the centre of its story. For the fact is that the Air Ministry did not initially intend to build the plane at all. Instead, the top officials and Air Staff wanted the drive for heavy four-engined bombers to be concentrated on the Halifax and Stirling, while Avro developed a two-engined bomber called the Manchester. When the Manchester turned out to be a disaster, thanks to its hopelessly unreliable engines, the Ministry wanted to see Avro turned over for the manufacture of the Handley Page Halifax. That this plan was not enacted was only because of the persistence of Roy Chadwick and his managing director at Avro, Roy Dobson, who both had long believed that the Manchester could be transformed into a better aircraft if it were given the proper engines. In the face of ministerial hostility, even obstruction, Chadwick and Dobson pursued their goal until they won over the establishment with the brilliance of the Lancaster’s design. In this sense, it is no exaggeration to describe the Lancaster as a semi-private venture. It was built to no specification except Chadwick’s own. Avro was given no instructions for its development. Indeed, there was not even an official contract for the Lancaster until the prototype had undertaken its test flights. Full credit to the role of Chadwick and Dobson can now be paid, not least through material in an Air Ministry file about the history of the Lancaster, which contains a lengthy interview with Chadwick shortly before his tragic early death in 1947.

The historian Noble Frankland wrote in one of his books about the bomber offensive: ‘Aircraft are strange birds and the distinctions between them which render the differences between brilliant success, useful value and outright failure are often hard to see and more often impossible to predict. So too the effect of modification and redevelopment sometimes produces the most unpredictable and the most surprising results.’35 This was certainly true of the change from the Manchester to the Lancaster, where the addition of two engines turned a dangerous mediocrity into a world-beater. But it was the genius of Chadwick that made this possible. Once more, there is a parallel with the Spitfire, designed by Reginald Mitchell. His first design for an all-metal monoplane fighter was rightly described as ‘a dog’s breakfast’.36 But from this unpromising start emerged the finest fighter plane that Britain ever possessed. The development of the Lancaster under Chadwick’s guidance followed the same lines, from initial failure, through official doubts and on to ultimate triumph. But in the final analysis that triumph could have been all the greater. For the darkest, most regrettable theme of all running through the latter half of the Lancaster story is that neither the magnificence of the plane nor the abilities of its crews were exploited to the full by the RAF. In its myopic focus on area bombing, Harris’s Bomber Command did a disservice to Chadwick’s wonderful design, using it all too often as an aerial bulldozer when it had continually proved that it was capable of so much more, whether it be in the Dambusters raid or the precision attacks on France in the lead-up to D-Day. Harris certainly recognized the greatness of the Lancaster, but only in the context of fulfilling his own narrow theory of mass devastation. Under a less dogmatic commander, the Lancaster and its men might have been employed to far greater effect against Germany after 1943. In my book on the Spitfire, I came to the conclusion that Sir Hugh Dowding had failed to use the aircraft to its fullest potential in the Battle of Britain because, trapped in the iron certainties of his own system, he was not flexible enough to adapt to the changing nature of the conflict. Sadly for the Lancaster and its men, a similar charge of inflexibility could be levelled against Harris. The Lancaster undoubtedly helped to win the war, but if only there had been greater imagination at the top of Bomber Command, it could have done so more quickly.


1
‘Make it simple’

[image: Image]

‘I THINK IT IS well for the man in the street to realize that there is no power on earth that can protect him from being bombed, whatever people may tell him. The bomber will always get through,’ said the Conservative leader Stanley Baldwin during a Parliamentary debate on the air threat in 1932.1 His remark soon became famous because it perfectly encapsulated the mood of fatalism and craven resignation that gripped the National Government of the 1930s under the successive leaderships of Ramsay Macdonald (1931–5), Baldwin (1935–7) and Neville Chamberlain (1937–40). Much of the impulse for the policy of appeasement stemmed from the belief that there was no military defence against the bomber, so the only way to maintain peace was through a process of negotiated concessions to Europe’s dictators.

Yet along with Chamberlain’s notorious promise to have brought ‘peace in our time’ after the Munich agreement of 1938, Baldwin’s claim that ‘the bomber will always get through’ proved to be one of the worst predictions of the decade. The early years of the Second World War showed that Baldwin’s fears about the invincibility of the bomber were grossly exaggerated. Far from being instruments of all-consuming destructive power, bomber forces turned out to be both vulnerable and ineffectual. In a direct contradiction of Baldwin’s prophecy, the Luftwaffe’s bombers were badly mauled by Fighter Command during the Battle of Britain in the summer and autumn of 1940, proving easy prey for the Spitfires and Hurricanes. Even in the nocturnal Blitz that followed the Battle of Britain, the damage to cities was much less than had been feared before the war. In April 1941 the Luftwaffe retreated, having been unable to break Britain.

When it came to the RAF, the idea that ‘the bomber will always get through’ was hopelessly misplaced. Throughout the 1930s the Air Staff had regarded heavy bombing of the enemy as the central purpose of the RAF, the very reason for its existence as an independent force. ‘Our belief in the bomber was instinctive, a matter of faith,’ wrote Sir John Slessor, one of the RAF’s key strategists.2 But it was a faith without foundation. Bomber Command lacked a clear strategy and adequate equipment. The head of Bomber Command at the start of the war, Sir Edgar Ludlow-Hewitt, had warned that his force was ‘practically useless’,3 containing just 17 squadrons capable of night bombing. The ineffectiveness of Bomber Command was exposed almost from the moment that war began. The first RAF bombing raid, on 4 September 1939 against the naval ports of Wilhelmshaven and Brunsbuttel, proved a fiasco. Twenty-nine Wellingtons and Blenheims, both regarded as advanced types of bombers, set off, but ten of them completely failed to find their target, one dropping its bombs on the Danish town of Esbjerg 110 miles away. Of the remainder, seven were shot down by German fighters, while even those that managed to attack German shipping did little more than cause a few dents and chipped paintwork. This was to set the tone for Bomber Command during the next couple of years, where minimal damage in Germany was achieved at an appalling cost. From September 1939 until January 1941, when the Lancaster first took to the air, Bomber Command flew 19,961 sorties, losing 517 aircraft or 14.8 per cent of those dispatched, a completely unsustainable rate of attrition. In the first three years of the war, the chances of any bomber crewman surviving a full tour were less than one in three.4

Bomber Command could initially put some of the blame for its failures on Chamberlain’s government, which was so terrified of German reprisals that it allowed a paralysing sense of caution to dictate its bombing strategy. When one minister suggested an urban attack, the Air Secretary Kingsley Wood reacted with outrage, warning that German private property could be put at risk. The inhibiting restrictions were later recalled by Derek French of 50 Squadron. ‘We were not allowed to fly over German territory or attack any land targets. The idea was to avoid German civilian casualties and a possible escalation of the war.’5 Apart from occasional attacks on ports and canals, the main use of the bombers was to drop propaganda leaflets on German cities, which, as Sir Arthur Harris ruefully commented, achieved nothing except to increase the supply of toilet paper within the Reich. But even when Winston Churchill replaced Chamberlain as Prime Minister in May 1940 and unshackled Bomber Command, the RAF was still too weak to hit Germany effectively.

The bomber’s lack of success in the early part of the Second World War contradicted the popular belief that aerial bombardment would immediately create an apocalypse. This had been a powerful theme during the interwar years, as writers and military experts grabbed the public imagination with their gruesome warnings about terror from the air. With the invention of the bomber, the dangers of annihilation seemed to have moved from science fiction into reality. Typical of the eagerness to stoke up public fears was a passage by the military historian Basil Liddell Hart in his 1925 book Paris, or The Future of War: ‘Imagine for a moment London, Manchester, Birmingham and half a dozen other great cities simultaneously attacked, the business localities and Fleet Street wrecked, Whitehall a heap of ruins, the slum districts maddened into the impulse to break loose and maraud, the railways cut, factories destroyed.’6 In similar fashion Colonel James Fitzmaurice, the former head of Irish Free State Air Corps, put forward this prophetic vision in 1931:

A hideous shower of death and destruction falls screeching and screaming through space and atmosphere to the helpless, thickly populated earth below. The shock of the hit is appalling. Great buildings totter and tumble in dust like a mean and frail set of ninepins. The survivors, now merely demoralized masses of demented humanity, scatter caution to the winds. They are seized by a demoniacal frenzy of terror. They tear off their gas masks, soon absorb the poisonous fumes and expire in horrible agony, cursing the fate that did not destroy them hurriedly and without warning in the first awful explosions.7

It was not just in literature that predictions of anarchy and wholesale massacre could be found. The mood extended to officialdom. In 1937 the Committee of Imperial Defence warned that Germany had the capability to mount an air assault lasting sixty days and killing 600,000 people in the process. A year later the Ministry of Health upped the stakes by estimating that 2.8 million hospital beds might be needed to deal with the casualties from bombing.

Feeding these anxieties were the memories of an event that had taken place towards the end of the First World War. In the summer of 1917 the Germans had launched a series of bombing raids on Kent and London, carried out by giant Gotha biplanes. In one attack on Folkestone, 95 people were killed. In a later attack on London, 162 people died. Though these numbers were tiny compared to the death toll on the western front, the Gotha raids sparked a public outcry and widespread alarm. More than 300,000 Londoners took to shelters every night in the second half of 1917, even though the Gotha menace had faded away by then as a result of British fighter action. Apart from the legacy of fear, the other far-reaching consequence of the Gotha raids was that the government was forced to set up a committee, under the South African statesman (later Prime Minister) Jan Christiaan Smuts, to recommend improvements in Britain’s air defences. As a result of Smuts’s report, the Royal Air Force was established as an independent force in April 1918, through a merger of the Royal Flying Corps and the Royal Naval Air Service.

The circumstances of the RAF’s birth had a profound influence on its development. Indeed Smuts had written in his report: ‘The day may not be far off when aerial operations with their devastation of enemy lands and destruction of industrial and populous centres on a vast scale may become the principal operations of war, to which older forms of military operations may become secondary and subordinate.’8 Seeing the disruption caused by a few German biplanes, the RAF was committed from the start to the concept of strategic bombing. Its first leader, Air Chief Marshal Sir Hugh Trenchard, was a passionate advocate of air power as an offensive weapon rather than as a provider of tactical support for the army or navy. Filled with domineering self-confidence about his opinions, much like Sir Arthur Harris later, he believed that the bomber had changed the whole concept of war, since a nation could be driven into submission by heavy aerial attack alone. In the ‘Trenchard Doctrine’, which became the prevailing orthodoxy of the Air Staff between the wars, the impact of bombing on the psychology of the enemy’s population was even more important than physical damage. Without any evidence, Trenchard claimed that ‘the moral effect of bombing stands to the material effect in proportion of twenty to one’.9 He was equally certain about the uselessness of fighter planes. ‘The aeroplane is not a defence against the aeroplane,’ he once said.10

The ideology of offensive bombing was buttressed by the writings of the Italian military theorist, Brigadier-General Giulio Douhet, whose 1921 book The Command of the Air argued that the outcome of future wars would be decided by aerial attacks. The freedom of bombers to fly over enemy territory, maintained Douhet, inaugurated a new era of total war, where massed armies on the battlefront would be an irrelevance and the distinction between combatants and civilians would dissolve. ‘The battlefield will be limited only by the boundaries of the nation at war,’ he wrote, ‘and all of their citizens will become combatants, since all of them will be exposed to the aerial offensives of the enemy.’11 At the same time as Douhet was propounding his gospel of ruthlessness, across the Atlantic Billy Mitchell, a senior American air officer who had flown in action over France, was also arguing that it would be vital in future wars to concentrate attacks on industrial centres, thereby destroying the enemy’s economy. His truculent intolerance towards any US military figures who disagreed with him led to his departure from the army in 1926, though his views continued to have an influence in Britain. In an echo of Douhet and Mitchell, the leading author and former Air Commodore Lionel Carlton wrote in 1937 that ‘air power is bombing capacity and nothing else. An assessment of the air strength of a country should be based exclusively on the weight-carrying capacity, the speed, range and on the number of its bomber squadrons.’12 Trenchard, who had retired as Chief of the Air Staff in 1930, would have shared that sentiment.

Trenchard’s successors were also enthusiasts for strategic bombing, but they hardly had the means to conduct it at the start of the Second World War. Their hope of demolishing German industry remained a fantasy. In the whole of Bomber Command in January 1940 there were only 280 aircraft, none of which represented a genuine threat to Germany. The latest type, the Vickers Wellington, was a durable and versatile plane but it lacked speed, height and bomb-loading capacity, while the Armstrong Whitworth Whitley, which first flew in 1936, was known as the ‘flying coffin’ because of its vulnerability. Another of the supposedly modern monoplanes, the Handley Page Hampden, could only fly at 155 mph and carry a load of just 4,000 pounds, less than a third of the Lancaster’s average payload. Furthermore, these planes had no proper navigational aids, radios or bombsights, so their bombing was woefully inaccurate. Dead reckoning, guesswork, moonlight and blind hope were the methods that often had to be used. In one telling incident from May 1940, a Whitley crew bombed an RAF airbase in Cambridgeshire, thinking they were hitting a German airfield in Holland. Rupert ‘Tiny’ Cooling, a Wellington pilot with 9 Squadron, recalled the extraordinary lack of any focused strategy on bombing missions during the fall of France in May 1940. ‘It was a peculiar time in the war because nobody was sure about what to do. We’d got this force, we’d better use it, but how? We were showing the flag more than anything, roaming the countryside. They told us if we saw anything worth bombing, bomb it. I was second pilot as bomb aimer, staring down at the patterns of hedges and bridges and if we saw a likely looking crossroads or railway line, we’d drop a 250-pound bomb on it. It was like shooting pigeons with a blindfold on.’13 So wayward was the RAF’s bombing that the Germans could not work out what strategy Britain was actually pursuing. When a raid was mounted against Berlin in August 1940, in response to a Luftwaffe attack on London, the results were pitiful. In fact the Nazi propaganda chief Josef Goebbels, seeking to whip up hysteria against Britain, was cynically disappointed in the poor results of the raids. With characteristic manipulation, he therefore created his own phoney bomb explosions just to give the illusion of British ‘atrocities’. As he recorded in his diary, ‘Attack on Government quarter... Nothing serious, but I organise for the matter to be given a little help through fake incendiary bombs. Wardarg [one of his aides] has this photographed immediately. A splendid propaganda device.’14

The inadequacy of Bomber Command caused Churchill to rail at the Chief of the Air Staff, Sir Charles Portal. ‘Our need is to increase the bomb dropping tonnage upon Germany. This is at present lamentably small and it constitutes a serious reproach to the organisation of the RAF,’ wrote the Prime Minister in November 1940. Two months later Churchill was even more vehement in his charges. ‘I am deeply concerned at the stagnant condition of our bomber force. The fighters are going well ahead, but the Bomber Force is not making the progress hoped for.15 In his reply to the second missive, Portal said that ‘the present state of affairs is the price we are paying for the rapid development of Fighter and Coastal Commands’.16 There was some justice in this explanation from Portal, a cool-headed officer who had taken up his appointment as Chief of the Air Staff in November 1940. Throughout the second half of the 1930s, in response to aggressive German rearmament, a debate had raged within government as to which part of the RAF should receive increased state funds. In line with their Trenchardian instincts, the Air Staff wanted priority given to the bomber force. The government, under the guidance of Chamberlain, inclined towards fighters. This was as much on the grounds of parsimony as strategy. At a Cabinet meeting in November 1938 where ministers agreed the primacy of the fighter, Chamberlain noted that a bomber cost as much as four fighters. But whatever the reasoning, the Cabinet had made the right decision, for the increase in Fighter Command’s strength ensured victory in the Battle of Britain two years later.

But Bomber Command’s difficulties in 1940 were not just about funding and aircraft numbers. By far the biggest problem was the lack of a high-quality heavy bomber. The absence of one rendered all the talk about strategic bombing and the Trenchard doctrine meaningless. The Air Ministry were only too aware of this. In the early 1930s the RAF’s heavy bombers, or so-called ‘heavies’, had consisted of obsolescent aircraft like the Handley Page Heyford, a strange-looking, part-fabric biplane with a bulbous fixed undercarriage, an open cockpit and a fuselage attached to the upper wing. But advancing technology, particularly the arrival of all-metal monoplanes, had given the Ministry the opportunity to push for radically different bomber types. As well as the new line in medium bombers, which led to the Wellington, the Hampden and the Whitley, the Ministry began to discuss the development of a new generation of far larger and faster heavy bombers, partly influenced by the experience of the US Army Air Corps which in 1934 had drawn up a proposal for a four-engine heavy bomber. The prototype of Boeing B-17, later to win fame as the Flying Fortress, had first flown in July 1935, causing an immediate impression. In October 1935 Captain R. N. Liptrot of the Air Ministry’s Directorate of Technical Development had produced an estimate of the performance of a British heavy bomber with four Rolls-Royce Merlin engines. His opinion was that such a plane could achieve a maximum speed of 275 mph and a cruising speed of 230 mph, a huge improvement on bombers currently in service. But Liptrot’s director, Air Commodore R. H. Verney, was less
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