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WWII Strategic Bombing - A Cranwellian Perspective 
Autumn 1961 College Journal Extract


Regrettably Author Unknown

Summarising: 
“History of the Second World War: The Strategic Air Offensive against Germany 1939-1945” (4 Volumes) 

By Sir Charles Webster and Dr Noble Franklin (HMSO) 
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The Strategic Bomber Offensive - Timeline
PHASE ONE - The Opening Offensive (September 1939 - October 1941) 

Turning Point - Night Ops (Absence of long range fighter cover for daytime raids) 

The RAF realised that precision bombing by day was impossible without adequate fighter cover. Neither the 
Spitfire nor the Hurricane, who would be the victors of the Battle of Britain, possessed sufficient range. The 
two alternatives were to build fighters with greater range or to bomb at night. In 1943, the Americans chose 
the former option, but in 1940 both the RAF and the Luftwaffe were forced to adopt night operations.

PHASE TWO - The Mounting Offensive (November 1941 - December 1942) 

Turning Point - Area Bombing (Precision bombing at night ineffective) 

Precision bombing at night was a failure. The crews could not navigate with any certainty in the dark and, if 
they reached the target, they could not bomb it accurately. It took some time for the Air Staff to appreciate 
how little damage was actually being achieved. The Butt Report of 18 August 1941 revealed the widespread 
failure. The second turning point, therefore was the abandonment of precision bombing for area bombing.

PHASE THREE - Combined Bomber Offensive (January 1943 - February 1944) 

Turning Point - C-in-C Harris; Lancaster bomber; GEE/OBOE/H2S aids 

Navigational and bombing aids were essential; so was a new platform with a greater range and a much 
increased payload. The new aids and bomber went into operation in 1942, under Bomber Command’s new 
AOC-in-C, Air Marshal Sir Arthur Harris. Harris determined to assert Bomber Command’s authority, initially with 
1,000 bomber raids on Koln using all available aircraft; by 1945, he could launch 1,000 Lancasters alone.

PHASE FOUR - The Culmination (March 1944 - May 1945) 

Turning Point - Precision Bombing (Harris persuaded; prep for D-Day) 

In 1944, when preparations for D-day and tactical allied air operations were well under way, Harris was 
persuaded to switch his attention to precision bombing. With the evolution of his air power, precision bombing 
at night was now both achievable and effective. Area bombing gave away to precise attacks on Oil and 
Communications which had always been on the target priority list. The air war was being won; peace in sight.

H2S GEE OBOE

Avro Lancaster

Wellington B Mark IA Whitley Mk.V

Hampden Mk.I Fairey Battle

Primary Targets 

Duisburg Dusseldorf Essen Koln


Secondary Targets 

Bremen Emden WilhelmshavenThe Ruhr

P

P

P
P

SS S

Operation HURRICANE 1944
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Dambusters Raid - Context
Everybody knows about the Dambusters’ Raid of 16/17 May 1943, well, nearly everybody.


The raid is well documented, not least in the autobiography ‘Enemy Coast Ahead’ of 617 Sqn Cdr, Wg Cdr Guy Gibson 
VC, and the 1955 film ‘Dambusters’. Having planned to send 20 specially adapted Lancaster aircraft to bomb the Mohne, 
Edersee and Sorpe damns of the industrial Ruhr heartland, 19 set out under Operation Chastise on the night of 16 May 
1943, each armed with the ‘Upkeep’ bouncing bomb designed by Sir Barnes Neville Wallis. Two dams, the Mohne and 
Edersee were breached, but at a cost; 53 aircrew were killed and 3 captured, with 8 aircraft destroyed. 

Histor ians may debate the tact ical 
effectiveness of the raid, but the strategic 
boost of this epic operation to the morale of 
our nation at that time remains undisputed. 


But did you know that there were two pilots 
from that raid who had been trained at the 
RAF College? This album attempts to pay 
tribute to them, John Vere ‘Hoppy’ 
Hopgood and David ‘Dave’ John Shannon. 
Both underwent advanced flying training at 
the College SFTS before operational tours. 


Whilst at 106 Sqn, ‘Hoppy’ Hopgood had 
impressed Guy Gibson who remarked in his 
own autobiography that Hoppy was the 
finest pilot with whom he had flown. He was 
a natural choice as his deputy for the raid.


‘Dave’ Shannon was the youngest pilot on 
the raid and was to be awarded a DSO on 
his 21st birthday by HM the King.
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History of Formation - Courtesy of Key.Aero 
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Flt Lt John Vere (Hoppy) Hopgood DFC*
Having joined the Volunteer Reserve in 1940, John Vere Hopgood undertook flying training on No 18 Course, SFTS Cranwell in 
1941 and was commissioned in 1942. As a Flight Lieutenant, ‘Hoppy’ was awarded a DFC in October 1942 after completing 47 
missions; he was awarded a bar to the DFC in 1943. He served on 50 Sqn, 106 Sqn and the immortalised 617 (Dambusters) Sqn. 
Then the newly appointed OC 106 Sqn in 1942, Wg Cdr Guy Gibson recorded his first impressions:


He was a fair-haired chap about medium height, rather good looking, except for one prominent tooth. ……. He was a serious 
fellow at heart………. As soon as I saw him I thought, “What an ideal squadron type. I like that chap” 

Unsurprisingly, Gibson was to select Hoppy has his Deputy on the Mohne Dam attack. Outbound to the Mohne, his aircraft AJ-M 
(M for Mother) was hit by flak, injuring Hoppy, his gunners Burcher and Gregory (possibly fatally). The damaged aircraft reached 
the dam where they attacked at 00:32, ten minutes after Gibson. However, they were struck again by anti-aircraft fire and their 
bomb was released too late. It bounced over the dam and exploded on a power station on the other side. The aircraft was fatally 
damaged at this point and Hopgood remained at the controls, gaining height to allow his crew to bail out. AJ-M crashed in a field 
near Ostönnen, 6 kilometres (3.72 miles) from the dam. Hopgood's body rests in the care of the Commonwealth War Graves 
Commission at Rheinberg War Cemetery (Coll. grave 17. E. 2-6). 

‘Hoppy’ Hopgood; 617 Sqn; Dambusters 1st wave; 
killed NW Mohnesee
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Hoppy and Crew of M-Mother

Pilot: Flt Lt J V Hopgood DFC & Bar - Killed 
Flight Engineer: Sgt C C Brennan - Killed 
Navigator: Fg Off K Earnshaw - Killed 
Wireless Operator: Sgt J W Minchin - Killed 
Bomb Aimer: Flt Sgt J W Fraser - PoW 
Front Gunner: Plt Off G H F G Gregory DFM - Killed 
Rear Gunner: Plt Off A F Burcher DFM - PoW
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Clip of M-Mother’s Run
Courtesy of Clip Cafe
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Hopgood’s Flying Logbook - Final Entry

Signed off by ‘Micky’ Martin (P-Popsie), B Flt Cdr, and by 
David Maltby (J-Johnny) for Wg Cdr Gibson (G-George).
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Sqn Ldr David John Shannon DSO* DFC*

‘Dave’ Shannon; 617 Sqn; Dambusters 1st wave;  
Witnessed Mohne breached and hit Edersee

The son of a South Australian member of parliament, Shannon enlisted in the RAAF as soon as he was old enough. After 
completing his flying training under the Empire Air Training Scheme, he was sent to England for further training at the 
College SFTS (on 1 AFU) and 19 OTU RAF Kinloss (Whitley bombers,)  before being posted to 106 Squadron, where his 
commanding officer was Guy Gibson. Gibson left to form No. 617 Sqn for special flying operations and asked Shannon, 
already a young decorated veteran, to join him.


After five of the Sqn’s aircraft had dropped their bouncing bombs on the Möhne, Shannon was preparing to make his attack 
on the dam when it gave way, so he carried on to the Eder with Gibson and three other Lancasters, captained by "Dinghy" 
Young, Henry Maudsley, and Les Knight. Detailed for the first bombing run at the Eder, Shannon took several attempts to 
familiarise himself with the area and line up his aircraft, so in the meantime Gibson ordered Maudsley to make his attack. 
Shannon went in next, delivering his bomb on target. Knight then dropped his bomb, and the dam broke. Shannon landed 
back at RAF Scampton feeling "terribly elated". His bomb was believed to have caused a crack in the dam's wall, while 
Knight's completed the breach. Awarded the DSO following the raid, Shannon continued to fly with No. 617 Squadron until 
October 1944, during which time he earned bars to his DSO and DFC. 

Courtesy of Australian War Memorial: https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/P10684642
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Summary of L-Leather’s Ops
Courtesy of Cranston Fine Arts

Having arrived at the Eder dam, following the successful breaching of the Mohne 
on the night of 16th/17th May 1943, Wing Commander Guy Gibson put Flight 
Lieutenant D J Shannon, flying ED929G, to the task of making the first attack, but 
he had great difficulty achieving the correct height and approach and had to make a 
number of abortive runs before finally releasing his Upkeep bomb. AJ-L is shown 
here making his penultimate pass over the Eder wall, his mine still attached. This 
dam was eventually breached by Pilot Officer Les Knight, flying ED912(G) whose 
perfectly placed mine caused a massive breach in the south end of the dam.
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Shannon’s Flying Logbook
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IWM Recordings of Shannon’s Recollections

https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/80007978
Click on the URL below to reach the IWM page of Shannon’s Recollections

Three half-hour reels.
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Summary of Participating Aircrew
Courtesy of Dambusters Association
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The Möhne dam the day following the attacks

"Upkeep" bouncing bomb mounted under 
Gibson's Lancaster B III (Special)

Eder Dam also on 17 May 1943 A practice release at 60 ft asl

Damage to Dams Taken One Day Later
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“Goner” - Bomb dropped “Nigger” - Möhne breached “Dinghy” - Eder breached

The Dambuster Codewords
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Dambusters Memorial - Woodhall Spa
Courtesy of IWM
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A Cranwellian WWII Commander of 617 Sqn
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Lest We Forget 1939 1940 1941 1942 1943 1944 1945 Totals

Flight Cadets lost 4 35 14 11 10 8 3 85

SFTS Aircrew Lost 0 27 47 115 70 69 9 337

The Cost of the Strategic Bombing 
Campaign to Cranwellians
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Bomber Command - “Cranwellians’ Squadrons” 
Our analysis suggests that Cranwellian Bomber Command pilots flew with the following Squadrons

7 9 10 12 15 18 21 23 35 37 38 40 44 46 49 50 51 57

58 61 75 76 77 78 82 83 85 88 90 97 99 100 101 102

103 104 105 106 107 108 110 114 115 138 139 141 142 144 149 150

153 156 157 158 161 162 166 169 170 180 192 196 199 207

214 218 226 227 239 305 405 408 418 419 420 424 425 427 428 429 432 434

455 460 464 466487 514 515 550576 578 617 620 622 625 626 630 635 640 692

227

Squadron


