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theless important that the location of these raids not give the enemy a clue as 
to where, exactly, the invasion would take place and for that reason, as part of 
Operation Fortitude (the overall deception plan for Overlord), many attacks 
were mounted against targets less directly related to the proposed landing area. 
On 15/16 March, for example, 863 crews made for Stuttgart and twenty-two 
Lancasters from No 5 Group were sent to bomb the aero-engine factory at 
Woippy, near Metz, while 140 machines from Nos 3, 4, and 6 Groups raided 
the marshalling yards at Amiens, due north of Paris and east of Dieppe. With 
the target area soon obscured by thick smoke, many crews concluded that the 
attack at Amiens 'was not particularly successful,' although High Wycombe 
later claimed that much damage had been done to the yards. For the fourth 
successive raid No 6 Group suffered no casualties as a result of enemy action, 
but two machines were lost in flying accidents on the way home.99 

Amiens was the target again the next night, when 130 Halifaxes, Stirlings, 
and Mosquitos did considerable damage with no losses. But such easy oper­
ations could not be taken for granted. The sixth raid of the series, mounted 
against Laon, southeast of Amiens and northeast of Paris, on 23/24 March, 
went poorly (the average bombing error at one of the aiming points was over 
a mile) and the four Canadian squadrons involved did not hesitate to express 
their frustration and disappointment both with the failure of the raid itself, and 
with what was in their judgment, the cause of the failure - the unsatisfactory 
performance of the Pathfinders despite clear skies and easily visible ground 
detail. No 431 Squadron's diarist recorded that Pathfinder flares were 'non­
existent, and after much circling and vain waiting, our aircraft returned ... The 
English Channel took a terrific weight of bombs. Other more daring crews 
brought their bombs back to base.' His commanding officer, while admitting 
that 'two out of eight markers is not a very good show' and not happy about 
the four orbits he had done around the target area trying to find something to 
bomb on, was nevertheless willing to accept that 'there may have been extenu­
ating circumstances.' A report from Laon, meanwhile, observed that half the 
bombs dropped hit the railway yards, but the remainder were scattered up to 
three kilometres from the target. Two aircraft were lost on this raid - night­
fighters were stationed at Laon - but all No 6 Group's aircraft returned safe­
ly. ' oo 

Two nights later, on 25/26 March, every Canadian squadron except No 433 
contributed to an attack on Aulnoye, midway between Amiens and Liege, close 
to the Belgian border. After the strain of venturing deep into Germany, those 
squadrons flying Lancasters and Halifax ms viewed this mission almost as light 
relief. No 426 Squadron, for example, offered 'five sprog [totally inexperi­
enced] crews, the target being an easy one in France . . . All five took off, 
bombed the target and returned without incident.' Bombing from an average 
height of only 7000 feet and in good visibility - a welcome change from raids 
over Germany, where pilots strained for altitude and often battled heavy cloud 
- most could see the ground clearly and, keeping the well-concentrated target 
indicators in their sights as they released their bombs, they concluded that 
Aulnoye 'had been well pranged for the size of the raid.' That was also the 
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view of Air Vice-Marshal McEwen, who had flown as second pilot with a 
crew from No 431 Squadron. 101 

On 26/27 March, when the selection of Essen as the Lancasters' and Halifax 
ms' main target caught the Germans by surprise, 102 Stirlings and Halifax ns 
and vs made for the railway yards at Courtrai, 150 miles away in Belgium, 
which they attacked without loss. In keeping with the precedent set by the AOC 
the night before, Air Commodore C.R. Siemon, No 6 Group's senior air staff 
officer, flew as the second pilot with Wing Commander W.F.M. Newsom of 
No 431 Squadron and was happy to report that the raid had been a success. He 
was probably optimistic. A number of crews with more operational experience 
noted that the markers had been 'slightly scattered,' and one pilot from No 419 
Squadron reported that of the '3 Tis seen, only one . .. appeared to be at [the] 
A[iming]/P[oint].' Similarly, a crew from 428 Squadron estimated that two of 
the three target indicators it saw were northeast of the aiming point 'in a line 
about a mile apart. ' If these assessments were correct, neither the markers nor 
the bombing could have been concentrated on the marshalling yards, and that, 
in fact, was the case. Damage spread into the town, where 3 I 3 buildings were 
destroyed, including the jail and the school, and 252 civilians were killed. But 
there was a positive side - several prisoners were able to escape from the 
damaged jail, including a butcher who had been caught aiding downed air-
men.102 

After the raid on Courtrai, Bomber Command had attacked all six of the 
French railway targets included in Portal's directive, and two, Le Mans and 
Amiens, had been bombed twice. Before the month was over, however, Harris 
ordered one additional raid, and on 29/30 March seventy-six Halifaxes and 
eight Mosquitos attacked the railway yards at Vaires, near Paris, in bright 
moonlight. The bombing was accurate and, by chance, caught two ammunition 
trains in the yards. They blew up, killing some I 200 German troops. The 
Canadian group contributed fifty of the machines sent to Vaires and, although 
annoyed once again that the late arrival of the Pathfinders had forced them to 
orbit the target, most were satisfied they had hit the aiming point on their 
second run. Despite weak opposition, one crew failed to return from the raid, 
the first from No 6 Group to be lost on these early transportation operations, 
and it is sadly appropriate that it should have come from No 434 Squadron, 
still the RCAF's hard-luck unit or 'chop' squadron. 103 

The next night, of course, Bomber Command would suffer terribly on the 
way to and over Nuremburg. From I April on, however, although area raids 
would continue to be mounted, High Wycombe's effort would increasingly be 
in support of Operation Overlord. In this respect there could be little doubt 
that, with bombing errors generally running less than seven hundred yards, the 
nine March raids on French railway targets had been outstandingly successful 
- demonstrating, at times, 'an accuracy and concentration . . . far exceeding 
that ... achieved by the American heavies by day.,. 104 

• After the war, the United States Strategic Bombing Survey estimated that, bombing vis­
ually by day in clear weather, the Eighth Air Force was able to get half its bombs within 
one-third of a mile of the aiming point; bombing non-visually by day, in heavy cloud, it got 
only one-half its bombs within 3.9 miles of the aiming point. 
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Indeed, four objectives (Trappes, Vaires, Le Mans, and Amiens) were con­
sidered by Eisenhower's staff to have been sufficiently damaged as to require 
no further attention in the immediate future. While still able to function, the 
remaining three (Laon, Aulnoye, and Courtrai) had nevertheless sustained sig­
nificant damage, and it was felt they could be put out of action relatively easily 
during April and May. Moreover, Bomber Command had achieved these 
results while inflicting far fewer casualties on the French civilian population 
- and at far lower cost to itself - than had been anticipated. The death toll in 
France was probably under four hundred, and only seven crews had been lost 
through enemy action. Harris's prediction that Bomber Command would not 
be able to cut rail lines 'could not,' the air staff concluded, 'have been further 
from the truth.' Indeed, in his memoirs Sir Arthur recalled the surprise with 
which he learned of his crews' successes: 'I myself did not anticipate that we 
should be able to bomb the French railways with anything like the precision 
that was achieved.' From 25 March 1944, by which time Eisenhower's staff 
had seen the results from these early raids, there was no turning back. 'Every­
thing he had read,' the supreme allied commander announced, 'convinced him 
that apart from the attack on the G[erman] A[ir[ F[orce], the transportation 
plan was the only one which offered a reasonable chance of the air forces' 
making an important contribution to the land battle during the first vital weeks 
of Overlord.' 105 

Two days later the Allied chiefs of staff made their decision and as a result, 
all of No 6 Group would soon be attacking railway targets all over Western 
Europe. 1

o6 
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April-September I 944 

Although Sir Arthur Harris was far from enamoured of the new chain of 
command, the first bombing directive issued by General Eisenhower's head­
quarters gave him considerable (and unexpected) leeway in determining how 
Bomber Command would conduct its operations. To be sure, the AOC-in-c 
was reminded that 'all possible support must ... be afforded to the Allied 
Armies ... to assist them in establishing themselves in the lodgement area' 
in France. But, the directive continued, 'in view of the tactical difficulties of 
destroying precise targets by night,' his crews would 'continue to be 
employed in accordance with their main aim of disorganizing German indus­
try ... [except that] where tactical conditions allow ... targets will be selected 
so as to give the maximum assistance in the aims of reducing the strength 
of the German Air Force, and destroying and disrupting enemy rail com­
munications.'' 

Whenever Harris had seen such permissive language before - as in the 
Pointblank directive, for instance - he had usually hastened to make the most 
of it. Confident that Bomber Command could do great damage to Berlin within 
reasonable margins of safety and survivability, he had made the German 
capital, and not the enemy's factories and refineries, the focal point of attack 
over the winter of I 943-4. Then, flaunting hopeful damage assessments and 
lurid newspaper reports in front of the nay-sayers, he had for the most part 
successfully stood up to his critics. Schweinfurt, it will be recalled, was not 
bombed until 24/25 February 1944, months after it had been singled out as a 
priority target because of its ball-bearing production. 

Now, however, although still convinced that German civilian morale would 
not 'stand many more heavy night attacks,' the AOC-in-c was not nearly so 
sanguine about what might be achieved through routine area raids. In recent 
weeks bombing accuracy had fallen off, while the casualty curve suggested that 
the night offensive 'could not in the long run be sustained' unless wastage 
rates could somehow be reduced. In fact, future prospects were probably 
bleaker than that. With the approach of summer's shorter, brighter nights, the 
likelihood that the Luftwaffe would inflict 'very severe losses' had to be taken 
into account. Weather permitting, rather than risk a running fight like that on 
the approach to Nuremburg when fighters had been called in from all over 
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Europe to engage a single bomber stream, henceforth each night's effort would 
involve multiple routes to several objectives. 2 

It had taken some considerable time, but High Wycombe had at last recog­
nized that, with Himmelbett eclipsed by other forms of night-fighting, disper­
sion no longer played so directly into the enemy's hands. Rather, as they 
struggled to organize pursuit operations based on electronic eavesdropping, the 
German controllers were likely to be hard-pressed by the simultaneous appear­
ance (aided and abetted by all sorts of spoofs and diversions) of several widely 
dispersed bomber streams, increasing the odds that some attackers might slip 
through unmolested. Not everyone would be so lucky, however, and that was 
what worried Harris. Complaining that the three squadrons of Mosquitoes then 
on strength with No 100 Group lacked even 'nuisance value,' he repeated his 
request that the number of night-fighters assigned to bomber support be in­
creased. Initially rebuffed for security reasons ,* the AOC-in-c was eventually 
allocated another five squadrons, but none were operational before D-Day.3 

The Germans were also making adjustments to correct a number of the 
problems and deficiencies that had come to light in the later stages of the 
battle of Berlin. Besides closing the radar gap in the south with both fixed and 
mobile installations, they moved a number of freelance fighters to the Rhine 
to permit their earlier insertion into the bomber stream, and a few were sta­
tioned in France - but only a few, it having been decided that the Paris-based 
Luftflotte 3, still an independent command, would not be reinforced until after 
the invasion, which OKW anticipated would come later that spring or summer. 
Indeed, so as not to confuse Luftflotte 3's controllers, fighters based in the 
Reich were ordered not to fly into France.4 

Within Germany, meanwhile, there was a general consolidation of the air­
defence organization when, on I April, 1 Jagdkorps, the Wilde Sauen, all day­
fighter units and Flak batteries, and the air raid reporting service were brought 
together under a single headquarters, Luftflotte Reich, located in Berlin, creat­
ing for the first time an integrated air-defence command at the strategic level. 
Taking advantage of the as-yet-unjammed Ypsilon (Benito) and Egon com­
munications systems, however, control of the night battle at the operational 
level was increasingly left to subordinate formations, both to make it more dif­
ficult for Bomber Command to fool the entire night-fighter organization on any 
given night and to improve the response against the kind of dispersed attacks 
Harris was now contemplating. 5 

Somewhat uncharacteristically, but perhaps with recent loss rates in mind, High 
Wycombe did not take full advantage of Eisenhower's offer to continue with 
the area offensive while remaining 'on call' for other things in the spring of 
1944. Between 17 April and 6 June there were only thirteen main-force raids 
into Germany as against almost one hundred on railroads, coast-defence instal-

• Not wanting the new Mark x AI radar to fall into enemy hands , the Air Ministry initially 
restricted its use to the air defence of Britain despite the limited threat of attack on the 
United Kingdom. 
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lations, and airfields in France and the Low Countries.6 As had been antic­
ipated, the number of casualties fell, far enough for Harris to ask that sorties 
to France, Belgium, and Holland should not count as a full 'trip' towards com­
pletion of the normal thirty-mission operational tour. Otherwise, he warned, 
' some aircrews must inevitably finish their operational tour having experienced 
far less risk and strain than others, which is obviously undesirable. ' Once the 
Air Ministry agreed, each formation was left to do its own pro-rating, and in 
No 6 Group a point system was eventually adopted that differentiated between 
easy and difficult targets. The result was that the average operational tour now 
required about thirty-five sorties and remained at that number until March 1945 
when, because of a surplus of crews, it fell again to thirty. 7 

With all Halifax ns and Vs withdrawn from operations over Germany, No 
6 Group participated in just eight of the thirteen raids over the Reich, losing 
twenty-three of 560 sorties, or 4 per cent. Fourteen of its losses came in the 
space of three days. Eight crews (including three from No 433 Squadron) 
failed to return from Dilsseldorf (22/23 April) , while six were lost at Karlsruhe 
on 24/25 April. The casualty rate at Dilsseldorf was in line with that suffered 
by the rest of Bomber Command, but why Canadian losses should have been 
so high at Karlsruhe (4.3 per cent) compared with the rest of Bomber Com­
mand (2.6 per cent), when RCAF crews reported night-fighter activity to have 
been 'on the whole negligible,' is difficult to explain unless it is attributed to 
simple bad luck. 8 

The Luftwaffe ' s continuing lack of navigation aids, de-icing equipment, and 
a reliable IFF device for its Wi.irzburgs went a long way in determining the 
extent of its success or failure at this time. On 20/2 I April, for example, the 
air-defence organization had timely radio and radar warning of the Cologne 
raid; but because a small formation of German bombers was returning from 
attacks on Hull, Bristol, and Portsmouth along approximately the same track 
as that on which Bomber Command forces were approaching the Continent 
(and could not be reliably distinguished from the latter because there was no 
IFF), most of the fighters scrambled were not committed to battle. At Diissel­
dorf (22/23 April) and Friedrichshafen (27/28 April), in contrast, the German 
effort was effective. The radio intelligence service identified the bomber stream 
while it was still over England, and route interception began early - a pattern 
that was repeated in May, when the five raids on German targets cost Bomber 
Command ninety-seven of 1700 sorties (5.7 per cent) and No 6 Group eight 
of II8 sorties (6.7 per cent). Less than a month before D-Day, despite all the 
jamming and other counter-measures available to Bomber Command (and 
despite heavy daytime attacks by American forces against the German aircraft 
industry), the enemy's ability to defend its his own air space at night, at least 
when the weather was good, had been eroded scarcely at all. 9 

Indeed, the potential of Luftflotte Reich to do damage at night was growing 
in May. 10 Almost one thousand SN2 airborne interception radars (still undiscov­
ered by High Wycombe and now being modified to operate on more than one 
wavelength) had been delivered by the end of the month, while Neptun, also 
unjammed, was being fitted to the Wilde Sauen's FW 19os. Nachtjagd-
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geschwader 6's experiments with Ypsilon and Egon control to guide groups of 
fighters into the bomber stream had proved so successful that they were being 
copied by other formations, and German signals intelligence was beginning to 
read centimetric Mark II Oboe. (It had been jamming Mark I since November.) 
That not only gave additional early warning of attack but, on occasion, could 
also be exploited to identify Bomber Command's specific target - a fact that 
was recognized by the air staff with understandable horror in July. 11 

These improvements were not extended to the skies over France. Since 
Berlin had limited the Luftwaffe's night-fighter strength there, for most of the 
spring Bomber Command faced only elements of III/NJG I at Laon, the inex­
perienced crews of NJG 4 working under equally inexperienced controllers at 
Luftflotte 3 in Paris and the Me 410s of Kampfgruppe 51, a bomber-intruder 
unit based at Calais whose crews also flew Wilde Sauen operations. To some 
considerable extent, that was the payoff for earlier decisions to limit night­
fighter production. At the same time, the strict separation between Luftflotte 
Reich and Luftflotte 3 was frustrating to the German-based Gruppen which, 
having to scramble every time the alarm sounded but prohibited from flying 
into France, were suffering casualties for that reason alone. But when I Jagd­
korps asked permission to station some of its units on forward bases in France 
and allow the rest access to French air space, Oberkommando der Luftwaffe 
denied Josef Schmid's request.12 

The first April raid by No 6 Group against a transportation target came on 
Easter Sunday, when 160 crews were sent to the marshalling yards at Lille and 
Villeneuve St George. None was lost to enemy action (although two collided 
on the way to the target) and the damage was spectacular. At Villeneuve the 
repair shops were especially hard hit, while at Lille 'an ammunition train blew 
up in the reception siding.' Civilians died in both cities: ninety-six at Ville­
neuve and 456 at Lille, where almost 5000 houses were destroyed. The railway 
yards at Tours, Tergenier, Ghent, Aulnoye, and Laon, as well as the airfield at 
St Cyr, were targets the next night, and there were civilian casualties at all six 
places. No 6 Group dispatched eleven squadrons to Ghent, where, with good 
marking, the Merelbeke sheds were heavily damaged, but so was the residential 
area southwest of the aiming point, and four hundred Belgians were killed. 13 

Winston Churchill's concerns about friendly casualties were not unfounded. 
Tergenier, Rouen, Juvisy, and Noisy-le-Sec (Paris) were the objectives on 

18/19 April, No 6 Group concentrating on the latter, where ' the locomotive 
sheds, repair shops, trans-shipment sheds, reception sidings, sorting sidings, 
road bridge, passenger station, and goods depot were all seriously affected. 
Many tracks were cut and much rolling stock was destroyed.' In addition, 
some two hundred delayed-action bombs continued to explode in the weeks 
following the raid, obstructing repair work and distracting those doing it. 
Nearly a thousand houses were knocked down and 464 civilians killed. Of the 
four RCAF crews who failed to return only one was credited to a fighter, while 
two 'probably collided' near the target and the fourth fell to Flak. 14 

As two dozen Lancasters from Nos 408 and 426 Squadrons joined the raid 
on Cologne the next night, and the other groups attacked the marshalling yards 
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at La Chapelle, Chambly, and Ottignies, 158 RCAF crews made up the entire 
main force sent to Lens. It was a successful night for the Canadians. Cologne 
and Lens were both heavily hit and only one crew went missing, but two of 
fourteen crews detailed by No 428 Squadron crashed on their return to Eng­
land, killing three crew members and injuring four. 15 

Laon, attacked on 22/23 April by Halifax squadrons while the Lancasters 
were busy at Di.isseldorf and Brunswick, cost High Wycombe nine of the 181 

aircraft dispatched; probably because they were in the first wave, No 6 Group 
lost only one of forty. 16 Five days later at Montzen, where the overall loss rate 
was l i.36 per cent, the Canadians lost ten crews from fifty-five sorties (18.2 
per cent). No 431 Squadron suffered most heavily, losing four of eleven, while 
No 434 (which had been doing better recently) lost two of sixteen. Both 
squadrons had been assigned to the later waves, which were attacked as soon 
as they crossed the Dutch and Belgian coasts and then again from St Trond to 
halfway across the Channel on the return route, by some of the three hundred 
fighters scrambled. 17 

One pilot of No 431 Squadron (who had not been to Nuremburg) was 
shaken by the ferocity of the enemy response. 'More aircraft seen shot down 
than on any other trip,' he reported after the raid, 'too many to log by Navi­
gator.' His commanding officer, Wing Commander W.F.M. Newson, who 
would take over No 405 Squadron in November and lead it until April 1945, 
was equally dismayed by the heavy casualties but was also unhappy with the 
way in which the raid had been planned. 'It is felt that this attack was tech­
nically unsound, ' he observed in the impersonal passive voice common to 
official reports, 

due to these three factors: (I) The number of aircraft employed were spread over a 
long period of time, consequently concentration in time and space was not achieved, 
thus enabling controlled fighters to be vectored on to each individual aircraft through­
out the whole route. (2) It is considered that the zero hour should have been one hour 
later, due to the height and brilliance of the moon. (3) It is considered that P[ath] 
F[inder]F[orce] should not have opened attack so early before zero hour. In so doing, 
this enabled fighter concentration in this area to be vectored into the stream, there 
being too long a period for the number of bombers in the attack. 18 

No 405 Squadron lost a single Lancaster at Montzen from which Squadron 
Leader E.M. Blenkinsop, deputy master bomber for the operation, was the sole 
survivor. Succoured by the Belgian 'underground' Resistance, Blenkinsop 
elected to continue the fight with them rather than attempt a return to England. 
He was finally captured by the Gestapo in December 1944 while participating 
in an attempt to blow up a house used by the Germans. Never identified as a 
downed airman, he was eventually sent to Neuengamme concentration camp 
where he died of heart failure on 23 January 1945, perhaps, it has been sug­
gested, as the result of a lethal injection. 19 

Because Blenkinsop had worked with the Resistance and was engaged in 
sabotage while wearing civilian clothes, he had forfeited whatever rights he 
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may have had as a captured airman and no 'war crime' was committed against 
him. The treatment accorded another crew member from 405 Squadron, shot 
down over Belgium on 27/28 April, was more difficult to judge. Of the eight 
men aboard the Lancaster, six were killed outright, one escaped, and the last, 
Flight Lieutenant G.J. Smith, who was bleeding steadily from the nose, mouth, 
and ears, was taken to the German hospital at Diest, where he died. After the 
war Allied investigators were told that 'the German doctor in charge ... is 
known to have given strict orders that Smith not be touched in any way and 
that the door to his room be at alJ times locked' - a clear case, it seemed, of 
criminal neglect. When it was learned, however, that 'there is ... local Con-
tinental medical opinion that patients with serious head injuries ... should be 
given "complete rest," which precludes even the taking of X-Rays,' the initial 
assessment was called into question. When the Canadian director of medical 
services subsequently reviewed the case he concluded that the doctor had, in 
fact, been guilty of 'gross negligence' and charges were filed with the United 
Nations War Crimes Commission. By then, however, it was too late to follow 
up stale leads. 2 0 

Sometimes there were fewer doubts. It was almost certain, for example, that 
Flying Officer W.S. Sewell of No 434 Squadron shot down over Kassel on 
22/23 October l 943 'had been ... hanged by the civilians in Kassel, on land­
ing.' And it was even clearer that Flying Officers H.W. Birnie and D.S. Jamie­
son of No 426 Squadron, who would be shot down over France on 28/29 June 
1944 and would try to return to allied lines in civilian clothes, had been 
executed by the Gestapo. 2 1 

Any mistreatment of bona fide prisoners of war by service personnel, the 
police, or civilians is, like the murder of the fifty who escaped from Stalag 
Luft III in March 1944, to be despised and condemned. But these incidents, 
deplorable as they otherwise might have been, need to be placed in context. 
The RCAF had just over 2400 aircrew taken prisoner (and Bomber Command 
some I 1 ,ooo ), yet the number believed to have died in unacceptable circum­
stances is very low - perhaps about a dozen in the RCAF's case including those 
who took part in the 'Great Escape. ' Given the horrific conditions that existed 
in German cities after the heavier and more successful raids, that is a remark­
able statistic. 

With r Jagdkorps still barred from French air space, the Luftwaffe could not 
manufacture many nights like Montzen. Indeed, Bomber Command's loss rate 
over France and the Low Countries in April 1944 was negligible compared 
with that sustained over Germany and well below the figure likely to cause 
concern at High Wycombe or the Air Ministry. But April's missing rate over 
occupied territory was also more than double that experienced in March; and 
if nothing else it said something about the enemy's defensive capabilities when 
Flak and a small number of fighters, stationed well forward (where their 
reaction time was short) and under the guidance of inexperienced controllers, 
could achieve so much. One wonders what might have happened had 1 Jagd­
korps been allowed to participate (see tables 8 and 9).22 
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TABLE 8 
Losses on Bomber Command Operations, March-May 194423 

March April May 

Sorties to German targets 6,038 4188 2453 
Losses against German targets 270 (4.5%) 121 (2.9%) 102 (4.15) 

Sorties to non-German targets 2,837 5014 7906 
Losses against non-German targets 18 (0.6%) 76 (0.5%) 165 (2.1 %) 

Minelaying sorties 518 854 826 
Minelaying losses 2 (0.4%) 19 (2.2%) 9 (1.15) 

TABLE 9 
Bomber Command Loss Rates by Group, March-May 1944 

Group• March April May 

No l Group 4.7 2.9 4.5 
No 3 Group 2.8 2.2 2.4 
No 4 Group 3.9 2.3 1.8 
No 5 Group 3.4 2.4 3.1 
No 6 Group 2.8 2.1 1.8 
No 8 Group 1.8 1.2 1.2 

a No 2 Group had been assigned to 2nd Tactical Air Force. 

The focus of Bomber Command's attack shifted even more dramatically 
over the next month. Between r May and 5 June about three thousand sorties 
were flown against German targets (with losses slightly above 5 per cent), 
while there were nearly 9000 (including Gardening missions) over occupied 
Europe. Just over two hundred crews failed to return from the latter, a missing 
rate of 2.3 per cent - higher than April's figure but still acceptable. No 6 
Group contributed 2826 of these sorties, two-fifths of the total, but lost only 
twenty-four, 0.85 per cent, considerably less than the average. 24 The RCAF's 
worst night came on 8/9 May at Haine St Pierre, when six of seventy-five 
crews - 8 per cent - failed to return. The skies had been clear, which helped 
the enemy, and it was thought that the Canadians had taken insufficient care 
to discharge Window at the prescribed rate; but they had also been sent to the 
one objective out of five which, for no discernible reason, the Luftwaffe had 
singled out for attention. Fighters pounced on the bomber stream long before 
it reached the target and pursued it forty miles over the English Channel on the 
return route. 25 

Although the AOC of No 5 Group, Air Vice-Marshal R.A. Cochrane, always 
maintained that his group's low-level target-marking produced significantly 
better bombing results than those of other groups, the scientists who studied 
the photographs from April's and May's transportation raids discovered that. 
No 6 Group's data were almost as good - just under half its crews appeared 
to have bombed within five hundred yards of the aiming point, and three-fifths 
within seven hundred - and much better than those turned in by Nos I and 3 
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Groups. The reason, they explained, was that Canadian navigators, like those 
in No 4 Group, were using the revised wind values broadcast by Bomber Com­
mand to check their own readings, while Nos I and 3 Groups left wind-finding 
entirely up to individual crews, who often got it wrong. When this trend con­
tinued in June and July, High Wycombe finally had to act. Although reluctant 
to interfere with the prerogatives of AOCs, all groups were directed to follow 
the Nos 4 and 6 Group procedure. 

Despite its superior performance, neither Air Vice-Marshal McEwen nor his 
senior air staff officer, Air Commodore Slemon, were entirely satisfied with 
No 6 Group's effort and they continued to look carefully at what was going 
wrong on those occasions when results were significantly worse than the norm. 
They found that Bomber Command's winds were sometimes wrong, but there 
was also powerful evidence that veterans of the battle of Berlin in particular, 
but also those of area bombing in general, had become afflicted with a 'general 
carelessness' about operations that had everything to do with their previous 
experience, when accurate bombing hardly mattered at all. The Ghent raid of 
IO/I I April, when just 7 per cent of bombs fell in the target area, four hundred 
Belgians were killed, and almost 1600 buildings were damaged and destroyed, 
was a case in point. 'Many aircraft ... in complete disregard of the orders 
issued ... bombed when no ground markers were burning,' unmistakable evi­
dence of 'bad discipline.' Senior squadron officers were also responsible 
because of their 'failure to stress sufficiently at briefings the absolute necessity 
for crews adhering to the bombing heights, headings, and airspeeds laid 
down.' 26 

Mistakes like that were out of the ordinary, however, and by 5 June 1944 
Bomber Command had done practically everything asked of it by General 
Eisenhower. Of the thirty-seven railway targets assigned to Harris, twenty-two 
were 'sufficiently damaged to require no more attention until further notice,' 
fifteen were 'severely damaged' and, as the Germans themselves admitted, the 
whole transportation system linking France and the Reich had been 'most 
seriously crippled.' Only around Paris was the rail network still functioning 
because, for political reasons, targets close to the centre of the French capital 
were not subjected to intense attack. In addition, heavy cratering was seen on 
seven of the twelve enemy airfields assigned to Harris, and a number of radar 
and radar stations had also been knocked out. Mount Couple, a site housing 
almost sixty transmitters but measuring just 300 by 150 yards, was obliterated 
by Nos 6 and 8 Groups on 31 May, while a slightly smaller installation at Au 
Fevre was damaged. Ammunition dumps (and 21st Panzer Division) had been 
hit in early May by Nos 1 and 5 Groups, while thirty coastal batteries were 
attacked over the whole month. Finally, 2198 minelaying sorties, 854 by No 
6 Group, had been launched as part of the prelude to Overlord in March, April, 
and May, with special emphasis (as D-Day drew nearer) on protecting the 
flanks of the invasion corridor. Harris, who had never believed that his com­
mand was capable of such precison, was amazed, and he was not the only one. 
'The U.S. air forces, who specialise in precision visual attacks by day, are in 
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particular astonished at the results,' he informed his crews; 'You have in fact 
wiped their eye for them at their own game. ' 27 

After a nerve-wracking day's delay (which gave five Canadian squadrons the 
chance to bomb Calais again without loss, contributing nicely to Fortitude, the 
overall D-Day deception scheme), Operation Neptune, the assault phase of 
Overlord, began the night of 5/6 June. Bomber Command sent I I 35 crews to 
attack ten artillery batteries covering the invasion beaches, No 6 Group (which 
provided about one-fifth of the total) making for Merville, Franceville, Houl­
gate, and Longues for the loss of only one crew. Most reported that they had 
bombed their primary targets using Oboe and H2S blind-marking, but because 
of cloud the results of their attack were not immediately known. As it turned 
out, they did not measure up to the claims that were made. While the garrison 
at Merville was apparently shaken, it was not too dazed to resist when British 
paratroopers attacked the battery at dawn. One of the guns at Longues was put 
out of action, but the other three, and the battery at Houlgate, continued to fire 
on the British and Canadian beaches until suppressed by naval gunfire.28 

No IOO (Bomber Support) Group, formed originally to deceive the German 
night-fighter force, came into its own as part of the immediate D-Day cover 
and deception plan. 'Five Fortresses of 2 I 4 Squadron,' Canadian pilot Murray 
Peden recalled, 

together with a force of about three times as many Lancasters, were to establish a 
strong patrol line some 80 or 90 miles north-east of the beaches, protecting the left 
flank of the great assault from aerial interference. We would be dropping WINDOW 

continuously, to maintain the threat of other heavy bomber forces thrusting inland, and 
blanketing with a continuous and impenetrable curtain of jamming every channel of 
communication used by the German night fighters ... 

We steered for our appointed patrol line, situated just north and east of Dieppe, and 
began our run inland almost perpendicular to the coastline. We were flying well above 
the Lancasters at 27,000 feet, and our orders called for us to Window and carry the 
jamming barrier inland some 80 or 90 miles. 

Our orders were to patrol our lengthy beat eight times (counting the inbound and 
outbound legs separately); so, for seven hours we plied black and forth in the darkness, 
WINDOWING and jamming for all we were worth . . . On the last leg we began to 
descend towards the coast ... We left the French coast behind, continuing our descent, 
and headed back towards England. It was not yet daylight, but the darkness had begun 
to soften. Suddenly we saw a sight that brought a lump into my throat. 

Sometime earlier that night, schoolboy John Keegan had heard hundreds of 
aircraft flying low over his house (see chapter 9). Now Murray Peden saw 
them. 'A tremendous, awesome aerial armada was passing us in extended 
formation a mile or two on our left side. They were going in. We were coming 
out. For a minute I watched them sailing silently onward to their date with 
destiny. I thought of the men squatting nervously inside and felt like a slacker. 
After five or six hours in the air we were on our way home, heading back to 
a good breakfast and a clean bed. They were only a quarter of an hour away 
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from going in by parachute or glider - to face what? We flew in silence for 
some time. ' 29 

Along with Window and Airborne Cigar, No JOO Group was also employing 
Mandrel, a counter-measure originally introduced in 1943 for use against early­
warning radars but quickly withdrawn when the enemy greatly expanded the 
number of Freya frequencies. Subsequently (and substantially) modified to in­
crease its power and range as well as the spectrum of frequencies that could 
be blotted out, the 1944 Mandrel variant required as many as forty transmitters 
to be carried and operated by the crew of a single aircraft, and its reintroduc­
tion was delayed until the invasion to maximize its effect during the most 
critical military operations yet undertaken by the Western allies. On the night 
of 5/6 June, then, just twenty aircraft from Nos 199 and 803 Squadrons were 
able to produce an electronic screen 'behind which aircraft could operate un­
seen.' After the beachhead was secure and the Royal Navy had withdrawn its 
objections to the routine use of Mandrel over the English Channel (for fear that 
it would inadvertently cover the approach of German forces), the equipment 
would be employed in support of almost all bombing operations. Besides re­
ducing the effective range of the German early warning radar chains, it also 
greatly facilitated the carrying out of spoofs and diversions. 30 

When the target to be bombed lay in southern Germany, for example, the plot might 
shape up like this. Just before dusk, a dozen or fourteen MANDREL aircraft would fly 
out and take up their stations off the enemy coast, strung out in pairs in a great line 
so as to shield our bases completely from observation. At the appointed moment, the 
operator in each aircraft would switch on MANDREL, blanketing all of the FREYA' s 
screens with snow. The central German fighter controller would thus have no early 
information on which to base his preliminary concentrations ... After some consider­
able time, however, an attacking British force would suddenly come thrusting through 
the northern portion of the MANDREL screen and begin to be discernible to the FREYA 

. . . But as the controller well knew, at least after the first time Bomber Command did 
it . . . the powerful bomber stream reported to be heading for the Frisians ... might only 
be a handful of Fortresses dropping WINDOW . . . while at the same time, Main Force, 
which had gone into France at low level ... suddenly appeared on the German radar 
screens far to the south. 31 

But Mandrel was not the be-all and end-all of electronic counter-measures. 
Provided the Window anti-jamming kits developed for their large Wi.irzburg 
Riesen were working, the Germans could still identify the bomber stream 
while it was fifty miles out to sea, which offered at least some early warning, 
while undisciplined use or testing of H2S was always a dead give-away of the 
stream's location. And, since the Germans were able to monitor both Mark I 

and Mark II Oboe, it was possible for them to penetrate the jamming even 
when Mandrel was present - although whether they would always react 
correctly was a different question. Accordingly, No roo Group undertook to 
exploit the enemy's understandable anxiety to see through the jamming - and 
its equally understandable propensity to believe that whatever appeared on its 
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radar screens when electronic counter-measures were not present had to be 
genuine. They began to 'simulate the breakdown of the Mandrel screen,' 
giving German controllers a tantalizing glimpse of what seemed to be an 
approaching bomber stream but was actually a sham. After two or three 
spoofs based on this pattern, by which time the enemy was probably condi­
tioned to accept these bogus penetrations as Bomber Command's latest decep­
tion gimmick, High Wycombe would allow the genuine main force to be 
revealed behind the Mandrel screen in the hope that the Luftwaffe would 
ignore it.32 

Sometimes the technique worked perfectly. On 18/19 July No 6 Group lost 
only one of 154 crews in a low-level approach (2500 feet) to the synthetic oil 
plant at Wesseling, a little south of Cologne, an area that was usually heavily 
defended. The Canadians were ignored, however, because they were identified 
as spoofers when they emerged from the Mandrel screen. 33 

After D-Day Bomber Command continued to attack targets selected by Eisen­
hower's headquarters. Indeed, although the US Eighth Air Force was to have 
been equally involved in the assault on the French railways, the fact that 
American crews had little blind-bombing experience meant that its operations 
were often cancelled because of low cloud and inclement weather. Bomber 
Command, however, simply continued with its well-tried Pathfinder marking 
techniques using Gee, Oboe, and H2S. The first post-invasion raids on rail 
centres in the Paris area took place on 7/8 June. With crews flying well below 
10,000 feet, heavy Flak accounted for most of the twenty-eight sorties lost (8.3 
per cent of the 337 dispatched), but all targets were hit heavily and accurately. 
For its part, No 6 Group contributed one hundred crews, of whom six returned 
early, four were lost, and one crashed on landing. (One of those returning early 
did so with only three men on board, the other four having baled out without 
their captain's knowledge after their aircraft had been damaged by anti-aircraft 
fire.)34 

Flak would remain the main threat to the bomber stream by day, when the 
German gunners did not have to rely upon radar to see what they were shoot­
ing at. At the same time, however, now that the invasion had taken place, the 
Luftwaffe moved a number of fighter units into France and western Germany 
- although not so many as had been called for in April's plan. There was also 
further decentralization of command to improve the response against multiple 
shallow penetrations. More importantly, the old line of demarcation between 
Luftflotte 3 and Luftflotte Reich was erased completely, and the Germans were 
soon mounting a strong and resolute defence over France, Belgium, and Hol­
land. On I 2/13 June fighters, not Flak, accounted for most of the twenty-three 
aircraft lost (3-4 per cent) in Bomber Command's operations against transpor­
tation targets, and most again of the fifteen (8.2 per cent of those dispatached 
and including three each from Nos 408, 419, 427, and 434 Squadrons) lost by 
No 6 Group over Arras and Cambrai. Similarly, three weeks later night-fighters 
took advantage of clear skies and a 'virtually full moon' to shoot down nine 
of the 102 crews (8.8 per cent) No 6 Group sent to Villeneuve St George. 35 
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While the scale was decidedly different, the simi larities with the Nuremburg 
raid of 3 I March I 944 are striking. 

It was on the night of 12/13 June that the only Victoria Cross awarded to 
a No 6 Group airman was earned. Pilot Officer Andrew Mynarski was the mid­
upper gunner of a No 419 Squadron Lancaster x which was 'attacked from 
below and astern by an enemy fighter.' 

As an immediate result of the attack, both port engines failed. Fire broke out between 
the mid-upper turret and the rear turret, as well as in the port wing. The flames soon 
became fierce and the captain ordered the crew to abandon the aircraft. 

Pilot Officer Mynarski left his turret and went towards the escape hatch. He then 
saw that the rear gunner was still in his turret and apparently unable to leave it. The 
turret was, in fact, immovable, since the hydraulic gear had been put out of action 
when the port engines failed, and the manual gear had been broken by the gunner in 
his attempts to escape. 

Without hesitation, Pilot Officer Mynarski made his way through the flames in an 
endeavour to reach the rear turret and release the gunner. Whilst so doing, his para­
chute and his clothing, up to the waist, were set on fire. All his efforts to move the 
turret and free the gunner were in vain. Eventually the rear gunner clearly indicated 
to him that there was nothing more he could do and that he should try to save his own 
life. Pilot Officer Mynarski reluctantly went back through the flames to the escape 
hatch. There, as a last gesture to the trapped gunner, he turned towards him, stood at 
attention in his flaming clothing and saluted, before he jumped out of the aircraft. Pilot 
Officer Mynarski 's descent was seen by French people on the ground. Both his para­
chute and his clothing were on fire. He was found eventually by the French, but he 
was so severely burnt that he died from his injuries. 

Thrown clear when the Lancaster hit the ground, Flying Officer G.P. Brophy, 
the rear gunner whom Mynarski had been trying to save, had a miraculous 
escape. Delivered to the Resistance by French civilians, he was back in Britain 
by September to tell his, and Mynarski 's, story.36 

Although there would be seventeen more attacks on railway targets before 
the end of the month, after which the volume of all French rail traffic had been 
reduced to 20 per cent of January's levels, the real damage had been done by 
the end of the second week of June. 'All main lines' had been broken, author­
ities in Berlin observed; 'the coastal defences have been cut off from supply 
bases in the interior [and] large-scale strategic movement of German troops by 
rail is practically impossible.' In London, meanwhile, the air staff drew some 
satisfaction from the fact that Harris's pessimistic prediction that he could best 
support the invasion by intensifying his attacks on German cities had proved 
to be 'very far ... from the truth' - and even more parochial glee from the 
evidence that Bomber Command's 'accuracy and concentration on small targets 
[exceeded] that . .. achieved by the American heavies by day.' 37 

Once the railways had been cut - No 6 Group had provided about a third 
of all transportation plan sorties - and with Allied intelligence estimating that 
the Wehrmacht's total fuel reserve had dwindled to about two months' supply, 
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it was only to be expected that petroleum refining would now re-emerge as a 
priority target system. Portal and Sir Norman Bottomley, the deputy chief of 
air staff, were both convinced of its importance, while Harris, who had once 
regarded oil as the 'panacea of panaceas,' had arrived at an informal agreement 
with Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur Tedder, Eisenhower's deputy, to take on the 
enemy's synthetic petroleum industry whenever the tactical situation in 
Normandy permitted.38 

Since these synthetics were used primarily to produce aviation fuel for the 
Luftwaffe, the bomber forces would be helping their own cause - and to an 
extent they might not have considered possible just a few months before. 
'Precision bombing on markers dropped by Oboe in average weather proved 
far more effective than we had any right to expect,' Harris observed after the 
fact, and the Americans became increasingly proficient with H2X (their version 
of H2S). As a result of the combined assault, monthly output of synthetic oil 
was reduced from 436,000 to 152,000 tonnes between May and September, 
while production of aviation fuel fell from I 56,000 to 10,000 tonnes a month 
over the same period (and to 1000 tonnes in February 1945) at a time when 
the Luftwaffe required about 320,000 tonnes a month. The strategic reserve fell 
from 314,000 tonnes to a paltry 30,000 tonnes over the same period (although 
the decline was at least partially attributable to the amount of fuel set aside for 
the forthcoming German offensive in the Ardennes). 39 

On 16/17 June, when the refinery at Sterkrade was the target, the Luftwaffe 
was disappointed with its effort as weather grounded many of its crews. Yet, 
despite the full functioning of the Mandrel screen, No 6 Group crews reported 
that fighter activity had been 'rather intense.' All told, thirty-two aircraft failed 
to return (IO per cent), including twelve of the one hundred from No 6 Group 
(among them four each from Nos 431 and 434 Squadrons, the latter again 
having a spell of heavier-than-normal casualties). As had happened before, and 
for reasons that are no longer discernible, the bomber stream had passed very 
close to one of the beacons around which a large number of night-fighters 
were orbiting. Beyond that, however, now that the Germans were using as 
many as nine voice and two Morse channels simultaneously to broadcast their 
running commentaries, and changing frequencies every half hour, even Bomber 
Command's extensive and sophisticated repertoire of electronic counter-mea­
sures could not frustrate all the German controllers. 'The effort was concen­
trated on those channels which were considered to be most dangerous,' signals 
intelligence reported, but even so one of them 'remained readable' in Eng­
land.40 

Although Harris would later remark that his time under Eisenhower's com­
mand was a period of consistency and continuity in terms of the objectives he 
was given, the post-invasion bombing of France entailed considerably more 
than attacks on railways and oil refineries. A formal but sporadic campaign 
against the v-weapons launch sites (Operation Crossbow) had begun in Decem­
ber 1943, mostly by light bombers and fighter-bombers (as recounted in the 
Fighter War section of this book). When the first flying bomb (v-1) fell on the 
United Kingdom on 12/13 June, however, the attack on the launch sites was 
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intensified and High Wycombe was told to bomb storage and supply facilities 
as well. Although not entirely happy with these orders, Harris sent 405 crews 
to attack four v-weapon supply depots on 16/17 June, and followed that up 
with sixty-three separate raids before the end of August.* Operating by night 
as well as by day, when crews were instructed to fly in 'broad and reasonably 
short' columns to allow fighter escorts to cover them, Bomber Command 
dropped 24,292 tons of bombs on Crossbow targets in July (two-fifths of its 
total effort for the month) and continued on at almost the same pace in the first 
two weeks of August. One such operation, against the v- l storage site at St­
Leu-D'Esserent on 5 August, saw No 6 Group deliver l 193 tons of bombs, the 
most it dropped on any one raid during the whole war.4' Results were never­
theless 'disappointing' despite the intense effort - in part because Crossbow 
sites were difficult to find, but also because it had been decided to deplete the 
large stocks of obsolete GP [General Purpose] bombs against them rather than 
employ the more modem and efficient 'middle capacity' bombs used against 
other precision targets, particularly oil refineries and synthetic plants.42 

Allied planners had anticipated that the Germans would make a concerted 
effort with their French-based destroyers, E-boats, and other light surface 
vessels against Allied ships sailing between England and Normandy. To that 
end, it was important to maximize damage to port facilities on each side of 
the Baie de la Seine and any naval vessels which might be using them. The 
Channel ports north of the River Orne were assigned to Bomber Command, 
and Harris, taking advantage of Allied air superiority, chose to attack Le 
Havre and Boulogne at twilight so as to limit collateral damage and casualties. 
No 6 Group joined the attack on 15 June, providing 162 of 297 crews sent 
to Boulogne. While there was some disagreement among the Canadians as to 
the placement of the markers, the bombing seemed to have been accurate and 
there would be less interference with cross-Channel shipping by E-boats 
sailing from that port. (Destroyers and E-boats were, however, active from Le 
Havre.) Although Harris undertook all these missions dutifully enough and 
boasted about their successes in his memoirs, at the time he was still inclined 
to regard them as a serious misapplication of strategic air power. 'I do not be­
lieve,' he told Tedder, 'that apart from the damage to the rocket firing sites 
and to supply dumps, any of this bombing has had a worthwhile effect ... 
while it has had the deplorable effect ... of taking virtually the whole of 
Bomber Command and much of the American effort off targets in Germany 
for 3-1/2 months. '43 

What worried him most, however, because General Eisenhower had never 
concealed his intention to use both the Eighth Air Force and Bomber Com­
mand as a kind of heavy artillery, was the likelihood that he would be called 
upon to support ground operations as a matter of course. And, indeed, the first 
such mission took place on 7/8 June, when elements of Nos I, 5, and 8 Groups 

• With General Spaatz objecting even more strenuously to any diversion of the American 
bombing effort, Bomber Command in fact took on most Crossbow targets. The US Eighth 
Air Force became involved only when 'it could not operate against German industry' and, in 
July and August , it contributed just over a quarter of all Crossbow sorties. 
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(with No 405 Squadron providing twelve Lancasters) were assigned the task 
of attacking a six-way road junction near the First US Army front. Unhappily, 
a stray marker which fell six miles from the aiming point attracted most of the 
795 tons of bombs dropped. The next such attack, an attempt to cover the 
withdrawal of British armour from Villers-Bocage on 14/15 June, did not 
prevent the Germans from attacking on the 16th; but a similar raid against 9 
SS Panzer Division in the same area on 30 June, for which No 405 Squadron 
provided ten target-markers, proved 'most effective' because 'it delayed their 
attempt to take Cheux. ' 44 

Although Bomber Command carried out several more interdiction attacks -
bombing enemy troop concentrations and supply lines behind the battlefront 
- by daylight, it was not until 7 July 1944, when General Montgomery asked 
for an aerial bombardment to assist in taking the city of Caen, that High 
Wycombe (and Allerton Hall) became involved in close support of ground 
operations. The attack on Caen was launched shortly before last light on the 
7th, when 467 machines from Nos 1 ,4,6 and 8 Groups dropped more than 
2500 tons of bombs in less than an hour on some two-and-a-half square miles 
of the northern half of the city. Eighty-seven crews from No 6 Group 'were 
enthusiastic over the success of this raid,' 45 but Wing Commander J.E. John­
son, the top-scoring British fighter ace who was now leading No T 44 (RCAF) 
Wing of Spitfire escorts, had his doubts. 

It was quite apparent that a number of bombs had fallen well outside the target area. 
As I watched the terrible destruction wrought on the French city, I could not help 

but wonder whether we were using a sledge-hammer to crack a nut. We were well 
aware of the military necessity to break the enemy at Caen so that our ground troops 
could eventually deploy into open country. But we were not so sure that this object 
could only be achieved by the wholesale destruction of Caen and the death of a great 
number of its inhabitants. 

Some of the bombs were timed to explode up to six hours after the attack, so that 
there would not be too large a time lag before the ground force went in the next 
morning. Flying low on the fringe of the attack, I distinctly saw a Gennan tank thrown 
into the air, like a child's toy, and turning over and over before it fell to the ground.46 

The Canadian infantrymen, who had just succeeded in capturing part of Car­
piquet airfield on the western edge of the city in two days of costly fighting, 
found the 'smoke and flame wonderful,' reporting that it had 'improved their 
morale 500 per cent.' No doubt it did much the same for the British troops on 
their left, half encircling the city. The enemy, however, found the bombing 
ineffectual. The senior staff officer of the 12th SS (Hitler Jugend) Panzer 
Division recorded that his formation 'suffered only negligible casualties ... 
Some tanks and armoured personnel carriers were toppled over or buried under 
debris from houses, but after a short while nearly all of them were again ready 
for action.' Of course, the bulk of his troops, like the other defenders of Caen, 
were solidly dug in along an arc of villages and hamlets north of the city, 
where they escaped this intense bombardment; in order to limit the dangers of 
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friendly fire, 'it had previously been decided that pending further experience 
the bombline should be 6,ooo yards ahead of the nearest [Anglo-Canadian] 
troops. '47 

Indeed, there was little that was ' close' about this operation in terms of 
either time or space. For reasons probably connected with 21st Army Group's 
reluctance to assault by night, as well as Bomber Command's preference for 
visual identification of aiming points when undertaking such a precise attack, 
the bombardment was carried out at last light on the 7th, while the troops did 
not begin to move until first light on the 8th - an interval of some six hours 
during which those Germans who had been subjected to the bombing could, 
and did, largely recover their poise. In the end, it took a day-and-a-half of 
heavy fighting (that included naval fire support from the 16-inch guns of HMS 

Rodney, out in the English Channel) to take Caen at a cost of 3500 casualties 
- more than a thousand of them Canadian.48 

Although the cratering and rubble created by the bombing had made it 
difficult for those fighting through the city, there was still much enthusiasm on 
the part of most soliders for this new kind of fire support. The mere sight of 
a massive bomber attack quickened the spirit of troops who were, by now, 
coming to rely upon overwhelming firepower for any success at all and who 
realized, as postwar studies would confirm, that heavy bombers produced a 
barrage 'out of all comparison with that attainable by any artillery concentra­
tion that can at present be contemplated.' Montgomery asked for ' the whole 
weight of air power' to fall on the defended areas and strongpoints flanking his 
proposed thrust as he planned Operation Goodwood - the second attempt to 
unhinge the German defences south of Caen and open the way to Falaise. 
What he got, on 18 July, was (in the words of Leigh-Mallory, penned the 
following November) 'the heaviest and most concentrated air attack in support 
of ground forces ever attempted. '49 This time Bomber Command, including 
almost two hundred crews from No 6 Group, came in broad daylight, shortly 
after dawn. 

Again the troops forming up for the ground attack were properly impressed. 
A soldier waiting to advance with the British armoured division that would 
spearhead the ground assault watched the approaching air armada with awe. 

High in the sky and away to our left a faint and steady hum caught our attention and, 
as we watched, it grew into an insistent throbbing roar and the first aeroplanes 
appeared high up in the pale sky. Then the whole northern sky was filled with them 
as far as one could see - wave upon wave, stepped up one above another and spread­
ing out east and west until it seemed there was no room for any more ... The bombers 
flew in majesticaly and with a dreadful, unalterable dignity, unloaded and made for 
home; the sun, just coming over the horizon, caught their wings as they wheeled. Now 
hundreds of little black clouds were puffing round the bombers as they droned inexor­
ably to their targets and occasionally one of them would heel over and plunge smooth­
ly into the huge pall of smoke and dust that was steadily growing in the south . .. Then 
the guns took up in a steadily increasing crescendo the work which the bombers had 
begun. 50 
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The airmen delivered over three thousand tons of bombs in forty-five minutes, 
and at some points the bombline was no more than nine hundred yards in front 
of the foremost British troops. The attack was directed against five fortified 
villages, two on each flank of the army ' s line of advance and one - Cagny -
directly in its path. Allocated to two of the five targets, those Canadians who 
bombed the one reported it 'well plastered' and those assigned to the other 
thought their bombing ' well concentrated in the target area; they had, in fact, 
caused substantial damage and temporarily demoralized many of the enemy. 
But the army did not begin its advance until 0745 hours, ninety minutes after 
the heavy bombers had finished their work and time enough for the Germans 
to recover sufficiently to offer significant resistance. Despite having pierced the 
enemy's defensive crust and advanced up to four miles, Montgomery's 
armoured spearheads (and the 3rd Canadian Infantry Division on the right) 
ground to a halt, the roads behind them so congested that it was impossible to 
reinforce success.5 ' 

While the question of bomblines could be (as we shall see) an extraordinar­
ily tricky one, it is hard to comprehend why the matter of timing could not 
have been coordinated more closely from the beginning, with the air attack 
concluding at the same prearranged moment that the soldiers began to move 
forward. Even so, Generalfeldmarschall Hans von Kluge (who had been ap­
pointed to command Army Group B after Rommel had been injured in a 
fighter-bomber attack on 17 August) found this new kind of heavy bombard­
ment disturbing. 'The psychological effect on the fighting forces, especially the 
infantry, of such a mass of bombs raining down upon them with all the force 
of elemental nature, is a factor which must be given serious consideration,' he 
told Hitler.52 

Montgomery ' s next attempt to open the road to Falaise was planned and 
executed by Lieutenant-General Guy Simonds's II Canadian Corps, with the 
British 51st (Highland) and Polish Armoured Divisions under command. A 
night operation, Totalize called for close support by heavy bombers despite 
Harris's doubts about the ability of his crews to bomb accurately enough in the 
dark; and, indeed, although I roo aircraft were dispatched, only 660 of them 
actually attacked, the others being called off by the master bomber as the target 
areas became obscured by smoke and dust. Altogether, 133 of 235 crews from 
No 6 Group squadrons were permitted to bomb, those who did reporting 'very 
concentrated bombing ' in what they assessed as a 'good attack.' 53 

Because the bombing ended early, the ground attack (which had been sche­
duled to begin half an hour before the last bombs fell on the most distant 
targets) actually began half an hour after the bombardment had concluded. 
Dust and smoke from the bombing, combined with darkness (and sadly inad­
equate map- and compass-reading) led many of the attackers to lose direction, 
but, even so, by dawn they had again created a distinct breach in the German 
defences. General Simonds intended to launch his two armoured divisions -
the Polish and 4th Canadian - through that breach, sped on their way by more 
close support bombing, to be delivered in daylight by the US Eighth Air Force. 
Of 678 machines dispatched, 492 actually attacked, dropping nearly 1500 tons 
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of bombs. Unfortunately, twenty-four of them bombed wrongly, killing and 
wounding more than three hundred officers and men of the Polish armoured 
divison and the 3rd Canadian Infantry Division, including the latter's com­
mander, Major General R.F. Keller, among the wounded. The second phase of 
Totalize petered out. 54 

Away to the southwest, meanwhile, the Americans were now lunging for­
ward in a gigantic right hook that showed every prospect of trapping a vast 
German army in the so-called 'Falaise pocket' if only Montgomery's armies 
could push southeast, past Falaise, and join up with the Americans at Argentan. 
To that end another Canadian assault was mounted on 14 August, under the 
code-name Tractable, in which just over eight hundred aircraft from Nos 1, 4, 
6, and 8 Groups hit at enemy concentrations and strongpoints about a mile in 
front of the start-line. No 6 Group provided 227 crews for the operation, of 
which 105 made for aiming point 23, on the northern fringe of the battlefield 
near Bons Tassilly, and the rest for aiming point 28, slightly to the south, at 
Aisy/Potigy.55 'The area in which these aiming points lie,' crews were in­
formed , 

is high ground infested with guns, tanks and defended localities and forms the main 
stumbling block between the Canadian Army and FALAISE. The intention of this attack 
is to remove this stumbling block by disorganising, neutralizing, and destroying 
everything in the area surrounding the Aiming Point and by using blast to force the 
survivors to keep their heads down while the Canadians attack to capture the key town 
of FALAISE. In this attack Bomber Command are adding their massive weight to the 
team that is steadily pulling tight the neck of the bag round the nearly trapped enemy 
divisions and their contribution, if successfu lly carried out, may well be the decisive 
factor in the completion of the first major victory over the German armies on French 
soil in this war.56 

The Bons Tassilly force, comprising crews from Nos 408, 415 ,* 420, 425, 
426, 432, and 433 Squadrons, was by and large able to 'map-read [its] way to 
the aiming point' despite only 'fair ... horizontal visibility ' ; most crews report­
ed that they had 'bombed on concentration of T[arget] l[ndicator]s or centre 

' No 415 Squadron , as we have seen earlier, was transferred to Bomber Command on 12 
July 1944 at Ottawa's request because the Canadian government was not satisfied with the 
role it had been given in Coastal Command. In terms of personnel, only the groundcrew and 
headquarters staff went to No 6 Group, the Wellington and Albacore aircrews moving to 
other RAF squadrons. No 415 flew its first bomber mission on 28/29 July, when it bombed 
Hamburg. For the first month or so, however, perhaps because there were so many new 
aircrew, one pilot found No 415 to be 'a sloppy squadron with a morale problem,' something 
not helped when, in mid-August, a mid-air collision during practice flying killed the com­
manding officer and most of the other senior officers as the former attempted too tight a 
fornrntion. Wing Commander J.H .L. Lecomte, the popular and successful co of No 425 
Squadron, was transferred to No 415 and immediately set his stamp on it by stepping up 
training and, letting the adjutant handle his paper work, flying as many operations as pos­
sible. When he was promoted to group captain and took over the station at Tholthorpe in 
November, No 415 Squadron had fully recovered . 




