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LAST POST 
F/O Edwin J. Bass • Observer • 226 Squadron 

Edwin ‘Ed’ Bass (Basovsky), age 96, passed 
away peacefully on 27 May 2019 at the Grand 
Falls Villa in Grand Falls, New Brunswick. 

Born in Winnipeg, Manitoba to parents Max 
and Goldie (Kimmel) Basovsky, Ed 
volunteered for the RCAF at 19 years of age. 
He experienced BCATP training that included 
No. 1 Bombing & Gunnery School, Jarvis, ON; 
No. 10 Air Observer School, Chatham (now 
Miramichi), NB and No. 34 Operational 
Training Unit, Pennfield Ridge, NB. 

After a convoy trip from Halifax to Liverpool, 
Ed arrived at No. 3 Personnel Reception Centre 

for Commonwealth Airmen in Bournemouth on England’s south coast on Christmas Eve, 
1943. He would spend seven months there, taking further training before being posted, on 
20 Jul 44, to 226 Squadron at RAF Hartford Bridge, Hampshire with crew mates Rick 
Double (Pilot), Jack Read (Wireless Op/Air Gunner) and John Smart (Air Gunner). His 
mates were all New Zealanders. 

They flew their first operation 24 Jul 44, a true baptism of fire. It was an attack by 12 
Mitchells of 226 Squadron and 48 Mitchells of 139 Wing on a large concentration of enemy 
troops and heavy guns in woods at La Hogue near Caen. Very intense, accurate flak 
claimed one of 226 Squadron’s Mitchells; the crew bailed out over the channel; four were 
killed and one picked up by Air Sea Rescue. A 180 Squadron Mitchell was also hit and the 
Observer killed; the wounded pilot managed a wheels up landing at Tangmere. 

Ed and crew would complete their tour with their final op from RAF B.50 Airfield at Vitry-
en-Artois, to where 226 Sqn had moved in October ’44 after that field was captured from 
German forces. That final operation was a 19 Nov 44 attack on the Rail Centre at Viersen, 
Germany. They were posted back to No. 3 PRC and then Ed returned to Canada to be 
reunited with Lucille, to whom he had been wed shortly before going overseas. They would 
remain at Ed’s posting to Pennfield Ridge, NB until his return to Winnipeg and RCAF 

Ed enjoying a glass of champagne in an open air 
café on the Champs-Élysées in Paris during the 70th 
Anniversary of D-Day.    Ed Bass photo 
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Discharge. He then attended the University of Manitoba and was granted a PhD 07 Oct 54, 
which began his career in the field of chemistry; his last position being with the 
International Grains Institute in Winnipeg. 

Ed was predeceased by his wife Lucille in 2011, after which he moved to live with his son 
Harvey in New Brunswick; he is survived by two sons: Louis (Judy) and Harvey (Donna) 
and daughter Kathryn Dailey (Charles); six grandchildren and four great grandchildren. 

A member of the 2nd Tactical Air Force Medium Bombers Association, Ed took the 
responsibility of collecting WWII memoirs from members and assembling them into the 
book ‘Grumpy Flies Again’ published in 2004. Distributed only to members, it quickly 
became the ‘go to’ reference for looking up Squadron tales; and quite a resource for 
researchers. 

 

F/L W. Basil Hibbert • Pilot • 226 Squadron 
Editor’s note: While searching the National Archives at Kew I found a recording of an 
interview with Basil Hibbert. He must have been a very interesting gent to talk with; he is 
very articulate while discussing his wartime service life, a time during which he enjoyed 
being part of a crew. I could find no further detail on his death other than it was in 2001. 

Walter Basil Hibbert went to his last post in 2001. He was survived 
by his wife Susan (Heald); they had no children. 

Basil, of Bradford, Yorkshire, enlisted in the RAF in early 1941 
and had to wait six months for training space to open up, a quite 
common occurrence. He trained at Cranwell, enjoying his 
orientation flight in an Airspeed Oxford on 28 Jul 41, soloed in 
August and then graduated through Bristol Blenheims and onto 
Douglas Bostons. Basil was posted to 226 Squadron at Swanton 
Morley along with crewmates K. Scholes (Nav) and J.B. 
Crowhurst (AG) in August ’42 and their first Squadron activity in 
an A-20 Boston was a 15 Sep 42 Air Sea Rescue search. 

Their early operations were described by Basil as “low level across the channel, a quick 
climb to 10,000 feet, drop our bombs and scream for home.” Most of the ops were 
‘Circuses’ where the bombers were actually bait to draw enemy fighters to be destroyed by 
the large escort of Spitfires. They spent much time in low altitude training which lead to 
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the 06 Dec 42 raid on the Phillips Valve and Radio factory at Eindhoven, Holland. The 
Squadron re-equipped with B-25 Mitchells in mid-1943. 

Basil and crewmates spent several weeks at RAF Drem, Scotland on special assignment 
doing experimental work with ‘Window’ (a radar masking device) and shortly afterwards 
were sent on six months rest. They had completed 32 ops; Basil was ready for rest, as he 
was “feeling rather twitchy”. He rejoined 226 Squadron at Vitry-en-Artois and was keen 
to get back to flying, so went on a 1 Dec 44 op as a passenger with the crew of S/L Lyle 
and Observer Walter Hughes Wasey, who we profiled in our Feb 2019 issue. 

With new crewmates F.D. Peterkin (O), L. Blin (WAG) 
and W. McCarter (AG), Basil would fly 40 ops by V-E 
Day, completing a personal total of 70 over two tours. 
Wishing to continue flying, he joined 2nd TAF 
Communications Squadron in Bückeburg, Germany, 
piloting Austers and Ansons on VIP flights until being 
moved to Berlin 04 Jul 45 as personal pilot for Major-
General Lewis Lyne, GOC Berlin (British Zone). 

While in Berlin Basil met and married Susan Heald, an 
Auxiliary Territorial Service (ATS) Staff Sergeant on 
Eisenhower’s staff, who had typed the German surrender 
document and witnessed its signing. They would live in 
Bonn for a short while before returning to London. Basil 
was released from the RAFVR in the summer of 1946; he 
would become a Director of John Lewis & Partners. 

Basil Hibbert’s interview can be heard at https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/80012340 

 

Susan (Heald) Hibbert • ATS SSgt 
The Telegraph.co.uk • 17 Feb 2009 

Susan Hibbert, who died on 02 February 2009, aged 84, is thought to have been the last 
British witness to the signing of the German surrender in May 1945 – a document that she 
typed up and whose completion marked the end of the Second World War in Europe; 
minutes later she conveyed that momentous news to London with the historic signal: "The 
mission of this Allied Force was fulfilled at 0241, local time, May 7th, 1945." Staff sergeant 
who typed and witnessed the German surrender, and cabled the news to London. 

Wedding photo of F/L Basil Hibbert and 
SSgt Susan Heald.        Photo: spink.com 
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In May 1945, as Susan Heald, she was a British staff sergeant in the Auxiliary Territorial 
Service (ATS) based at Reims in north-eastern France. 

As a secretary for the Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Force (SHAEF), Susan 
Heald played an essential role in the countdown to the end of war – typing and retyping 
the final surrender document. 

"For five days we were typing 
documents," she recalled later. "We 
started early in the morning and 
finished late at night. I typed the 
English documents, three other 
secretaries typed the French, 
Russian and German versions." The 
main document was very short but 
there were numerous attachments. 
"In those days we didn't have 
computers," she remembered, "but had to bash out our typing on those old Imperial 
typewriters. Naturally, if we made a mistake, the whole document had to be started again." 

With Hitler's suicide at the end of April, leadership of Germany had devolved to Grand 
Admiral Karl Dönitz. On May 6 General Alfred Jodl, chief of staff at the Wehrmacht, 
arrived to represent him in Reims. Susan Heald began typing the Act of Military Surrender 
that morning and finished some 20 hours later in the early hours of May 7. 

When finally typed, the documents were taken to the "war room", which was covered from 
floor to ceiling in maps. In the centre of the room stood a large, black wooden table, 
described by one reporter as the "most important table on earth". Pencils, papers and 
ashtrays had been arranged on it with military precision, their positions measured with a 
ruler by an American captain. 

At about 2:30am the Germans were called in. Ten Allied officers had taken their places at 
the table, but for reasons of protocol General Eisenhower remained in another room. After 
a prolonged wait Susan Heald and her colleagues were invited in to watch history being 
made. 

An interpreter read out the surrender terms. General Jodl then rose stiffly, turned to General 
Eisenhower's Chief of Staff, Lt Gen Walter Bedell Smith, and announced (in English): "I 
want to say a word." Then, proceeding in German, he declared: 
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"With this signature the German people and the German armed forces are for better 
or worse delivered into the victor's hands. In this war, which has lasted more than 
five years, they both have achieved and suffered more than perhaps any other 
people in the world. In this hour I can only express the hope that the victor will 
treat them with generosity." 

There was no answer, and there were no salutes. The Germans rose and left the room. 

Susan Heald and others left inside celebrated quietly. "We had some Veuve Clicquot 
champagne but we didn't have any glasses so we had to drink it out of army mess tins. We 
passed the tins around and had a few sips." Although exhausted, she was given one further 
task: to type the signal informing the War Office in London that the Allied Force had 
"fulfilled" its mission and that the war in Europe was over. 

While millions celebrated across Europe, Susan 
Heald slept. "When the surrender was over, we 
just disappeared. I went to bed and didn't get up 
for two days. I was so exhausted." 

She was mentioned in despatches for her work 
on Eisenhower's staff. Sixty years later she was 
honoured at a reception in Reims hosted by the 
French Prime Minister, Jean-Pierre Raffarin, 
and awarded the city's medal of honour. "I feel 
very privileged to be part of history," she said. 

Susan Nona Heald was born on 21 May 1924 in 
London. She was brought up with her father's 
second family after her parents divorced when she was four. Her father was Conservative 
MP for Chertsey from 1950 to 1970 and later (as Sir Lionel Heald, QC) attorney general 
in the Churchill government between 1951 and 1954. 

Educated at the Godolphin School, Salisbury, Susan elected to go to secretarial college. 
Her passable French led to a job interview at the Foreign Office which, to her surprise, was 
conducted in French by a major on the Foreign Office roof. Told she was too young at 17, 
she realised she was being interviewed as a possible Resistance worker, "and I was rather 
glad I didn't get involved in that". She joined the ATS instead, working with highly-
classified documents. 

Susan Heald’s medals. Note the ‘Mentioned in 
Dispatches’ Oak Leaf on the War Medal ribbon. 
Photo by spinks.com 
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Susan Heald was sent to London to work at Eisenhower's headquarters, first at Bushy Park, 
Twickenham, and later at Southwick House, on the cliffs overlooking the sea at 
Portsmouth. Before her posting to France, she spent summer evenings listening to the 
orchestra of Glenn Miller, who was based there before he disappeared. 

After the German surrender Susan Heald moved to Frankfurt to work at the Control 
Commission for Germany. Later she went to Berlin, where she met and married Basil 
Hibbert, a former RAF pilot with 226 Squadron. 

When her father entered parliament in 1950, Susan Hibbert was employed as his secretary, 
and remained at Westminster, working for him and later for other MPs, for some 35 years. 

Susan Hibbert's husband, Basil Hibbert, who later became a director of John Lewis, 
predeceased her in 2001. They had no children. 

Editor’s note: With Susan’s passing her and Basil’s service mementos and decorations, 
including Susan’s medals, Basil’s original RAF Pilot’s flying Log Books, Service and 
Release Book and a dozen or so photographs were put up for auction with spinks.com. The 
lot sold for £1,400. 
 

WE WILL REMEMBER THEM 

       
 

Jo Olson 
We take this opportunity to extend our condolences to 
George ‘Ole’ Olson (AG • 98) on the passing of his wife 
Jo in June of this year; they were together for thirty-four 
years. It was Jo’s wish that there be no obituary or service, 
however George approved this note. George has moved to 
live with his daughter on Vancouver Island. 

The photo at right shows George and Jo ‘at the mall’. 
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MEMORIES OF 139 WING 
Air Marshal C.R. Dunlap CBE, CD 

Edited from ‘High Flight’ Magazine Sep/Oct ’82 • permission Carl Vincent, Editor 

Air Marshal Gus Edwards, the Air Officer Commanding in Chief of RCAF Headquarters 
Overseas, didn’t make a practice of having his airfield commanders appear before him on 
the occasion of their reassignments, yet here I was, for the second time in less than a year, 
standing before the chief. 

Even though he dwelt on the achievements of 331 Wing RCAF, which I had commanded 
in North Africa, Sicily and Italy, it was apparent that the real purpose of the meeting was 
the matter of my next assignment. It was his wish that I become the commander of the new 
Royal Air Force Wing at Dunsfold, Surrey. That I looked startled was hardly surprising, 
for up to this time, in WWII, no RCAF Group Captain had ever been placed in command 
of an operational Wing of the RAF. Reacting to my expression he hastened to unfold the 
rather unusual circumstances. 

 
Group Captain Clarence R. ‘Larry’ Dunlap with 331 Wing in Tunisia, North Africa     LAC photo  

The airfield at Dunsfold had been built by Canada, making it somewhat unique, inasmuch 
as such construction was normally a British responsibility. The base had been built by the 
Royal Canadian Engineers expressly for the 39 Recce Wing RCAF [400, 414, 430 
Squadrons – Tomahawks & Mustangs], then commanded by Group Captain D.M. Smith. 
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Within a year, due to the reorganization of the British and Canadian Armies in the South 
of England, Canada sought a field closer to the Canadian Army, and offered the base at 
Dunsfold in exchange. At a meeting at Air Ministry, Air Marshal Edwards, as a parting 
shot, said to his RAF 
counterparts, “It would be a nice 
gesture, having regard to the part 
which Canada played in the 
construction of the base at 
Dunsfold, if you were to invite 
an RCAF Group Captain to take 
command of the RAF Wing 
about to be located there.” 

This caught the Air Council a bit 
off guard, and for a few moments 
a strained silence prevailed. 
Then one of the Air Chief 
Marshals spoke up and said “The 
Wing in Question, No. 139 
Wing, is a day bomber formation, and since the RCAF does not possess any day bomber 
squadrons, it would hardly seem likely that Canada would be capable of making anyone 
available with the necessary qualifications.” 

Gus Edwards was not one to be turned aside lightly, and quickly 
said “I have an officer in mind who, in my opinion, would be 
more than equal to the task. However, I realize the difficulty of 
attempting to settle the issue at this meeting…why don’t we 
leave the matter to the Air Officer Commanding No. 2 Group [of 
which the Wing was a part]? I can arrange for my RCAF Group 
Captain to proceed to 2 Group HQ at any time convenient to the 
AOC [Air Vice-Marshal Basil Embry].” 

This seemed a reasonable approach and a good way out as far as 
the Air Ministry was concerned. They were well aware that Basil 
Embry was most unlikely to take anyone on who failed to meet 
his exacting standards. It was agreed that the Air Ministry would 
get in touch and make the arrangements with AVM Embry, and 

Dunsfold Aerodrome under construction     Paul McCue collection 

AVM Basil Embry KBE, CB, 
DFC, AFC. RAF Museum painting by 
Francis Edwin Hodge. 
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aircraft. Of these, almost 800 went to Britain, most of them seeing service in No. 2 Group 
of the Second Tactical Air Force. 139 Wing’s three Squadrons each had a total of twenty 
Mitchells [at any given time]. Other Squadrons similarly equipped were 226, 305, 342 and 
684 [684 was a photo recon squadron flying long range missions in South-East Asia]. The 
first RAF Mitchells went to 98 and 180 Squadrons at West Raynham in September of 1942. 
Becoming operational by the end of the year, their first sortie took place in January of 1943, 
the target being an oil refinery in Belgium. 

Although a limited number of Mark Is reached the RAF, the main line of supply was the 
Mitchell II, which in US terminology equated to B-25C & B-25D. Later the Mitchell III 
appeared, this being the equivalent of B-25J. This latter version was distinguishable by the 
location of the dorsal [mid-upper] turret being well forward and indeed, not very far behind 
the pilot’s cockpit. 

 
98 Sqn Mitchell MkII/B-25D ‘VO-V’ RAF serial FW224 • USAAF serial 43-3544    Carl Vincent collection 

The Mitchell had a maximum speed in the order of 300 miles per hour at 15,000 feet. Its 
cruising speed at 12,000 feet, the altitude most commonly used when we were attacking in 
formation, was just over 200 miles per hour. It was capable of handling a sizeable bomb-
load and was quite well provided for in terms of armament. The normal bomb-load, as far 
as 139 Wing was concerned, was 4,000 lbs. By a trade-off in range, this could be increased 
up to 6,000 lbs, a very creditable performance for an aircraft that grossed at 34,000 lbs. 
The defensive armament varied between the Mitchell II and the Mitchell III, but normally 
there was a total of six .50-calibre guns in the nose, dorsal, ventral and tail positions. 
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320 Sqn Mitchell MkIII/B-25J ‘NO-X’ RAF serial HD364 • USAAF serial 43-27992   Photo: Bill Painting (on left) 

It was powered with two double row R-2600 Wright Cyclone engines rated initially at 
1,350 hp, later increased to 1,700 hp. This was a comparatively generous amount of power 
for this size of aircraft and accounted for the good take-off and climb characteristics. The 
handling qualities on the ground and in the air were unsurpassed, as was its ability to sustain 
damage and return safely to base. Often an aircraft would have received many holes, large 
and small, caused by flak, and most times had very little detrimental effect on performance. 
When hydraulic problems due to enemy action resulted, the aircraft normally landed quite 
safely even without the benefit of the nose wheel or indeed without any wheels at all. 

One thing which was immediately apparent when I joined 139 Wing was that the aircrew 
were happy with the Mitchell. It was a joy to fly, as I was soon to find out. Being responsive 
to the controls, it was particularly suited to formation tactics. Defensively it was a great 
advance over its predecessor, the Blenheim. Offensively, one could say the same thing, in 
that it carried a much superior bombload. Being a good deal more modern than the 
Blenheim, it had features of special appeal to every member of the crew. 

In spite of this general satisfaction, we were still too vulnerable to flak. A substantial 
increase in cruising speed and altitude would go a long way to giving relief in this respect. 
There was little hope in squeezing enough from the existing design through the introduction 
of more powerful engines. Nor was there much likelihood, at this stage in the war, of 
anyone formulating a replacement for the Mitchell. 



15 
 

Other than a few forays directed against railway bridges, supply depots and marshalling 
yards, attacks by the Wing from November 1943 to April 1944 were concentrated mainly 
against V-1 launching sites. The V-1s’ very existence was highly restricted information 
and was withheld from the aircrew of the Wing. Most crews merely knew that when 
bombing ‘NOBALLS’ they were attacking something of high military importance. Our 
intelligence sources in France, as well as our reconnaissance Squadrons in the UK, kept 
close tabs of construction of the launchers and associated buildings. As soon as work at 
new sites had progressed far enough to warrant an attack, we were brought into action. 

The Germans took full advantage of 
natural camouflage in siting the 
installations. Launching sites were 
invariably located in dense woods, 
and extreme care was exercised 
during the various phases of 
construction so to preserve as much 
tree cover as possible. The net result 
was that the human eye could detect 
practically no changes as construction 
progressed. 

One thing which favoured the attacker 
was the fact that wooded areas in 
France were shown on maps with 
great precision. Although there is a lot 
of timber in northwestern France, it is 
by no means continuous, being broken up into small copses of irregular shape. Each little 
irregularity shows up on the map. Hence, when an enemy chose a particular copse to site a 
V-1 launcher pad and placed it in a section of the wood with an exposure to the UK, it 
generally transpired that the site could be identified from the air by some irregularity in the 
perimeter outline. This greatly eased the burden on the Nav/Bomb Aimer, for instead of 
searching for an almost totally obscured launcher or building, he merely had to find a 
specific geometric outline in the wood to use as his guide, and aim accordingly. Even this 
had its pitfalls, for so many woods looked alike when viewed at a low angle on the approach 
to the target. Special techniques and skills had to be devised in order to eliminate the 
possibility of mistakes. It can be readily appreciated that when the approach is being made 
in formation, and the release of bombs of the whole attacking force is at the command of 

l-r: S/L R. Wood, S/L K. Eager, P/O Freeman examine V-1 
launch site model at RAF Dunsfold.       Imperial War Museum photo 
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the bomb aimer in the lead aircraft, there is little room for error, or chance for a repeat 
attack. Not only the approach route, but the exit from the target were most carefully plotted 
in an effort to minimize the effectiveness of flak; hence any deviation from plan would 
constitute an unnecessary exposure to danger in a densely defended area. Every 
conceivable precaution was therefore taken to ensure that the first attempt was not only on 
track, but also successful. 

 
180 Sqn Mitchell MkII/B-25D RAF serial FW172 • USAAF serial 43-3280   Carl Vincent collection 

Difficult even at the best of times, the task of the Nav/Bomb Aimer was greatly complicated 
by the effects of wind, cloud, haze and flak. The limits of tolerance were slight and, in the 
interests of safety, accuracy had to be strictly observed. 

Take the case of a formation of say, 60 aircraft, penetrating against one of the NOBALL 
targets. The attacks were carried out by day at an altitude of ten to twelve thousand feet; 
even a tight formation of that size occupied a fair amount of sky. Also, it will be appreciated 
that manoeuvering such a force of large aircraft required skill and good timing. Violent 
manoeuvers were out of the question, for nothing could disrupt a formation more quickly. 

The ability to anticipate depended greatly on experienced leadership and full exploitation 
of the navigational aids available. Early on we discovered how easy it was under conditions 
of poor visibility and unexpected wind changes to veer off track. Even an error in 
navigation of a few hundred yards might be sufficient to expose part or all of the formation 
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to heavy flak while on passage over enemy occupied territory. Our intelligence 
organization provided us with the location of every flak battery along the French coast as 
well as to landwards, thus it was possible to plot a route to target which was relatively free 
from anti-aircraft fire. Believe me, the aircrew in the formation were understandably 
abusive if the formation leader failed to tread the narrow path through these hostile regions. 

The spacing between anti-aircraft batteries along the French coast was barely wide enough 
for our purposes. We would be routed to split the difference between adjacent batteries, 
but as each of these, even without camouflage, was practically impossible to see at a 
distance, the formation leader was faced with a formidable task. Added to this were the 
diabolically ingenious tactics of the enemy in their efforts to deceive. For example, on 
occasion a voice would break in on our radio frequency and, in a state of agitation, would 
communicate a caution to the leader to the effect that he was heading straight for Dieppe 
or Le Treport or some such neighbouring defended position. The brief message was made 
to sound as though it emanated from someone in our formation. The hope was that the 
leader would panic and shift his heading enough to bring him under fire from the ground. 
It took a great deal of fortitude to stick to the chosen heading in the face of such urging. 

But we were not to be tricked by these enemy tactics. We had the means of threading the 
needle, visibility or cross winds notwithstanding. We simply introduced an extra navigator 
into the crew of the leader (and deputy leader) whose function it was to take full advantage 
of a special navigational device known as GEE. Associated with this technique were 
special maps on which were lattice lines at close intervals. By fine adjustments to the 
heading of the formation, it was possible to fly with great precision along any desired 
alignment or lattice line. If, for example, it was desired to enter France at a point 5-1/8  
miles north of the town square in Dieppe this was could be assured under the most adverse 
conditions by utilizing GEE. The formation leader could now ignore any panicky voices 
urging course changes, while being tempted to break radio silence to say “Shut up you 
lousy Hun.” 

Crossing the coast precisely gave an excellent fix for the start of the subsequent journey. 
Often, a stop watch would be started and used as a check against events to come, either to 
determine the next course change or a time check against an important geographical 
feature. 

No matter how cleverly the formation had been steered, one had to face the music if the 
target itself was protected by flak batteries. Picture the Nav/Bomb Aimer in the lead 
aircraft; responsible for en route map reading, identifying the target, using his Mark XIV 
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bombsight and giving course 
alterations to the formation leader, 
fusing the bombs, opening the bomb 
bay doors and finally releasing his 
bombs, while at the same instant 
ordering the release of the bombs in 
all aircraft of the formation. His 
responsibility was awesome; often 
this sequence had to be performed 
with terrifying black flak bursts 
exploding ominously close. The 
aircraft of the formation leader 
served as an aiming point for the 
flak, a chilling thought as the 
Nav/Bomb Aimer went about his 
task, to the almost total exclusion of the “black clouds with hard centres” as aircrew often 
described flak bursts. If accuracy suffered sufficiently, it would mean failure of the mission 
and, worse yet, a subsequent return to a heavily defended facility. If an aborted attack cost 
the lives of some crews, a Bomb Aimer of a sensitive nature had a difficult time living with 
himself. 

Being fully occupied and having little time to think is a help in such a situation. Certainly 
this applied in the case of Pilots in the formatting aircraft. Theirs was a task of constant 
concentration from take-off to landing. They had a station to keep. It had to be within a 
few feet left or right, up or down. Any sloppiness on their part risked collision with their 
immediate neighbour. Any carelessness in station keeping could serve to spread the 
formation and make it more vulnerable to lurking enemy fighters. The higher the standard 
of the pilot’s execution, the better chances of survival for all. 

Air Gunners were less fortunate in this regard, but still they were busy with vital functions: 
keeping their guns and turrets in readiness and keeping watch for enemy fighters. But one 
can watch and one can think – the thinking couldn’t always be confined to the task at hand, 
hence all too much time was available if one were given to worry. There was of course a 
good feeling of comraderie, for the Air Gunner could from his vantage point see his 
neighbours closely packed around him; close enough to recognize his pals as they rode 
their chariots through the sky. The Air Gunner, perhaps more than any other crew member 
had in mind the fact that riding ahead and above the formation were the Spitfires and other 

B-25 Mitchell Bomb Aimer position in the nose.    D. Poissant photo 
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friendly fighters assigned to their 
protection. They weren’t always 
visible, but they were there, and that 
was a comfort to the AG, who 
shared, with the fighter escort, 
responsibility for protection against 
enemy fighters. 

Although they would be the last to 
admit it, the Nav/Bomb Aimer [or 
Observer] in the formatting aircraft 
had perhaps the toughest lot. In a 
way, they had a position of waiting. 
Naturally they kept a close tab on 
progress, but not having all the aids 
available to the lead aircraft, they could not always know with absolute precision how 
closely the formation was conforming to the desired track. Also, they were the most 
thoroughly acquainted with the locations of enemy flak batteries. They had much 
knowledge, but little control over the situation. Their task in the formation’s mission was 
to stand by in wait for the order from their leader to open the doors and release the bombs. 

Of course they did much more than stand and wait. There was always the possibility that 
the formation might be broken up by enemy attack, or one of the aircraft would be forced 
to abort the mission. In such an event an instant demand was placed on the Navigator for a 
heading which would take the aircraft back to its home field or, in the event of an 
emergency, to the nearest friendly field. It was therefore prudent for the Navigator to keep 
constant tab on his position even though the master Navigator was doing this for the 
formation as a whole. One could not simply call up the leader’s aircraft and request the 
current position. The strict radio silence while en route to the target precluded any such 
action. Also, he had a good (almost too good) vantage point from which to observe whether 
the flak burst were dangerously close. All of this imposed a high level of strain and one’s 
hat goes off to these crew members for the manner in which they maintained their coolness, 

Operations against NOBALL targets served to develop skill and confidence in our ability 
to locate well-camouflaged targets. This was to prove of immense value as the time grew 
near for Operation Overlord and the subsequent phases of the Battle for Western Europe. 
In the spring of 1944, during the preparatory phase which preceded the assault, the Wing 
was directed more and more against bridges, marshalling yards, supply depots, ammunition 

View from Air Gunner’s turret. Due to armour protection, the 
gunner could not turn his head far; he had to rotate the turret to 
perform his watch duty.        D. Poissant photo 
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depots and coastal gun batteries. When D-Day finally arrived we were out in force, 
operating by day and by night. By this time we had acquired equipment which allowed us 
to complete our missions even if the objectives were 
cloud covered. On 10 Jul 44 our formation of 98 
aircraft launched bombs from above the clouds and 
struck a Panzer Division Headquarters so accurately 
that the senior staff were wiped out, a fact attested to 
by the inscription on the large wooden cross 
subsequently erected by the Germans. From D-Day 
onward, we were operating in support of the Allied 
troops; the reputation of 139 and its associated wing, 
No. 137, were well established. Wing Commander 
[Alan] Lynn, our most experienced formation leader, 
would light up a cigar on the homeward journey 
whenever the formation’s bombs landed on target. 
Upon landing, when he was almost abreast of the 
flying control tower, he would hold the cigar high for 
the occupants to see. It was a rare occasion when his 
landings were not accompanied by that ceremonial 
cigar. 

Aerial combat in active war zones tends to expose the qualities of its leaders in bold relief. 
Some are shown, in the face of extreme odds, as fearless commanders having the complete 
acceptance and trust of their men, while others regrettably fall into the category at the other 
end of the leadership scale. 

The testing of one’s composure began in the early stages of the sortie. By the time the 
aircraft turned out of their disposal points, to the time they were in position in sequence on 
the taxiway, to the moment of assembly by ‘boxes of six’ at the take-off point, through the 
crucial stages of rapid take-off in the turbulent airstream along the runway, to the closing 
in tight formation during the climbing circuit, to the final assembly into larger Wing 
formation, and finally into the still larger formation as 137 and 139 Wings joined to proceed 
to the rendezvous point with their fighters, the actions of the leader of the main and sub-
formations and of each individual aircraft captain, were under the watchful scrutiny of 
one’s fellow aircrew. And the balcony of the flying control tower was seldom without 
squadron or flight commanders, as those not on the Battle Order were on hand to view the 

W/C Alan Lynn at gravesite of Panzer Group 
West HQ staff.     Harry Webber photo 
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take-off. Present on most occasions was the commander of the Wing, keeping an eye on 
the caliber of airmanship and leadership displayed. The good and bad were clearly evident. 

Watching the aircraft marshal for take-
off one might say the whole operation 
was pretty routine, which indeed it was, 
but only because of the experience of the 
participants plus a good deal of careful 
planning. It was only possible if the 
aircraft moved out of their dispersal 
points at the proper time and in 
sequence. Indeed, if anyone messed up 
the arrangement he heard about it in no 
uncertain terms at the end of the 
mission. 

Upon reaching the take-off end of the 
runway the leader would move into 
position and hold, far enough forward to 
allow all six of his box of aircraft to stand on the runway. When the moment for action 
arrived the first six were away in rapid succession, the interval between each aircraft being 
not more than fifteen seconds and preferably less. As soon as the first box were rolling, 
and well before they were all off the runway, the next group of six would have moved from 
the taxiway to take up their positions on the runway. This process was continued until the 
whole Wing was underway. 

The Mitchell was well suited for this take-off maneuver. It had a tricycle undercarriage and 
as a result could not only be moved with ease regardless of crosswind conditions, but of 
even greater importance, it could be kept extremely straight during the take-off run. So in 
spite of the size of the aircraft and the heavy load it carried, it was safe to use the sides of 
the runway, rather than the centre. This greatly facilitated the rate of departure in that one 
aircraft could proceed down the left side while the next could take the right in staggered 
fashion. So, even though the Mitchell was much too large and dangerously laden to permit 
formation take-offs, the alternating method just described achieved the desired rate without 
creating an unacceptable degree of turbulence. That is not to say the air along the runway 
wasn’t in a violent state of agitation after the passage of a number of bombers. It was bad 
enough at times to cause a fairly violent bump in the rolling plane. 

Mitchells on Dunsfold Aerodrome’s perimeter track, moving 
in sequence to the take-off runway.     Russell Legross collection 
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There was constant pressure on the crews to reduce the interval at take-off. They were 
urged to aim for a spacing of ten seconds. Inevitably there was a delay between each box 
of six, and the overall average for 36, 48 or 54 aircraft usually came close to fifteen seconds. 

Why all the concern over this seemingly trivial issue? The task of formatting in the sky 
was greatly facilitated if straggling was avoided. Visibility was often poor and a widely 
scattered gaggle complicated the assembly in the air. There was also the matter of 
rendezvousing with our sister Wing which was always set up for a precise time and place, 
following which was the all-important appointment with the fighter escort. Spitfires were 
a relatively short-range aircraft, so it was distinctly to our advantage not to keep them 
waiting. To do so would use up precious fuel and shorten their availability for escort duty. 

One could hardly have amassed a finer group of aircrew than those in 139 Wing during the 
1943/44/45 period. This applied not only to those in key positions, but also to those who 
made up the remaining roster of Pilots, Navigator/Bomb Aimers, and Air Gunners. That is 
not to say that there weren’t any that were lacking in some respect, but whenever this 
occurred they were either removed or shifted to assignments more compatible with their 
capabilities. In this respect the Commander and staff of 2 Group HQ were most co-
operative. If the situation demanded quick action to shore up some weakness in leadership, 
Air Vice-Marshal Embry or the appropriate member of his staff would weigh the evidence 
and give a clear-cut and immediate decision. With such strong backing it was not surprising 
to find only the strongest of leaders in the Wing. 

Amongst those who come immediately to mind are Wing Commander Alan Lynn, RAF, a 
native of South Africa; Wing Commanders John Castle and Christopher Paul, both of the 
RAF; Wing Commander Roderick Bell-Irving, a Canadian in the RAF; Commander 
H.V.R. Burgerhout and Lieutenant Commander Joop Mulder of the Royal Dutch Navy, 
both of whom served in command of 320 Squadron; Major Olaf Gronmark, a Norwegian 
assigned to 180 Squadron; and Lieutenant Chris Waadenburg, a young Dutchman who 
served as lead Navigator in the remarkably successful crew of Alan Lynn. A list such as 
this is hardly fair to others who gave dedicated and devoted service, but in every walk of 
life there are always a few that emerge as stars and thus get their names in bold print. Those 
mentioned are highlighted because of their thoroughly outstanding leadership at critical 
periods in the life of their squadrons. At the time they were in command we were moving 
into a new phase of conflict characterized by more intensive operations, more obscure 
targets, some of which were in close proximity to our own troops, the introduction of new 
techniques for blind bombing, and the added load of cross-training to permit attacks by 
night as well as by day. The burden of adding the night capability was almost the straw that 
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broke the camel’s back. Already the squadrons were working at full bore on their normal 
daylight operations. The added night capability was only attainable by stressing training 
over and above the normal operational duties. On top of this was the fact that 139 Wing 
were proud of being ‘day bomber boys’; indeed, they felt a certain superiority over their 
night bomber counterparts. Many didn’t want any part of this night flying. Some who had 
become accustomed to the companionship of large daylight formation attacks were perhaps 
more than a little frightened at the prospect of proceeding alone in the black of night into 
enemy territory, especially at a period in the war when the skill of the German night fighter 
pilot was reaching its zenith. 

 
W/C Roderick Bell-Irving (centre) KIA 08 May 44    Imperial War Museum photo 

Castle and Bell-Irving were two of those who did their utmost to meet this challenge. Bell-
Irving was still a flight commander in 180; between his efforts and those of his squadron 
commander, John Castle, the reluctant were soon whipped into shape. During that same 
period Bell-Irving moved into command of 98 Squadron and was able to carry through to 
completion the work begun by his predecessor. 

In 320 Squadron, Burgerhout ran a pretty tight ship so that the phase of adding night 
capability proceeded quite smoothly. The Dutch airmen reacted in much the same way as 
their British counterparts, but by virtue of his example and outstanding powers of 
command, Burgerhout had little difficulty in obtaining the desired results. 
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W/C Christopher Paul (3rd from right)    Imperial War Museum photo 

I suspect that my appearance on the scene in the latter part of 1943, fresh from night bomber 
operations, was hardly received with any degree of enthusiasm. Not only was I not RAF, 
but the airmen no doubt felt I was quite incapable of appreciating the problems and hazards 
of daylight formation bomber operations. It was clear to me that I would have to move 
quickly to dispel this sort of reaction. There was no better way than to place my name on 
the Battle Orders without delay, which I did several times a week at the outset. But the 
thing that really broke the ice was when I appeared on the Battle Order twice in one day 
against one of the most heavily defended targets ever faced by the Wing. 

These few comments about leaders and leadership would hardly be complete without 
additional reference to AVM Basil Embry, who without doubt was one of the outstanding 
commanders of the war. He was often heard to say he didn’t want anyone under his 
command who didn’t have “fire in his belly”. He himself met this characteristic to a 
phenomenal degree – he was the possessor of no less than four DSOs. Few, if any, in the 
history of the British military services have ever equaled this achievement. That 2 Group 
was outstanding operationally, and in every other aspect, is directly attributable to this 
courageous leader. 


