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GENERAL NOTES






GENERAL NOTES

This profile is a reference work on the activities of the squadron during the Second World
War. Bomber Command operated exclusively from stations in the UK, and used overseas
bases purely for shuttle operations, or as advanced staging posts for specific purposes. For this
reason, periods spent on detachment, or permanent postings to overseas Commands, do not
fall within the scope of this work.

This profile is not intended to serve as a comprehensive squadron history, but to provide as
much information as possible in a non-anecdotal form. The brief history narrative is basically
an account of Bomber Command’s war, with the individual squadron’s involvement
interwoven into it. The publications listed in section 5 are not only recommended reading, but
represent the best available sources of information for serious students of the subject. The
operational record is based almost entirely on the figures provided in The Bomber Command
War Diaries by Martin Middlebrook and Chris Everitt, and 1 am indebted to Martin
Middlebrook for allowing me to use them.

An aircraft is included in section 3 if; a) it spent time on squadron charge, no matter how
briefly, and irrespectively of whether or not it operated. b) the type was used operationally by
the squadron. Where a squadron has a Conversion Flight involving a type with which it is
intending to re-equip, but then does not, as in the case of 101 and 460 Squadrons, these have
been included, on the basis that they sometimes found themselves on operations. Information
is restricted in most cases to; where from, where to, unless it completed its service with the
squadron, in which case, some detail of its demise appears. Aircraft which failed to return
have the date and target recorded. Where no information follows the serial number of a type
still in use when the squadron departed Bomber Command, or at war’s end, it can be assumed
that the aircraft was still on squadron strength. However, where there is a blank space
following the serial number of a type which has been withdrawn from service with Bomber
Command, it signifies that I don’t know its ultimate fate. An absence of information does not
imply that the aircraft flew no operations during its time with the squadron.

Those squadrons which served with the AASF in France between the outbreak of war and the
fall of France, were not technically part of Bomber Command from January 1940. Never-the-
less, their service is deemed to be on behalf of Bomber Command for the purpose of the
relevant Profiles, and their experiences are, therefore, detailed, and their aircraft listed. The
Blenheim squadrons of the AASF are also treated as if under Bomber Command.

Finally, information has been drawn from a variety of sources, ranging from Records Branch
to individuals with squadron connections, and I am grateful for their contributions. There will
inevitably be errors and omissions when dealing with a subject as vast as Bomber Command,
and I am happy to be corrected and/or updated by readers.
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97 (STRAITS SETTLEMENTS) SQUADRON

MOTTO Achieve your aim. Code OF

First formed on the 1¥ of December 1917, 97 Squadron began life as a training unit, until
acquiring operational status as a bomber squadron in March 1918. Following a move to
France in August, strategic bombing operations were conducted against Germany until the
end of hostilities. After returning to the UK in March 1919, 97 Squadron was posted to India
in July, and was eventually renumbered. The 97 Squadron number remained on the shelf until
its resurrection as a night bomber unit on the 16™ of September 1935, and it undertook
training duties from June 1938. It was in this form that the squadron faced the outbreak of the
Sccond World War, cquippcd with Whitlcys, but it again lost its idcntity when being retitled
10 OTU on the 6 of April 1940. A short-lived reformation took place on the 1* of May, but
it was a false dawn, and disbandment followed on the 20%, before any aircraft were taken on
charge.

On the 25" of February 1941, 97 Squadron was again reformed, this time at Waddington
under the banner of 5 Group, where it would become the second unit in the Command to
receive the Manchester, the operational career of which had been pioneered by 207 Squadron.
W/C Balsdon was installed as the first commanding officer, he having previously served with
214 Squadron, where he rejoiced under the nickname of “God”. He and S/L Paul Harris were
the flight commanders at 214, before Harris was posted to command the reformed 7 Squadron
to introduce the Stirling into operational service. Two days after reformation, B Flight of 207
Squadron was transferred over to form the nucleus of the new squadron, and provide a
sprinkling of experience on the Manchester. S/L Stubbs was the most senior officer, having
served with 106 Squadron before his time with 207, and posted with him were F/Ls Bird and
Sherwood, F/Os Eustace, Lewis and Harwood, and P/Os Ayton, Blakeman and Brown. Eight
Manchesters were also transferred on that day, 17282, 17283, L7290, L7291, L7292, L7294,
L7298 and 1.7299. The squadron’s path to operational status was a difficult one, and the
troublesome Manchester, beset with problems from the start, was constantly undergoing
modification. It gave the squadron ample opportunity to train new crews and establish a
technical ground section, and until 97 Squadron was ready to join them, the 207 Squadron
crews cut a lone operational furrow with the type. On the 10® of March, 97 Squadron moved
to Coningsby, where it would remain for the next twelve months.

It was April before the squadron could launch its first tentative sorties in anger, and on the
night of the 8/9%, four of the squadron’s crews joined eight from 207 Squadron in an overall
force of 160 briefed for Kiel. Since an Air Ministry directive issued on the 9® of March, most
of the Command’s resources over the next four months would be channelled into a campaign
against the U-Boal menace, and ils pariner in crime, the Focke-Wulf Kondor long range
reconnaissance bomber. This would require attacks on ports in Germany and the occupied
countrics, and on shipyards and factories, to destroy the craft at the point of their
manufacture. Taking part in this, the squadron’s operational debut, were the crews of F/L Bird
in L7290, F/L Sherwood in L7291, P/O Blakeman in L7294 and F/S Pendrill in L7308, and all



retumed safely from what for them was a relatively gentle introduction to operations. The raid
went less satisfactorily for 207 Squadron, however, whose commanding officer, the popular
W/C Hyde, failed to return, and he and his crew fell into enemy hands. The crew in question
was that recently captained by F/L. French, who had been added to the strength of 97
Squadron a few days earlier. The squadron’s second operation was to Brest on the 10/1 1" a
port which since the 30 of March had been playing host to the German cruisers Schamhorst
and Gneisenau, and they would be a constant thorn in the flesh of Bomber Command until the
following vear. Five crews took part, led by S/L Stubbs in L7323, with F/LL Sherwood in
L7294, F/L French in L7292, and F/Os Price and Eustace in L7308 and L7298 respectively. A
degree of success was achieved when four bombs struck the Gneisenau, and all the
squadron’s aircraft returned safely, although F/L. Sherwood was fired at by an intruder while
approaching (o land at Coningsby.

Before the squadron had an opportunity to carry out further operations, all Manchesters were
grounded from the 13%, while investigations were conducted into the persistent problems with
engine bearings. It was the end of the month before the type was once more declared
airworthy, but not until the night of the 10/11® of May did 97 Squadron return to operations.
Four squadron crews joined nineteen others for a small scale raid on Berlin, following up an
attack by five aircraft on the Capital on the previous night. Although on both occasions,
largish forces raided a main target simultancously, the size of the Berlin contingents reflected
the growing tendency to send small numbers of aircraft to various targets, the result of which
was to dilute the effectiveness of operations, without necessarily curbing losses. This night
brought the squadron’s inevitable first loss of a crew, when L7323 suffered the failure of its
starboard engine on the way home, and was ditched in the North Sea by P/O Ayton and his
crew. There were clear indications on take-off that this was unlikely to be their night, and
only by the narrowest of margins did the Manchester stagger off the end of the runway and
into the air. Even then, it could not be coaxed above the uncomfortable height of ten thousand
feet, and following four days adrift, the crew was eventually picked up by a Duich trawler,
and was delivered to Ijmuiden and into the hands of the enemy. On the 15/16%, while
Hanover was the main target, eight Manchesters, four each from 97 and 207 Squadrons, and
six Stirlings again raided Berlin, and this time an engine failure brought more serious
consequences for a 97 Squadron crew. L7324 went down into the sea off the Frisians while
outbound, and there were no survivors from the crew of F/L Bird, and these thus became the
first names to be written in the squadron’s Roll of Honour. On the 17"3, the Manchesters were
again grounded to allow further investigations into the problems with the Rolls Royce Vulture
engines.

On the 20" of June, the type was once more declared fit for operations, and on the following
day, a record number of eighteen Manchesters were prepared for a raid on Boulogne that
night. This figure included six aircraft from 61 Squadron, which would be operating the
Manchester for the first time. Although all the Manchester contingent which left England’s
shores returned safely to home airspace, the presence of enemy intruders had already cost the
life of a 207 Squadron crew, shot down in error by an RAF nightfighter while outbound. 97
Squadron’s F/L. Sherwood was similarly attacked by a Defiant on return, and L7325 was
severely holed, but no crew casualties were sustained. Six 97 Squadron aircrall were among



the eighteen of the type prepared for an operation to Kiel on the 26/27". The raid was not
effective, and 97 Squadron posted missing the crew of the popular New Zealander F/O
Eustace, who were all killed when L7374 was brought down off the German Frisians while
outbound. Before the squadron had the chance to operate again, a further grounding order was
received on the 30™, and in order to maintain some level of operational activity, a number of
Hampdens were taken on charge, and others were borrowed from 106 Squadron as required.

A number of attacks took place on the German cruisers at Brest during the first week of July,
and during the course of that of the 6/7", Hampden AD861, borrowed by Sgt Field and his
crew from 106 Squadron, collided with a balloon cable, and crashed in Plymouth sound. The
pilot and one other sustained injuries, but sadly, the other two crewmen lost their lives. On the
following night, the Command mounted operations to Cologne, Osnabriick, Miinster and
Monchengladbach, the last named by an all Hampden force of forty aircraft. AD735, another
Hampden borrowed from 106 Squadron, was shot down by a nightfighter over Holland, and
Sgt Wotherspoon, alone of his crew, survived to be taken into captivity. On the 9%, a new Air
Ministry directive signalled an end to the maritime diversion, and highlighted the morale of
the enemy civilian population, and the transportation system as its weakest points. From now
on, the main emphasis was to be concentrated against the major railway centres ringing the
Ruhr, such operations to be undertaken during the moon periods. On moonless nights, the
Rhein cities of Cologne, Dusseldorf and Duisburg would be easier to identify, and on dark
nights with less favourable weather conditions, C-in-C Sir Richard Peirse was to send his
forces further afield to urban targets in northemn, eastern and southern Germany. That night,
Aachen hosted its first large raid of the war, and seventeen hundred apartments were either
destroyed or damaged. In the absence of the Manchester, Hampdens carried the 5 Group
banner to among other destinations Hanover on the 14/15", Hamburg on the 16/17%, Cologne
on the 17/18" and 20/21%, and Frankfurt on the 21/22™, 22/23", and 23/24™. Later on the 24",
eighteen Hampdens under a Spitfire escort were used as bait during an inconclusive daylight
attack by Wellingtons on the Gneisenau at Brest. Thereafter during the month, Hampdens
were present at Kiel on the 24/25“', Hanover on the 25/26™ and Cologne on the 30/31*, but 97
Squadron’s involvement was minor, and no crews were lost. Earlier, S/L. Stubbs was posted
from the squadron, and on the 17" he was appointed to command 49 Squadron at Scampton.

Finally, after five weeks away [rom operations, the Manchester was again reinstated on the 7%
of August, and that night the Command sent forces to Essen, Hamm and Dortmund, the first
named including a small Hampden element from 97 Squadron. In keeping with the times, it
was an ineffective raid, and AE303 failed to return after crashing into the North Sea, killing
P/O Rodwell and his crew. The squadron took Manchesters back to war on the 12/ 13% when
F/Os Blakeman and Little and Sgt Rowlands headed for Berlin in L7383, L7424 and L7306
respectively. F/O Little and his crew abandoned 1.7306 while still over Germany on the return
flight, and all landed safely in the welcoming arms of their captors. On the 16/17™, four
Manchesters of 97 Squadron and two from 207 joined fifty Hampdens to attack railway
targets at Disseldorf. While outbound over Belgium, and frantically trying to evade
searchlight beams, F/L Nunn and his crew were set upon by a nightfighter, which severely
damaged L7384, and mortally wounded the [ront gunner. When it became clear that the
Manchester was doomed, Nunn ordered his crew to bale out, and four of the five men who



did so, survived the descent. With the wounded gunner unable to jump, Nunn elected to
crash-land the aircraft, and did so with great skill. Despite sustaining severe injuries himself,
the pilot dragged his colleague out of the turret and eventually clear of the aircraft, where
both were found the following morning, to be taken to hospital by their captors. Sadly, F/L
Nunn’s heroic efforts on behalf of his crew colleague were in vain, and he died shortly
afterwards. It was on the 18“’, that civil Servant, Mr D M Butt, completed his analysis of
recent Bomber Command operations, and its disclosures were to send shock waves
resounding around the Cabinet room and the Air Ministry. Having studied around four
thousand photographs taken during night operations in June and July, he concluded that only
a fraction of bombs were falling within miles of their intended targets. This shattered any
delusions that the Command was striking a telling blow at the enemy’s war effort, and would
forever unjustly blight the period of tenure as C-in-C of Peirse. It also provided ammunition
for the detractors, who were calling for the employment of bomber aircraft against the U-Boat
menace, and to redress reversals in the Middle East. On the 25/26" two 97 Squadron crews
joined in an attack on the centre of Mannheim, and both F/L Price and Sgt Mycock returned
safely. The Manchester used on that night by the latter, L7306, suffered a burst tyre and
undercarriage collapse on take-off from Coningsby when bound for a training flight on the
13th, and was wrecked in the ensuing fire, although Sgt Hartley and his crew scrambled clear.
That night, L7383 crashed in Norfolk while attempting an emergency landing, having run out
of fuel during a night cross-country exercise, and one man in the crew of P/O Fox lost his life.

The Mk Ia Manchesters were now beginning to roll out of the factories, and following
discussions on the 1% of September, 97 Squadron stood-down from operations, to allow new
crews to be trained for the establishment of a B Flight. It would be late October before
operations were again undertaken, and in the meantime, the Association of British Malay,
represented by Captain Gammans MP, conferred the Straits Settlements title on the squadron
in a ceremony at Coningsby on the 21*, Another non-operational incident saw the demise of
L7375 during an air-test on the 28" Engine problems forced an emergency landing in
Lincolnshire, which wrote the Manchester off, but F/O Blakeman and the only other man on
board were unhurt. It was not until the night of the 20/21% of October that the squadron
returned to operations, when detailing a record eight aircraft for Bremen, in company with
almost 150 Hampdens, Wellingtons and Stirlings. Described by the Bremen authorities as a
light raid, it cost a moderate five aircraft, among which was P/O Noble’s L7462, which
crashed into the sea fairly close to home, and there were no survivors. A similar fate almost
befell R5783 as the result of running oul of fuel, bul a forced-landing was made on sali
marshes near Wainfleet on the Lincolnshire coast, and Sgt Hartley and his crew emerged
unscathed.

Bad weather had been hampering attempts to hit Germany for a number of weeks, and a few
operations had been subject to a recall while the crews were outbound over the North Sea.
This and the damning Buit Report had no doubt frustrated Peirse, and increased the pressure
on him to achieve some decent results. Apart from a totally ineffective operation against Kiel
on the 1/2* of November, there had been restricted activity for the first week of the month.
Now Peirse planned a major night of operations for the 7/8™, for which Berlin was to be the
main course, involving over two hundred aircraft. A poor weather forecast discouraged 5



Group from taking part, and permission was granted for it to raid Cologne instead, while a
third force of fifty three Wellingtons and two Stirlings drawn from 1 and 3 Groups went to
Mannheim. Other operations of a more minor nature were also to take place at the Rubhr,
Ostend and Boulogne, while thirteen Halifaxes laid mines off Norway. This brought a new
record number for a single night of 392 sorties, of which 169 ultimately took off for Berlin.
Sadly, this massive effort was not rewarded with success, and in fact, the night degenerated
into a disaster for Peirse. Less than half of the Berlin-bound force actually reached the target
area, to destroy fourteen houses, and damage under fifty other buildings. In return, twenty one
aircraft were lost, and this had to be added to seven Wellingtons missing from Mannheim,
where no bombs were reported by the city authorities. 97 Squadron contributed five
Manchesters to the Cologne force of seventy five aircraft, and while the Group suffered no
casualties, the target city escaped with just two houses destroyed. Three other 97 Squadron
crews flew sorties to Boulogne, and these too returned without incident. A further nine
aircraft failed to return from the other minor operations, and this brought the night’s total of
missing to a new record thirty seven, more than twice the previous highest. This was the final
straw for the War Cabinet, and Peirse was summoned to a meeting with Churchill to make his
explanations. On the 13‘“, he was ordered to restrict further operations, while the future of the
Command was considered at the highest level.

In the meantime, F/L Price and F/O Blakeman took L7466 and 1.7488 respectively on search
and rescue sorties on the afternoon following the Berlin debacle, and the former failed to
return, presumably having crashed into the North Sea, and the loss of this experienced officer
and his crew summed up the futility of the period. At the same time, three of the squadron’s
new crews were making a gentle introduction (o operations under the guidance of
experienced captains, with an attack on the docks at Dunkerque. L7476 was severely
damaged by a flak near miss, and the second pilot was mortally wounded. Having jettisoned
the bombload, P/O Deverill made a safe landing at Coningsby, where the second pilot died
hours later. A tragic accident occurred on the 24" when R5792 collided with a Hurricane
during a fighter affiliation exercise over Norfolk, and both aircraft plunged to the ground.
There were no survivors from among the crew of F/O Hill in the Manchester, and the
Hurricane pilot was also killed.

There were no operations during the first week of December, and then a flurry of them on the
7/8“‘, with Aachen as the main target, while other small forces were sent to Brest, Calais,
Ostend, Dunkerque and Boulogne. 97 Squadron contribuled six aircraft to a force of 130
briefed for Aachen, only half of which claimed to have bombed the primary target. All of the
97 Squadron crews bombed alternatives, with the exception of P/O Deverill, who was forced
to abort his sortiec when technical problems arose in L7473. A concerted effort was mounted
against the German cruisers at Brest during the course of the month, and a daylight operation
under the codename Operation Veracity was launched on the 18™. This employed eighteen
Halifaxes, an equal number of Stirlings and eleven Manchesters of 97 Squadron, led by W/C
Balsdon in L7490, flying with F/S Pendrill’s crew. One Manchester took off as a flying
reserve, and as all seemed well when The Lizard was reached, F/S Fletcher brought L7463
back home. The Manchester element was the last to pass over the target, by which time the
fighter escort had withdrawn, and they were left at the mercy of the enemy flak and fighters.



Having been hit by flak while on the bombing run, R5795 was chased out to sea by BF109s,
and was shot down four miles off Brest. Four of the crew got out by parachute, and three of
them survived as POWSs, but P/O Stokes and one other went down with the aircraft. L7490
was also hit by flak in the target area, and had already crossed the boundary fence at
Coningsby on return when it stalled, and nose-dived into the centre of the airfield. The
wreckage was consumed by a fire-ball, and all eight men on board, including W/C Balsdon,
were killed. It was a sad end to a faltering eight months of operational activity for the
squadron, but at least the end was in sight for its association with the ill-fated Manchester,
and no further operations would be carried out before the tum of the year, W/C Kynoch was
posted in on the 23™ to assume command, and he would preside over the squadron’s
conversion onto Lancasters, and see it through its first operations with the type. He had been a
contemporary of Guy Gibson at 83 Squadron, which he joined late in 1937 when already in
his mid twenties, and was considered to be good natured and something of an athlete.

It had been a bad year for the Command, with few genuine advances made on the previous
year. It was summed up by the performance of the three new aircraft types introduced into
operational service early on, each of which had failed to meet expectations, and had
undergone long periods of grounding while essential modifications were put in hand. Peirse
had done his best to fulfil the many demands placed upon him, but the War Cabinet’s
assessment of the Command’s capability with the existing equipment was unrealistic, and the
best endeavours of the crews were insufficient in the face of an as yet all-conquering enemy.
The coming year would bring changes, both in equipment and leadership, and with them
would come the first signs of the emergence of a potentially war-winning weapon.

1942

The New Year began with a continuation of the obsession with Brest, or more accurately its
guests, and no less than eleven operations of varying sizes were directed at it during January.
F/S Hartley and his crew had a narrow escape on the 8% when a practice bomb exploded
seconds after take-off, and L7459 crashed almost immediately afterwards, injuring the
occupants. As events turned out, this was the squadron’s final Manchester loss, and just five
more operations with the type lay ahead. That night, the squadron contributed two aircraft to a
raid on Brest, and on the 9/ 10® managed four, but neither operation produced significant
results, and a raid on Wilhelmshaven on the following night, involving a contingent of four
more from 97 Squadron, was equally disappointing. The 10® had been a momentous day at
Coningsby, with the arrival of the first prototype Lancasier, BT308, for familiarization. The
squadron’s first production Lancaster touched down on the 14® followed by three more on
the 17%. On the 15/16%, a squadron element took part in a raid on Hamburg, which left some
fires burning, and on the 17/1 8“‘, it flew Manchesters in anger for the last time on a failed
operation against Bremen. Only eight crews out of eighty three reported bombing the primary
target, and this in its way, summed up not only the career of the Manchester, but also the
performance of the Command at this most critical point in its history.

As the squadron chosen to introduce the Lancaster to operational service, 44 (Rhodesia)
Squadron despatched a number of aircrew to Coningsby to help with the conversion



programme, and 97 Squadron’s Rhodesian aircrew were transferred to 44 Squadron. The two
units would form a close association and share a sense of friendly rivalry over the next few
months, and even conduct a number of joint operations. During the squadron’s two month
stand-down from operations, the situation at Brest resolved itself, when the Scharnhorst,

Gneisenau and Prinz Eugen, with destroyer escort, slipped anchor in atrocious weather
conditions in the very early hours of the 12 of February, and headed for the English Channel
in an audacious bid for freedom. Operation Fuller had been prepared in advance for precisely
this eventuality, but an unbelievable break-down in communications resulted in few at grass
roots level being fully aware of its requirements. It was late moming before the enemy fleet
was spotted, at which time only 5 Group was standing by at four hours readiness, and it was
13.30 hours before the first Bomber Command sorties were launched. Despite the largest
daylight commitment to date of 242 aircraft, the squally conditions and very low cloud base
prevented easy location of the enemy ships, and those attacks which did take place, failed to
score any hits. Fifteen of the Command’s crews were lost during the operation, but their
heroism could not prevent the enemy from making good its escape through the Straits of
Dover and into open sea. Scharnhorst and Gneisenau both struck mines recently laid by 5
Group aircraft, and although their progress was slowed, all ammved safely in German ports by
the following moming It was a huge embarrassment to the government and the nation, but at
least this annoying itch had been suratched for the last time, and the Command could now
concentrate on other matters. On the 14™, a new Air Ministry directive reaffirmed the assault
on the morale of the enemy civilian populatlon, particularly its workers, and swept away ail
the former pretence. From now on the Command was to conduct a blatant area bombing
campaign, without claiming to be attacking industrial and military targets. Wdltmg in the
wings was a new leader, who would pursue this policy with a will, and on the 22™ ACM Sir
Arthur T Harris took up his appointment at the helm of Bomber Command, and set about the
daunting task of saving it from the vultures.

Harnis had commanded 5 Group at the start of the war, untxl being appointed second deputy to
the Chief of the Air Staff, Sir Charles Portal, on the 22* of November 1940. He arrived at
High Wycombe with firm ideas already in place about how to win the war by bombing alone,
and the succeeding weeks would see him put his thinking into practice. He recognized the
need to overwhelm a target’s defences by pushing the maximum number of aircraft across the
aiming point in the shortest possible time, and this would signal the birth of the bomber
stream, and an end to the former system, whereby crews determined for themselves the details
of their sortie. He was also aware, that urban areas are destroyed most efficiently by fire
rather than by blast, and it would not be long before the bomb loads carried by his aircraft
reflected this. In the meantime, he continued with the small scale attacks on Germany’s ports,
and it was during such an operation, that the war threw up one of its great iromies. During an
attack on the floating dock at Kiel by Wellingtons, Hampdens and Halifaxes on the 26/27", a
bomb struck the bows of the Gneisenau, now supposedly at safe haven after enduring eleven
months of almost constant bombardment at Brest, and her sea-going career was ended for
good.

On the 2™ of March, the squadron moved the few miles across Lincolnshire from Coningsby
to Woodhall Spa, where progress towards operational status continued. It would be the 20® of



March before 97 Squadron was ready to launch its first operational sorties, and this meant it
missing the first major operation to benefit from Harris’s ideas. The Renault lorry factory at
Billancourt in Paris was selected to host an attack by the largest force yet sent to a single
target. 235 aircraft were to take part in three waves, led by experienced crews, and with
extensive use of flares to provide illumination. In the face of what was expected to be a scant
flak defence, the crews were to bomb from low level to ensure accuracy, and hopefully avoid
inflicting casualties on French civilians. 223 crews reported bombing as briefed, and they
destroyed 40% of the factory buildings, halting production at the plant for four weeks. It was
an outstanding success for the loss of just one Wellington, and the satisfaction gained was
marred only by the deaths of 367 civilians in the adjacent residential districts. It was
something of a paradox, that Harris, as a champion of area bombing, should achieve his first
major success by way of a precision ta;rget Thereafter, three operations were directed at
Essen on consecutive nights from the 8/9™ each one led by Gee-equipped aircraft. The almost
total failure of the crews to find the mark on each occasion demonstrated the weakness of
Gee as a blind bombing aid, and Essen would continue to be elusive for a considerable time
yet. Gee gained its first real success on the 13/14™, when Cologne suffered extensive damage
to housing and industry at the hands of over a hundred aircraft, and this was certainly amongst
the most effective raids of the war to date.

97 Squadron was tinally declared operational on the 20" when six aircraft were prepared for
a mining operation around the Frisians. Taking off in gloomy mid afternoon, F/O Rodley’s
L7570 clipped a house roof with a wing tip, and he was force to carry out a crash-landing on a
beach near Boston. Damage to the Lancaster was not severe, and only one of the crew
sustained injury, but the incoming tide decided the Lancaster’s fate, and it became the first of
the type to be written off. Training accidents accounted for two more Lancasters within a
matter of days, however. F/S Hartley and his crew escaped injury when R5486 crashed dum:(?
an attempt to land at Finningley while engaged on a night cross country exercise on the 237,
and S/L Boylan and his crew likewise emerged unscathed from the wreckage of L7531,

following a take-off crash at Coningsby on the 24™. This was caused by a section of the port
leading edge lifting and destroying the aircraft’s flying characteristics, and it was an incident
witnessed by W/C Guy Gibson, who had just arrived at the station to assume command of 106
Squadron. 254 aircraft, the largest number vet sent to a single target, were despatched to
Essen on the 25/26® and included seven Lancasters from 44 and 97 Squadrons. Despite
enthusiastic claims by returning crews, it was another failure, and it would be 1943 before
this and other Rubhr targets were effectively raided. In a sign of things to come for Germany,
however, Harris launched a raid against Libeck on the 28/29™, which was to be conducted
along the same lines as the highly successful attack on the Renault factory at the start of the
month, although without the participation of the still small Lancaster force. This Baltic city
port was selected for a number of operational reasons, principal among which were its
location on an easily identifiable coastline, the paucity of its defences, and the narrow streets
and half timbered buildings in its old centre, which would aid the spread of fire. The
predominately incendiary bomb loads camried by the 234 participating aircraft reflected
Harris’s intentions for this historic city, and after a highly successful raid, about 30% of its
built-up area was left in ruins. On the 31st, W/C Kynoch was posted away from the squadron,
before completing his conversion onto Lancasters, and he was replaced by W/C Collier,



another former 83 Squadron contemporary of Gibson. Four of the squadron’s freshman crews
went mining around Heligoland on the 8/9™ of April, while others joined in an attack on
Hamburg, as part of a new record force of 270 aircraft. This failure was followed by another
at Essen on the 10/1 1“’, which also included a small Lancaster element.

The expenienced crews of the two Lancaster squadrons began practicing low level, long range
flying, which culminated on the 14" with a simulated attack on Inverness. On the 16 , both
Waddington and Woodhall Spa were sealed off from communication with the outside world,
and personnel were confined to camp, in preparation for an operation next day. As part of the
continuing campaign against U-Boats at their point of manufacture, it had been decided to
mount an ambitious and audacious daylight raid on the M.A N. (Maschinen Fabrik Augsburg
Nuremberg) diesel engine factory at Augsburg, deep inside southern Germany. Briefings took
place independently at both stations on the morning of the 17% and the crews were
mcredulous at the prospect of such a deep penetration operation in daylight, aithough the
timings would allow any survivors to return under cover of darkness. Each squadron provided
an element of six aircraft plus a reserve, and take-offs took place around 15.00 hours. 97
Squadron was led away by S/L Sherwood in L7573, with F/L “Darky” Hallows in R5537 and
F/O Rodley in R5488 making up the first section of three. Sherwood had been awarded a DFC
at the end of his first tour, and a Bar had been added following the daylight raid on the
German raiders at Brest in December. Rodley was, in fact, the reserve, and he and his crew
stepped into the breach when an engine problem afflicting W/O Harrison’s Lancaster dictated
that it wouldn’t be going anywhere that day. W/O Rowland became the new reserve, and he
fell in for take-off behind the second section, which comprised F/L Penman in R5496, F/O
Deverill in L7575 and W/O Mycock in R5513. Once airborne, the 97 Squadron Lancasters
turned south to rendezvous with 44 Squadron over Grantham, a meeting which never
happened, but unperturbed, they pressed on for the south coast and the Channel. At Selsey
Bill, the reserves peeled away, and headed back up the Al to Lincolnshire, while their
comrades sank down to sixty feet over the sea, and pointed their noses towards Dives-sur-Mer
on the French coast. Extensive diversionary operations, involving 2 Group Bostons with a
fighter escort, had been planned to coincide with the Lancasters’ arrival in the vicinity of the
enemy occupied coast, but they seem to have concluded too early, and this would have
disastrous consequences for 44 Squadron.

The two squadrons began their crossing of France independently, and out of sight of each
other, although Sherwood later reported seeing specks in the distance to port, which he took
to be the 44 Squadron element. Sherwood’s navigator assured his captain that he was on
track, and that was sufficient for Sherwood to continue unconcerned. Out of range of his field
of vision, 44 Squadron was, in fact, being hacked to pieces by BF109s, and within a short
space of time, three of its Lancasters had been shot down, and a fourth force-landed, leaving
S/L Nettleton and F/O Garwell to go on to Augsburg alone. In contrast, 97 Squadron’s
passage to the target was without major incident, and the Lancasters arrived at the approaches
to Augsburg some minutes behind Nettleton and Garwell, as the time neared 20.00 hours. As
they ran in towards the M.A.N factory at roof-top height, they were unaware that Nettleton
was returning home alone of the 44 Squadron contingent, Garwell having crash-landed
beyond the target after bombing. Inevitably, the 44 Squadron pair had stirred up the local flak



batteries, whose gunners now knew the line of approach, and prepared to provide the
Woodhall Spa gang with a welcoming hail of fire. Immediately after releasing the bombs,
Sherwood’s Lancaster was hit in the port inner fuel tank, and instantly caught fire. At such a
low altitude, there was no questioning the inevitable outcome, and the Lancaster went in at
flying speed beyond the town, and disintegrated in a ball of flame. Those watching in the
other 97 Squadron aircraft which had bombed as these events unfolded, had no doubt that
none had survived the impact, but remarkably, Sherwood had been catapuited in his seat
through the canopy and into trees, which broke his fall, and he fell into enemy hands. Having
allowed time for the delayed action fuses to detonate the first section’s bombs, the second
section wheeled in to attack in the fading light. While still three miles from the target, R5513
was hit in the nose, and fire engulfed the cockpit area. W/O Mycock was seen at the controls
with his gaze locked steadfastly on the objective ahead, but the Lancaster was doomed and
the crew beyond help as it fell away to crash. The other aircraft were also hit repeatedly, both
on the approach and over the target, but no vital systems failed, although Deverill lost his port
outer, and the rear turret was inoperative. After bombing, both sections headed towards home
at low level, until darkness allowed them to climb to more familiar altitudes. Hallows and
Rodley arrived back at Woodhall Spa as the clock approached 23.30, and Penman and
Deverill landed shortly before midnight, after nine hours in the air. “Darky” Hallows would
survive the war, eventually taking command of 5 Group’s 627 Mosquito Squadron in January
1945, before a spell in hospital forced him to relinquish his post two months later.

There is no doubt that this operation was a magnificent feat of arms, but in military terms, it
failed to achieve its aims, and cost seven of the twelve crews despatched, each of them battle
hardened, and a great loss to their squadrons and the Command. The MLAN factory had been
hit, but it was the fabric of the buildings which suffered the damage, and the vital machine
tools had all but escaped. It was later leamed, that a high proportion of the bombs had failed
to explode, which to some extent, rendered the heroics of the gallant crews in vain, but
whatever the military value of the operation, it was clear that self defending bomber
formations were still at the mercy of enemy fighters in daylight, and it would be a further two
years before this situation changed. S/L Nettleton, in 44 Squadron’s sole surviving Lancaster,
landed at Squires Gate Blackpool an hour after the 97 Squadron crews got home, and he was
eventually awarded the Victoria Cross. In 1943 he would assume command of the squadron,
and lose his life in July of that year. S/L. Sherwood was also recommended for the
posthumous award of a Victonia Cross, but unaccountably, despite endorsement all the way
up through Bomber Command channels, it was reduced to a DSO if it were found that he had
survived.

After a period of leave, it was back to a more familiar style of operations, with an attempt to
repeat the success of Liibeck at the neighbouring Baltic port of Rostock. A series of four raids
was mounted on consecutive nights beginning on the 23/24", for which 97 Squadron
contributed a single Lancaster. It was a disappointing opening round, and a small additional
force sent to attack the nearby Heinkel aircraft factory, also came away empty handed. Two
97 Squadron aircraft were despatched for the second of the series, although one aborted, and
this time heavy damage was inflicted on the town area, while the Heinkel factory again
escaped. The squadron provided four Lancasters for the third raid, when the town again



suffered extensive damage, and W/C Gibson led a successful 106 Squadron attack on the
Heinkel factory. Just a single 97 Squadron participant joined in on the final raid, after which
over seventeen hundred buildings were in ruins, amounting to approximately 60% of the
town. On the 27/28% 44 and 97 Squadrons embarked on another joint operation in the
company of 4 Group Halifaxes. Seven aircraft from each squadron, including a reserve, were
detached to Lossiemouth, to carry out an attack on the Tirpitz at Trondheim in Norway. The
raid was not successful, despite locating the ship, and the ferocious defences brought down
four Halifaxes, including that of the future Pathfinder chief, W/C Bennett, who evaded
capture. Also failing to return was the Lancaster L7572 of 97 Squadron’s F/L Mackid DFC,
who was killed with his entire crew. The operation was repeated on the following night, again
without success, and all eleven participating Lancasters retumned safely. April ended with a
training incident on the 30" when F/S Altree crash-landed R5541 in Lincolnshire, and he and
one other sustained injury.

May began for the Lancaster squadrons, which now numbered three since the addition to their
ranks of 207 Squadron, with a three raid series on Stuttgart beginning on the 4/5%. Typically
for the period, it was scattered and ineffective, but cost just one aircraft, a 3 Group Stirling.
97 Squadron’s F/O Maltby, whose finest hour lay twelve months hence with 617 Squadron,
reached the enemy coast in R5553, where a flak hit forced an early return and a crash-landing
at base, which was accomplished without casualties. Stuttgart continued to escape damage on
the 5/6% and 6/7%, but at least none from the small number of Lancaster participants failed to
return. With the losses of Augsburg still fresh in their minds, the Lancaster crews set off for
the Baltic port of Warnemiinde on the 8/9™, as part of a mixed force of almost two hundred
aircraft, whose crews were briefed to attack in two waves, the first from medium level, the
second from low level. 44 Squadron suffered the loss of four of its seven aircraft, including its
commanding officer, W/C Lynch-Blosse, and all were from the low level element, but the
other Lancaster units came through unscathed. Only one more major operation took place
before an historic event at the end of the month, and this was to Mannheim on the 19/20%,
which again failed to find the mark.

Since the Butt Report of August 1941, the vultures had been gathering on their perches in
high places, principally the Admiralty, to call for the dissolution of Bomber Command, so
that its aircraft might more profitably be employed against the U-Boat threat in the Atlantic,
or to stem reverses in the Middle East. Harris needed a major victory, and perhaps some
symbolism, to silence the critics, and ensure the future of an independent bomber force.
When he took up his post as C-in-C, he asked for four thousand heavy bombers with which to
win the war, and whilst there was never the slightest chance of getting them, he needed to
ensure that those earmarked for him were not spirited away to what he considered to be less
deserving causes. Out of this was bomn the Thousand Plan, Operation Millennium, the
commitment of a thousand aircraft in one night against a single important German city. Harris
did not have a thousand front-line aircraft to satisfy the symbolic ¢lement of the plan, and he
would need the support of other Commands, chiefly Coastal and Flying Training. This was
forthcoming in letters of the 22™ and 23" respectively, but following an intervention by the
Admiralty, Coastal Command underwent a change of heart, and withdrew its contribution.
Undaunted, Harris, or more likely his able deputy, AM Sir Robert Saundby, scraped together



every airframe capable of controlled flight, or something resembling it, and pulled in the
screened crews from their instructional duties. Come the hour, not only would the magic
figure be achieved, it would be comfortably surpassed. During the final days of May, aircraft
from the training units began to arrive on bomber stations from Yorkshire to East Anglia,
giving tise to much speculation. Unfortunately, the weather refused to lend its support, and as
the days ticked by inexorably towards the end of May, there arose a real danger of the
massive force drawing attention to itself, and compromising security. The time was fast
approaching when the operation would either have to be launched or scrubbed for the time
being, and it was in this atmosphere of frustration that “mormning prayers” took place at High
Wycombe on the 30®. All eyes were on Harris’s chief meteorological advisor, Magnus
Spence, who at last gave a grudging and qualified nod in the direction of the Rheinland as the
region of Germany most likely to be free of cloud, while Harris’s first choice of Hamburg
would be swathed in buckets of the stuff. On the strength of this, Hamis gave the go-ahead for
Operation Millennium to take place that night, and thus did the fickle finger of fate point the
way to Cologne, and decree that it should bear the dubious honour of hosting the first one
thousand bomber raid in history. It was an armada of 1047 aircraft which began to take off in
the late evening, some of the older training hacks doing so somewhat reluctantly, lifted more
by the enthusiasm of their crews than by the power of their tired engines. Unable to climb to a
respectable height, some of these would fall easy prey to the defences, or drop from the sky
through mechanical failures. The operation followed the now familiar three wave pattern,
with the Lancaster contingent bringing up the rear. Over eight hundred and fifty aircraft
reached and bombed the target, including fourteen of the fifteen sent by 97 Squadron, all of
which returned safely. It was by any standards an outstandingly successful operation, which
destroyed over three thousand buildings, and damaged to some extent a further nine thousand.
The loss of forty onme aircraft was, however, a new record high, but it represented a
sustainable 3.9%, and in the conditions, which were helpful to attackers and defenders alike,
it was acceptable.

While his Thousand force was still assembled, Harris elected to use it again immediately, and
after a night’s rest, 956 aircraft responded to the call on the 1/2 of June. They headed for
Essen, the home of the giant Krupps works and a major centre of war production. In contrast
to Cologne, this operation was a complete failure, which sprayed bombs all over the Ruhr,
and caused only slight superficial damage at the target. The disappointment was compounded
by the loss of thirty one more aircraft, a figure which included 97 Squadron’s R5571, which
crashed in Germany with no survivors from the crew of F/S Davies. A smaller scale follow-up
attack on Essen on the 2/3® fared no better, but a degree of success attended an attack on
Bremen on the 3/4%, although damage was by no means extensive. Two more raids were
directed at Essen on the 5/6® and 8/9%, and neither gained results commensurate with a
combined loss of twenty eight aircraft. The latter claimed 97 Squadron’s R5495, which
crashed in Germany, killing P/O Hughes and his crew. The final of five raids on Essen in just
over two weeks continued the run of failures, and preceded a three raid series on Emden
spread over four nights from the 19/20®. Success continued to elude the Command, which
girded its loins on the 25™, in preparation for the final use of the Thousand force that night,
with Bremen as the target. A total of 960 aircrall were available to take part, including a
contribution of sixteen Lancasters by 97 Squadron, and ordered by Churchill to take part,



Coastal Command committed 102 aircraft to what was classed as a separate operation. Never-
the-less, the numbers converging on the the target exceeded those going to Cologne at the end
of May. While results fell short of those achieved at Cologne, they far surpassed the debacle
at Essen, and over five hundred houses were destroyed, with many thousands more damaged.
Bomber Command’s losses amounted to a new record of forty eight aircraft, but the 97
Squadron contingent returned safely to Woodhall Spa. Follow-up raids against the city were
mounted on the 27/28%, 29/30" and 2/3% of J uly, each of which produced some fresh damage,
and a number of important war industry factories were hit. R5675 failed to return from the
first of these, having been shot down by a nightfighter over Holland, and F/O Friend and two
others were killed, while the remaining four fell into enemy hands.

Following a disappointing raid on Wilhelmshaven on the 8/9®, 5 Group sent a force of forty
four Lancasters to distant Danzig on the 11™. The low level outward flight took place over the
North Sea and Denmark in daylight, making use of cloud cover over land, with the intention
of conducting the attack on the U-Boat yards at dusk. The plan worked reasonably well,
although some aircraft armived at the target late, and had to identify the aiming point in
darkness. Only two aircraft were lost, both falling to flak in the target area, and one of them
was 97 Squadron’s R5696, in which F/L Miller DFC and his crew were killed. A six raid
series of operations against Duisburg over a three week period began on the 13/14™, and it
was in keeping with the generally disappointing phase dogging the Command during the year.
In return for superficial damage, six aircraft were brought down, and the sole Lancaster
casualty was the squadron’s R5558, which just failed to make it home, and crashed into the
sea three miles out from the Norfolk coast, with only one of P/O Blease’s crew surviving to
be rescued. A better performance attended the Duisburg raid of the 21/22™, and further
damage occurred on the 23/24™ and 25/26™ and the squadron negotiated these operations
without loss. Not so at Hamburg on the 26/27", however, when R5487 crashed into the sea,
and took with it F/O McMurchy and his crew. This was one of the Command’s better
performances, which left over eight hundred fires burning, and caused extensive damage to
residential and commercial districts. It would be a month before the squadron had the sad
duty of posting missing another crew, and in the meantime it operated to Saarbriicken on the
29/30® and participated in a Lancaster milestone at Disseldorf on the last night of July. This
was the occasion on which a hundred Lancasters operated for the first time, and they
contributed to a highly successful attack. The Duisburg series was completed to moderate
effect on the 6/7™ of August, and the squadron shared in moderate successes at Osnabriick
and Mainz on the 9/10™ and 11/12” respectively.

The Pathfinder era began with the arrival of the founder squadrons at their new stations on the
15™ Although opposed in principle to the establishment of an elite target finding and marking
force, a view shared by all but one of his Group commanders, Harris, once overruled by
higher authority, and in typical fashion, gave it his full backing, and was eager to exploit its
potential immediately. His choice of the then G/C Don Bennett as its leader was both
controversial and inspired, and it ruffled a few feathers among the other AOCs. The new
force was to fall nominally under the control of 3 Group until being granted Group status in
its own right, and in the meantime, it lodged somewhat uneasily on AVM Baldwin’s stations.
The first Pathfinder led operation was to Flensburg on the 18/19%, a target selected for its



location on an easily identifiable part of the north German coast. It was an inauspicious
beginning for the new force, and no bombs fell within miles of the intended target, while a
number of Danish towns were hit. There was little improvement at Frankfurt on the 24/25%
when most of the effort was wasted in open country, although a few bomb loads found the
city and created a number of large fires. This operation brought about 97 Squadron’s first loss
for a month, when R5537 was caught by a nightfighter over Belgium, and F/O Hooey DFC
and his crew were all killed. The third Pathfinder led raid was on Kassel on the 27/28®, and
following good illumination by the fledgling outfit, the main force inflicted a reasonable
degree of damage in the south-western districts, destroying 140 buildings. It was a bad night
for the attackers, however, and thirly one aircrafl failed (o return, among them 97 Squadron’s
W4139, which crashed in the Rubhr area, killing F/S McKenna and four of his crew, while two
others became POWs. Two nights later, the Pathfinders used makeshift target indicators for
the first time, during an operation against Nuremberg, the birthplace of Nazism. It was the
PFF’s best performance to date, but it was not exploited by the main force, only about a third
of which found the mark. Never-the-less, some damage did result, but at a cost of twenty
three aircraft, or more than 14% of those despaiched.

In comparison with many of its contemporaries, 97 Squadron’s losses were remarkably low
during this phase of the war, and since its conversion to Lancasters, Augsburg had been the
only operation to cost more than one aircraft. Happily, this was a situation which would
continue almost until the end of the year. The squadron’s September casualties came during
the first four nmights, and began with an intended raid on Saarbriicken on the 1/2nd, an
occasion on which the Pathfinders posted a “black”, by marking the small non-industrial town
of Saarlouis in error for its more strategically important neighbour. Over fifty people were
killed, and not a single bomb fell on the intended target. The sole Lancaster among the four
missing aircraft was R5741, which crashed in the North Sea, killing F/S Morgan and his crew.
Thereafter, the Command embarked on an unprecedented series of highly effective
operations, beginning at Karlsruhe on the 2/3%, where extensive damage was inflicted on
residential and industrial areas. On the 4/5™, the Pathfinders employed for the first time a
three phase system of illuminators, visual markers and backers-up, and in an excellent
performance, laid Bremen open to one of the most damaging attacks of the year to date. The
attack left over 450 houses and industrial units in ruins, and another fourteen hundred
seriously damaged. Twelve aircraft failed to return from the force of over two hundred, 97
Squadron’s R5496 among them, and there were no survivors from the crew of F/S Cooper.
The run of successes continued at Duisburg on the 6/7", which suffered its most damaging
raid to date, despite the ever present industrial haze and lack of concentrated bombing. A
return to a more familiar pattern allowed Frankfurt to escape all but slight superficial damage
on the 8/9™, when most of the bombs intended for it fell on Riisselsheim fifteen miles away.

Disseldort brought a return to winning ways on the 10/1 1‘1‘, however, on the occasion of the
first use by the Pathfinders of “pink pansies” to mark the target. Crews from the training
Groups also took part, and these featured prominently in the heavy loss of thirty three aircraft.
Some of the bombing spilled over into nearby Neuss, and over nine hundred houses were
destroyed at the two locations, along with public buildings, and numerous war industry
factories were damaged to such an extent, that all production was halted for a time. Over



eight hundred houses were destroyed in Bremen on the 1 3/14™, where the Focke-Wulf aircraft
factory was one of a number of important industrial victims, and Wilhelmshaven reported its
most damaging raid to date on the 14/15™. Even Essen couldn’t escape on the 16/17™ when
the training units again took part, but the massive loss of thirty nine aircraft tempered the
sense of satisfaction. Perhaps one could say that it was during the first half of September that
Bomber Command turned the comer, and began to emerge as 2 war-winning force. Many
more failures lay ahead, and until the Ruhr campaign of 1943, they would far outweigh the
successes, but the signs were there. The coming together of tactics and new equipment at the
same time as the Pathfinder crews were getting to grips with the intricacies of their
demanding role, augured well for the future. At least from this point, those attacks which
found the target, would causing substantial damage and disruption in some way to the enemy
war effort, whether by hitting at the factories themselves, or dehousing the workers. In a
foretaste of 5 Group’s “Independent Air Force” days in 1944, eighty three Lancasters were
despatched to Wismar on the Baltic coast on the 23/24“‘, to attack the town and the nearby
Dornier aircraft factory. Some crews bombed from low level, and on return, reported many
fires, one of which was thought to be in the Dornier works.

October’s account opened at Kreteld on the 2/3%, although the Lancaster participation was
small, and the operation only minimally effective. 250 aircraft set out for Aachen on the 5/6®
in poor weather conditions, which were also encountered over the target, and the raid was a
failure. It cost just one Lancaster among the ten missing aircraft, 97 Squadron’s R5701, which
crashed in Holland, and P/O Briant DFC and his crew all died in its wreckage. This was the
squadron’s first loss for a month, despite participating in the round of operations mentioned
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