












































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































16a. Coningham and Lieutenant General Lewis H. Brereton, head of the 9th US Air Force, found it
easier than some Allied commanders to smile cheerfully in each other’s company while touring airfields
during the anxious weeks before D-Day. ‘Mary is always good company,” wrote Brereton in
February 1945.

16b. On 22 January 1948, Coningham and Nan attended the Wedding at St Columba’s Church in Pont
Street, Chelsea, of Nigel Tapp (his old Sudan Defence Force colleague) and Dorothy, a particular friend
of Nan’s. The other members of the party were Sir Denholm Fraser (left), Nigel’s brother Donald (right)
and, at the rear, Dorothy Hutchinson, her husband and Ted Fernyhough. This is the last known

photograph of Coningham.




England, January to June 1944

time command from a small advanced headquarters. I mentioned your
appointment, but he brushed it aside and said you were merely the Air
Adviser to the Supreme Commander. The cheek of the blighter!” Alexander
thought Montgomery’s proposals would be rejected. Coningham continued:

‘But as you know, Monty oozes confidence (except when Rommel is
about): he is most persuasive and he will arrive home with an aura of
invincibility, with clear-cut ideas, and the force to put them through . . .
I hope all the foregoing turns out to be merely a Monty flurry, but I
thought it desirable to let you know the position, as Montgomery let loose
in London by himself at the present stage could get into serious mischief
which may later affect us all.?

Montgomery would remain a cross for Coningham to bear for the rest of
the war and Leigh-Mallory, who had emerged — with Portal’s backing — as
head of the Allied Expeditionary Air Force (AEAF), became for most of
1944 another. Neither Coningham nor Elmbhirst had any regard for him
because he ‘failed to pull well” with Keith Park, in their view, during the
Battle of Britain. ‘I had not thought LM in the same class’ then, wrote
Elmbhirst, and his opinion did not improve on renewing acquaintance in
October 1943; few other senior officers, British or American, liked Leigh-
Mallory and his position in the Anglo-American hierarchy was never settled.

The AEAF, formed on 25 November, comprised the 2nd Tactical Air
Force (which would be, said Leigh-Mallory, ‘the spearhead of the assaulit’),
Lewis Brereton’s 9th US Air Force and Roderic Hill’s Fighter Command
(renamed Air Defence of Great Britain). Coningham, already experienced in
the command of large forces of many aircraft types, crewed and serviced by
men from all parts of the world, found every aspect of his work in 1944
vastly increased in scale: his new air force, divided into three (later four)
principal Groups, would grow to more than a hundred squadrons based on
some fifty airfields, many of them temporary and ill-equipped, scattered
throughout southern England. By D-Day, there were about 11,000 opera-
tional aircraft on hand: nearly 7,000 American, over 4,000 British. Of these,
in round numbers, 4,200 were heavy bombers; 1,100 medium or light
bombers; 4,500 fighter types, used by day or night as fighter-bombers or for
reconnaissance; and 730 troop-carriers. The balance was made up of
Observation and Air-Sea Rescue machines.?

Coningham’s first task, delegated to Elmhirst, was to bring home to his
squadrons that they were about to go on campaign. That meant separating
thousands of men from snug permanent bases in the middle of a bitterly cold
winter, giving them tents and transport and making them set up temporary
camps on the edge of airfields. There they would learn to live as so many of
their predecessors had once lived in France and later in North Africa, Sicily
and Italy: as comfortably as their native wit would allow off whatever they
could cook or scrounge for themselves. Brereton, echoing Coningham,
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emphasised ‘Keep Mobile’ as his motto. ‘Since our job is to support the
invasion and cooperate with the Ground Forces,” he said, ‘once D-Day
comes we’ll be a travelling circus. I don’t want any of our forces to get too
comfortable or to think in terms of static warfare. All training must be with
mobility in mind.”

In addition to this massive upheaval, which began as soon as Coningham
arrived from Italy, pilot training was reorganised to allow much more time
for low-level attacks with guns, rockets and bombs on ground targets and
much less for high-level aerial dogfighting. The fight for air superiority,
although Coningham’s first priority, was in fact the least of his worries, for
many pilots under his command were adept in that task, though few were
skilled in ground attack. As Coningham wrote after the war, ‘years of
intensive air-to-air fighting without any accompanying land operations’
meant that pilots ‘had to have their minds reorientated on to ground attack
and be made to think first, foremost and almost all the time of land
operations’: a concentration only possible because there was adequate air
strength available to ensure air superiority over the battle area.’

As soon as he returned to England, Coningham formed an Advanced
Headquarters at Uxbridge, handy for visits to his Main Headquarters at
Bracknell, AEAF Headquarters at Bentley Priory, the Air Ministry and
Montgomery’s headquarters in St Paul’s School, Hammersmith. John Lan-
caster set up a mess and sleeping quarters in a cottage which proved ‘a very
comfortable billet’, in Elmhirst’s words, ‘until we all flew over to our next
headquarters, in a Normandy orchard, in July’. A notable absentee from this
billet was George Beamish, replaced in Italy as Senior Air Staff Officer by
Edmund Hudleston and now in England by Victor Groom, who had long
been head of the RAF’s Overlord planners. Groom’s special knowledge
could not be matched by Beamish, but Coningham helped his old friend into
an important job as head of 44 Group in Transport Command, and on 10
February Coningham wrote to the Air Ministry on his behalf, expressing
displeasure that Beamish — whom he had recommended for the CB - got
nothing in the New Year List and refusing to accept ‘the excuse’ that this
was because Beamish was not at the time of Air Commodore rank. On 4
March, Brereton wrote to Coningham to tell him that Beamish had been
awarded the Legion of Merit. Coningham was delighted and replied at once,
thanking him for this American recognition of Beamish’s devoted efforts in
North Africa and the Mediterranean.$

Squadron Leader Frank Instone, deputy commander of 2nd TAF’s police
and security force, thought Coningham and Elmbhirst infused a lively spirit
throughout their headquarters: ‘the one a handsome extrovert, the other
calmly efficient in ensuring that the organisation would fail in no respect’.
Instone and other members of headquarters staff had been sorry to hear of
the departure of John D’Albiac, their original commander, but Coningham
at once summoned all officers to a meeting ‘and struck just the right note,
saying that he didn’t doubt for one moment that most of us thought his
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predecessor had had a raw deal’; D’Albiac, he said, ‘was a fine fellow and a
personal friend,” but he had been sent to replace D’Albiac because of his
experience in the Middle East both in operations and in managing a vast,
allied headquarters. ‘Before he got halfway through his opening address,’
wrote Instone, ‘his electric personality made itself felt on those who had not
served with him before and we all realised that here was a man who not only
knew his stuff, but was one of immense personality and quite clearly an
inspiring leader.” Coningham later sent for Instone, telling him that his
officers and men were used to ‘a free life’ overseas and he did not want them
chased from pillar to post. Instone assured him that security, which was
essential to the success of the invasion, was his ‘particular pigeon’ and his
staff would not be ‘bloody-minded’ in other matters. Coningham smiled and
thereafter Instone had his full support.”

The Chief Signals Officer at 2nd TAF Headquarters, Group Captain
Kenneth Porter, shared Instone’s high opinion of Coningham. ‘The head-
quarters ran like a well-oiled clock,” he remembered, ‘everyone knew what
they were responsible for, there were no passengers and relations between
all members of the staff were exceptionally harmonious.” Porter had liked
D’Albiac and offered his condolences on learning that he was to go: ‘His
response was to say that he knew Mary, thought very highly of him and
considered that his experience of providing air support in the Desert and in
Italy made him much better qualified for the job.” During the rest of the
war, Porter would learn that D’Albiac had been right.

Coningham, said Porter, was an outstanding operational commander: ‘He
understood how best to support ground forces, he made up his mind very
quickly, he was decisive and having made a decision or stated his policy, he
delegated the responsibility for carrying it out to his subordinates and did
not interfere with them.” Moreover, ‘Mary admired the Americans as much
as they admired him’ and thought the drive and ability to exploit success of
the US Army compared more than favourably with that of the British Army.
Porter planned and had manufactured mobile VHF equipment to provide
speech and teleprinter communications which could only be guaranteed if
the terminals were sited to give a line-of-sight path between them. The
advantage of being able to talk and send teleprinter messages between 2nd
TAF Headquarters and the Group Headquarters and between these and
their units, even when landlines were unavailable, was obvious. Coningham
therefore ruled that Porter was responsible for the siting of all headquarters
throughout the campaign in North-west Europe and supported him even
against the fiery Basil Embry, head of 2 Group: ‘Mary not only decentralised,
but supported the decisions of the subordinates to whom he had
decentralised.’

Porter concluded:

In my experience, Mary never dithered or panicked. He always seemed to
me to be fully in control of events, to be completely self-confident and to
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have Army-Air support buttoned up in the same way as Park had fighter
defence buttoned up . . . I was fortunate to have served under two
commanders who were masters of their respective fields and who inspired
complete confidence that their operations would be successful. Of the
two, whereas Park was highly-strung, always seemed to be on a short fuse
and when I had to go to see him in his office, usually went to some
lengths to impress me with the importance of what he was doing, Mary
seemed to me to take things much more easily, not to be concerned with
the impression he was creating and to be a more balanced character.

When Porter knew Park, however, the outcome of the war was very much
in doubt; when he served with Coningham, that was no longer the case.?

Meanwhile, late in Januarv 1944, details of Overlord’s leadership were
released to the press. ‘Of all the appointments for the high staff positions for
the Western Front,” wrote Wing Commander Charles Bray in the Daily
Herald on the 26th, Coningham’s ‘will be one of the most popular. It means
that the old highly-successful Montgomery-Coningham partnership is to be
maintained in our greatest operation of the war.” Bray rejoiced to know that
this ‘pair of friends’, as he supposed them, were together again. Next to
Tedder’s appointment as Eisenhower’s deputy, wrote Frederick Tomlinson
in the Observer on the 30th, ‘nothing could give greater pleasure to students
of military aviation’ than Coningham’s appointment. During his recent tour
of the Mediterranean, Tomlinson had found ‘general agreement among
soldiers and airmen that Sir Arthur Coningham is an ideal commander for
any air formation cooperating with land and sea forces’. He appreciated
military situations, through his close contact with Alexander, and by his
knowledge of what aircraft could and could not do, unquestionably contrib-
uted much to recent Allied successes. Tomlinson had evidently listened to
Coningham more closely than some soldiers, observing that he was ‘inclined
to be impatient with those who expect aircraft to achieve miracles, for he
holds that some military successes can only be gained on the ground,
however good the air support and preparation may be’. He did not, for
example, ‘expect the Army to ask him to winkle out isolated machine-gun
positions and thereby to neglect the bombing of a large concentration of
German transports a few miles away’.’

From February onwards, Coningham attended numerous conferences at
AEAF Headquarters, Bentley Priory, where matters great and small were
exhaustively discussed. He stressed the urgent need for realistic training in
both TAFs ‘on their legitimate Overlord tasks’ and a great reduction in the
time spent escorting bomber raids. Brereton, however, was ‘less concerned’
than Coningham about his pilots’ state of training: some were getting the
best possible training over Italy, while three fighter Groups at a time could
be withdrawn from Spaatz’s operational control. Coningham remained
anxious about training and signalled Hudleston (now Senior Air Staff Officer
to Joe Cannon in Italy) on 25 February, asking for a report on the latest
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methods of ground attack on road transport. Concerned as ever about
gallantry awards, he found time on the 29th to point out to Leslie Brown
(head of 84 Group) that of fifty names put forward for such awards, only two
had been for airmen aircrew. In future, ruled Coningham, they must account
for at least one-fifth of Brown’s recommendations.'®

After a very long Chiefs of Staff meeting on 3 March, Portal asked for the
room to be cleared of secretaries and then explained his problems regarding
the air forces. Tedder, recorded Brooke, the Army Chief, ‘is now to assume
more direct command: as far as I can see, this can only be done by chucking
out Leigh-Mallory.” Butcher (Eisenhower’s naval aide) also thought Leigh-
Mallory’s days were numbered because neither Harris nor Spaatz, the top
‘bomber barons’, was prepared to work under him. Butcher had gone with
Eisenhower to Tedder’s house the previous evening to discuss the matter.

It seemed inevitable that LM would ask to be relieved and Tedder
thought there was a vacancy in the Far East to which he might be
assigned . . . Ike has nothing against LM, but is seeking harmony in the
Air Service and there is considerable rivalry among the marshals of the
RAF who seem to be divided roughly into Tedder’s School and the
Leigh-Mallory Camp.

Eisenhower preferred Tedder, partly because of his record, but mostly
because Tedder helped him to prevent Churchill and the British Chiefs of
Staff issuing orders direct to British Units under his command.!

Hudleston responded promptly to Coningham’s request for an account of
Operation Shingle, the Allied landings at Anzio, south of Rome. Coningham,
anxious to benefit from experience gained in Italy while planning for
Overlord, replied to Hudleston on 4 April, thanking him most warmly for
his notes. ‘As you, know,’ he continued, ‘the Army cannot be blamed, so in
all reports over here the Air Force bombing of Cassino was quoted as the
reason for the Army’s failure — in other words, the attack was used as a
weapon to beat us,” but ‘if ever the Army try to press us to take wrong air
action near the frontline, I shall use the word “Cassino” and say no.’
Coningham carefully annotated Hudleston’s notes, dated 6 March, and made
full use of them in his own planning,.

In general, wrote Hudleston, Shingle had followed the pattern of Husky
and Avalanche. Tactical bombers were employed until six days before D-
Day (D-6) on the disruption of rail communications and attacks intended to
conceal the actual target area; from D-5 to D-Day, they were to isolate the
target area by attacks on roads and railways leading into it; and from D-Day
onwards, while continuing with this task, they would give the maximum
possible close support. Hudleston then summarised the lessons learned.
Bombing of marshalling yards proved effective, he wrote, but only for about
twenty-four hours: by then, at least a single line would be working again.
Successful attacks on railway bridges, though more difficult, closed lines for
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longer. Such breaks were particularly valuable in bad weather, when
continuous attacks on communications became impossible. At least ten per
cent of all bombs dropped should be delayed-action. Fighter-bombers did
much better with cannon fire than with bombs against moving targets on
roads or railways, but only if they were prepared to fly low and press home
attacks at close range. Their successes obliged the enemy to carry out
essential movement at night and this could not be prevented, nor could
much be done about heavy guns operating out of range of Allied artillery or
naval gunfire. The soldiers made strident demands for attacks on these guns,
but they were carefully concealed and, if found, put up fierce flak. Requests
for artillery spotting, both from the Army and the Navy, were intense and
observation squadrons operating in the brxdgehead proved invaluable, as did
mobile radars in all activities.'?

Coningham’s exasperation with the direction by Spaatz and Doolittle of
the American heavy bomber force was mounting daily and on 25 March he
drafted (but did not send) a letter to Leigh-Mallory about its operations the
previous day. Although the 8th AF had not used all its own escort fighters,
it took about 250 of Coningham’s. Worse still, he wrote, ‘If 600 fighters are
required for 220 heavies over 10/10th cloud in Western Germany, what is
going to be demanded when 1,000-plus go deeper during fine weather? I feel
that 8th AF judgment in this matter is unreliable and that is why they go on
the simple rule of using every available fighter for every show.” Moreover,
he added, ‘an enormous attack’ was made on two French airfields which
were practically devoid of enemy aircraft: ‘How much more valuable to have
attacked our railway targets!’!?

Three days later, on 28 March, he had the opportunity to discuss these
matters further with Leigh-Mallory and Spaatz when they went with
Eisenhower to a subordinate headquarters of Pete Quesada’s 9th Fighter
Command at Middle Wallop in Hampshire, although the main concern of
Coningham and Quesada on that visit was to demonstrate to the Supreme
Commander the much-vaunted mobility of air formations. Eisenhower,
having been suitably impressed, then asked what happened when the Army
requested air support and none was forthcoming because of prior commit-
ments. Quesada explained, to Coningham’s gratification, that cooperation
between American and British tactical air forces was so close that somebody
would be found to help.'*

Next day, 29 March, Coningham attended a conference at Bentley Priory
and voiced his complaint about 8th AF calling on 9th AF for fighter support
without using all its own fighters first. This practice, he said, was preventing
essential training. Eisenhower agreed, ruling on 1 April that tactical air force
operations should be ‘directed more closely towards the preparation for
Overlord’ and that their first priority henceforth should be attacks on railway
targets in France rather than escort for heavy bombers over Germany. In an
attempt to protect French civilians as much as possible, he further ruled that
‘attacks on these targets be made under conditions that will allow definite
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visual identification’. Missile launching sites were ranked second in priority,
‘industrial targets’ third and airfields fourth, all to be selected from given
lists. However, Coningham and Brereton soon learned that Eisenhower’s
ruling was unreliable, for Spaatz and Doolittle simply required the fighters of
9th AF to join their own fighters in providing massive escort for strategic
bombing missions. '

While Leigh-Mallory supervised the activities of his air force from Bentley
Priory (and chaffered with Spaatz and Harris for heavy bomber support),
Coningham and Brereton were discussing how best to coordinate and control
actual operations from a Combined Control Centre at Uxbridge. Bentley
Priory and Uxbridge had been chosen because Fighter Command had long-
established communication networks there which were not available in
Portsmouth, where Eisenhower had based himself near to Ramsay and
Montgomery, his naval and land force commanders. Keith Park, a New
Zealander, had directed the fighter defence of Britain from Uxbridge in
1940; now, four years later, another New Zealander would share with an
American the direction of the Allied fighter offence from there.'®

Brereton had lunch with Leigh-Mallory and Coningham in London on 20

- April ‘at which,” wrote Brereton, ‘the command setup of the AEAF was
batted around again’. Leigh-Mallory wanted Coningham to command both
TAFs, but Brereton was ‘100 per cent opposed because it subordinates one
air force to the control of the commander of another’. That afternoon, at a
meeting between Portal, Tedder and Leigh-Mallory, it was decided to
appoint Coningham ‘AOC Advanced Headquarters AEAF instead of AOC
Allied TAF as at first proposed. This decision’, according to Wing Com-
mander Leslie Scarman, Tedder’s diarist, ‘was due to representations by
LM: (1) that his position as AC-in-C AEAF likely to be embarrassing with
an Allied TAF and (2) that there is serious danger of too many headquarters
formations being established.’ Coningham would direct the operations of
both tactical air forces during the assault phase of Overlord and thereafter
the two commanders would be directly responsible to Leigh-Mallory for the
operation of their respective forces. AEAF’s authority was, in fact, more
nominal than real, for Coningham and Brereton worked in constant associa-
tion to achieve an effective collaboration in the execution of directives which
reached them via Leigh-Mallory, but had their origins in conferences between
Coningham, Brereton, Tedder, Spaatz and Harris. Advanced AEAF dealt
directly with Ramsay and Montgomery, whose representatives in Uxbridge
relayed requests and provided information necessary to sea—ground-air
cooperation. !’

On Anzac Day, 25 April, Colin Bednall wrote fulsomely (though none too
accurately) about ‘“Mary” Coningham: Number One Anzac’ in the Daily
Mail. He began with a reference to his father, ‘the first man ever to represent
Queensland in Test cricket’ who travelled home to Brisbane from his first —
and only — Test match in Melbourne, arriving just in time for the birth of a
boy ‘who now has the greatest and most responsible job ever given to an air
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commander in the field’. Bednall thought it fitting to tell Coningham’s story
on Anzac Day, for he ‘has become the most important Anzac of all’. Though
born in Australia, he preferred to be considered a New Zealander and saw
nothing odd in that: Lloyd George, he observed, was no less a Welshman
for being born in Manchester.!®

Coningham attended a particularly important conference at Bentley Priory
next day, 26 April. Leigh-Mallory announced that he was anxious ‘to
determine the precise functions of the different Air HQs’; as for his own
role, he saw himself coordinating the strategic and tactical effort throughout
the battle. This, he thought, could best be done by means of a daily
conference at Bentley Priory, which either Coningham or Brereton would
attend. Coningham immediately replied that he would be quite unable to
visit Bentley Priory every day because he intended to keep in very close
touch with Montgomery’s headquarters in Portsmouth. He suggested that
the strategic effort be allocated at least twenty-four hours ahead, since heavy
bombers and their large crews took longer to prepare and brief than the
mediums, fighter-bombers and fighters of the tactical air forces. The strategic
effort having been decided, Coningham proposed that the tactical effort be
agreed at an evening conference not at Bentley Priory but in Uxbridge. As
Commander Advanced AEAF, Coningham would naturaly keep Leigh-
Mallory fully informed of the battle’s progress, but did not propose to give
orders to his Group Commanders while he himself remained in Uxbridge.
Leigh-Mallory queried the control of all tactical air forces from Uxbridge,
suggesting decentralisation in view of the huge numbers of aircraft involved,
but Coningham and Hugh Saunders (head of 11 Group) confirmed that the
Combined Control Centre was perfectly capable of adequate control.

It was then agreed that Leigh-Mallory would lay down general policies for
the employment of strategic and tactical bombers, which latter policy
Coningham would implement; that Tedder would allot the strategic effort,
when such forces would be used in a tactical role; that most tactical tasks for
strategic bombers would be arranged twenty-four hours in advance; and that
a tactical conference would be held nightly at Uxbridge to determine
allotment and employment for the following day. Until such time as Leigh-
Mallory could establish himself in France, Coningham would act in a duel
role similar to that of Montgomery: i.e., he would command 2nd TAF and
also Advanced AEAF. Thereafter, he would command only 2nd TAF.
Leigh-Mallory wrote to Portal after this conference ended. In the early stages
of Overlord, he had learned, Montgomery was to fulfil a dual role as head of
21st Army Group and overall commander until Eisenhower took charge. It
therefore seemed ‘a reasonable organisation to make Coningham also fulfil a
dual role. My Advanced Headquarters would go out and would parallel the
Supreme Commander’s Advanced Headquarters and 2nd TAF Headquarters
would go out and parallel 21st Army Group. Coningham would act as
Commander Advanced Headquarters and as Commander of the 2nd TAF.’
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Everybody seemed ‘most satisfied’ with this arrangement, thought Leigh-
Mallory, which could not be made earlier because of ‘certain allied factors’."?

Coningham wrote to Philip Wigglesworth, Leigh-Mallory’s SASO, on 29
April, asking for a directive implementing the conclusions reached at the
conference on the 26th. This would enable Coningham to call a meeting with
Brereton, Saunders and Quesada to decide the organisation needed for laying
on operations and supporting Montgomery. He enclosed a draft of what he
wanted which was published on 1 May. Under Leigh-Mallory’s direction,
Coningham was to ‘coordinate the planning and operations’ of both TAFs
from his headquarters in Uxbridge where a Combined Control Centre
(managed by Saunders and Quesada) would issue his instructions. Advanced
AEAF would be an operational headquarters with no administrative respon-
sibilities and during ‘the assault phase’ Coningham would coordinate all
requests for direct support and reconnaissance and pass to Leigh-Mallory
requests for heavy bombing beyond the capacity of his own forces. This
organisation, the directive announced, would provide for ‘one Air authority’
with whom Montgomery would deal.?®

Some American commanders were unhappy with this directive. Hoyt S.
Vandenberg — Leigh-Mallory’s American Deputy, but Spaatz’s agent — read
the ‘Control of Air Units’ section of the air plan, noting Coningham’s dual
role. He was told that Brereton did not agree and promptly raised the matter
with Leigh-Mallory who produced the conference minutes to show that
Brereton had in fact agreed to the decisions reached. This unwelcome news,
noted Vandenberg, ‘temporarily blocked further action by me’. Next day,
he discussed the matter further with Spaatz and Brereton, who now found
the directive ‘unsatisfactory’ and intended to complain to Tedder; Spaatz
would complain to Eisenhower. Spaatz told Vandenberg on 16 May that
Eisenhower had agreed to Coningham’s dual role, ‘if he was detached from
2nd TAF while on the AEAF job’. Vandenberg thereupon gave this news to
Coningham and Brereton and later proposed certain changes in the air plan.
‘All amicable and changed as US desired,” he recorded.?

Throughout 1944, Coningham kept in close touch with his former
colleagues of the Italian Campaign, Cannon and Hudleston, partly to draw
upon their daily experience of operations similar to those facing him; partly
because he liked them. On 29 April, he wrote warmly and at length (in his
own hand) to ‘Joe’, having just enjoyed a visit from ‘Teddy’. As well as
cheerful gossip about his family (‘Our Jane is home from school and we have
had a lot of laughter’) and mutual friends (including the enigmatic comment,
“Tooey remains Tooey’), Coningham felt able to discuss with Cannon his
major worries, chief of which was ‘to get people’s minds down to attacking
ground targets’. His force was unbalanced, with too much ‘fighter v fighter
strength’ and too many untried rockets for pilots trained in conventional
weapons. Also, he confided, ‘I’'m getting into a private flurry at our delay in
producing jet-propelled aircraft’: the Germans would soon get rid of the

189



‘Approaching a Very Great Day’

bugs in an aircraft as far ahead of the latest Spitfire as it was of the pre-war
biplane; jets, he feared, ‘could wash out our great air superiority tomorrow’.

As for daily life, Coningham told Cannon, he had no sympathy for his
hassles with other headquarters, as related by Hudleston: ‘You are in a
haven of peace,” he wrote with feeling, ‘compared to my world of paper and
talk. It will be such a relief to get the show started.” However, ‘General Ike’
was still ‘the grandest value’ and another consolation was the great number
of ‘old Med. sweats’ at all the conferences. ‘I have just been given my third
new title in two and a half weeks’ he added, ‘and am now organised to work
with Monty, both of us filling two positions.” He outlined the system in
words and diagrams, ending: ‘See? Damned awful thing to explain, but
there you are.’?

Tedder’s famous ‘Transportation Plan’, based upon Mediterranean experi-
ence and strongly supported by Coningham, was intended to disrupt a vast
railway network and oblige the enemy to use roads which were much less
suitable for the rapid movement of large forces and heavy equipment. The
plan stretched — and therefore weakened — defences and extended over such
a large area that flyable weather could usually be found somewhere. Another
advantage that weighed heavily with Coningham was the fact that it spared
French towns and villages as much as possible. A German study, completed
on 18 November 1944, concluded that the paralysis of the railway network
and the destruction of bridges before D-Day had had a ‘most damaging
effect’ on German plans. Although arguments in favour of creating ‘choke
points’ by bombing road junctions in towns and villages were strongly
advanced, it was agreed on 3 May to begin attacks on bridges about D-14
and that the American heavy bombers should undertake a full-scale attack
on three Seine bridges and (as a deception) three Meuse bridges. Spaatz was
reluctant to see his heavy bombers thus employed and was therefore no less
delighted than Coningham on 7 May when eight fighter-bombers of the 9th
AF destroyed a railway bridge over the Seine at Vernon: this feat encouraged
both men in their aversion to the sight of heavy bombers over the
battlefield.?

At this time, Coningham was concerned about the very heavy losses to be
expected from attacks on radar stations and Leigh-Mallory agreed that they
might be left until nearer D-Day. Coningham was even more concerned
about evidence that the Luftwaffe would ‘shortly’ be operating squadrons of
jet aircraft. Such machines, he said, would give the Germans an immense
advantage and all possible pressure must be brought to get the early
introduction of British jets: if necessary, at the expense of Typhoon
production. Leigh-Mallory agreed to raise the matter with Portal. Other
matters that Coningham raised included, as usual, the employment of fighter-
bombers as escorts for heavy bombers; the need to conserve stocks of 1,000-
pound bombs during ‘the preparation period’ for extensive use against
bridges after D-Day; the lag in production of fragmentation bombs and
especially his efforts to train a dozen squadrons in the use of rocket
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projectiles. He was convinced that the rocket was a more accurate weapon
than the bomb, although admitting that its proper use required much
practice. Not least, Coningham asked Leigh-Mallory to take up with Ramsay
his ‘grave concern’ about the misuse by the Navy of vessels specially
equipped to assist fighter direction. These Fighter Direction Tenders, said
Coningham, were nothing like ready for their critical role in the initial stages
of the assault.?

At a conference on 17 May, Coningham asked whether sufficient weight
of attack was being carried out in the ‘Neptune’ (assault) area. He thought it
unwise to leave the Seine bridges untouched much longer, given the risk of
bad weather. The Germans, argued Coningham, clearly regarded the ‘Forti-
tude’ (Pas de Calais) area as the principle Allied objective and Neptune as its
cover. Heavier attacks in Neptune, so far from compromising security,
would therefore strengthen it. Moreover, the Army wanted him to attack
those bridges, but Leigh-Mallory decided that an even balance must be
maintained between Neptune and Fortitude and attacks on the Seine bridges
did not resume for another week.

Convinced that the major task of the air forces from D-Day onwards
would be to delay enemy movement into the battle area, Leigh-Mallory then
made a bid for personal control of the medium bomber force to impede such
movement. Coningham was adamantly opposed. Montgomery, he said,
might call for direct support which could not be met by fighter-bombers
alone because of intense flak; in such cases, simultaneous raids by medium
bombers would be called for. Alithough Leigh-Mallory ‘guaranteed’ that if
this should happen, the Army’s needs would be met instantly, Coningham
thought divided control would not work in practice and informed Mont-
gomery that he might not always be able to offer direct air support promptly.
As Coningham intended, Montgomery complained at once to Eisenhower,
saying that he would only deal with one Air Commander. Eisenhower agreed
and announced on 19 May that Coningham was to have ‘the necessary
executive authority to implement all requests for air action required by the
Army’ and Leigh-Mallory was merely ‘to exercise general direction of air
operations’, about which Coningham would keep him informed.?

On the afternoon of the 17th, recorded Scarman, Tedder had had a long
meeting with Leigh-Mallory, ‘who is worried at his position vis-a-vis
Coningham. Monty has demanded ONE Air Force authority to deal with.
He is to be Coningham, as Commander Advanced AEAF (Allied TAF has
died). Chief [Tedder] impressed on LM that scheme would work, given tact
and goodwill. As Chief says, “LM requires educating to School Certificate
standard.””’ Quite apart from the fact that so many of his colleagues disliked
him, few officers would have found Leigh-Mallory’s position tenable.
Although nominally responsible for the success or failure of the air plan, he
had in fact no control whatever over the air forces: Coningham managed the
tactical air forces; Tedder ‘directed’ on Eisenhower’s behalf the strategic air
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forces; and Leigh-Mallory was reduced to endorsing the decisions they
made.2¢

Nevertheless, Coningham was invited to attend the wedding of Leigh-
Mallory’s daughter on 20 May. Among the guests was Vandenberg who
found an opportunity to advise Coningharn that he should set at rest fears in
the mind of Admiral Alan G. Kirk, US Naval Force Commander, about his
likely air support. Coningham agreed to attend yet another meeting, arranged
by Vandenberg for 9.30 am on 22 May in his own office, where Kirk was
asked by Vandenberg to ‘present his fears and questions, that we might get
everything on the table’. The entire plan was then explained in detail and
Kirk departed, ‘apparently much relieved’, expressing his appreciation.
Coningham had received that morning a most welcome letter from his friend
Larry Kuter in Washington: ‘your activities’, wrote Kuter, ‘are a source of
the greatest interest at this time, both publicly and in official circles. That
fact makes duty in the Pentagon Building less fascinating day by day.’ Kuter
assumed that Vandenberg ‘has undoubtedly given you an inside look into
the way things are happening in Washington’, so Coningham showed him
the letter. Vandenberg, an ambitious young man and widely regarded as a
rising star, was impressed — as Kuter and Coningham desired that he should
be — by this evidence of top-level American approval of at least one British
Air Marshal.?

Next day, 23 May, the principal Allied air commanders began a new series
of meetings at Bentley Priory - first of their ‘Overlord Conferences’, with
Leigh-Mallory as chairman — to decide target priorities and allocation of
effort between strategic and tactical forces. Four more meetings were held
before D-Day, after which they continued every morning at 11 am through-
out the summer and early autumn. Leigh-Mallory surpassed even himself at
the first meeting by asking for the immediate relief of all US officers
employed in the War Room, declaring in effect, wrote Vandenberg, ‘that
British methods of operation, which he understood’, must be introduced.
Vandenberg at once contacted Spaatz, told him Leigh-Mallory’s attitude was
‘an outrage’ and said he was ready ‘to bring a very fine fight out in the open’,
if Spaatz thought the time appropriate. After a pause for thought, Spaatz
advised him to say nothing to upset relations for the present.?

‘It is quite impossible for any one service to win a modern war,” said
Coningham in a talk to Spitfire pilots on 24 May. His next sentence — “There
is no short cut to beating the Germans and you cannot do it by bombing
alone’ — revealed how far he was from the camp of the bomber barons, but it
was the following sentence which many newspapers quoted next day: ‘We
are approaching a very great day on which a tremendous amount depends.’
Coningham then went on to say that although the Germans had given up
hope of winning the war, they would fight hard to achieve a stalemate and so
avoid defeat.?

His preparations for that ‘very great day’ had made astonishing progress
since January. Most of his aircrews knew how to refuel and re-arm their
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aircraft, to remedy minor mechanical defects and even to use some ground
weapons. Although immensely expanded in numbers, they were, in spirit,
his old Desert Air Force in that they did not live in large, well-appointed
messes, but slept four to a tent and ate in big marquees; nor did they have
batmen. Ground crews had also been taught ‘Desert methods’, for a TAF
unit had to be fully and quickly mobile, with workshops and offices that
could be driven or towed to practically any flat space where a temporary
airfield could be set up at short notice. This method of running an air force,
common enough in the Great War and revived in France in 1940, had been
brought to a fine art under Coningham during the North African and
Mediterranean campaigns. He was well aware that many otherwise excellent
staff officers simply could not give of their best in the rough-and-tumble of
mobile warfare; others could not handle rapidly enough the daily, sometimes
hourly - and often heated — arguments with Army, Navy or USAAF
representatives over where and when to employ aircraft. Such officers would
neither be useful nor happy in 2nd TAF and few were to be found in senior
positions by D-Day.

Having assembled a staff suitable for the task in prospect, Coningham left
it to get on with detailed planning while he concentrated on high-level
negotiations and low-level visits. ‘Just as he did in Africa,” wrote Flight
Lieutenant Anthony Vandyk in the Daily Telegraph on 30 May, Coningham
‘turns up unexpectedly at all hours and talks informally with all ranks about
their work — as often as not during a meal, for he always expresses great
determination not to interfere with their duties.” Most pilots, added Vandyk,
have had little experience of working with an army, for their targets had
hitherto been in the air and not on the ground, but under Coningham’s
direction they were learning how an army worked and how best to help it.
Hard, dangerous fighting during the coming year would teach them much
more.3°
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Cooperating with Brereton, Cajoling
Montgomery, Scuppering Leigh-Mallory

Coningham and the Battle for Normandy, June to August 1944

Throughout the Second Worid War, Lord Trenchard found it hard to keep
away from the scenes of high drama, and officers who had justified his early
patronage by rising to senior rank learned to expect his appearance — full of
apologies for any inconvenience caused, but equally full of determination to
see everything. Coningham was therefore not at all surprised to receive a
letter from the great man on 3 June, inviting himself for a guided tour once
Operation Overlord had been safely launched: ‘because really,” he wrote,
‘outside the official set-up, you are the person chiefly concerned.”

Much as he relished flattery from a man of Trenchard’s eminence,
Coningham was at that moment too busy to respond. He had just emerged
from a long, tense meeting at Bentley Priory where Leigh-Mallory, having
outlined his unsolicited views on the employment of aircraft to a hostile
. audience of British and American airmen, lost his temper and was publicly
rebuked by Tedder. It was then decided, as Tedder, Coningham and the
Americans wanted, to use heavy bombers as soon as the invasion began to
isolate the battlefield, by destroying bridges, railways and blocking roads
deep in enemy territory; medium bombers would be used to inhibit
movement towards the landing area as well as against beach defences; fighter-
bombers would cover the infantry’s advance and break up enemy concentra-
tions of troops or armour; and fighters would cover everything, with a strong
reserve held ready to counter any unexpected emergency.’

Coningham then left for Admiral Ramsay’s headquarters at Southwick
House, near Portsmouth, to attend the dramatic meetings at which Eisen-
hower would decide when to launch Overlord, the largest and most complex
combined operation in history. The first meeting, at 9.30 pm on 3 June, was
told to expect very poor weather during the next few days and a second
meeting began at 4.30 the following morning. At this meeting, Montgomery
announced that he was prepared to go on the 5th even if bad weather
prevented air support; Ramsay said he was reluctant to go, but would if
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Eisenhower asked. After a shocked silence, Eisenhower exploded: for
months he had been told that air support was essential and now his chief
soldier and chief seaman blithely said they could manage without. ‘No,’ he
said, ‘we’ll postpone Overlord twenty-four hours.” Already a confirmed
Eisenhower man, Coningham agreed: as in past crises, so in those to come,
he preferred the Supreme Commander’s judgment to Montgomery’s. Later
that day came news of a break in the weather and at 9.45 pm Eisenhower
decided to go. As Chester Wilmot later explained, the issue was clear-cut:
‘take a chance on the Tuesday [6 June], or wait for two weeks’ until tide
conditions were right again — and even then there would no longer be
moonlight and, of course, no guarantee of calm water and clear skies. The
risk of a major security breach was growing, the morale of men packed
tightly together in ships was causing concern and promises had been made
to the Russians that an invasion would be launched in the first week of June.
These were compelling reasons and Coningham smiled when Eisenhower
said: ‘After all, we have a great force of fighter-bombers.’?

All the Allied commanders, Coningham among them, expected the
Luftwaffe to respond immediately and with great vigour to the assault, none
realising how gravely it had been weakened in France in order to strengthen
defence of the homeland against day and night attack by American and
British heavy bombers. Moreover, the prior destruction of radar stations on
the coasts of France and the Low Countries combined with a brilliantly
executed cover plan — Operation Fortitude — blinded the enemy to the size,
direction and purpose of the Allied landings. Long after the armies were
safely ashore, the Germans continued to assume that the real blow would be
made aga‘nst the Pas de Calais and that the assault on Normandy was no
more than a feint.*

From Coningham’s viewpoint, the outstanding fact about the assault was
the complete lack of aerial opposition, but before noon on D-Day he knew
that cloudy weather was making it impossible to carry out carefully-laid
plans to prevent enemy movement towards the Allied invaders while they
were at their most vulnerable. He therefore ordered Typhoons armed with
rockets or bombs to patrol all roads in the assault area. Other aircraft carried
out similar missions farther afield and found road convoys escorted by
fighters. Although movement was not stopped, the Germans were obliged to
disperse or take to side roads or wait for darkness. A maximum effort was
made for two days, regardless of wear and tear upon men or machines, but
on the third morning - 8 June — Coningham told Montgomery’s representa-
tive at Uxbridge that he and Brereton had agreed that this degree of intensity
could no longer be sustained. Until reliable information about enemy
intentions became available, he must allow time for rest and repair because
even though the Luftwaffe had not yet proved a danger, many aircraft had
been destroyed or damaged by accurate German ground fire - supplemented,
as in the Mediterranean landings, by reckless fire from Allied ships and
soldiers ashore. Coningham repeatedly implored the Naval and Army
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commanders to insist that gunners identify aircraft before opening fire, but
such ‘incidents’ continued at a distressing rate for weeks.’

“The situation is changing as the German reinforcements come up,’ said
Leigh-Mallory to his diarist, Hilary St George Saunders, on 8 June. “The
weather is still bad, but our fighter-bombers have certainly delayed their
movements.” By that day, however, Coningham was more concerned about
the armies placing the bombline too far forward. This imaginary line was
intended to protect forward troops from accidental attack by friendly aircraft,
but if placed too far forward would also spare enemy forces in the protected
zone. Montgomery took up Coningham’s point in a letter to his Chief of
Staff (Freddie de Guingand, still in England) on 9 June. ‘I think the
bombline has got to be a bit out just at present,’ wrote the Army
Commander, because ‘the troops are mostly new to fighting and we do not
want to create a loss of confidence in the air.” He therefore accepted — on
their behalf - less close support than Coningham was willing to provide.®

Nevertheless, at a meeting of Air Commanders on the 10th, Coningham
again asked for the line to be brought nearer to Allied troops. A few
squadrons were then operating from landing strips within the beachhead and
Coningham immediately delegated their control to Broadhurst because, as
he wrote later, ‘there should be only one point of contact between the Army
and Air Force commanders fighting the battle’. Broadhurst (83 Group) and
Dempsey (2nd British Army) worked together. As soon as direct radio-
telephone and wireless communications were established across the Channel
between Uxbridge and Broadhurst’s headquarters, wrote Coningham, ‘I was
able to keep him fully informed of my intentions and learn his requirements
for carrying them out.” At the Air Commanders’ meeting on 12 June,
Coningham summarised operations the previous day, outlined those pro-
posed for that day and announced that three landing strips had been made
and were being used by Typhoons and Spitfires.’

Once they were securely established ashore, the Allies needed both a good
deepwater port (to permit a rapid build-up of supplies) and the capture of
flat, open terrain for airfield construction and the effective deployment of
tanks. Consequently, the Americans aimed to seize Cherbourg and the
British to seize Caen. Whatever doubts the Germans had about the purpose
of the Allied landings, they had none at all about the significance of Caen as
a route centre or the suitability of the country east and south of that town
for aircraft and tank operations. Both were defended fiercely for weeks. But
the breakout from the bridgehead, recalled Coningham, ‘had been planned
with the particular intention of providing sufficient air bases to the east and
southeast of Caen’ to enable him to get his short-range aircraft based in
Normandy as quickly as possible. He needed these in order to maintain air
superiority and so permit the growth and free movement of Allied land
forces while denying — or at least impeding — the growth and free movement
of German forces encircling the bridgehead. Unfortunately, continued
Coningham, choosing his words with care, Montgomery’s plan could not be
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carried out. Before D-Day, Montgomery had made it clear to commanders
in all services that he intended to make a major effort in the Caen area to
capture terrain suitable for airfield construction; after D-Day, however, the
strength of German resistance obliged him first to abandon that intention
and then to deny that it had ever existed. Coningham, having seen
Montgomery play this particular game before, did not allow his anger and
exasperation to blind him to the hard work and bravery of the Army’s five
Airfield Construction Groups: these, he wrote, ‘enabled me to take a
justifiable risk in concentrating more aircraft on each airfield than was
originally planned’.®

On the morning of 14 June, Wing Commander Leslie Scarman (Tedder’s
diarist) recorded that the ‘complacency’ of a meeting at Bentley Priory was
‘disturbed’ when Coningham bluntly announced that his information on the
Army situation — received from Broadhurst — did not agree with that given
by Brigadier Charles Richardson, Montgomery’s representative. Units of the
7th Armoured Division, reported Coningham, had suffered a severe setback
the previous day; the situation was ‘near crisis’ and there could be no
disguising it. Finding a weakly-defended point between two Panzer divi-
sions, British tanks had rolled into Villers Bocage, but a fierce counter-attack
destroyed many and drove out the rest. The position was made worse,
Coningham said, by the fact that no fresh Allied formations were due to land
on the 14th or the next day and those currently engaged had been fighting
almost continuously for a week and were becoming exhausted.

As for air action, he continued, the fact that German forces were reaching
the front in very small detachments from various directions made it difficult
to strike severe blows and the weather had been bad on the 13th, limiting
the number of sorties that could be flown. But ‘a terrific air punch’, said
Tedder, would be put in that day on targets close to the frontline, ‘largely
for morale purposes’. According to Scarman, Tedder was already considering
the abolition of AEAF Headquarters and the dismissal of Leigh-Mallory, as
Coningham and the Americans wanted, for ‘LM, though earnest, does not
inspire confidence. Even Harris [head of Bomber Command], who cooper-
ates magnificently, is irritated at AEAF delay in giving him his targets for
the night. This is due to LM’s request “for a think”, as he puts it, at the
daily conference.” Tedder visited Eisenhower after the meeting and they
decided to go to Normandy next day and see for themselves what substance
there was in Coningham’s claim.®

Leigh-Mallory chose to visit Montgomery on the 14th, proposing a heavy
bomber attack to break the stalemate at Caen and sending representatives to
Dempsey’s headquarters to discuss aiming points, all this without consulting
either Spaatz or Coningham. Tedder, however, had already advised Con-
ingham to go to Normandy himself, await his arrival with Eisenhower, and
then — with American support — they would scupper Leigh-Mallory’s
proposal. This they did, arguing that high-level bombers would find it
difficult to identify targets and would be obliged to leave such a wide safety
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margin that the subsequent advance would be over untouched ground.
Tedder also told Montgomery that Coningham, not Leigh-Mallory, was his
opposite number and Broadhurst’s was Dempsey — as had been made
perfectly clear before D-Day. ‘Monty,’” noted Scarman, merely said he ‘was
relieved to get this laid down with authority’ and continued to play Leigh-
Mallory and Coningham against each other on the grounds that one provided
strategic and the other tactical air support. Tedder and Coningham, wrote
Leigh-Mallory on 10 July, ‘agreed between themselves that the Army should
be supported only by the Tactical Air Force’ and ‘there was nothing that I
could do except acquiesce or clear out’. In fact, Leigh-Mallory found a third
alternative: he aligned himself with Montgomery.'°

Coningham, meanwhile, returned to England and made another blunt
statement to his fellow commanders at their meeting on 16 June. The Army,
he said, must ‘keep in mind what they had planned and where they had
planned to be by D+10 and admit that the plan had failed’. Nothing was to
be gained by claiming that all was well and ‘a greater sense of urgency was
needed’. Major General Kenneth Strong, Eisenhower’s Chief Intelligence
Officer, agreed with Coningham and Scarman recorded that Strong told
Tedder he was ‘anxious lest we delay through excess of caution. We have
won the build-up race: exploit it.” During the night of 15-16 June, however,
an alarming attack on London by flying-bombs had begun, distracting
attention from the Normandy campaign. Leigh-Mallory ‘regretfully
observed’ on the 16th that ‘help against the flying bomb would be required
from 2nd TAF as well as from the Strategic Air Forces if launching sites
were to be effectively neutralised’. Coningham announced next morning that
seven of his squadrons had been assigned to assist attacks on those sites,
codenamed ‘Crossbow’ operations, but the targets were difficult to hit and
neither strategic commanders (eager to destroy German capacity and will to
fight on) nor tactical commanders (equally eager to help ground forces break
out of Normandy and advance across France into Germany) welcomed such
operations.'!

On 19 June, Coningham reported that the 9th Air Force was giving
excellent close support to an American advance in the Cotentin Peninsula
towards Cherbourg and that as many as seven wings — four British, three
American — of fighters and fighter-bombers were now based in France.
Spaatz having told Bradley (Commander, US 1st Army) that 1,200 heavy
bombers could be assigned to help him capture Cherbourg, the air command-
ers met on 21 June to consider the offer. Coningham saw no more use for
heavies at Cherbourg than at Caen and the American airmen agreed: the
tactical air forces could cope and in any case bad weather ruled out the
heavies. Brereton then asked Coningham, wrote Vandenberg, ‘if he wanted
to take this over, but was informed that it was purely an American show and
that Brereton had the ball. Coningham added, however, that his force was
available for use by Brereton.’ Next morning, at the usual meeting in Bentley
Priory, Air Vice-Marshal Stephen Strafford (Coningham’s Chief of Plans and
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Operations) outlined Brereton’s plan. Inexcusably, he referred to the support
from the air ‘as being provided by 2nd TAF and elements of the 9th’: words
which upset the Americans and earned him a sharp rebuke from
Coningham.?

Operation Epsom, Montgomery’s latest plan to capture Caen and open
country to the south and south-east which was suitable for airfields and tank
movements alike, began on 25 June. The plan, explained by Coningham to
Leigh-Mallory on the previous day, required the air forces to bombard
strongpoints around Caen airfield in order to protect the Army’s left flank
during its advance. Leigh-Mallory thought the plan tame and unambitious
and wanted to use heavy bombers to get Montgomery moving: the Russians,
he said, were advancing in the east and might reach Berlin while the Allies
were still west of the Rhine. Coningham replied that he would ask for
heavies if he thought they could help, but for the moment Montgomery was
content with the support of mediums and fighter-bombers.

Tedder visited Portsmouth on 28 June, recorded Scarman, to see de
Guingand and ‘examine the allegation of hitches in air-ground cooperation’.
Next morning, he flew to France with de Guingand to discuss the matter
further with Coningham and Broadhurst over lunch at 83 Group Head-
quarters. Tedder then met Montgomery in an attempt ‘to allay Army fears
of Coningham’. Epsom had become bogged down amid recriminations all
round and Eisenhower told Tedder on the 30th that he was worried about
Army-Air cooperation. Montgomery, Scarman noted, had suggested to
Eisenhower that Coningham was ‘being too critical and a little uncooperative.
Chief’s view is matter will not be settled till, as in Africa, the Army and Air
commanders live side by side.” Tedder then saw Portal to brief him ‘re Mary
and Monty’ and urge, yet again, the abolition of AEAF.!?

Nevertheless, despite hard words exchanged on paper or round tables, the
superiority of German soldiers in sheer fighting skill ensured that actual
cooperation between all Allied forces in the field was becoming closer.
Coningham and Brereton spent a couple of days together in France at the
end of June discussing first with Broadhurst and Quesada how best to
improve the mutual support of their air forces and then with Bradley how
best to support his next attack. They also inspected flying-bomb sites in the
Cotentin Peninsula which had been expertly camouflaged. ‘These sites,’ said
Brereton, ‘can be built more quickly than they can be destroyed’ and
Coningham agreed that this fact made still more urgent the need for the
Allied armies to break out of their bridgehead and overrun the missile sites
for ‘they are not profitable targets for air attack’.!

Whatever rivalries existed between airmen — British or American, strategic
or tactical — they all agreed that newspapers and radio bulletins gave
inadequate attention to air operations and that this neglect had an adverse
effect on morale. Harris, head of Bomber Command, observed on 30 June
that he had lost 4,000 men during the past two months — about twice the
number of British soldiers so far killed in Normandy — and Coastal Command
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had played a vital part in eliminating the U-boat menace in the Channel, yet
the press continued to regard ground action as the ‘real’ war. Coningham
supported Harris. Dempsey, he said, could not move without Broadhurst’s
support and yet the press never mentioned Broadhurst, but Leigh-Mallory
thought much of the blame for this lack of attention lay with the Air Ministry
and advised Harris and Coningham to direct complaints there.'*

At the end of June, however, Coningham had more cause for satisfaction
— or at least relief — than complaint. As in earlier campaigns, Ultra provided
Allied commanders with so much information about enemy intentions that
operational planning contained little guesswork; and Elmhirst provided 2nd
TAF with the detailed, efficient management of men and material which
enabled Coningham to make the best use of Ultra. It was Elmhirst who
weedled out of the Air Ministry the loan of one Dakota per fighter squadron
for the day of its move across the Channel. A week before that move, ground
crews and heavy equipment were despatched by road to embarkation ports
and thence to Normandy while pilots and aircraft continued to operate from
permanent Fighter Command airfields (with the help of a few key people)
until their ground crews reported that they were ready to receive them. The
squadron then combined a routine operation with escort for the Dakota
carrying its key people and all the personal kit and bedding of the pilots.
“The scheme was a great success,” wrote Elmhirst, ‘and enabled me to report
to Mary every morning during the invasion period that he had the full
strength of his force available.” Elmhirst also persuaded the Air Ministry to
let him form a ‘support unit’ for each Group going to Normandy. ‘They
were big units,” he recalled, ‘some thousand men in each, and they held
three reserve pilots per squadron and some 150 aircraft, three in reserve for
each squadron.’ Like Coningham, Elmhirst was acutely aware that ‘fighter
pilots are a very highly-tempered weapon which bad handling can blunt very
easily . .. Other than bad leadership, probably the worst thing for a
squadron’s morale is gaps. Pilots expect losses among themselves and their
aircraft through battle and airfield crashes, but they become depressed if
those gaps are not quickly made good.” His support units solved that
problem.'®

Coningham and Larry Kuter had been delighted to renew their friendship
at intervals between meetings in mid-June and as soon as he returned to
Washington Kuter wrote to thank Coningham for ‘the dinner and delightful
evening with you and your Lady. That evening was also not only a high
point in fine company, in quality of fine food, fine wine and liquor but, as
far as I was concerned, it was also a high point in consumption of the latter.
That seven passenger Packard the ETO provided was just barely big enough
for me to get into.” Kuter had visited ‘our old friends’ Joe Cannon and
General Alex in Italy and passed on their best wishes as well as news about
their excellent progress. Coningham’s recommendation that he be awarded
the CBE had been approved and Kuter deeply appreciated the honour ‘and
particularly the fact that the citation came from you’. ‘Can’t you do
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something about getting this fighting business over’, Kuter ended, ‘so that
the orderly course of holidaying may be resumed’, for he and his wife looked
forward very much to entertaining the Coninghams in the United States."’

Eisenhower, who visited Tedder on 1 July was ‘worried at dilatoriness of
Monty outside Caen’, noted Scarman, ‘and at frankness of Coningham’s
criticism of Army. Monty and de Guingand would not mind the removal of
Mary. Chief has told Ike his removal would be a disaster and his frankness
is justified.” Eisenhower then flew to Normandy with Coningham in Brere-
ton’s C-47, Debonair Duke. Brereton wrote:

On the way over, I had a very frank conversation with General
Eisenhower about my differences with AEAF. This in no way involved
Coningham, with whom my relations could not have been better. The
outcome was that Coningham would run the 2nd TAF and I would run
the 9th AF. Any matters between us that needed a decision would go
through AEAF Headquarters to a higher authority.

Eisenhower spent the night at Montgomery’s headquarters and Brereton
entertained Coningham at Grandcamp. It was just the kind of evening
Coningham most enjoyed: ‘a nice dinner, prepared by French chefs’ (recalled
Brereton), followed by ‘some excellent Courvoisier, which had been “liber-
ated” by my aides’ and convivial company, including Quesada. Thus
fortified, they easily survived the following morning — a Sunday — as
Montgomery’s guests at Bayeux. The General read the lesson at a church
service and then explained his latest interpretation of the Master Plan: that
the early capture of Caen had never, in fact, been part of it and that his
intention had always been to use the British and Canadian armies to hold
tight in the east, attracting maximum German opposition in order to permit
an easier American breakout in the west. Coningham did not hide his
contempt for this shuffling and Eisenhower returned from France on 5 July,
still ‘very worried over Monty’s relations with the Air’, wrote Scarman.
‘Situation is that Monty thinks Air is not sufficiently vigorous in support of
immediate battle, Coningham is highly critical of the slow progress of the
Army.’!®

Coningham completed a memorandum, Reorganisation for Future Opera-
tions, on 6 July. Reorganisation, he wrote, was needed for three reasons:
‘The dual appointment (and personality) of General Montgomery; the
division of Air Force needs between England and the Continent; the
comparative redundancy and unwieldy nature of AEAF, as at present
constituted.’ Efficient operations depended upon ‘a proper and simple chain
of command’ and that required Eisenhower to assume executive command
of both Army groups, but at present, wrote Coningham, ‘Montgomery is
under the impression that SHAEF and the Supreme Commander will remain
based in England, dealing largely with political matters and the broadest
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direction of land operations, whilst he, Montgomery, conducts field opera-
tions’ and retains control of both British and American forces: ‘I cannot see
how this can continue.” Coningham wanted SHAEF in England to control
the Allied TAFs (as well as Air Defence of Great Britain and the two heavy
bomber commands) through a small, purely operational, air staff on the
Continent. With regard to command, an ‘interim suggestion’ (pending
approval of a reorganisation) ‘is that I and Brereton should be commander
and deputy respectively of Allied TAF and at the same time command our
respective forces’, an arrangement that ‘has the advantage of keeping both
of us in command of our forces at a time when the armies need educating’.
Coningham gave copies of his memorandum to Leigh-Mallory and Tedder
on 6 July. ‘His views are like ours,” remarked Scarman, ‘an air staff in
SHAEF and elimination of AEAF.’"

Eisenhower despatched a most carefully-composed letter to Montgomery
on 7 July. “‘When we began this operation,’ he said, ‘we demanded from the
air that they obtain air superiority and that they delay the arrival of enemy
reinforcements in the Neptune [beachhead] area. Both of these things have
been done.” That beachhead must now be expanded. Advance on the right,
the American flank, had been ‘slow and laborious, due not only to the nature
of the country and the impossibility of employing air and artillery with
maximum effectiveness, but to the arrival on that front of reinforcements’.
On the left, the Anglo-Canadian flank, ‘a major full-dress attack . ..
supported by everything we could bring to bear’, had not yet been attempted.
“Through Coningham and Broadhurst,” emphasised Eisenhower, ‘there is
available all the air that could be used,’” ending with a promise to ‘back you
up to the limit’ in any effort made to break the deadlock. Montgomery
replied next day, assuring the Supreme Commander that he was still ‘quite
happy about the situation’ and ‘working throughout on a very definite plan’.
Part of that plan called for the dismissal of Coningham. Like Tedder and the
principal American commanders (ground and air), Coningham had the rank,
experience and independent authority necessary to criticise Montgomery’s
conduct of operations and draw influential attention to the gulf between his
words and deeds; unlike them, thought Montgomery, Coningham could be
silenced.?®

To that end, Montgomery had complained to both Tedder and Brooke
(head of the British Army) about him on 7 July. ‘The Army,” according to
Montgomery, was unhappy: it lacked confidence in Coningham; it knew that
he said ‘unpleasant things about it — behind its back’; it was having difficulty
in getting full value from the available air support because of his rivalry with
Leigh-Mallory; and was, in short, ‘beginning to wonder if Coningham is a
loyal member of the team’. Tedder passed these opinions on to Coningham,
who visited Montgomery to hear them for himself and left, said Mont-
gomery, ‘almost in tears’, aware at last, presumably, that loyalty should
exclude criticism. ‘Since then,” Montgomery assured Brooke, ‘his attitude
has been very different and his advances almost an embarrassment!!’
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Montgomery, that apostle of loyalty, then explained to Brooke his use of
Dempsey (Commander, 2nd Army) to undermine Coningham: ‘Dempsey
and his staff do not know a very great deal yet about how to wield air power,’
wrote Montgomery, but Dempsey is ‘very teachable and will soon get “the
form™; just at present, he is inclined to rush his fences somewhat and to be
impatient; whereas the only real answer is to proceed very carefully and to
lead “the air” down the garden path — but we must always be right and must
remember that the path is a bit slippery.” Brooke, apparently, did not
consider such conduct reprehensible, nor was he able to have Coningham
dismissed. In fact, so far from contemplating his removal, Portal was at that
time planning to bring Leigh-Mallory back to England (as Air Member for
Personnel) and divide his duties between Tedder and Coningham.?!

The next attempt to capture Caen, Operation Charnwood, began in the
late evening of 7 July with a massive raid by heavy bombers on the city’s
northern suburbs. Coningham opposed the raid, knowing that it would
merely create huge holes and mounds of rubble, as at Cassino in Italy, to
impede an advance by ground forces and provide defenders with excellent
concealed firing-points. Heavy bombers, in his view, were not a battlefield
weapon, but Montgomery — acutely aware that Churchill was listening to
growing criticism of his handling of the campaign - urgently demanded their
support and Eisenhower backed him in the hope of seeing some forward
movement on the British front. A creeping artillery barrage began at 4.20
next morning and behind it Dempsey’s troops moved forward, supported all
day by Broadhurst’s aircraft. Bur the going was so difficult and German
opposition so fierce that only four tanks and a few troops had entered Caen
by nightfall. Next day, bulldozers and tanks cleared lanes through the rubble
and by evening the ruins north of the Orne river were in British hands: an
achievement of no immediate advantage as long as the Germans continued
to hold a line along the river, the eastern suburb of Colombelles (where they
observed British movements from the towers of steelworks) and the heights
of Bourgébus Ridge, four miles to the south-east.?

Montgomery’s claim that the bombing ‘played a vital part in the success
of the operation’ is contradicted by the report of an investigation on 12 July
by a group of senior officers, Army and Air Force. The report concluded
that the raid, though cheering up British troops and depressing enemy
morale, Killed few Germans. ‘Many divisional officers expressed puzzlement
as to the object of the bombing as they had seen no signs of road blocks or
any other defences in that area. The French inhabitants also said that there
had been no Germans or German-prepared positions in the area destroyed.’
The conclusion was therefore unavoidable that ‘a great deal of French
property was devastated without sufficient justification and some scepticism
was felt about the existence of the batteries and other targets listed by the
2nd British Army’.?

Refusing to allow such details to clutter his mind, Montgomery turned
instead to Operation Goodwood (an offensive east of the Orne) due to begin

204



The Battle for Normandy, Fune to August 1944

on 18 July. Eisenhower — knowing his man - heaped praise upon it, adding
that Coningham ‘has already given you the assurance you desire concerning
air. All senior airmen are in full accord because this operation will be a
brilliant stroke which will knock loose our present shackles.” Goodwood,
alas, proved yet another example of the gulf between Montgomery’s words
and deeds, yet another example (as Major-General Sir Percy Hobart told
Liddell Hart after the war) of a ‘lack of sufficiently bold leadership on the
part of the armoured divisional commanders’ coupled with a readiness to
make excuses.?

Coningham told his fellow commanders on 19 July that his airmen had
had a heavy day on the 18th, working in close support of Dempsey’s Army.
The Americans, however, had ‘held the ring’, permitting the British freedom
of action over the battle area; cooperation and performance alike, he thought,
had been excellent. Scarman noted on 19 July that relations between the
Army and Air commanders remained very bad: ‘Montgomery will NOT deal
with Coningham, but only with LM. This entails Broadhurst, Coningham’s
subordinate, dealing direct with LM’ who had nevertheless moved his
personal caravan from Broadhurst’s headquarters to Montgomery’s and
‘seems to be cashing in on the discomfiture of his own subordinate’.?

The facts of the military situation, however, argued powerfully for
Coningham and against Montgomery. Tedder telephoned Eisenhower about
9 pm on 19 July to say that the British Chiefs of Staff would support ‘any
recommendation’ he cared to make: ‘meaning’ (according to Butcher) ‘that
if Ike wanted to sack Monty for not succeeding in going places with his big
three armored division push, he would have no trouble, officially.” “The Air
people’, added Butcher, ‘are completely disgusted with Monty’ and though
Eisenhower shared their opinion, he had agreed to Montgomery’s request
for a private meeting: ‘i.e., no airmen or top rankers along to stifle Monty’s
anticipated belly ache’. Butcher thought ‘Chief Big Wind’ had a 60-40
chance of avoiding the sack, largely because of ‘the British system of limiting
the number of names of British generals who may be written about in the
public prints or publicised on the BBC’. Tedder spent the following
afternoon (20 July) with Portal, who was ‘most concerned’ (recorded
Scarman) ‘about the Army failure and, as Chief, regards Monty as cause’.
They also discussed ‘LLM’s flirtation with Monty at Coningham’s expense’, a
misjudgment that would not only cost Leigh-Mallory his place in the
campaign, but also his appointment as Air Member for Personnel.?

Montgomery, meanwhile, had ‘put Ike fully in the picture’, as he told
Major General Frank Simpson (Brooke’s Secretary) on 21 July, ‘about the
friction in “air” circles between LM and Coningham; and told him the Army
views on Coningham - all most confidentially.” But Eisenhower, writing to
Montgomery that day, showed himself more concerned with the General’s
performance than with the Air Marshal’s. When the armoured divisions,
wrote Eisenhower, ‘assisted by tremendous air attacks’, broke through the
enemy’s forward lines, he had been ‘extremely hopeful and optimistic . . .
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that at last we had him and were going to roll him up. That did not come
about.” ‘Right now,’ he pointed out, ‘we have the ground and air strength
and the stores to support major assaults by both armies simultaneously’ and
‘do not need to fear, at this moment, a great counter-offensive.’?’
Eisenhower’s rebuke, characteristically courteous, disappointed Tedder:
‘Not strong enough,” he told Scarman that afternoon. ‘Montgomery can
evade it. It contains no order.” Tedder therefore drafted a long, blunt letter
(approved by Portal) which he sent to the Supreme Commander on 23 July.

I cannot forget that for weeks after the initial landing, while our build-up
proceeded to programme, the enemy was struggling from hand to mouth
with quite inadequate forces split up in bits and pieces along a line,
disorganised in command, short of weapons and material of all sorts. On
the western flank, despite difficulties of terrain, we were able to widen
the beachhead and clear the Cotentin Peninsula. On the eastern flank,
despite our overwhelming superiority, we were apparently unable to
exploit our advantage and now, more than six weeks after the landing,
one of our beaches, and the only port of any size, is still under enemy
shell fire.

Tedder had ‘no faith’, he concluded, in the General’s latest plan and urged
Eisenhower to take personal command of all the Allied armies in France.
Until then, Tedder advised, Eisenhower should ensure that Montgomery
gave ‘clear and unequivocal’ orders for ‘energetic and decisive action’.
Unfortunately, as the historian Max Hastings observed, ‘He whom propa-
ganda has made mighty, no man may readily cast aside’: on this principle,
Portal found (a few months later) that he could not get rid of Harris; Tedder
could not get rid of Montgomery for the same reason.?

Coningham reverted to command of 2nd TAF on 5 August (‘Advanced
AEAF’ ceasing to exist) and moved his headquarters from Uxbridge to a site
near Montgomery’s Main Headquarters, newly established at Le Tronquay,
just south of Bayeux. ‘Our camp here is delightfully set up in an orchard,’
wrote Elmhirst on the 9th, with caravans for himself, Groom and Con-
ingham. ‘Cows feeding around my caravan and butter, milk, cream and
cheese such as we have not seen since before the war. Wonderful weather
and the surroundings idea! for a quiet life: no bombs, doodlebugs or sirens,
much quieter than London’ though Frank Sayer, Coningham’s driver,
remembered naval shells roaring overhead like express trains. As in Tunisia,
Coningham ensured that his headquarters was lavishly supplied with Ameri-
can rations, far superior to British, and arranged for supplies of fresh bread
from England to be dropped by Spitfire each morning. The ground and air
battles, though going well, would go better (Elmhirst thought) now that the
Army and Air headquarters were at last together.

It has been a nightmare for Mary and Victor these last two months and
little less for me, trying to run our show under Leigh-Mallory’s HQ at
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Stanmore who were ‘supposed’ to be in direct touch with Monty’s 21st
Army Group HQ at St Paul’s. I have been able more or less successfully
to sidetrack LM’s HQ and work with those I should, Air Ministry and
21st Army Group, but not so Mary and Victor. I only hope now that
LM’s HQ will quietly fade out, it’s a big ‘empire’ which should never
have been allowed to arise.?

Morning meetings with the soldiers had resumed, to Elmhirst’s delight,
but Montgomery, ‘living as a recluse two miles away’, did not attend. While
in seclusion, he received a letter from Sir James Grigg, Secretary of State for
War, written on 1 August.

I am convinced, that Conyngham [sic] is continuing to badnam [sic] you
and the Army and that what he says in this kind is easily circulated in
SHAETF via Tedder and again that Bedell [Smith] — who seems to have
become very conceited and very sour — listens too readily to the poison. If
I am right, then you will have no comfort until you have demanded and
obtained the removal of Conyngham from any connection with Overlord
whatever. He is a bad and treacherous man and will never be other than a
plague to you.

Montgomery replied next day. Your letter, he said, ‘is quite first class and I
had a real good hearty laugh when reading it; a good “lash out” all round is
an excellent thing. What we really need is an extensive use of weed killer;
we would then progress rapidly towards the end of the war.’*

Unaware of this key to victory, Bradley tried another one. On 25 July, he
had begun a major American offensive — Operation Cobra — from St L6 in
the west of the bridgehead. Intended primarily to escape at long last from
the dreaded bocage (a region of numerous tiny fields enclosed by earth banks
and dense hedges, a gift to cunning defenders), the offensive actually burst
through the hitherto impenetrable German ring. With his forces in
Avranches by the 30th, Bradley realised that his original intention (to
concentrate on the conquest of Brittany) should now be replaced by a
massive thrust eastward; and that it should be led by Patton, a man ideally
suited to exploit an unexpected opportunity by driving his newly-formed 3rd
Army both harder and faster than any other Allied commander of his day
would have thought possible. The early days of August proved the most
decisive of the Normandy campaign because not only were the Allies at last
on the move, but Hitler himself was helping them. He ordered a counter-
offensive (aimed between Sourdeval and Mortain) and refused to permit a-
controlled withdrawal to the Seine. Left to themselves, the Germans would
have resisted the Allied advance, stubbornly and fiercely, for weeks to come;
as it was, thanks to Hitler, the last of their strength was wasted in days.
They then fled eastward, were trapped and slaughtered in thousands.

The Germans launched their attack on 7 August, capturing Mortain and
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other villages. Coningham and Vandenberg (who had replaced Brereton as
- head of the 9th Air Force on 1 August) agreed that 2nd TAF’s rocket-armed
aircraft should tackle the armoured columns while the 9th Air Force put up
a fighter screen and used its fighter-bombers to attack transport moving into
the battle zone. Once this decision was made, wrote Coningham, Broadhurst
and Quesada worked out the details between them ‘and proved the wisdom
of our insistence on good lateral communications’. For the first time in
Normandy, air forces had a chance to strike at a German armoured
concentration and ‘as the day developed, it was obvious’, in Coningham’s
opinion, ‘that air history was being made’. There were no fixed positions at
which heavy bombers could have aimed, for this was a battle of armoured
columns ‘striking with speed in what might be a decisive concentration
against our ground forces’. When the fighter-bomber pilots saw the spear-
heads of the enemy columns being engaged by American armour and anti-
tank weapons, they turned their attention to the centre and rear of the
enemy columns. Overall, he concluded, the day had seen one of the war’s
best demonstrations of the tactical use of air power. ‘It proved that a Tactical
Air Force may be a decisive battle-winning factor and it showed the smooth
coordination of air effort which could be achieved at short notice by the
teamwork which had been perfected between the 9th Air Force and 2nd
TAF.’ And now, added Elmbhirst, ‘with the American Army running round
his flank and our Army hammering hard here and taking a heavy toll, the
Hun is in a tight corner and will have to run shortly. He will be in for a very
sticky retreat if the weather holds, as we have a very fine force of fighter-
bombers here now. I guess we will be in Paris before the end of the month.’*

On that same day, 7 August, Montgomery mounted Operation Totalize.
The newly activated 1st Canadian Army was to drive south (with the 2nd
British Army covering its right flank) and take Falaise. Next morning,
Bradley ordered Patton to swing north towards Argentan, some twenty miles
south of Falaise. He had forces there by the 13th, but Bradley ordered them
to stay in Argentan. The Canadians, being inexperienced, were moving
slowly and though Montgomery urged the British to join up with them as
quickly as possible, he did not send units to reinforce them. It was late on
the 16th before they reached Falaise and a gap — now notorious in military
history — lay between them and the Americans which was actually sealed ten
miles farther east, between Trun and Chambois, on the 19th. The gap, in
fact, was converted into a funnel and a great part of the German armies
which had so effectively bottled up the Allies for ten weeks was destroyed in
it.?

A week later, Coningham flew over the battlefield, but the sheer immensity
of the wreckage and still more the stench rising from thousands of bodies,
human and animal, so appalled him that he soon left. It had been ‘an
astounding day’, wrote Elmbhirst to his wife at midnight on the 18th: ‘I think
Dunkirk is nearly avenged and I see no reason why we should not shortly go
forward with some ease and capture the flying-bomb coast and take that
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menace off you and all in and around London.” The destruction was perhaps
more complete and Allied casualties were certainly fewer than would have
been the case if the Falaise-Argentan gap had been closed earlier. Those
Germans who escaped were determined to do so; but they were unable to
transport their heavy equipment across the Seine, even if they managed to
get it so far; they therefore could not make a stand at that river and had no
choice but to continue their flight towards Germany.?*

During these exhilarating days, Coningham flew his own Fieseler Storch
from airfield to airfield, as in North Africa, and often had Elmhirst for
company. On 12 August, they were flying back to their orchard when the
engine cut out: ‘Dare I say it,” wrote Elmbhirst, ‘we had run out of petrol?’,
but Coningham found an airfield, made a good forced landing and was
refuelled without comment by some very straight-faced airmen. Elmbhirst
noted: '

He is in good form, and directing his side of the battle to perfection, but
much bothered by LM above him. We now realise how lucky we were
having ‘Ted’ behind us in Cairo, Algiers and Tunis. He told me last night
that LM had not accepted his recommendation that I should get a CB in
the Normandy honours list. No matter, it will come yet and this smooth-
running show here is my recompense.*

As in North Africa, the slowness of Allied troops in pursuit disappointed
Coningham. The Canadians, he told Robb on 29 August, had reported that
they would be opposite Rouen on the 27th and therefore pressed him to stop
bombing the railway bridges from 1 pm on that day, but two days later they
were still three miles away and during all that time the German withdrawal
continued undisturbed. ‘I have made a big row about this incident here,’
wrote Coningham, ‘and find that de Guingand and his staff fully agree with
my view. This is not the first time that optimism and ridiculous bomblines
have let the Germans escape.’ He had ordered his Group Commanders (‘and
am advising the 9th Air Force for like action’) to continue their attacks until
pilots see Allied ground forces within artillery range of targets. Montgomery’s
headquarters had promised to ensure that spearhead formations were lavishly
provided with smoke and special markings so that they could be easily
identified. Coningham was certain, as he wrote in his official report after the
war, that ‘we could have captured a much greater proportion of the enemy
west of the Seine, or turned pursuit into a rout’.

Even so, he particularly commended the efforts of Embry’s medium
bombers, supported by the 9th Air Force, for devastating attacks on the left
bank of the Seine at Rouen in the last week of August when vehicles of all
kinds were waiting to cross the river. The achievement of the air forces at
Rouen were not challenged, but the Operational Research Section of 21st
Army Group, reporting on the ‘Falaise Gap’ battle and the advance to the
Seine, found that many pilots had over-claimed and considered the rocket
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an over-rated weapon. By the time of the investigation, replied Coningham,
‘salvage parties, looters and the tide of battle had covered the ground so that
it was difficult to ascertain exactly what were the causes of destruction’.
More important, his task had been to cause confusion and prevent a planned
withdrawal: consequently, he did not aim to destroy tanks or vehicles one
by one, but to attack the heads of convoys and so disorganise enemy troops
that they were incapable of disciplined action. ‘This was undoubtedly
achieved,” Coningham believed, ‘by the 2nd TAF in the Shambles area and
by British and US fighter and medium bombers west of Rouen. They carried
out interdiction in the true meaning of the term — the prevention of enemy
movement.” The Army claimed all the credit for the withdrawal, but
Coningham argued, with justice, that it was ‘the result of a combined effort
by both air and ground forces’.*’

Pondering the ‘Lessons of Normandy’ in 1952, Liddell Hart observed that
Allied attacks had rarely succeeded unless they had a superiority in strength
of more than five to one, accompanied by command of the air ‘which at least
doubles the value of attacking ground forces and in some staff calculations
has been reckoned as trebling it’. On the other hand, the land and rivers of
Normandy proved easy to defend and immense material resources encour-
aged the Allied armies to let the machine win the battle. British troops in
particular, as the Germans often remarked, showed much greater determi-
nation in defence than in attack. Not least, there was a feeling that the end
of the war was near and no-one wanted to be the last man killed. Had it not
been for the airmen, Liddell Hart concluded, who hampered the enemy at
every turn, results would have been much worse. Nevertheless, massive
superiority in manpower, equipment and supplies eyentually prevailed and
by the end of August, the last German troops had crossed the Seine and
their domination of France was clearly at an end.3®
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Commander-in-Chief and ‘Renaissance
Prince’

Coningham in Brussels, September to December 1944

Early in September 1944, at the height of rejoicing over the triumphant end
to the Normandy Campaign, Coningham came close to losing his great
command. Portal and Sinclair (Secretary of State for Air) had been anxious
for some time to find a new Air Member for Personnel to deal with overall
manning policy and, in particular, senior appointments and promotions.
The present incumbent, Bertine Sutton, was becoming worn out by the
burdens of a demanding task and Leigh-Mallory had been a serious
contender to replace him before the Normandy Campaign, but Sinclair now
much preferred Coningham. He had no doubt, he told Portal on 2 Septem-
ber, about Coningham’s ‘high reputation in the Service. He is versatile and
a man of the world . . . has breadth of understanding, good judgment and a
strong character.” He had no experience of the Air Ministry, however, and
this lack, together with the fact that the war soon took an alarming turn for
the worse, kept Coningham in the field and Sutton in his office until the
following April. It was then decided that this influential position should go
to Jack Slessor, an officer whose administrative experience far surpassed
Coningham’s.!

Meanwhile, as Elmhirst wrote home from Normandy on 1 September,
“Things out here are going like wildfire.” He expected the Allies to be in the
Low Countries in two or three weeks ‘and then it is a case of whether the
Hun will fight it out in his own country or give in. He ought to give in, but
Hitler is a madman!’ Coningham, wrote Elmbhirst, had already taken a
‘residence’ in Paris: ‘he had fixed the one he wanted before we left England
and his French ADC was in Paris the day the troops went in [25 August]
with a signed letter from our old friend General Koenig, now Governor
there, allotting him the house of a supposed collaborator.” Elmhirst added
that Coningham had also chosen the location of a future headquarters in
northern Germany: ‘He says it’s the best possible place in view of the fact
that the RAF ought to be there for twenty years!
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Eisenhower had moved his headquarters to France on 1 September and
taken personal command of the Allied ground forces there, divided between
the Anglo-Canadians of 21st Army Group (under Montgomery) and the
Americans of 12th Army Group (under Bradley). After breaking out of
Normandy, the original plan had been to pause and regroup at the Seine,
but events now dictated immediate pursuit of disorganised foes. Eisenhower
favoured pursuit on a broad front, with Montgomery advancing north of the
Ardennes, through Belgium towards the Rhine and Bradley driving south of
the Ardennes, towards the Saar and the Frankfurt Gap. Montgomery’s
demand for a combined thrust to the Ruhr was rejected, but his own thrust
was approved on the understanding that he make Antwerp his first major
target: the largest and best-equipped port in Europe, Antwerp’s capture was
vital, for the Norman ports were proving quite unable to handle Allied
supply needs. To protect Montgomery’s right flank, Eisenhower gave him
the Ist US Army (Commander, Courtney Hodges) and priority in petrol
supplies. Bradley, resenting both decisions, permitted Patton to move
rapidly east to Metz, where a shortage of petrol (despite ‘diversions’ from
Hodges’ army) combined with Eisenhower’s support for Montgomery’s
complaints and stiffening enemy opposition halted him at the end of August.?

Coningham gave to 83 Group (operating with the 2nd British Army) the
mobile role of maintaining air supremacy ahead of pursuing columns and
close support during their advance. To 84 Group (working with the 1st
Canadian Army) he gave the task of protecting the western flank of that
advance and support for the several combined operations needed to capture
ports between Le Havre and Antwerp. As in the Desert campaigns, he
emphasised mobility at the expense of numbers, conscious of the need to use
every possible flying day to press the enemy hard. Captured airfields, he
ruled, were to be cleared of mines and booby traps and no time wasted
making new airfields; many squadrons were to be left behind in order to
release their ground transport to supply petrol and ammunition for the rest,
while air transport was to be used whenever possible to carry forward both
men and equipment. The actions of 83 Group, recorded Coningham, were
‘singularly successful since the country through which the pursuit passed
was of an open rolling nature with few places for concealment and eminently
suitable for successful attacks by low-flying fighters and fighter-bombers,
which by this time were highly experienced after the closing of the Falaise
pocket’. The Group drove as far as Eindhoven, north-east of Antwerp,
before it was halted by bad weather and enemy resistance along the Meuse.*

The Canadians, meanwhile, demanded the help of heavy bombers as well
as 84 Group’s tactical aircraft in operations against Le Havre, Dieppe and
Boulogne, much to Coningham’s anger. ‘The Army,” he wrote later, in
words carefully vetted by Air Ministry officials, ‘had been impressed with
the reduction in casualties and the economy in artillery support which
resulted from the use of strategic air forces for tactical support’, but ‘it was
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inevitable that, owing to the size and location of the targets in and near built-
up areas, large numbers of friendly civilians were Kkilled’. Given the air
superiority achieved by the tactical air forces, Coningham thought more use
should have been made of light, unarmed Auster aircraft, which were under
Army control, to direct artillery fire accurately and dispense altogether with
the ‘wastage of effort’ and ‘unnecessary damage’ caused by heavy bombers.
Sir John Colville, Churchill’s Private Secretary, observed that Coningham
had ‘an obsessive hatred for the Germans, combined with over-strong
sympathies for the French’. Shortly before D-Day, a couple of padres had
complained to Colville about a speech Coningham made to pilots at Odiham
in which he stressed the need to take as much care as possible not to kill
French men and women or destroy their property, but they could do what
they liked to the Germans. Although Colville admired Coningham’s ‘force-
fulness’, he was ‘mildly shocked by his flamboyance and somewhat excessive
outspokenness’.’

Coningham’s headquarters moved north from the orchard at Le Tronquay
in Normandy to a school in Amiens on 5 September and thence to the
Residence Palace, Rue de la Loi, in Brussels on the 14th. The palace’s most
recent occupants had been the Luftwaffe, a fact which gave Coningham
immense satisfaction. Coningham, his Personal Assistant (John Lancaster),
Groom, and Elmhirst lived in a large house in the Avenue des Nations, now
Avenue Franklin Roosevelt, off which lies an avenue named after Con-
ingham. ‘All very comfortable,” admitted Elmhirst, ‘but I hope we shall be
on our way forward and back into tents and caravans shortly.’

Elmbhirst, Groom and Broadhurst had been to Paris with Coningham on 3
September for a house-warming dinner in his new ‘retreat’, taking food with
them from Normandy because there was so little in the city. They had all
claimed to be too busy, but Coningham insisted: ‘The Hun is on the run,
and if your jobs are not well enough organised to run without you for 24
hours, they ought to be.” When the dinner guests departed, wrote Elmbhirst,
‘Victor, Harry and I ran riot and inspected the house from top to bottom,
even to trying on the latest Paris hats of the owners. They had departed at
an hour’s notice and left everything.” The sight — and silence — of Paris
shocked them: no fuel for cooking or heating, no trains, buses, trams, taxis
or cars, not even the Metro was running, but bicycles — ‘including bicycle
taxis, a sort of bathchair pulled by two men on a tandem bicycle’ — were
everywhere. It was 3 am before the Air Marshals fell into bed, but within
eight hours they were back on duty, ‘all the better for the outing’ as a relief
from intense pressure.’

Coningham and Elmhirst had often flown low over northern France in
recent days to see what could be done to repair communications wrecked on
their orders which they now needed. At the moment, Elmhirst noted, ‘all
bridges are down, road and rail junctions and marshalling yards shattered,
engines shot up and not one with smoke or steam showing’. As for the
towns, Caen, Rouen and parts of Amiens were ‘dreadful to see. One feels of

213



Commander-in-Chief and ‘Renaissance Prince’

Caen, was it necessary? Mary says no and was very much against it, but was
overruled.” However, Elmhirst enjoyed his first visit to Brussels on 9
September: ‘not so coldly fastidious as Paris,’” he thought. ‘People seemed
more genuine, more cheerful and more welcoming.” The Germans had
departed their offices in evident haste, leaving behind a mass of papers and
photographs of Hitler. ‘Victor and I,” he added, ‘are bidden to join Mary for
another party in Paris tomorrow, Sunday night. It’s no distance from Amiens
and I think we deserve it, but our consciences prick and I don’t know
whether or not we shall make it.”®

Coningham certainly felt he deserved a break, having endured yet another
exasperating meeting on 10 September with Leigh-Mallory, who was ener-
getically wringing whatever authority he could out of an office regarded by
other commanders as a fifth wheel on the waggon. Leigh-Mallory had
crossed to France with Eisenhower, setting up his headquarters alongside,
but Coningham and Vandenberg continued to arrange the day-to-day
conduct of the fighting in direct consultation with their associated Army
Group Commanders, by-passing Leigh-Mallory whenever possible. The
meeting on the 10th therefore opened with his complaint that news from 2nd
TAF was not reaching him and Coningham’s reply that recent rapid
movements had upset his communication systems. These ritual exchanges
over, Leigh-Mallory announced that Roderic Hill’s Air Defence of Great
Britain (formerly Fighter Command) must have bases in Belgium and
Holland from which to escort Bomber Command raids and carry out
offensive operations. Coningham objected that as yet there was no room in
newly-liberated territory for Hill’s aircraft and even when there was, he
could only countenance their przsence under his own command. He urged
Leigh-Mallory to agree to allot two wings of Tempest aircraft to 2nd TAF,
to return a wing of Mustangs presently on loan to Hill and to place the
squadron of Meteor jet aircraft under his command as a counter to the
growing threat of German jets. He also urged Leigh-Mallory to support his
strong belief that 2nd TAF should control its own transport aircraft — and
that it needed many more of them.’

On the following day, 11 September, came the sickening news that Sir
Howard Frank, Nan’s elder son by her first marriage, had been killed. A
Lieutenant and tank commander in the Guards Armoured Division, he had
come safely through the Normandy campaign, but was killed while attempt-
ing to capture a bridge over the Escaut Canal, south of Eindhoven.
Coningham had had only fleeting chances to meet Howard since his 21st
birthday celebration in April and could not then fly home to comfort Nan,
though Robert (her younger son, an RAF officer) was in England. Next
morning, he broke the news to Elmhirst and Groom. ‘Nan and I thought
very well of him,” he said, quietly and calmly: ‘he seemed a nice
young chap.’1?
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By that time, Coningham wrote, ‘we could not maintain the momentum of
any further advance without the use of Antwerp’ - captured on 3 September
— ‘but with its approaches denied to us by the enemy who had taken up firm
positions on either side of the Scheldt Estuary’. Montgomery neglected to
clear those approaches and chose instead, against the advice of his own staff,
to launch a drive to the Rhine at Arnhem. Operation Market, carried out by
the 1st Allied Airborne Army (Commander, Lewis Brereton) between 17-25
September, was intended to seize vital bridges across the Maas (Meuse),
Waal and Lower Rhine and establish a corridor through Holland and into
Germany for the British 2nd Army. Operation Garden was the code name
for that Army’s advance from the general line of the Albert and Escaut
canals in Belgium to the Zuider Zee in Holland, a distance of about 100
miles — on a very narrow front, with only one road for most of the way. ‘We
have reached a vital moment in the war,” Montgomery told Simpson
(Director of Military Operations in the War Office) on 7 September, ‘and if
we now take the right decision we could be in Berlin in three weeks and the
German war would be over.” Somé part of the blame for the subsequent
disaster lies with Eisenhower, who did not actually order Montgomery to
secure Antwerp’s approaches first and Montgomery himself admitted after
the war that he made ‘a bad mistake’ in not giving that task priority. Even
Brooke agreed on 5 October that Montgomery’s strategy had ‘for once’ been
at fault: ‘Instead of carrying out the advance on Arnhem, he ought to have
made certain of Antwerp in the first place.” Ramsay, the Allied Naval
Commander, ‘brought this out well in the discussion,” added Brooke, ‘and
criticised Monty freely. Ike nobly took all the blame on himself as he had
approved Monty’s suggestion to operate on Arnhem.’"!

Even so, as John Terraine has written, ‘there is no aspect of the
preparation of that tragic fiasco’ — Operation Market Garden - ‘that does not
fill one with dismay’: not least ‘the failure to coordinate Tactical Air action’.
Coningham had been unable to give maximum support to the airborne
troops because the air plan forbade 2nd TAF to operate over the landing/
dropping zones while troop carrier aircraft and gliders were about. Thus
opportunities to strike at the enemy were missed, especially when poor
weather delayed the arrival of the troop carriers. According to Brereton’s
Chief of Staff, the commander of the British airborne division (Sir Frederick
Browning) thought the disaster was caused in part by ‘the prohibition of the
area to 2nd TAF during the time when airborne forces and re-supply were
flying in’. ‘Everybody thought it would be a romp,’ recalled Roy Urquhart,
who led the descent on Arnhem, though later he realised that ‘Air support
should have been given high priority. Wireless communications should have
been far better and the relieving force should have been able to fight its way
through,’ but 30 Corps (Commander, Brian Horrocks) which was to cross
the bridges taken by the American airborne divisions and relieve the British
at Arnhem, ‘had lost some of their edge for war,” in Urquhart’s opinion.!?

The operation had been mainly planned by the 1st Allied Airborne Army
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in England and Coningham’s staff composed a report on it, sent to SHAEF
Air Staff on 5 January 1945. The numerous mistakes made, they concluded,

clearly showed that the Tactical Air Force through whose area and on
whose front the airborne operations were conducted must have a very
considerable say with regard to the provision and coordination of air
escort, air support subsequent to the landing, air cover day and night and
emergency re-supply when weather conditions prevent flying from bases
outside the tactical area.

As a result of the Arnhem disaster, the next airborne operation intended to
cross the Rhine — Operation Varsity — was planned at Coningham’s head-
quarters in Brussels with the cooperation of all the air and ground command-
ers concerned.'?

Some twenty years later, in June 1964, Robb learned that Groom had
recently visited Major L. F. Ellis (at work on an official history, Victory in
the West) to discuss his draft. With regard to Arnhem, Groom assured Ellis
that the planning took place in England, not Brussels, and 2nd TAF was
ignored; Robb agreed. In November 1978, David Belchem, Chief of
Operations at 21st Army Group Headquarters, supported these claims in a
letter to Elmhirst. In his book, All in the Day’s March, Belchem had been
obliged, he said,

to play the Arnhem story in a low key: so much emotion remains that one
cannot be frank. But at Woolwich I was able to make it clear that failure
in the Arnhem sector was not the fault of the air forces and bad weather

. .. It is correct that the whole planning procedure was too rushed. It
was done in London, so that we had no influence upon it, but worse still,
the TAF people did not know there was to be a battle for Arnhem (apart
from the part they were to play) until D-2 (15 September).

Major General J. M. McNeill, then a member of the Air Staff at 21st Army
Group Headquarters, clearly remembered in 1986 ‘our frustration caused by
the grounding of 2nd TAF during the re-supply of Arnhem, allegedly
because of the danger of misidentification’. The problem, he believed, ‘was
not lack of accord between Monty and Mary (it worked well enough in the
Western Desert) but between TAF on the Continent and Bomber Command
and Airborne Forces based on English airfields’.!*

At the end of September, the great advance which began with the breakout
from Normandy came to an end. The Allied armies, stretching from the
North Sea to the Mediterranean, were halted before the natural obstacles of
the Rhine, Meuse, Moselle and the fortifications of the West Wall. Eisenhow-
er’s strategy had been to advance on a broad front towards the Ruhr and the
Saar, Germany’s two great industrial areas, and at the same time open up
ports to maintain that advance. Montgomery’s flanking movement across the
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Lower Rhine had failed and the need to open Antwerp for the receipt of
essential supplies of fuel and ammunition was now desperate. The 21st Army
Group, crammed into a narrow salient between the North Sea and the
Meuse, lacked the strength to conduct operations to the east and at the same
time clear the enemy from the Scheldt Estuary. But German armies,
strengthening as the Allied advance slackened, were determined to protect
the Ruhr and the Saar. Both areas were served by many roads and railway
lines and along these reinforcements poured west of the Rhine to confront
the surprised and disappointed Allied armies.**

On a more cheerful note, as far as Coningham was concerned, the long-
heralded dissolution of Leigh-Mallory’s headquarters took effect at midnight
on 14 October and Tedder became at last formally responsible, unobstructed
by ‘a fifth wheel’, for the coordination of all air operations. To Coningham’s
delight, he had Robb appointed Chief of Staff (Air) at SHAEF Headquarters
and delegated that task to him. The Americans resisted Tedder’s attempt to
exercise through Robb the authority to which Leigh-Mallory had aspired,
arguing that cooperation between Coningham and Vandenberg needed no
formal organisation: their own experience, common sense and mutual respect
ensured that operations would be wisely conducted. Robb’s headquarters,
like Leigh-Mallory’s, thus became a source of irritation, but the official
historians of the USAAF found that Eisenhower, Tedder, Spaatz, Con-
ingham and Vandenberg all had a gift for ‘effective cooperation without
reference to the legalities inherent in a defective command structure’ and left
the squabbling to ‘lesser men’. Tedder, of course, was aware that Coningham
and Robb were firm friends as well as outstanding officers and therefore that
he could rely on them to run the British side of the air war and leave him
free, as Deputy Supreme Commander, to keep up his keen interest in
ground operations.'¢

Coningham, wrote Portal to Sinclair on 5 October, was to be ‘solely
responsible direct to the Air Ministry for the administration of a very
considerable Air Force on the Continent’ — four groups, 88 squadrons,
97,000 officers and men by 18 October — and must be raised to Commander-
in-Chief status, but for reasons doubtless obvious to Air Ministry bureaucrats
he could not at the same time be promoted to Air Chief Marshal rank,
equivalent to full General. Nevertheless, after Tedder, he was now the senior
RAF officer on the Continent and Robb was not far behind. Both men, on
the rare occasions when they could be alone together, wondered at their
present eminence when it seemed such a little time ago that they themselves
were frontline pilots, fighting the same enemy in the same skies.!”

Harold Balfour (Under-Secretary of State for Air) wrote to Coningham on
8 October, thanking him for arranging a visit to Falaise. Coningham replied
at once, hoping that Balfour now realised why he was so averse to bombing
Allied villages just because the Army thought that as road centres their
destruction would hinder the enemy: a view that was making him unpopular
‘in high places’. Chief of those highly-placed critics was Montgomery who
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complained to Eisenhower on 8 October about Leigh-Mallory’s departure.
Eisenhower’s assurance that Tedder — Coningham’s unwavering patron —
would henceforth command all air forces in the west encouraged the Field
Marshal’s already notorious inclination to prefer the company of ‘young and
adoring acolytes’ (as Michael Howard called them) who became old and
adoring apologists and to avoid regular contact with his fellow commanders:
men who had the rank, character and experience to argue with him.'®

Leigh-Mallory sent a farewell message to ‘My dear Coningham’ on 11
October. ‘Our role in the battle,” he wrote, ‘was threefold: we had to ensure
air supremacy, to paralyse the enemy’s communications and generally
disorganise the German battle force to facilitate the defeat of the enemy in
the field. These tasks you have carried out with speed, efficiency and great
gallantry.” Coningham, touched by these generous words, replied in similar
terms. Within a few weeks, Leigh-Mallory would be dead, killed when the
Avro York taking him to India struck a ridge in the Belledonne Mountains,
some fifteen miles east of Grenoble. A little more than three years later,
Coningham himself was killed in another aircraft accident. Whatever
quarrels went before, it is good to know that their last exchange was
friendly."

The dissolution of AEAF, wrote Coningham, simplified the command
structure. He and Montgomery were responsible for planning and executing
all ground and air operations in the British area, but Montgomery spent
most of his time at a forward Tactical Headquarters whereas Coningham
remained at his Main Headquarters in Brussels. Close to his senior opera-
tional staff and in the centre of the communication network, he was able to
make the rapid decisions necessary to exploit the flexibility of air power and,
he added, ‘study the personalities’ of his staff and ‘watch for any signs of
overstrain during the critical periods of the campaign’. However, what
Coningham called the ‘deliberate disassociation’ of Montgomery from his
Main Headquarters caused problems. ‘He and I used to meet at his Tac HQ
at intervals to discuss and to decide upon our joint plan for the conduct of
the battle by the Army and Air Forces in the British sector’, but the absence
of Montgomery from daily meetings meant that the ‘responsible Soldier’ was
not in touch with the ‘responsible Airman’. This method of doing business,
thought Coningham, was wrong.

My year with General Alexander, covering all the complications of Allied
command in Tunisia and the series of difficult amphibious operations up
to the advance on Rome, proved the point. As is usual in such cases,
more junior commanders copy their chief and both General Leese in
Africa and General Dempsey in Europe lived at a similar Tac HQ away
from the Main Army/Air HQ.

This disassociation, not found among the Americans, was ‘a luxury which
only a winning force with overwhelming strength can afford’.?°
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Sir Wilfrid Freeman, currently Chief Executive in the Ministry of Aircraft
Production, formerly Vice-Chief of the Air Staff and throughout the war
Portal’s closest friend, gave himself the pleasure of frequent and unrestrained
comment to Portal on the RAF’s men and affairs. Coningham was the object
of his displeasure on 14 October for spreading ‘alarm and despondency’ over
the danger from German jet aircraft and ‘instigating politicians and others to
demand the immediate production of jets no matter what the cost’. The
answer to low-flying jets, wrote Freeman, was AA fire and ‘if Coningham
has allowed this aspect of defence to be neglected (as he has) he should, I
think, be asked why and if his reply is inadequate he can be replaced by
someone who has a better understanding of air warfare.’ In Freeman’s
opinion, jets were not an immediate danger. However, if Coningham had
‘cold feet with the first touch of frost in the air, he should try mustard in his
bath or return to a warmer climate and at all costs he should be prevented
from passing on this distressing and by no means universal complaint to his
subordinates’. No-one else would have dreamt of writing in such terms to
Portal, though this letter, by Freeman’s standard of invective, is extremely
mild. For example, he described Douglas Evill as ‘a pathological case’;
Bertine Sutton as ‘hopelessly senile’; Arthur Barratt as ‘incredibly stupid’
and Sholto Douglas as ‘beneath contempt’, socially and morally, though he
at least was ‘well equipped mentally’. Portal no doubt found this abuse a
refreshing change from the rest of the correspondence flowing across his
desk and distilled from it, in Coningham’s case, the admission that jet
aircraft were a potential threat to be guarded against — precisely the point
Coningham had been urging.?!

Eisenhower held a conference in his headquarters at Versailles on 18 October
at which he instructed Montgomery to devote all his resources to the
clearance of the Antwerp Estuary. He also decided that the 1st US Army
should undertake an offensive to gain a footing across the Rhine south of
Cologne in the first week of November and approved Montgomery’s plan to
capture Walcheren Island at the same time. This ‘unfortunate island’, wrote
Coningham, ‘was rapidly becoming inundated due to the breaching of the
dykes by Bomber Command, thereby isolating and disorganising the per-
imeter defences and coastal batteries on the island’. During attacks on the
Breskens Peninsula, repeated demands were made by the Canadians to
Brown (head of 84 Group) for heavy bombing, quite regardless of the fact,
pointed out by Coningham on many occasions, that if ground forces would
follow closely behind fighter-bombers using bombs, rockets and cannons,
the peninsula would be efficiently cleared without indiscriminate destruction
of Dutch lives and property.?

On 29 October, Coningham attended a meeting with Eisenhower, Portal
and Tedder to discuss the Army’s demand for heavy bomber attacks on
Flushing. As ever, Coningham insisted that fighter-bombers fully met the
Army’s real needs, that heavy bombers killed too many Dutch civilians and,
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not least, that the bombers were better employed over Germany. Tedder
agreed, forbidding heavy bomber attack on the town and accepting Coning-
" ham’s proposal to employ Mosquitoes just before the assault, which was
timed to take place at dawn. Portal took up Coningham’s point about using
the heavies over Germany, saying that their escorts needed bases on the
Continent where they could refuel and re-arm, but suitable airfields were
few and far between. Coningham’s men were doing their utmost to improve
the situation, Tedder told Portal, by repairing existing fields, making new
ones and ripping steel planking out of the Normandy mud and hauling it
north. ‘Even so, the congestion is appalling: for example, two fighter wings
on one field which is within artillery fire and three fighter wmgs on the only
other available field in the forward area.’?

After the capture of the Breskens Peninsula, two combined operations
were carried out on 1 November: Infatuate I (an assault in the Flushing
dock area) and Infatuate II (an assault through a breach in the dyke at West
Kapelle). The principal feature of the planning for these operations, wrote
Coningham, was the readiness of Ramsay (Naval Commander) and Sim-
monds (Canadian Army Commander) to press on even if bad weather
prevented adequate air support. During the planning, Coningham insisted
that the air forces could not undertake to knock out well-sited gun
emplacements by heavy bombing. His arguments, he said, ‘were clearly
proved to be correct’ by later reports and the ‘main lesson’ learned from
Infatuate I and II ‘was the ineffectiveness of heavy bombardment in
neutralising coast defence or mobile batteries’. Both Ramsay and Simmonds
expressed surprise that these batteries remained active despite aerial attack,
even though officers of 2nd TAF and Bomber Command had warned them
that this would be so. They were also warned that an assault which failed to
follow hard upon aerial attack would find gun crews recovered from their
initial shock.?*

Attacks by Typhoon fighter-bombers, reported Groom to Kenneth Cross
(Director of Tactical Operations in the Air Ministry) on 20 November,
‘saved a very critical situation. Without their help, operating when clouds
were at a very low altitude, it is probable that the craft would not have
reached the shore.’” Coningham instructed Groom to add that ‘in his opinion,
2 Group during the night before the landing at Flushing, and 84 Group on
the day of the landings, gave one of the most effective and efficient examples
of air support’ since Overlord began. On 10 November, as Coningham had
long wanted, Teddy Hudleston took over 84 Group from Leslie Brown, who
had never convinced the Canadians that aircraft were a support, not a
substitute, for ground action. Antwerp received its first convoy on 27
November. Thereafter, in spite of missile attack, the port’s rate of effort
increased steadily until the daily tonnage passing through reached a peak, on
29 March 1945, of 66,500 tons of stores and 733 vehicles.?

Coningham became directly concerned in the campaign against missiles
when the Germans switched from attacks on London to attacks on Antwerp
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and Brussels. Between 21 October and 11 November, 733 flying-bombs were
aimed at Antwerp and 132 at Brussels. Hill, head of Fighter Command (the
much-disliked title ‘Air Defence of Great Britain’ had disappeared at the
same time as Leigh-Mallory’s headquarters), was responsible for dealing
with the missile offensive and looked to Coningham for help. Missiles were
no longer launched from static sites, but from ‘well-camouflaged ramps,’
wrote Coningham, ‘which could be quickly erected on widely-dispersed
sites. By air observation and ground reports, these ramps were detected in
disused factories, woods and sometimes along minor roads’. Moreover, the
Germans appreciated his unwillingness to attack sites in built-up areas and
so Coningham chose to try and reduce their rate of fire by disrupting
communications to the sites, while heavy bornbers were used to destroy
storage depots and factories where rockets were made. Even so, in Coningh-
am’s opinion, ‘the only way to neutralise such weapons is by over-running
the launching sites with ground forces’.?¢

At that time, with the 2nd British Army penned between the Albert Canal
and the Lower Rhine, 83 Group trying to operate from three soggy airfields
and everyone aware that a long cold winter of hard fighting lay ahead,
grumbles were voiced — especially in army circles — about the splendid state
maintained by Coningham in Brussels. These he heard without any qualm
whatever. As a pilot on the Western Front during the no less bitter winter
of 1916-17, when every flight not only put his life at risk but ended with
him frozen stiff, Coningham had decided that life off duty, as long as it
lasted, must be made as pleasant as possible. Throughout the years that
followed, he mastered the art of combining duty with pleasure ~ hard work,
good company, the best available surroundings — in many a bleak hole
between Iraq and Belgium. Inevitably, as he rose higher, there were
observers quick to believe that his cat-like shrewdness in pursuit of comfort
was becoming a desire, inappropriate in wartime, to live in splendour.

However, the joint Army-Air Headquarters in Brussels, recalled Sir
Kenneth Porter, had been furnished by the Germans with Belgian loot, ‘each
office having magnificent furniture, pictures and wall-to-wall carpets. Whilst
we took the place as we found it and appreciated the unaccustomed comfort,
the Army had all the carpets and furniture removed and replaced with field
office furniture. Perhaps this is the origin of the story that Mary lived like a
Renaissance Prince in Brussels.” Sir John Colville admired Coningham’s
dynamic energy but was less impressed ‘by the somewhat ostentatious
grandeur of his headquarters in Brussels, where a great deal of money was
obviously spent on expensive flowers and still more expensive wines. It all
seemed a little bit excessive while the fighting was still going on and while
austerity ruled almost everywhere else.’?’

Coningham believed that breaks from austerity, fairly earned, might
actually help the war effort. For example, the Daily Mail reported on 17
November that Diana Barnato, ‘beautiful daughter of the millionaire racing
motorist, and her husband, Wing Commander Derek Walker, DFC, have
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flown on a honeymoon trip to Brussels and back, each piloting their own
Spitfire’. Married just before D-Day, they then had no time for a honeymoon
— Walker was serving with 2nd TAF, Barnato with the Air Transport
Auxiliary, a civilian organisation of ferry pilots — but now they had and
Coningham invited them to enjoy it in Brussels. Freeman, of course, thought
Coningham’s action ‘quite monstrous’ and told Portal so on the 27th. The
fact that Coningham had brought his wife to Brussels also annoyed Freeman,
even though he knew that her son Howard had been Kkilled on active service
only a few weeks earlier. ‘It is well known,’ he added, ‘that Lady Tedder is
in Paris, Lady Coningham in Brussels and that Lady Leigh-Mallory was
accompanying her husband to Ceylon. There may be no harm in all this, but
nonetheless it is being widely commented on and I strongly advise you, in
the interests of the RAF, to recall both Lady Tedder and Lady Coningham
to this country.’?®

These redoubtable ladies regarded themselves as working wives, taking
their welfare work so seriously that Elmhirst and Groom had already been
driven to protest. ‘Much too much “welfare” in the villa this past week,’
complained Elmbhirst in mid-October. The ladies are doing good work, ‘but
even so Victor and I eventually lodged our protest to Mary at the end of it.
Since we started the mess for the three of us at Uxbridge, we have always
got a good deal of work done over meals; now we have to talk “welfare” at
lunch and worse still, after a long day’s work, at and after supper.” The
complaint, added Elmbhirst, was met, even though Coningham knew that
since the death of her son Nan needed to throw her energies more than ever
into demanding work among a great many people.?

Field Marshal Walter Model (Commander, German Army Group B)
issued on 1 November a summary of recent failed attacks. ‘Enemy No. 1,’
he wrote, was ‘the hostile air force, which, because of its absolute superiority,
tries to destroy our spearheads of attacks and our artillery through fighter-
bomber attacks and bomb carpets and to render movements in the rear areas
impossible.” Two weeks later, on 15 November, Air Ministry Intelligence
circulated a German appraisal of Tedder (among others) under whom
‘Cooperation between Army and Air Forces has become excellent’. Never-
theless, Coningham recorded after the war that at that time he faced five
‘serious problems’.*°

First among them, he wrote, was the provision of all-weather airfields to
enable aircraft on forward bases to continue offensive action and escort for
heavy bombers flying from England. The construction, repair and mainten-
ance of airfields was the responsibility of 21st Army Group’s Chief Engineer,
but his labour force was often reduced without warning by Army Command-
ers who considered they had more urgent tasks for it. A second problem was
winter accommodation for men in an area which had suffered heavy war
damage. On 1 October, more than half Coningham’s men had been living
under canvas, but within three months that figure was reduced almost to
zero and he readily acknowledged his debt to the Army for that achievement.
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Thirdly, Coningham singled out the need for welfare facilities by which
health and morale could be maintained at a high level in preparation for
spring offensives. Welfare centres such as Malcolm Clubs were set up, also
leave hostels in Brussels and other large towns. ‘I attach great importance,’
wrote Coningham, to such facilities: “We have shown a great improvement
in this war in raising living conditions and amenities to a standard which
ensures the most efficient functioning of the human element.’ Fourthly, he
turned to the building up of a reserve of aircraft and trained pilots to support
those offensives. Planners, he said, had supposed that the German war
would end much sooner than it did and apportioned men and materials
according to rates of wastage which also proved optimistic. Coningham was
therefore obliged to instruct his Group Commanders ‘to restrict the intensity
of their operations’ in order to maximise their resources by 1 March 1945
because he appreciated that a ‘maximum effort would then be required from
the 2nd TAF to provide cover for and to support the crossing of the Rhine’.
His final ‘serious problem’ was a shortage of experienced pilots, having lost
more than 650 since D-Day.3

Tedder had just had ‘a long private talk with Ike,” he told Portal on 4
December, ‘about his visit to 21st Army Group, the command set-up and
the broad strategy of the campaign’. Montgomery, wrote Tedder, reiterated
his opinion that the campaign had been mismanaged ever since Eisenhower
took personal command, demanded yet again that he himself be placed in
overall command and that Tedder, the Deputy Supreme Commander, be
regarded as ‘just the airman’ and told not to accompany Eisenhower on visits
to Army Commanders. Three days later, Eisenhower, Tedder, Bradley and
Montgomery met at Maastricht. Montgomery urged Eisenhower to transfer
the whole of Bradley’s Army Group north of the Ardennes and place it under
his (Montgomery’s) command to assist the Anglo-Canadian forces in a
massive attack on the Ruhr. Eisenhower offered the Field Marshal command
of William Simpson’s 9th US Army and two American airborne divisions to
help his attack, but also accepted Bradley’s proposal that the Americans
launch their own offensive, aimed at Frankfurt, from north and south of the
Ardennes.*

Montgomery rejected Eisenhower’s offer, refusing to admit, as Bradley
wrote, ‘that there was any merit in anybody else’s views except his own’ and
immediately fired off ‘bellyaching’ letters to sympathisers in England, among
them Sir James Grigg, Secretary of State for War: ‘I played a lone hand
against the whole three,” he lamented. “That Tedder should take their side is
too dreadful.” (Grigg underlined these words.) Montgomery’s misery
engulfed de Guingand, his Chief of Staff, as Coningham learned next day
when he took him out for a couple of hours’ snipe shooting. ‘On the war
situation,” Coningham told Robb on 9 December, de Guingand ‘was in one
of his most depressing moods . . . It took the form of great concern at our
disagreement with the Americans on matters of high policy. I think this was
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due to a talk with Montgomery after the latter had come from his conference
with the Supreme Commander and the Chief.’3

Montgomery’s argument that the Allies lacked the infantry, armour and
supplies to support two major drives into Germany was strong, but under-
mined by his grossly offensive manner, his naked personal ambition, his
disregard for the fact of overwhelming American preponderance in the
alliance and, above all, his own disastrous failure to clear access to the great
port of Antwerp. That failure obliged Eisenhower to pursue a broad front
strategy which he favoured anyway; and that strategy left the Allies extended
over a front of at least S00 miles from the North Sea to Switzerland with
only two major concentrations: one north of the Ardennes aimed at the
Ruhr, the other south of the Ardennes aimed at the Saar. The Ardennes
themselves were therefore vulnerable to a counter-offensive and it was
precisely there that the greatest German attack in the west since 1940 began
at 5.30 am on 16 December. It involved more than a million men and its
impact was all the greater because it achieved complete surprise.>*
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

‘Plenty of Knives Will Be Out Now’

From the Ardennes to Bad Eilsen via Haagsche-Bosch,
December 1944 to May 1945

The enemy’s situation, announced Montgomery on 16 December 1944, ‘is
such that he cannot stage major offensive operations’. On that point at least,
all Allied commanders — ground and air — were agreed and all were proved
wrong that very day, having ignored or discounted numerous indications to
the contrary that conflicted with the assessments of their Intelligence experts.
Even when the German attack began (on the front of Courtney Hodges’ 1st
US Army), Bradley refused for several days to recognise that it was more
than an attempt to disrupt a planned American offensive and, consequently,
did little to help Hodges. Coningham and Vandenberg, however, got
together at once and agreed on 17 December that all available 2nd TAF
aircraft would assist the 9th Air Force next day. American aircraft would
give close support to their respective armies, covered by British aircraft,
which would also attack enemy ground forces east of a line chosen by
Vandenberg, but ‘Hitler Weather’ - fog, drizzle and low cloud — kept most
of them grounded.'

James Robb (senior airman at Eisenhower’s headquarters in Versailles)
attended a meeting on 20 December at which the Supreme Commander
decided to put Montgomery in temporary charge of all forces north of
Bastogne: two American armies, the Ist and 9th (Commander, William
Simpson), as well as his own British and Canadian armies. This was because
Bradley’s headquarters in Luxembourg City, which he would not leave, was
too far south of the battle area to permit effective control of operations; also,
the threat endangered Montgomery’s communication and supply lines and
he had a reserve in hand (30 Corps) whereas Bradley had not. Tedder,
recorded Robb, added that there was also a problem of air coordination and
Coningham should control part of the 9th Air Force, ‘not necessarily on
geographical grounds’. It was therefore agreed that the 9th and 29th Tactical
Air Commands, (Pete Quesada and Richard Nugent) should come under
Coningham’s operational control and some of his ‘extremely strong force of
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fighter-bombers’ was placed at the disposal of 19th TAC (Otto Weyland) to
support Patton. By this ‘rearrangement of command,’ wrote Coningham, he
controlled all air forces north of the ‘bulge’ in Allied lines; Vandenberg those
to the south, and no difficulties arose, thanks to the excellent working
relations developed between British and American airmen since the invasion
began. Group Captain Kenneth Porter, Coningham’s Chief Signals Officer,
visited the two American headquarters to arrange communications to 2nd
TAF Headquarters and received total cooperation, which ‘would not have
happened,” he emphasised, ‘if the Americans had not had a high opinion of
2nd TAF and of Mary and his conduct of operations’.?

The Hun attack, wrote Elmhirst on 20 December, was ‘a hell of a gamble
on his part and if the clouds would lift only a few feet, he would find himself
in an awful mess which might well put a finish to the war much earlier than
expected’. Complacency nevertheless vanished overnight and with it all talk
about how best to move forward into Germany. Instead, eyes measured the
distance to Brussels and Antwerp from the foremost point of what Elmhirst
called ‘the ominous bulge’ thrusting through the American line. Telephones
rang constantly and, it seemed, more insistently; doors slammed more
loudly; people moved faster, talking importantly, between offices and found
good reasons to race here and there in cars and jeeps. All this scurry
reminded Coningham of similar crises in the Desert and he noticed, as there,
that some otherwise competent men quickly wilted under such pressure. He
himself, wrote Elmbhirst, ‘as always when things get exciting, is at his best,
radiating confidence and good cheer. As he says: “Give us 300 feet lift of
clouds and a mile of visibility and we and Vandenberg’s tactical air force
alongside will put 4,000 aircraft over them and they haven’t a chance.”

Writing after the war, Coningham thought the Ardennes offensive ‘par-
ticularly interesting’ in three respects. Firstly, because the plan of attack
followed closely the plan employed in 1940 ‘by the same German com-
mander, von Rundstedt, using approximately the same ground forces and
the same faulty tactics in using his air forces primarily in direct support of
his Army instead of ensuring first that he established air superiority in the
tactical area of the battle’. Secondly, because the Allied air forces prevented
the Luftwaffe from concentrating in the battle area by attacking its bases
whenever weather permitted. And thirdly, because ‘the extreme flexibility
and smooth cooperation of the 9th Air Force and the 2nd TAF’ demonstrated
their adoption of ‘the same basic organisation, procedure and tactics in air
operations’. The German rate of advance was more than twelve miles a day
between 16-23 December, a week in which bad weather grounded the air
forces, but with nearly 600 sorties a day possible from the 24th, the enemy
advance practically ceased on Christmas Day.*

At 9 am each morning during the crisis, recorded Robb, a Chiefs of Staff
conference was held in the Trianon Palace Hotel at Versailles to review the
ground, air, naval and supply situation. It lasted about half an hour and was
followed immediately by an Air Staff meeting. Robb then telephoned
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Coningham, who had by that time finished his own morning conference and
attended 21st Army Group’s conference. He was therefore able to give Robb
the latest air and army news from the northern part of the front. Thus
armed, Robb joined his fellow Chiefs — Bedell Smith (Staff), Harold Bull
and John Whiteley (Operations, American and British respectively), Ken-
neth Strong (Intelligence) — and Tedder in Eisenhower’s office, where the
current situation was presented to the Supreme Commander, who usually
consulted Bradley over the telephone. ‘It is noticeable, however,” added
Robb, ‘that no calls are ever made either to or from Field Marshal
Montgomery, though General Whiteley usually rings up General de Guin-
gand during the day.”

Between 23-27 December, there was neither time nor need for elaborate
planning, for the airmen’s task was simple: to impede and disrupt the thrust
into Belgium until sufficient ground forces had been assembled to halt it and
drive it back. ‘Christmas Day was the worst,” wrote Elmhirst on 27
December, ‘and few in the know here could hide a look of gloom, Mary of
course excepted.” Coningham insisted that Elmhirst and Groom accompany
him - with smiling faces — on the traditional Christmas duties for senior
officers: visiting hospitals and airmen’s messes, serving dinner to their own
batmen and drivers. ‘We had tasted so much turkey and plum pudding by 3
o’clock,’” wrote Elmhirst, ‘that we did without lunch and worked in our
offices till 8 pm.” He and Coningham were then entertained by some
prominent Belgians, and did their best to appear relaxed and confident, for
everyone was very much on edge, fearing that the Germans might re-occupy
Brussels in the next couple of days.®

Ground and air staffs at SHAEF Headquarters believed that Montgomery
had responded expertly to the immediate crisis, but when the time came for
rapid offensive action, his ‘inherent over-carefulness’ (in Bedell Smith’s
words) would cause him to miss opportunities to inflict serious damage.
Moreover, he had invited Bradley to his headquarters on Christmas Day,
lectured him on the failure of American strategy in general, his own
performance in particular and sent him away enraged (and, incidentally,
without anything to eat or drink). On the 29th, Montgomery again demanded
overall command of Allied ground forces when the drive into Germany was
resumed. Eisenhower’s patience broke at last and Montgomery would have
been dismissed had not de Guingand persuaded him to sign a grovelling
apology next day. Eisenhower, having accepted the apology, urged Mont-
gomery to begin an attack on the northern flank of the ‘bulge’ in the
American lines no later than 1 January, but de Guingand said (according to
Robb): ‘If you want something out of him [Montgomery], you must give a
direct order, otherwise, he’ll go his own way.” The attack did not begin until
the 3rd and Montgomery proceeded with great caution, even though
intelligence and reconnaissance reports alike indicated that the Germans had
suffered heavy losses and were seriously short of fuel and ammunition.”

Elmhirst was admitted to hospital exhausted on New Year’s Eve and
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awoke next morning to learn that he had been awarded the CB and that the
Luftwaffe ‘had had the cheek to shoot up all our airfields’ in an attempt to
prevent Allied fighter-bombers intervening in German attempts to capture
Bastogne. When the Luftwaffe appeared over Brussels, Frank Sayer (Con-
ingham’s personal driver) remembered him running up a grassy bank to get
a better view, as excited as a schoolboy. The Air Marshal, said Sayer, always
showed plenty of concern for his daily comfort, but none whatever for his
personal safety. Coningham had been pressed for airfield space througiiout
the winter and the enemy, aware of this fact (as he later wrote), ‘carried out
a well-timed simultaneous attack’ by more than 800 Fw 190s and Me 109s
on 27 congested airfields in good weather which caught the defences
unprepared. Nevertheless, the attack ended disastrously for the Luftwaffe,
which lost over 400 aircraft and as many of its dwindling band of experienced
pilots. These were the heaviest losses suffered in a single day in what proved
to be the Luftwaffe’s last major attack. Although some 465 Allied aircraft
were destroyed or damaged (mostly on the ground, so that very few pilots
were killed), even losses on such a scale were quickly made good and Allied
air superiority thereafter was more complete than ever.®

‘Aircraft are available without delay to replace those destroyed,” Portal
told Churchill on 1 January, ‘and AM Coningham has assured us that the
losses will not involve any reduction in our air effort for the battle.’
Anticipating the Prime Minister’s frosty response, Portal went on to explain
that ‘in order to employ our superior numbers, we have had to accept very
great congestion at our forward airfields and I am sure we were right to do
50 because of the complete lack of enterprise shown until today by the GAF
since D-Day. We take the same risks on the roads and again I am sure we
are right to do so.’ Churchill was not convinced, but by the time he next
visited Brussels — on 5 January — the scale of the Luftwaffe’s defeat was clear
and Coningham repeated Portal’s arguments to good effect, adding that his
ideal was one wing of three squadrons per airfield, but this proved impracti-
cable ‘on the watery fields of the Low Countries where hard standings and
concrete runways were so scarce’.’

Squadron Leader Frank Instone, Deputy Provost Marshal, left 2nd TAF
in January. He was not sorry to go, for the war was clearly in its last stages
and the ‘exuberant crusading spirit’ which had so inspired him at Bracknell,
Uxbridge and in Normandy was gone. To his surprise, Coningham sent for
him on his last day.

That a man directing the day-to-day action should find time to send for a
comparatively junior member of his staff and one with whom he had had
relatively little personal contact was, I felt, a pretty decent gesture, the
more so as he had just had his airfields heavily bombed and lost many
aircraft, including his own, newly-delivered from the UK the previous
day.
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Like all great commanders, Coningham gave Instone his whole attention for
the time he was with him, making him feel not only that his work had been
particularly important, but also that Instone had given him a new insight
into its value: ‘I didn’t think much of your security sections when I first took
over,’ said Coningham, ‘but I must tell you now that they have added a new
dimension to our type of warfare.’!

Early on 5 January 1945, de Guingand telephoned SHAEF Headquarters
to ask if the press could be told that Montgomery had had command of two
American armies for the past fortnight. A little later, Groom made a similar
request on Coningham’s behalf. The answer in both cases was a firm ‘no’,
but on that very day a New York newspaper got hold of the story and
SHAEF was obliged to admit that it was true. The fact that Coningham had
exercised ‘operational control’ of American air forces was widely emphasised
in the British press on 9 January: The Times, wisely and correctly, spoke of
a ‘temporary transfer’, but the Daily Herald headed its account with the
words ‘““MARY” BOSSES US PILOTS’ while other newspapers caused
equal offence by carelessly referring to Generals Vandenberg, Nugent and
Weyland.!!

Of 600,000 Americans eventually involved in the fighting, 19,000 were
killed; only 55,000 British troops were involved, of whom about 200 lost
their lives. In the air as on the ground, Americans predominated, as was
emphasised in a report on the battle by the Operational Research Section of
Coningham’s headquarters in April 1945. The Germans, suffering at least
100,000 casualties — killed, wounded or captured — among the 500,000 men
employed, failed even to reach the Meuse river, let alone Brussels and
Antwerp. Although hard fighting continued until the end of January, the
attempt to split the Anglo-American armies had clearly failed. Worse still,
the Russians opened their long-awaited offensive along the upper Vistula in
Poland on 12 January and swept westward at such a furious pace that the
last resources of the Third Reich were consumed in a vain effort even to
delay them. Resistance to the Anglo-Americans became a matter of holding
actions, though nonetheless savagely fought for that.!?

By 18 January, Eisenhower was aware that the Germans were retreating
in good order from the Ardennes. Consequently, he proposed to hold on
that front and attack in the north. The object was to be the Rhine, north of
Diisseldorf, in two main operations — ‘Veritable’ and ‘Grenade’ — under
Montgomery’s command. A fortnight later, when it was clear that the
Russian offensive had forced the Germans to withdraw troops from the
western front, Eisenhower instructed Montgomery to begin Veritable not
later than 8 February and Grenade two days later. Coningham delegated the
planning and execution of air support for Veritable to Hudleston, head of 84
Group, working with the 1st Canadian Army. Richard Nugent (head of 29th
TAC, working with the US 9th Army) had once again been placed under
Coningham’s operational control and Coningham delegated responsibility for
Grenade to him. Broadhurst’s 83 Group was charged to hold the outer ring
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and prevent the movement of enemy land or air forces into the area
concerned: between the Rhine and the Meuse, opposite the Ruhr. Before
these operations began, Coningham ordered constant sweeps over enemy
territory and standing patrols over known airfields to deny the Germans
information about the regrouping of Allied forces and thus ensure tactical
surprise, but low cloud and poor visibility often thwarted his pilots.!?

Operation Veritable, launched on 8 February, was a strong offensive
aimed south-eastward from Nijmegen between the Rhine and the Meuse as
far as the general line Xanten-Geldern to clear the enemy and form a firm
flank on the Rhine to prepare crossing places for the next offensive,
Operation ‘Plunder’. In Coningham’s opinion, ‘a bold decision to attack
earlier when the ground was hard, even though we had fewer ground forces
available,” would have achieved success sooner and saved casualties. By the
time Montgomery was ready, a thaw had turned roads to mud and armoured
vehicles bogged down. An endless demand for road repair work greatly
reduced the labour and resources Coningham needed for new airfields to
cover the advance beyond the Rhine. In addition, the heavy going so slowed
the Canadians that the Germans had time to rush reinforcements into the
area of the Reichswald Forest and hard fighting there required Coningham
to devote a far greater effort to close support than would have been the case
if Veritable had begun sooner; that effort detracted from the attention he
wanted to give to isolating the battle area in preparation for Operation
Plunder. On 14 February, for the first time in a week, the weather was good
and Coningham’s aircraft flew more sorties that day than on any other since
the end of the campaign in Normandy.!* :

As for Operation Grenade, it did not begin until 23 February and consisted
of an attack by the US 9th Army eastward from the line of the Roer river
between Roermond and Julich, aiming at the Rhine between Mors and
Diisseldorf. The enemy, his back to the Rhine, was acutely conscious of the
need to protect its bridges and ferry points; Coningham was equally aware
of the need to destroy them to prevent him moving back heavy guns and
tanks to consolidate a defensive line east of the Rhine. Coningham found,
however, that the AA defences of vulnerable points became more intense as
the campaign advanced and flak units which had hitherto been scattered
over wide areas of France and the Low Countries were concentrated to
protect the Fatherland. The difficulties of ensuring accurate bombing of
such pinpoint targets as bridges by tactical bombers flying at low levels
therefore increased. A dangerous downward spiral of a kind with which
Coningham was only too familiar had been created: only the bravest and
most experienced crews could carry out the most hazardous tasks efficiently,
but inevitably these were the crews who suffered the heaviest losses and thus
the overall performance of the force steadily declined even though its
numbers were growing all the time. Nevertheless, Coningham resisted
Montgomery’s demand for heavy bombers to attack nine bridges over the
Rhine between Wesel and Cologne and an Air Staff meeting at SHAEF
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Headquarters on 27 February supported him. Throughout the campaign,
Coningham consistently argued that heavies were best employed over
Germany; they were an inefficient battlefield weapon and even if they did
destroy the bridges in question, the Germans had numerous ferries, barges
and pontoons which were vulnerable only to attack by mediums and fighter-
bombers."

Hard as he worked in the office, Coningham worked equally hard out of it
to maintain his reputation as a generous and entertaining host. On 22
February, for example, Lewis Brereton visited him in Brussels to discuss air
plans for Operation ‘Varsity’ and noted in his diary next day that ‘Mary is
always good company’: words which he would cheerfully have accepted as
an epitaph. A few days later, Coningham sent Elmhirst to a conference in
Cannes, lending him his own Dakota and designating the trip ‘Operation
Mimosa’ because he wanted Elmbhirst ‘to fill up the aircraft at Cannes with
mimosa or any other flowers to brighten us up in the winter weather in
Belgium’. These flowers were still in bloom on 2 March when Churchill,
Colville (his secretary) and Brooke flew to Brussels and were met at the
airfield by Coningham. They all lunched at Coningham’s ‘sumptuous villa’,
as Colville described it, and afterwards he unctuously recorded his opinion
that ‘massed flowers, expensive furniture and rare foods combine to create
an effect too luxurious for the HQ of an operational commander’. Next day,
however, Colville accompanied a tour of service clubs for men and women
in Brussels and observed that good living was rampant even there: ‘Never
can the welfare of the troops,” he exclaimed, ‘have been so lavishly and
painstakingly cared for’: another epitaph that would have pleased Coningham
— and his wife. Coningham’s own suffering in the Great War was never far
from his thoughts, convincing him of the need, as he put it, to ‘feed, clothe,
house and entertain’ those under his command better than they expected.'®

On 3 March, however, a raid by medium bombers of 2 Group went
tragically wrong and Coningham’s sluggish response severely shook his
standing with Portal and Churchill. About forty medium bombers appeared
over The Hague at 9 am that morning, intending to attack Haagsche-Bosch
(Hague Wood), an area on the eastern outskirts of the city, where the
Germans stored V-2 rockets. Their aiming-point was incorrect and the
bombs killed at least 520 Dutch civilians as well as causing massive
destruction of public buildings, churches and houses. Coningham failed to
recognise that a major disaster had occurred, requiring prompt and thorough
action. He did nothing, in fact, until asked for a report on this ‘deplorable
accident” by Norman Bottomley, Deputy Chief of the Air Staff. Even then
his report, written a full week later, was almost perfunctory. ‘It would
appear,” he wrote, ‘that a bad assessment of the wind may have been made,’
though the crews were properly briefed. He had received messages from
Prince Bernhard and consequently arranged for leaflets to be dropped,
regretting and explaining the accident.!”

Bottomley, meanwhile, was writing to Sinclair, Secretary of State for Air
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(sending copies to Portal, among others) on 10 March to answer an allegation
by the Dutch Ambassador that the attack ‘constituted a breach of faith’.
When the general plan of bombing rocket sites in Holland was drawn up in
November 1944, wrote Bottomley, a conference was held in the Air Ministry
to ascertain the reactions of the Dutch government to the likelihood of
casualties and damage. Commander Moolenburgh, representing that govern-
ment, had declared that there would be no objections to attacks ‘if they were
likely to be effective and were considered necessary’. The Haagsche-Bosch
area was one of those selected for attack and therefore the Dutch could not
claim that the raid was launched without prior consultation.

Portal was ‘far from reassured’ by Coningham’s report and Churchill
himself was furious. The Dutch protest, said the Prime Minister, ‘reflects
upon the Air Ministry and the RAF in two ways. First, it shows how feeble
have been our efforts to interfere with the rockets and secondly, the
extraordinarily bad aiming which has led to this slaughter of Dutchmen’; the
matter required ‘a thorough explanation’ and would be brought before the
Cabinet. Coningham was informed that the incident had been the subject of
conversations between Sinclair and the Dutch Ambassador, that Moolen-
burgh was to be consulted before any further attacks were made on rocket
targets in or near built-up areas and that Kenneth Cross (Director of Tactical
Operations in the Air Ministry) would be visiting him and the units
concerned to seek further information.

Basil Embry, (head of 2 Group) told Coningham on 18 March that he had
had ‘no idea’ until that morning that ‘the consequences of our inaccurate
bombing were so serious’. When 2 Group received instructions from 2nd
TAF that the target was to be bombed visually or by radar, Embry had
personally queried the advisability of radar bombing and told Coningham’s
Duty Ops Officer that he was not prepared to take on the target by radar
unless it was confirmed that the built-up area within 500 yards of the edge
of the target area, which was 1,000 yards from the aiming points, was
uninhabited. That officer, having spoken to the Air Ministry, assured Embry
that the area specified was clear of inhabitants when in fact it was not.
Embry later learned that the Duty Intelligence Officer in 137 Wing gave an
aiming-point ‘in the middle of a built-up area approximately 1,250 yards
from the correct aiming-point’ and that squadrons accurately bombed this
incorrect point. The Intelligence Officer was clearly at fault, Embry con-
cluded, and would be court martialled. Next day, Coningham sent Portal a
copy of Embry’s account, ‘which,” he said, ‘for the first time shows that
there was a mistake that affected the briefing. My report that all the briefing
was correct must in the light of this new information be amended.’

Portal informed Churchill (on 21 March) that the cause of the incident
was ‘a most unfortunate lapse by one or more officers concerned in the
briefing’ and Court Martial proceedings were likely to follow. Knowing
Churchill of old, he then went on to the attack. ‘In spite of heavy pressure
from yourself and the Minister of Home Security “to do more”, we have
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resisted the employment of heavy bombers against these sites, but it was in
answer to this pressure that the use of 2nd TAF’s medium bombers to back
up the Spitfires was authorised.’ Arrangements were made to drop leaflets
carrying the text of a radio explanation and apology on the night of 24-25
March. Churchill accepted on 15 April a report of what he called ‘this
unfortunate episode’ and the Dutch did not raise the matter again. Portal,
however, did not forget that Coningham’s immediate response to this crisis
had been neither quick nor straight and afterwards was readier to listen to
critics of his princely manner. Coningham himself knew how vulnerable he
had become: ‘Plenty of knives will be out now,’ he told his friends.'®

Meanwhile, back at the war, Eisenhower had directed Montgomery on 8
March to begin new operations on the 24th, They were intended to cross the
Rhine on a front of two armies between Rheinberg and Rees, the US 9th
Army under Simpson on the right (Operation ‘Flashpoint’) and the 2nd
British Army under Dempsey on the left (Operation ‘Plunder’). The
communication centre of Wesel and a crossing point near there would be
secured by an airborne assault (Operation ‘Varsity’). The initial lodgement
on the east bank of the Rhine would be expanded until three armies (those
of Simpson, Dempsey and Henry Crerar’s 1st Canadian Army, all under
Montgomery’s overall command) were positioned east of the Rhine and
north of the Ruhr so that further thrusts deeper into Germany could be
developed quickly in any direction required by Eisenhower.!®

In order to make ‘the most economical use’ of the Anglo-American air
forces, Eisenhower instructed Coningham to produce ‘a single overall air
plan’ and coordinate its execution through his own headquarters. Brereton
(Commander, 1st Allied Airborne Army) set up a small advanced head-
quarters in Brussels to assist him. Their plan had two bases. One, that the
airborne strike should follow the ground force assault instead of preceeding it.
And two, that only air forces familiar with the terrain and the position of
ground forces and which could be closely controlled to meet rapidly changing
situations should operate over the battle area and for some distance beyond.
Fighter Command and the US 8th Air Force, for example, would escort
troop carriers to that area but not over it. ‘Only in this way,” thought
Coningham, ‘was it possible to avoid mistakes in air-to-ground action, ensure
close support without interfering with the airborne drop and prevent mutual
interference in the air from. air forces of different commands.” Detailed
planning was delegated to Broadhurst, who could ask Hudleston and Nugent
direct for help if necessary.”

‘By the end of the week,” wrote Elmhirst on 18 March, ‘we should see
most of the Germans back across the Rhine and a good number of our
American friends after them.” Several important persons had called on
Coningham in recent days: Mrs Churchill and her daughter Mary, Mr Attlee,
thé British Ambassador to Belgium, the Archbishop of York, two members
of the Air Council (Jack Slessor and Peter Drummond) and, of course, Lord
Trenchard. ‘I think it is time we were out in the blue and under canvas
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again,” grumbled Elmhirst, who was not yet ready to admit that those
exhilarating days — as they now seemed — had gone and duller days were at
hand. Coningham would normally have been in his element with such a
galaxy of famous, influential people to entertain, but since the Haagsche-
Bosch tragedy, Elmhirst noticed, he avoided most visitors and spent more
time touring his vast command as well as attending meetings at SHAEF
Headquarters in Paris. A few days later, Drummond would lose his life
when a Liberator carrying him to Canada disappeared in the Atlantic.

Coningham, deeply moved, wrote to Portal as soon as he heard the news on
30 March.

Peter was a close personal friend of mine, and his place as a fellow
antipodean cannot be filled. But your loss is greater, especially as it
follows the tragedies of 1.-M {Leigh-Mallory] and John Linnell. Poor
Lala [Drummond’s wife], whose world will have dropped out —
presumably she will receive all possible aid. I cannot do anything from
here. If only these disasters will stop.?!

D-Day for Operation Varsity was 24 March. It went perfectly and ample
close support for ground forces was constantly available in the absence of
aerial opposition. ‘For the first time in 140 years, since Napoleon’s time,’
exulted Brereton, ‘hostile armies are operating east of the Rhine’ and the
way to Berlin lay open. Even so, Coningham had no great faith in such
methods of waging war. ‘Paratroop losses can be kept down,’ he reflected
later, ‘if the dropping zones are widely dispersed, close to their objectives
and within range of artillery support.” This last point was vital in his view
because of the low altitude at which airborne forces and their supplies must
be transported across enemy territory and their vulnerability even to
machine-gun fire. Once paratroops had been landed, however, the enemy
could concentrate mobile AA guns and take a heavy toll of supply aircraft,
as happened at Arnhem, so re-supply by air must therefore be kept to a
minimum. Although Coningham had recognised and planned against this
danger, enemy flak still inflicted serious losses and after D-Day he pressed
hard for re-supply by land. His conclusion, consequently, was unenthusias-
tic: the operation went according to plan, but the Rhine crossing would have
succeeded without it. Nevertheless, he valued Brereton’s generous words
written on 4 April - ‘You and your command were largely responsible for
the success of this operation’ — and also Elmbhirst’s appraisal: at last, he
wrote, ‘an airborne operation in front of a field army was allowed to be
controlled from the one place that could properly exercise control: RAF HQ
alongside the Army Group HQ, and with the help of perfect weather there
was no hitch. All so different from those airborne army efforts in Sicily and
at Arnhem.’?

A rapid advance of over 200 miles from the Rhine to the Elbe, closely
supported by numerous aircraft attacking fleeing Germans, put Coningham
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very much in mind of exciting days at the end of the Great War. The advance
in this war was carried out by Simpson’s army (heading for Magdeburg with
Nugent’s support) and Dempsey’s (heading for Hamburg with Broadhurst’s
support). On reaching the Elbe, both were to halt. The Americans would
then help Bradley to mop up opposition in the Ruhr; the British would help
the Canadians under Crerar (supported by Hudleston) to open a supply
route through Arnhem and then clear north-east Holland, the coastal belt
eastward to the Elbe and western Holland in that order of priority. The large
area of Germany thus occupied by Montgomery’s Army Group would be
placed under military government. On 31 March, Coningham gladly for-
warded to Broadhurst and Hudleston rare praise from Montgomery: ‘Over a
long period of very high-class performance,” wrote the Field Marshal, ‘the
standard reached before, during and since the crossing of this great river
obstacle [the Rhine] has been remarkable; the splendid support given by the
whole of 2nd TAF has been the admiration of the soldiers.” By now,
Coningham’s chief anxiety was for the safety of Allied prisoners and both
Group Commanders had been ordered to maintain reconnaissance over all
known POW camps in the British zone. ‘A simple code of ground strips,’ he
recalled, ‘had been devised whereby the prisoners could indicate if they were
short of water, food or medical supplies, or if they were being attacked.’?
“The war is running out very fast now,” wrote Elmhirst at the end of
March, but he wanted it to continue until ‘the ordinary German in the
countryside’ realised that Germany was well beaten — ‘which is the lesson we
are here to teach and didn’t in 1918’. On 7 April, Coningham’s Advanced
Headquarters moved (together with Montgomery’s) to Suchteln, near Kre-
feld in Germany. It was not, thought Elmhirst, an ideal site: ‘a lunatic
asylum in the Ruhr with a barbed-wire fence around it. But it will give the
troops a good laugh and we don’t expect to be there long.” Nor were they,
for Coningham sent forward a reconnaissance party, protected by a detach-
ment of the RAF Regiment, to occupy and prepare the permanent location
of his headquarters in one of Germany’s most beautiful places: Bad Eilsen,
near Biickeburg, in the province of Schaumberg-Lippe. It lay in an area
allotted to Bradley’s Army Group, but the Americans permitted Coning-
ham’s men to capture it, together with the design staff, drawing office and a
large quantity of valuable documents belonging to the Focke-Wulf aircraft
firm which had been evacuated to Bad Eilsen from Bremen in 1942.
Coningham knew that Bad Eilsen had been a pleasant spa before the war,
recalled Sir Kenneth Porter, and that the leading Nazis had subsequently
enjoyed themselves there. “All the furniture, crockery, linen, etc., had been
safely stored,” wrote Porter, ‘and my Wing Commander was able to have the
two hotels and gardens restored to their former glory before we moved in’ at
the end of May, for Coningham still saw no moral worth in discomfort.?
‘Mary is in good form,” wrote Elmhirst on 19 April, ‘but now that the war
is as good as over and won he cannot settle or take further interest in it. He
is here one day, Brussels another; Holland, Paris, London or Cannes.” He
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had earned his relaxation, thought Elmbhirst, having commanded air forces
fighting against the Germans from the first day of the war and would do so
until the last. Moreover, ‘Victor and I can run this show while Harry
Broadhurst, Basil Embry and Teddy Hudleston certainly don’t want teaching
their jobs.” Trenchard, who shared Elmhirst’s admiration for Coningham’s
conduct throughout those strenuous years, attempted a summary of his
achievement on 30 April. The Air, he wrote, had found four principles.
Firstly, to maintain air superiority and with that went the others: to destroy
the enemy’s means of production and communication; to enable the Army
to build up; and to prevent the enemy build-up. ‘This is what you and your
Air Force have done,’ he concluded.®

At the end of April, Coningham summoned to his headquarters Wing
Commander ‘Laddie’ Lucas, who had earned a high reputation as a fighter
pilot. Before the war, however, he had already made his mark as an
international-class golfer and a journalist in Beaverbrook’s employment.
Coningham struck him at once as ‘a senior officer with time to think and
talk . . . there were no files on his desk, no bumph’ and he came straight to
the point: would Lucas write a history of the tactical air forces from the
Desert to Germany? Given his exceptional background, Coningham thought
him ideal for the job. He would have an office in Wales, a small staff and his
own aeroplane; the job might last two years, was obviously worth doing and,
not least, would set Lucas up nicely for a peacetime career in the service.
But for Lucas, civilian life — including the lure of politics — seemed then to
offer more attractive openings and he refused the offer. It had been a shrewd
move on Coningham’s part, for Lucas would have produced an account both
well-informed and well-written; one that would, moreover, have been well-
publicised in the powerful Beaverbrook press. Although the staff of 2nd
TAF prepared an official report on their part in the Overlord campaign,
which Coningham himself rewrote extensively, he made no attempt to
compose his own overall account of the years 1941-5 and foresaw that the
RAF would prove slow to publish detailed narratives matching those written
by soldiers who, naturally, paid little attention to the deeds of airmen.?®

‘I’s hard to realise how far and fast the war has gone this past week,’
mused Elmbhirst on 3 May. ‘Hitler, Mussolini and Gobbels dead. Berlin and
Hamburg captured’ but 2nd TAF was still fighting, causing havoc behind
what was left of the front and on the German Baltic coast, where numerous
boats were trying to escape north to Sweden or Norway. “The slaughter was
so great yesterday,’ he wrote, ‘that Mary called them off in places, as it was
obvious that the Hun would be caught between the British and Russian
armies a few hours later.” Flying operations ceased on 5 May ‘and the night
before, Mary and I sat alone here [in Krefeld] gossiping over the whole
length of the war until two in the morning’. They decided that the devastated
Ruhr was no place to celebrate victory and returned next day to Brussels,
where the end of the war was signalled by a flood of congratulatory messages
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headed by the King, President Truman, Churchill and Eisenhower. Con-
ingham flew to Copenhagen on the 9th for the official entry of British forces
to that city, a ceremony that dissolved into joyful chaos as exuberant Danes
burst through the guard of honour to voice their feelings at close range to
the Allied commanders. By 11 May, however, Sholto Douglas knew -
though Coningham perhaps did not — that the RAF in Germany would soon
have a new Commander-in-Chief. ‘It was generally known,” wrote Douglas,
‘that I had always worked well with Montgomery’ and that Coningham had
not: Montgomery having been appointed Military Governor of the British
Zone of Germany, it was therefore decided to provide him with a senior
airman more to his liking.?’
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

‘A Ballerina Leaving Borneo’

The End of Coningham’s Career,
May 1945 to January 1948

Sholto Douglas, Coningham’s designated successor, wrote to him on 1 June
1945, saying that he intended to take over about 15 July: ‘I gather that you
are then going on a triumphal tour of America before taking up a new
appointment.” Douglas had gathered correctly, but meanwhile Coningham
was setting up a most elegant residence for himself, Groom and Elmhirst,
furnished by the Germans with Gobelin tapestries and pictures by Rubens
and Rembrandt. His partners, however, men of less elevated taste, com-
plained that there were no comfortable chairs, ‘so we have each imported
one from the local hotel and are happier, even if they don’t quite tone:in
with the furnishing scheme’. According to Elmhirst’s reckoning, Bad Eilsen
was the thirtieth home he had shared with Coningham since joining him' at
Tobruk early in 1942.!

Elmbhirst’s letters from Germany end on 8 July, a few days before he,
Coningham and Groom left on posting to other jobs in England. On the day
they left, 2nd TAF changed its name to British Air Forces of Occupation
and Elmhirst thought everyone was glad ‘that the good old name goes with
Mary’. They spent their last fortnight working normally each morning, but
flying somewhere every afternoon for a farewell party, a practice they all
agreed was unavoidable, exhausting and depressing. ‘All our goodbye hosts
have said the same,” wrote Elmhirst, ‘that the TAF has been a very efficient
and happy party and we shall not see its like again.” Nothing appeared in the
Victory Honours List to sweeten their departure: ‘Mary very shattered,’
noted Elmbhirst, not only by his own omission, but also by Elmbhirst’s. ‘I
gave you as good a recommendation for a KBE’, he said, ‘as I thought it was
possible to give.” On his last day at 2nd TAF, 14 July 1945, he circulated
throughout the command a final signal ending: ‘Once more we bow our
heads in humility for all our comrades who died and in depth of feeling we
assure their families that their sacrifice was more than vindicated. You all
share the victory we have helped to win.” A few days later, on the 26th, he
went with his oldest service friend — James Robb, newly-appointed head of
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Fighter Command - to Eisenhower’s headquarters in I. G. Farben’s palatial
offices in Frankfurt to receive from President Truman the American
Distinguished Service Medal. Five months later, on 1 January 1946, both
Coningham and Elmhirst were made Knights Commander of the British
Empire (KBE) and Coningham became a substantive Air Marshal.2

Coningham’s new appointment, as head of Flying Training Command,
was announced by the Air Ministry on 30 July 1945. ‘Although the
appointment was not unexpected,” wrote the News Chronicle next day, ‘it
was none the less surprising. One of the greatest air generals Britain has
produced is being relegated to a comparatively minor command’ and ‘will
not have a voice on the Air Council’ which that newspaper thought he should
have because, with the exception of Tedder, Coningham had greater
operational experience of coordinating air power with that of other services
than any other airman and, the News Chronicle reminded its readers, ‘during
von Rundstedt’s thrust into the Ardennes, he took over command of the US
9th Air Force’s fighter units’. Other newspapers, though welcoming Con-
ingham’s appointment, did not think he had been slighted. The Evening
Standard, for example, considered him ‘one of the most popular and highly-
respected commanders this war has produced. A splendid leader, entirely
free from starch and red tape. In command of the Desert Air Force, he
proved himself a master of air-ground cooperation. He invented new tactics
and kept his mind always receptive to new ideas.” Coningham ‘may have an
unorthodox way of dealing with future problems’, thought the Observer.
‘Shrewd, candid and confident — and an often successful prophet.”

Best of all was Flight's tribute. Coningham’s appointment, in that maga-
zine’s well-informed opinion, was ‘a guarantee that flying training of the
RAF in postwar days will be on the right lines’. His experience of operational
flying was unrivalled for duration and variety and he would tolerate no
shortcomings in the system. Moreover, he was a man who had proved
capable of taking long views and would not make the mistake of re-fighting
the last war. Flight continued to think well of Coningham and published a
profile on 6 December 1945 (illustrated by an excellent caricature) in which
he was described as ‘par excellence the air friend of the Army. It may be said,
with regrets, that in 1940-1 the Army and the Air Force had no very real
idea of how to work together’, but Coningham changed all that. ‘Up to the
time of the surrender of Germany, he continued his masterly work of giving
the Army everything which could possibly be expected from the air’ and
careful study of his methods would ensure that Army-Air cooperation did
not wither as it had done after the Great War.*

For the moment, however, Coningham had had enough of high command
responsibility and spent most of August with his family in Cannes, enjoying
an untroubled holiday — except for a visit from yet another official artist —
for the first time in seven years. The Tedders stayed with them and they all
went swimming, sailing or fishing together. Sometimes the Air Marshals
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simply lay in the sun, content to know that nothing they decided cost men
their lives. Other guests that summer included Maurice Chevalier and the
Duke and Duchess of Windsor. On returning to England, Coningham began
at last to believe that the blissful days of the late Thirties might really come
again when he was elected Commodore of the RAF Yacht Club, a mark of
distinction deeply gratifying to a man for whom off-duty life in peacetime
England had revolved around yachts and those who owned or sailed them.
He would be re-elected in 1946 and 1947.

Coningham then enjoyed a more public mark of distinction, spending
three weeks in September on what Douglas called his ‘triumphal tour’ of the
United States. A booklet entitled British Commanders had recently been
published in New York by British Information Services (an agency of the
British government) which helped to introduce him to Americans. It
contained sketches of ten soldiers, five sailors and six airmen: Portal, Harris,
Tedder, Douglas, Park and Coningham, who was described as ‘this war’s
greatest expert on ground support and the inventor of many of the most
devastating and ingenious tactics used by the Allied air forces’. In Tedder
and Coningham, Churchill was quoted as saying, ‘we have two air leaders of
the very highest quality: not technicians, but warriors who have worked in
perfect harmony with the generals.”

During his tour, Coningham was a guest of the USAAF and rejoiced in
the opportunity to meet on their home ground American officers with whom
he had served, in particular Larry Kuter, whose career was thriving.
Coningham arrived in New York on the 7th to attend a gala premiere of The
True Glory, an Anglo-American film about the liberation of Occupied
Europe. It was his first visit to New York and he greatly amused some
pressmen by flourishing an Italian five lire note signed by General Patton,
who had lost it to him during the invasion of Sicily by betting — wrongly —
that sooner or later the soldiers would find themselves short of air support.
Coningham raised another laugh by proposing that the cities of New York
and London should erect statues in memory of Rommel ‘for his great
contribution in directing the training of the US and British Armies’.
Wherever he went, he made speeches that were well received, urging a
continuance in peacetime of the better understanding forged between Britons
and Americans in wartime. There could be joint development work in
aviation, he thought, to a much greater degree than had been the case pre-
war and it need not be at the expense of healthy competition. As for military
aviation, there should certainly be cooperation in the production of new jet
aircraft. The atomic bomb, however, had probably ended the need for vast
fleets of strategic bombers because he supposed that even fighters would
soon be able to carry these fearful weapons. By 25 September 1945, he was
back in New York and at the end of what he hoped would be the first of
many exhilarating visits to the United States.$

On 6 October, nearly three months after leaving Bad Eilsen, Coningham
took up his duties at Shinfield Park, Reading, as head of Flying Training
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Command. Having learned to value the ability and diligence of Tommy
Elmbhirst as his senior administration officer, he was careful to secure the
services of another exceptional man, Victor Groom, for that key appoint-
ment. As well as getting to know a new staff and the numerous units of a
vast command, Coningham revelled in a succession of grand occasions at this
time: a dinner at Claridge’s Hotel, London, to commemorate the battle of El
Alamein on the 23rd, luncheon next day with the Duchess of Kent at her
home in Buckinghamshire, an audience with the King at Buckingham Palace
on the 31st to mark his new appointment, a visit to Brussels on 8 November
to be invested in the Royal Palace by the Prince Regent with the Order of
Leopold (Grand Officer) and the Croix de Guerre (with Palm) and, a week
later, a return to that city as the Prince’s guest at a dinner in honour of
Churchill.”

Throughout 1946, Coningham continued to find good reasons for leaving
his Shinfield Park office. He lectured at the Royal United Services Institute
in London on the development of tactical air forces and was invited to give
other lectures on that subject at staff colleges (Army and Air Force) in
England, Belgium and Palestine. Brussels remained his favourite place to
visit, most notably in April when he flew there to receive the Freedom of the
City and also to open an avenue re-named in his honour. He was an
indefatigable traveller on more or less official business: opening an RAF
exhibition in Zurich, presenting certificates to former members of the
Resistance in Brussels and Paris, attending rugby matches in Hamburg and
boxing championships at South Cerney in Gloucestershire. After one visit to
Germany, he brought home a whole stag which he had shot himself. As
president of the RAF Yacht Club, he negotiated successfully to take over the
Luftwaffe’s surviving fleet and twenty vessels reached Calshot safely in June,
manned by airmen flown to Germany to sail them home (other vessels were
left in Germany for the use of airmen serving there). He attended a session
of the Allied Military Tribunal in Nuremberg, then conducting the trial of
Nazi war criminals and (more cheerfully) ceremonies in March and May at
which Alexander and Tedder respectively were given the Freedom of
London. Coningham was invested by the King with the KBE at Buckingham
Palace in March and in June took part in the Victory March in London,
attending the subsequent reception at Hampton Court Palace for the
victorious commanders. Not least, he spent almost the whole of August in
Cannes with his family and some close friends. At Claridge’s in September
he was presented by the King of Greece with the Grand Cross of the Order
of the Phoenix.®

The Yorkshire Evening Post wrote about Coningham at length on 17
January 1947, recalling him as a pioneer of early night bomber raids on
Germany. ‘The tall, willowy figure of this smiling New Zealander’ had once
been well known in and around York, according to the reporter, who went
on to recall his subsequent career and present appointment as ‘the man
responsible for the training of all air crews in the RAF (except flight

242



The End of Coningham’s Career

engineers) and the Air Forces of all the Dominions, as well as France and
Belgium,” which look to his command for a lead. Comment followed on his
father’s record as a Test cricketer, the nickname ‘Mary’, his alleged deeds as
a fighter pilot in the Great War (‘in one memorable fortnight, he destroyed
19 enemy aircraft’), his athletic prowess, representing the RAF at polo, and
his flight from Cairo to Kaduna (‘still celebrated by the natives of Northern
Nigeria . . . his only map was a sheet torn from an atlas’). Coningham’s log
book currently showed some 5,000 hours as a pilot and a further 10,000 as a
passenger. York men who served with him, concluded the reporter, ‘will
well remember how he laughed off their first mistake; how, perhaps, they
tried to laugh off their second and how, if they were unfortunate enough to
make a third, nobody laughed!”®

Ever since the end of the European war, the question of composing and
possibly publishing an official record of 2nd TAF’s part in Operation
Overlord had loomed over Coningham. Portal had decided on 27 November
1945 that except for Dowding’s despatch on the Battle of Britain, those
written by other Commanders-in-Chief should only be published if required
to ‘balance’ despatches produced by soldiers and sailors, but Coningham did
not know this when he wrote to Air Commodore Theodore McEvoy
(Director of Staff Duties in the Air Ministry) on 4 December. He sent
McEvoy four copies of ‘our third effort’ and sought guidance on its present
form and content before spending any more time on it. Coningham was
aware, he added on the 10th, that the Air Ministry wanted him to ‘match or
answer’ any point made by Montgomery, but he could hardly do this unless
he knew what the Field Marshal intended to say.'

McEvoy circulated Coningham’s draft to various officials before replying
on 5 February 1946. In general, he told Coningham, they found it ‘valuable
and interesting’, although it placed ‘more emphasis on the higher direction
of the campaign, the organisation of the command and the broad trend of
events’ than on the detailed operations of 2nd TAF. All were distressed,
however, by Coningham’s specific criticism of Montgomery in regard to his
insistence on a rigid inter-Army Group boundary, his demand for the use of
heavy bombers over battlefields where (Coningham claimed) ‘unnecessary
casualties to Allied civilians and property’ were caused and his conduct of
ground operations, all of which, in the opinion of Air Ministry officials,
‘might conceivably be resented by the Army as coming from an Air
Commander’. With regard to matching Montgomery’s points, the Air
Ministry had as yet no idea what he might say, but McEvoy would forward
a copy of his draft as soon as it came to hand to enable Coningham, if
necessary, to ‘adjust’ his own draft.!

There matters rested until July, when Montgomery’s draft reached the
Air Ministry. Air Marshal Sir William Dickson (Vice Chief of the Air Staff)
told Tedder on the 8th that it was ‘brief and uncontroversial’, paying full
tribute throughout to the value of air power, whereas Coningham’s report,
though dealing with operations ‘in far greater detail’, included ‘a large
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amount of controversial and contentious matter which, while useful to the
Air Staff, is unsuitable for publication’. Dickson therefore recommended
that Coningham’s report be retained in the Air Ministry and that Mont-
gomery’s despatch be balanced by the publication of the ‘uncontroversial’
despatch written on Leigh-Mallory’s behalf by his staff and a SHAEF (Air)
report. In February 1947, McEvoy loaned ‘our only copy’ of Coningham’s
report to Air Commodore Dermot Boyle (head of the RAF Staff College,
Bracknell). It was not being published, he said, ‘though it may later be
circulated confidentially to Staff Colleges and Air Ministry departments’ and
Coningham was currently at work on ‘an abridged and non-controversial’
version.'?

At that time, February 1947, Robb was visited by Forrest Pogue, who had
been given the task by Eisenhower of writing SHAEF’s official history. ‘He
has had full access to all records and documents and Ike’s personal files,’
wrote Robb to Coningham on the Sth, and was in England ‘chiefly to obtain
background material and information on the personalities involved.” During
a three-hour session, Robb answered some very pertinent questions about
AEAF. ‘I was absolutely frank with him about Monty, the difficulties he
made, the fact that LM was an additional link in the RAF chain of command,
how Monty seized upon this weakness and also such points as Monty’s
discourtesy in never once visiting Ike.” Robb thought it most important that
Pogue get the facts straight and had therefore told him to get in touch with
Coningham. ‘He is a studious but pleasant type,” Robb thought, ‘who before
he undertook this task had not met any of the individuals concerned. I had
him out to lunch and let him rummage through my papers for two or three
hours.” On the same day, Robb wrote to Leslie Scarman, formerly Tedder’s
diarist, advising him also to talk to Pogue. ‘Incidentally,” he added, ‘I found
that Mary Coningham was not on his list for interview and I have corrected
that.”?

Pogue spoke to Coningham at Shinfield Park on 14 February, finding him
‘the bitterest critic of Monty’ whom he had yet encountered. Coningham
showed Pogue part of his report on the Overlord Campaign ‘which was so
strong,” wrote Pogue, ‘that the Air Ministry told him to rewrite it since, as
the Air Marshal puts it, “they thought I cut-Ingersolled Ingersoll and they
don’t want to start a war with the War Office.”’ (Ralph Ingersoll, formerly
a member of Bradley’s staff, had recently published a critical account of the
campaign, entitled Top Secret, which profoundly agitated generals on both
sides of the Atlantic.) ‘To be blunt,” said Coningham, ‘Monty and I had
constant trouble’, especially before the Arnhem disaster cut him down to
size. Whenever they disagreed, Montgomery went over his head to anyone
who might listen — in the RAF as well as the Army — and on at least three
occasions tried to have him dismissed, but Tedder saved him. Although
Montgomery frequently urged Coningham to bomb French towns, in order
to block roads and so prevent the Germans using them, Coningham always
refused, saying they would merely drive round such obstacles, through fields
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if necessary, and the lives and property of friendly civilians would have been
destroyed for no purpose.!*

In Coningham’s opinion, according to Pogue, Montgomery’s slowness and
jealousy of the Americans (Patton in particular) prevented more complete
Allied victories at Falaise and the Seine. He failed to overrun missile-
launching sites quickly enough and could have secured seaborne access to
Antwerp by September 1944 had he not been obsessed by leading a drive to
Berlin. The Allies could also have reached the Rhine on Patton’s front in
September if fleets of transport aircraft standing by in England to carry
paratroops on operations that were never mounted had instead been used to
carry petrol to the man who could use it most effectively. Unhappily,
pressure in the American as well as British armies to find employment for
their large, highly-trained airborne forces was very strong, but the best
chance to end the war early had already gone when the disastrous Arnhem
operation began, hastily and badly planned, with the tactical air forces
excluded. ‘After that,” said Coningham, ‘Monty had to sit quietly. When it
came to planning for the Rhine crossing, they left the whole business to me.’

In the last stages of the war, said Coningham, it became possible for nearly
every soldier in a foxhole to call down a fighter to strafe a machine-gun nest
in front of him. This was the happy payoff for years of effort devoted to
beating the Luftwaffe and building countless aircraft. Until then, Coningham
had laboured hard to persuade both American and British generals to accept
his conviction that only airmen could handle air power and use its flexibility
to the best overall advantage. Now, however, he was very anxious lest Allied
armies were basing plans for any future war against a major power on having
the total air cover enjoyed in 1944-5. If so, they were going to be
disappointed, for the British and Americans could expect to be at their usual
disadvantage on the outbreak of a new war and air superiority took years to
achieve. In conclusion, Coningham reminded Pogue of the lighter side of
decision-making. ‘Perhaps you wonder,” he said, ‘why we extended the
northern boundary of 21st Army Group to Bergen-op-Zoom? It wasn’t so
done at first and when I saw it, I said: “But the best oysters in the world are
there!”, so they changed the boundary to bring that town in.” Coningham
was never convinced that in wartime a commander should rest content with
bully beef and biscuits.'*

By the time Pogue came to publish The Supreme Command in 1954, he
needed no reminding of a more vital point, that readers should not be unduly
impressed by accounts of differences between commanders: they argued
frequently and sometimes quarrelled bitterly, but day-to-day cooperation
between services and nations on the Allied side was close at all levels
throughout the war. On 23 May 1945, for example, Coningham had warmly
thanked Brigadier Panet (head of the Airfield Construction Group at 2nd
TAF Headquarters) for devoted services. ‘You know fully, and I have but
an inkling,’ he said, ‘of the difficulties and heartbreak periods that have
occurred, but always the job has been done.” In 2nd TAF, replied Panet,
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‘we have had the exhilarating experience of feeling that our work had a direct
part in helping to win the war’ under ‘your inspiring leadership’. Coningham
also wrote to Major General Inglis (Chief Engineer, 21st Army Group) on
the 23rd. During the past year, airfield conditions had varied through the
whole range of possible hazards and Coningham freely admitted that 2nd
TAF could have done nothing without the devoted efforts of Inglis and his
men. At first, he recalled, there had been the ‘heat, dust and restricted space
of Normandy’ to trouble Inglis, followed by ‘a grand rush ahead’ which
brought him German airfields to repair; then came ‘the mud and rain and
ice of winter to be again followed by a bound ahead over German airfields
that were mined or bombed or otherwise unsuitable.” It was out there, on
the cheerless airfields where it mattered, that the Army-Air cooperation
advocated in comfortable offices was really to be found.®

Anthony Powell, the novelist, once reflected on ‘the whole question of
senior officers, their relations with each other and with those of subordinate
rank’. The longer one dealt with them, he concluded, the more one
developed the habit of treating them like members of the opposite sex:

specifically, like ladies no longer young, who therefore deserve extra
courtesy and attention; indeed, whose every whim must be given thought
. . . Perhaps the cumulative effect of such treatment helped to account
for the highly strung temperament so many generals developed. They
needed constant looking after . . . “They’re like a lot of ballerinas,’ agreed
Pennistone. ‘Ballerinas in Borneo, because their behaviour, even as
ballerinas, is quite remote from everyday life.’

As Eisenhower put it on 20 December 1942 and on many occasions
thereafter, ‘Ch-ee-r-i-s-t, anyone who wants the job of Allied Commander-
in-Chief can have it.’"”

At some time during 1946, Coningham had learned that his ballerina days
would end on 1 August 1947, as soon as he completed thirty years of
commissioned service. He kept this news very much to himself, however,
telling Elmbhirst (then in India) as late as 23 June 1947 that ‘I have just asked
Air Ministry if I can retire at my own request on 1 August.” In fact, an Air
Ministry official minuted on 30 June that Air Marshal Sir John Slessor (Air
Member for Personnel) had ‘accepted Sir Arthur’s plea that his retirement,
when Gazetted, may be shown as taking place at his own request . . .
notwithstanding that he will actually retire as a compulsory case and receive
retired pay and benefits appropriate to that form of exit.” At the invitation of
the Belgian Air Force, Coningham paid his last official visit to Brussels early
in July and received from Sir James Barnes (Permanent Under-Secretary of
State for Air) his last ‘marching orders’ on the 10th. In his letter, Barnes
added to the usual ‘with regret’ and recognition of ‘distinguished service’,
the most unusual concession that the London Gazette would show Coningham
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as having retired at his own request even though both men knew this to be
untrue.'®

The author of this biography found no documentary explanation for this
concession. There are rumours that Coningham ended his career under a
cloud, rumours that are based in part on certain facts: he was not promoted
to the rank of Air Chief Marshal, as were several contemporaries whose
records as operational commanders bear no serious comparison with his; and
he was not awarded the GCB (Grand Cross of the Bath, the grade of chivalry
above that to which he had been tardily admitted after El Alamein and
distinctly superior to the KBE, awarded on New Year’s Day, 1946). But the
award of the GCB was linked to four-star rank and in promoting officers at
the highest level, the question of personal reward for exceptional merit did
not outweigh the authorised value of the position occupied: at Shinfield
Park, Coningham occupied an Air Marshal’s position and that was that.
There are also rumours about him that seem to be based less on facts than
on the notoriety he earned — and undoubtedly relished — as a ‘Renaissance
Prince’ in Belgium and Germany, where he exploited his authority for all it
was worth. For example, as Frank Sayer (his personal driver) wrote, he had
a Dakota fitted out ‘like something from the King’s flight’ and certainly used
it on unofficial jaunts. Coningham’s pursuit of his own comfort led to
rumours that he did more than enjoy the beautiful furnishings and treasures
in the residences he occupied, but regarded them as spoils of war which
might be taken to England; legitimate prizes in compensation for years of
anxiety aud misery. Together with many others who joyfully laboured to
smash Hitler’s evil empire, it seems likely that Coningham held this view
and possible that he went too far, but no evidence on this point has been
discovered.

The fact that Coningham was reguired to retire is not in itself mysterious:
indeed, given the lack of demand for senior operational commanders from
mid-1945 onwards and his own lack of Staff College, Imperial Defence
College or Air Ministry experience, he was lucky to receive any post-war
employment. As soon as the war ended, the RAF was drastically reduced in
size and many senior officers with excellent records had to go in order to
make room, in a smaller service, for the next generation. Tedder must have
recommended Coningham to Portal for further employment in mid-1945;
after he himself became Chief of the Air Staff on 1 January 1946, Tedder
must also have told Coningham that Flying Training Command would be
his last job; and Tedder must finally have agreed to the singular formula
used to ease Coningham’s return to civilian life and indicate to prospective
employers that the RAF had not wanted to lose him. It seems unlikely that
Portal and Tedder would have shown such consideration to Coningham if
they had regarded him as a thief.

Coningham, his wife and daughter spent August and September in Cannes
and southern France, casting off the burdens of an old life and considering
what best to do about a new. At fifty-two, in good health, with well-proven
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management powers and a wide circle of influential friends, he could
reasonably hope to fashion a second career, one which would not separate
him so long and so often from his dearly-loved family: especially his daughter
-~ now 13 — of whom he had seen far too little in recent years. While the
Coninghams were thus occupied, Philip Noel-Baker (Secretary of State for
Air) sent him two letters. One conveyed the King’s formal thanks for ‘long
and valuable services’, the other expressed, informally, the Air Council’s
gratitude ‘for all you have done for the RAF’ in the Western Desert and the
2nd TAF. Since then, Noel-Baker wrote, ‘you have turned to the equally
important work of training members of aircrew’ whose future performance
will afford you great satisfaction. Among less exalted mail, Coningham
received details of ‘emergency clothing coupons’ for the ‘issue of a civilian
outfit on prepayment’.'

During his sojourn in France, Coningham learned that an air accident had
cost him another famous acquaintance: Roy Chadwick, Avro’s Chief
Designer, who was killed in August when the Mark II version of his new
airliner, named the Tudor, crashed on takeoff. An enquiry found that the
accident was not caused by a design fault; so Donald Bennett, Chief
Executive of British South American Airways and formerly head of Bomber
Command’s élite Pathfinder Force did not cancel his order. Bennett was
anxious to establish a transatlantic service; he preferred British to American
aircraft and trusted Chadwick, the man responsible for the excellent Lancas-
ter bomber. By January 1948, therefore, three enlarged and improved
versions of the Tudor — designated Mark 1Vs — were flying. One of these,
named Star Tiger, had by then made eleven return journeys across the
Atlantic, amounting to a total of 575 hours in the air, since its initial test
flight on 4 November 1947. Coningham booked a passage aboard this aircraft
for its twelfth journey, scheduled to begin on 27 January 1948.%°

248



FINALE

Flight of the Star Tiger 11

Lisbon to a Place Unknown, 28-30 January 1948

Coningham received two invitations to dine on his night in Lisbon, one from
an air force general who claimed to have met him in Gibraltar, the other
from a business executive who claimed to have met him at Cowes. Though
declining both, promptly if politely, he now regretted his decision, for he
had finished his letter to Nan and time passed slowly when one was alone in
a cold hotel bedroom. Before the war, with his career to make, Coningham
had rarely missed an opportunity (as he confided to Nan) ‘to meet and
match’. By making him famous, he reflected wryly, the war had unexpec-
tedly cooled his ardour in that direction: but now, with a new career to
make, it was essential to start meeting and matching again. The successful
entrepreneur, like the successful Air Marshal, could afford neither to be
tired nor to spurn boring company. He had been slack for two years now —
not idle, as some thought - but definitely in need of a long, slow unwind
after six years of wartime command and so, as ‘Poley’ Rowley told Nan, he
had merely done one day’s work each day. However, a new year had begun
and with it new resolutions: 1948 would see the Coningham Career pick up
a fresh breeze.

By 8.45 next morning, 28 January, the six crew members and twenty-five
passengers (two more had joined the flight) were back on board Star Tiger.
Half an hour later, Captain McMillan having told the passengers that the
port inner engine needed a little attention and that there was still a slight
problem with the heating system, the two air hostesses — ‘Stargirls’, as BSAA
liked to call them — were shepherding them back into a bleak and draughty
waiting room. There, Sheila Nicholls and Lynn Clayton distributed blankets,
served coffee and thought of something cheerful to say to everyone. At
11.45, two and a half hours late, Star Tiger at last took off again. The heating
system, in fact, worked no better than on the first leg of the flight and
everyone was chilled to the bone by the time the aircraft reached the island
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of Santa Maria in the Azores later that day, landing into a sixty-knot wind
which brought it to an abrupt halt.

A refuelling stop of seventy-five minutes had been scheduled there, but
the weather report was so poor that McMillan decided to stay overnight.
Both crew and passengers were accommodated in a so-called ‘hotel’ near the
airfield: a single-story, prefabricated building with only basic facilities,
including a room designated as a lounge where they huddled to drink
something hot. At Santa Maria, another BSAA aircraft — a civilian version of
the Lancaster bomber, known as the Lancastrian — was awaiting a favourable
opportunity for continuing its flight to Bermuda with freight which was to
be trans-shipped there to Star Tiger. That night, a Mexican passenger (one
of the two who boarded in Lisbon) wrote to his wife. ‘The weather is still
bad,’ he said. “We do not know if we will leave tomorrow or next day by way
of New York.” Coningham, having written again to Nan, encouraged Tony
Mulligan and Ernest Brooks, a Treasury official, to help him relieve the
overworked hostesses by circulating among those passengers who had not
gone early to bed, too full of cold or too miserable for company.

Next morning, the 29th, Captain McMillan, his First Officer (David
Colby) and the Lancastrian captain (Frank Griffin) went together to the
Meteorological Office to get the latest forecast. ‘There’s a strong wind,
Griffin later recalled telling McMillan. ‘I expect I can make it in the
Lancastrian, but I’'ve got long-range tanks and an endurance of nineteen
hours. I don’t know about you.” Nevertheless, McMillan decided to go and
they agreed to fly at no more than 2,000 feet throughout the journey in the
hope of avoiding the worst winds and to permit drifts to be observed on the
surface of the sea during daylight hours.

No weather ships were stationed along the route, unlike the routes between
Europe and North America, and there was little commercial shipping, so
weather conditions had to be ‘inferred’ mainly from observations made on
either side of the Atlantic or on its islands. Griffin and McMillan therefore
also agreed to fly with one hour between them: the Lancastrian, flying ahead,
would pass valuable weather information back to Star Tiger. In order to get
accurate position-fixes, methods of astronomical navigation were used, based
on sextant observation of stars. Consequently, flights were planned so that
the greater part of the journey — especially the latter part — was made in
darkness. In good conditions, a star-fix should not be in error by more than
fifteen miles and could be corrected by radio bearings transmitted to the
aircraft from ground stations. For its final approach, the aircraft would home
on to a Eureka radar beacon at Kindley Field, Bermuda.

The Tudor IV’s fuel tanks would hold 3,300 gallons, but McMillan
learned that the maximum amount he could take without overloading the
aircraft was 3,150 gallons. However, he risked a slightly overloaded takeoff,
knowing that he faced one of the world’s longest civil aviation journeys —
1,960 nautical miles across the open Atlantic — and knowing also that his
employers would not wish him to leave a passenger behind (there being no
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freight on board that he could leave instead). The aircraft had a maximum
range of 2,900 miles: more than sufficient, in theory, to reach Bermuda
safely, but the prevailing winds in winter were strong westerlies. Twice
before, on westward flights, Star Tiger had had to divert to Gander in
Newfoundland and just two months before this flight, another Tudor IV
captain found himself still airborne with petrol gauges showing ‘nil’. He
alerted the air-sea rescue organisation and prepared to ditch, but managed a
safe landing with no more than a hundred gallons to spare; .less than the
amount by which Star Tiger was overloaded on leaving Santa Maria. Frank
Griffin took off at 2.22 pm on 29 January and Brian McMillan followed at
3.34 pm.!

Soon after takeoff, heavy rain and strong winds lashed Star Tiger, causing
her to plunge and rear alarmingly, but at least the passengers and crew were
no longer freezing. Flying at first some 200 miles behind Frank Griffin’s
Lancastrian, Brian McMillan slowly closed the gap and both aircraft
maintained radio contact with each other and with Bermuda, their next
destination. During this leg of their long journey, scheduled to last more
than twelve hours, the Air Marshal resumed his close interest in Star Tiger’s
navigation. He could navigate like a homing pigeon, recalled Frank Sayer,
and in a car, a boat or an aircraft always knew exactly where he was. In his
own aircraft, he would follow the progress of the flight, minute by minute,
mile by mile, assessing the weather better than any professional forecaster.
Star Tiger, however, was not his own aircraft and ‘never interfere’ was for
him a strict rule of command — ‘except, of course, to sack a chap
altogether,’ he added with a smile. Throughout the journey so far, however,
Coningham felt only sympathy for the airliner’s crew: looking back on his
own exhausting long-distance flying days in Iraq, Egypt, the Sudan and
across Africa, he knew only too well how weary they would be when the
journey ended.

By 1.26 am on 30 January, after ten hours in the air, Star Tiger was only
150 miles behind the Lancastrian. At that time, Griffin’s navigator got an
astral fix and found that unforecast south-westerlies had blown the aircraft
more than sixty miles north of its intended track during the previous hour.
While Griffin was hearing this unwelcome news, McMillan was passing his
Point of No Alternative, the point at' which he might have diverted to
Newfoundland; thereafter, he was committed to maintaining course for
Bermuda. Griffin promptly radioed news of the wind change to Star Tiger
and asked the operator on duty in Bermuda (a Mr Richards) for wind
information. He had to wait forty minutes — and repeat the request twice —
before he got it. Star Tiger, following the Lancastrian’s course and in regular
contact with it, did not make its own requests for such information.

At about 2 am, Cyril Ellison (Szar Tiger’s navigator) got his own astral fix
and learned that he, too, had been blown off course and was in fact crabbing
away from Bermuda. Ellison at once gave McMillan a new course which
turned the aircraft into the teeth of a gale. Even so, McMillan would not as
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yet have had cause for alarm, for he expected to reach Bermuda with at least
an hour’s fuel in hand. At 3 am, with cloud once more obscuring the stars,
McMillan reported his position by dead reckoning. He believed that he was
now making good his course for the island and amended his estimated time
of arrival from 3.56 to 5 am, although it would in fact have been closer to
5.30 before he landed. Griffin called McMillan just after 3 to say that he was
changing to voice telephony to contact Bermuda Approach Control, used for
the last stage of the flight. ‘See you at breakfast,” he added. Griffin later
testified that he heard nothing from Star Tiger to indicate that it was in
trouble and from that time until touchdown at 4.11 his own aircraft
encountered nothing worse than head winds: no turbulence, icing, fog or
electrical storms.

Meanwhile, at 3.04 am, Star Tiger had requested a radio bearing from
Richards. To obtain this, the aircraft’s radio operator simply depressed his
key, transmitting a continuous signal to enable the receiving station to fix
his bearing. On that occasion, a satisfactory bearing could not be given and
the request was repeated ten minutes later. This time, Richards was able to
give a first-class bearing of 72 degrees. He advised the aircraft accordingly
and received an immediate acknowledgement at 3.15. Any doubts McMillan
had about his position would seem to have been dispelled, for a series of
such bearings would have guided him safely to the airfield, but if such
requests were made, they were not heard. Richards called the aircraft at
3.50. Receiving no reply, he thought it might have gone over to direct radio
contact with Bermuda Approach Control and asked that control if it had
made contact. It had not. Nevertheless, Richards allowed another fifteen
minutes to pass before trying again to contact Star Tiger. Still no response;
still no action from Richards. At 4.40 he called again and only then, eighty-
five minutes after losing contact, did he at last declare a state of emergency.

He heard no distress message, neither did anyone else, and yet many radio
receiving stations were listening on the aircraft’s frequency. If anyone aboard
Star Tiger had so much as touched the transmitting key, it is likely that he
or she would have been heard. The USAAF personnel operating the airfield
immediately organised a maximum effort to find survivors that went on for
five days, despite rapidly worsening weather: twenty-six aircraft flew 882
hours between them and surface craft also searched, but found nothing.

If Star Tiger’s radio failed shortly after 3.15 am, her captain and navigator
would have been set the task of finding a small group of islands, extending
twenty-two miles from north-east to south-west, covering a total area of
twenty square miles and provided with powerful marine lights visible from
about thirty miles in all directions at the aircraft’s presumed altitude. It was
at that time only 340 miles — about two hours and fifteen minutes’ flying
time — from those islands with sufficient fuel to fly for at least three and a
half hours. Having received an accurate bearing, McMillan’s task of making
a landfall was not in itself difficult, except that he was acutely aware of the
fact that there was no alternative landing ground: the nearest point of the
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American mainland — Cape Hatteras — lay 580 miles to the west, far beyond
Star Tiger's range. No evidence survives to suggest that radio failure or
navigational error were responsible for the disaster.

As for engine failure, the aircraft could have reached Bermuda comfortably
on two of its four engines. Its low altitude, however, would mean that any
handling problem was very dangerous. The altitude chosen by both aircraft
was much lower than usual and no previous BSAA flight is known to have
flown so low for so long. Wind forecasts throughout the journey were
unreliable, especially at lower altitudes. Consequently, a sudden strong gust
may have plunged the aircraft abruptly into the sea or inattention on the part
of tired pilots combined with a faulty altimeter may have allowed it to slide
in quietly, giving the radio operator no time in either case to send a distress
signal. In the absence of such a signal, it seems probable that no-one aboard
realised until the last moment of their lives that anything was amiss.?
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‘Mary is Always Good Company’

As soon as he learned that Star Tiger had crashed, the Minister of Civil
Aviation in Britain (Lord Nathan of Churt) grounded BSAA’s remaining
Tudors as ‘a measure of prudence’. A few weeks later, however, they were
permitted to carry cargo — not passengers — between Santa Maria and
Bermuda, but only via Newfoundland: a diversion that reduced the longest
oversea passage by 250 miles. Although Sir Roy Dobson (Avro’s Managing
Director) and Bennett both publicly regretted any implication that the
aircraft itself might be faulty, the Minister decided that a judicial investi-
gation into the cause of an aircraft accident was necessary for the first time
since the loss of the R.101 airship in October 1930. Bennett objected so
strongly that BSAA sacked him. Lord Macmillan was appointed to carry out
the investigation with two assessors, a Professor of Aviation in the University
of London and the Chief Pilot of British European Airways. The investi-
gation, held in public at Church House, Westminster, opened on 12 April
1948 and lasted for eleven days, with two short adjournments. Macmillan
and the assessors visited Heathrow to inspect a Tudor IV (the assessors later
taking a short flight in it) and on 21 August they presented their report to.
Lord Pakenham (Nathan’s successor).!

The inquiry emphasised that McMillan, Colby and Ellison were vastly
experienced airmen, all former members of Bennett’s highly-regarded Path-
finder Force, before joining BSAA. As for the Radio Officer, Robert Tuck,
he had followed his profession for twenty years at sea and in the air. All four
had experience of the London to Havana route, although they had not
previously flown together. Of the two cabin attendants, one — Lynn Clayton
— had already survived an aircraft accident, when an Avro York crashed at
Dakar in April 1947 and four passengers were killed. Though praising the
crew, the enquiry found ‘want of care and attention to detail’ in the flight
plan, but nothing serious enough to explain the accident. According to his
biographer (Alan Bramson), Bennett did not always support his Operations
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Manager against his ex-Pathfinder pilots, some of whom resisted simulator
and instrument training and even the use of pre-takeoff and pre-landing
checklists. The enquiry also found that BSAA ‘did not sufficiently ensure
that significant changes in the weather ahead of an aircraft would be known
to it’, but was unable to say whether that failing caused the accident. ‘In
closing this Report,” wrote Lord Macmillan, ‘it may truly be said that no
more baffling problem has ever been presented for investigation. In the
complete absence of any reliable evidence as to either the nature or the cause
of the disaster to Star Tiger, the Court has not been able to do more than
suggest possibilities, none of which reaches the level even of probability.’
The aircraft’s fate must therefore remain ‘an unsolved mystery’.?

On 17 January 1949, alinost exactly a year after the loss of Star Tiger,
another Tudor IV — named Star Ariel — crashed between Bermuda and
Jamaica, again in unexplained circumstances. Bennett claimed that both
aircraft were sabotaged (in Bramson’s words) ‘on the orders of those who felt
threatened by the possibility of a successful challenge to their interests’.
Although he learned that ‘a known war-registered saboteur’ had been seen
standing near Star Tiger shortly before its last takeoff, Prime Minister Attlee
(said Bennett) ordered enquiries abandoned. Bramson admits, however, that
he could find no ‘real support’ for Bennett’s assertions. The Tudor IV was
converted to freighter use, but Bennett — while head of his own company -
had a couple restored to carry passengers. One of these crashed near Cardiff
in March 1950 and eighty lives were lost: at that time, the gravest aircraft
disaster suffered in Britain. Despite Bennett’s protests, an enquiry found
that incorrect loading was the cause and the Tudor’s tragic career ended.?

Jane-Mari, Coningham’s daughter, well remembered a succession of
cables, telephone calls and visitors to her mother on the day that Star Tiger
went missing. Even though the airliner was overdue and perhaps down in
the sea, every message and messenger reminded her that extensive searches
for survivors were continuing. Then came another knock at the door which
Jane-Mari answered. A small man, wearing a shabby raincoat, stood there.
‘My name is Tedder,” he said, quietly and shyly. ‘May I come in?’ He had
come to tell Nan that there was no longer any hope of finding her husband
alive.*

Coningham’s death had shared the front page of the New York Times on
31 January 1948 with news of the assassination of Gandhi in India and the
death of Orville Wright in the United States. A long obituary described
Coningham as ‘one of the early advocates of the employment of tactical air
power in close cooperation with ground forces and certainly one of its most
successful practitioners’. The New Zealand Herald recorded on 2 February
the death of ‘one of the Empire’s most distinguished air leaders in the war’
as well as the fact (flattering to the people of such a small and isolated
country) that both the New York Times and the New York-Herald Tribune
had printed news of the search for the airliner on their front pages and
devoted double column headlines to Coningham’s career.
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In both newspapers, the biographical sketches made the point that he
preferred to be known as a New Zealander even though he was born in
Australia. This point was emphasised by the New Zealand Herald in its own
tribute, although admitting that he ‘advanced in his chosen profession of
arms far from either land in which he spent his youth’. History, the paper
continued,

may reveal him as one of the great Allied commanders in the Second
World War. When he first assumed command of air formations in the
Western Desert, the Air Force was extremely jealous of its separate entity
and in danger of developing an unwarranted exclusiveness. Coningham
changed all that and, at the same time, through the force of his own
personality, sent into the air squadrons which outclassed the Luftwaffe in
its own highly-specialised art of army cooperation.

The newspaper also emphasised Coningham’s belief in tactical air operations
‘as distinct from the massed bombing offensive’.’

An obituary in The Times on 10 February described Coningham as one of
the war’s ‘outstanding air commanders’; he and Tedder ‘were the main
architects of the air side of the plan by which the action of the three Services
was integrated. Though such a system had long existed in theory, it was first
applied in North Africa’ and then transferred to Europe. ‘Coningham was
much more than an efficient air commander,’ the obituarist wrote, he was ‘a
brilliant strategist’ as well. o

Not only could he form a sound judgment himself, but he had the ability
to explain a situation lucidly and succinctly to others. With the aid of
maps and by moving rulers, inkwells and similar objects on a table, he
would convey a clear picture of what the enemy was planning and what
steps would be taken to thwart him. Tall, handsome and invariably
immaculate, even in the field, he was an impressive figure. One could not
fail to appreciate his clear thinking, his power of grasping essentials and
rejecting trivialities, his courtesy and his charm. He was an admirable
speaker, animated and fluent.®

Coningham was one of the war’s great men, announced C. G. Grey in the
Aeroplane on 13 February with characteristic trenchancy. A famous aviation
pundit, Grey had edited that magazine from 1911 to 1939 and had strong
views on all aspects and personalities. Even though Coningham had inspired,
as well as commanded and organised, men who were the spearhead of victory
from El Alamein to Luneberg Heath, Grey was still more impressed by his
conduct as head of 4 Group, Bomber Command, long before those dramatic
days. “The way he kept up the spirit of his aircrews and those on the ground
during the grim winter of 1939—-40 was extraordinary,” wrote Grey, because
‘everything seemed so futile’, whereas once the German conquest of Western
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Europe began, everyone in Britain became perversely cheerful and military
command that much easier. ‘I doubt whether any officer in the RAF has
been better beloved than Mary Coningham,” thought Grey. ‘He had the
gentle and kindly way with him which one so often finds with big and
warlike men,’ yet Grey also thought ‘he would have made such a magnificent
Captain of Condottiere’ in the Renaissance and had as well ‘a quickness of
wit and a genius for phrase which would be worth a fortune if they could be
set on paper’. Had he been spared, he would certainly have made his mark
outside the RAF.’

Tedder’s appreciation of Coningham appeared in The Times on 14 Febru-
ary. ‘It was a grand Air Force team we had in Middle East in the difficult
days,” he wrote: ‘a team led by a handful of individuals, outstanding alike in
their vision, courage and initiative, but each with his own strong individual
personality.” Sadly, three members of that little band had already been killed
in air accidents: Drummond, who ‘bore so much of the burden and took so
little of the credit’; Dawson, who ‘built up an aircraft industry in the slums
of Cairo and in the quarries of the Pharoahs, made bricks without straw and
aircraft from scrap’; and now Coningham, ‘the airman personified’.

Coningham, wrote Tedder, had ‘the alert, active, inquiring mind, the
imaginative, highly-strung temperament, the perennial youth’ of ‘a brilliant
commander of air forces. War, to him, was an art rather than a science;
insistent though he was on administrative and technical efficiency, he always
put morale first and material second, quality before quantity. His weapon
was the rapier not the bludgeon.’ In Tedder’s opinion, Coningham’s greatest
contribution to victory was in-the lead he gave to Army-Air cooperation.

It was to him personally more than to anyone else that we owe the
initiation and development of the joint land-air technique which became
the doctrine and practice of the 8th Army and the Desert Air Force and
subsequently of the Allied Armies and TAFs in North Africa and Europe
. . . At times a candid critic, but at all times a loyal colleague of his Army
team-mates he, more than any other man, fulfilled the wish expressed by
Mr Churchill in a message to the RAF, Middle East, in July 1942: ‘We
are sure you will be to our glorious Army the friend that endureth to the
end.’ Coningham was that friend.®

The last, but not least, of the informed tributes came, appropriately, from
Elmbhirst. ‘To have heard him speaking every morning through those exciting
years at his 8 am staff meetings and again every evening to have discussed
with him, over a gin in his caravan, the events of the day was an education
in itself,” wrote Elmhirst in the Aeroplane on 2 April, and all his appoint-
ments, forecasts and plans were sound. Like Montgomery, ‘his great
contemporary’, Coningham refused to be immersed in detail and Elmhirst
well remembered days ‘when a battle was raging in the desert and Mary
could not be found, but later admitted to having taken his sandwiches to lie
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on the beach and have “a quiet think”’. Crises brought the best out of him
and Elmbhirst was sure that the

tonic of his gay and confident presence in the 8th Army Commander’s
Mess in the dark days of defeat and retreat from Gazala is something the
members of that Mess will not forget. Ever remembered will be his
inspiration to the pilots under German fire at Gambut and about to
withdraw to El Alamein when they saw their commander piloting himself
around the airfields in an unarmed and unarmoured aircraft. He always
radiated quiet confidence in difficult days, such as those in Tunisia in
February 1943 and on those other critical evenings before the landings in
Sicily and Normandy and again in Brussels during those four dark days
of the Ardennes offensive before Christmas Day, 1944.

Coningham’s greatness, Elmhirst concluded, lay in

his detailed study of enemy intelligence from hour to hour, his ability to
choose correctly his junior commanders; his youthful spirit, which
infused confidence into and made a team of his junior commanders and
staff; his absolute loyalty to his superiors; his ruthlessness where
inefficiency was concerned; his quick and wholehearted commendation
for those whose gallantry or services deserved it; his technical knowledge
as a very competent airman and, lastly, his undoubted flair for the
conduct of air operations.

His name would be remembered whenever tactical air forces were under
consideration, for he was ‘the original architect of them and unsurpassable
in their leadership’.®

A memorial service attended by numerous RAF officers, past and present,
had been held in St Margaret’s, Westminster, on 17 February. Among
Coningham’s family and friends, were Nan, Jane-Mari and his stepson, Sir
Robert Frank; Nan’s mother and sister were also there, but Coningham’s
mother, brother and sister were all at that time in New Zealand. The RAF’s
Chaplain-in-Chief, John Jagoe, said that the service brought back memories
of Sunday, 8 July 1945, the last Sunday of 2nd TAF’s existence. Coningham,
he said, had been anxious that he and at least some of the men and women
in 2nd TAF should make an act of worship before the force dispersed.
‘Never in all my experience,’ said Jagoe, ‘have I been privileged to take part
in such a service as that held at Malmaison.” Coningham had asked Jagoe to
include his own favourite hymn — ‘Immortal, invisible, God only wise’ — and
many who sang it with him in Malmaison now sang it for him.!°

Later that year, Wellington College in New Zealand decided to honour
‘one of its most distinguished sons’ with a Memorial Chair. There is nothing
grand about it: apart from a small inscribed plate, it is just an ordinary
wooden chair (though it has survived the hurly-burly of daily use for more
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than forty years now), but Coningham would have valued this uncommon
mark of distinction in a school and in a city which had for him mixed
memories. Still more would he have appreciated the special service in the
Assembly Hall on 14 October 1948 at which Sir Bernard Freyberg, VC -
then Governor General of New Zealand and also an old boy of the college -
dedicated the memorial in the presence of many senior members of the New
Zealand government, armed forces and citizens, some of whom clearly
remembered a time when Coningham’s name was derided. Freyberg himself
was one of them and this knowledge added piquancy to his remarks about
New Zealand’s ‘national loss’ mingled with her ‘national pride’ in the
knowledge that few people in the British Commonwealth had earned as high
a place in history as this son of the notorious Arthur and Alice. Freyberg
and Coningham had travelled many of the same roads in two world wars and
in the Western Desert the General had noticed that the Air Marshal always
took the keenest interest in the New Zealand forces and proudly counted
himself among them. After emphasising the ‘selflessness and humility which
drew everyone to him’, Freyberg ended by saying: ‘I have lost a great
companion and war comrade, the RAF has lost one of its most distinguished
airmen and the Commonwealth one of its greatest sons.’!!

In 1949, Nan gave a cup in memory of her husband to the RAF Sailing
Association for competition between vessels of all three services at an annual
regatta off Seaview, Isle of Wight. For some years, she herself presented it
to the winner; her daughter then took over and now it is done by Sarah, her
granddaughter. Nan died in June 1985 and early in July an RAF launch
scattered her ashes, as she had requested, in the Solent. It would have struck
Coningham as a fitting end to their earthly existence that Nan’s remains
should join his in the sea that they loved and that it should happen in July,
always his favourite menth. It would also have pleased him that a grand-
daughter whom he never knew played a part in the ceremony because, she
said, she was proud of her connection with the Royal Air Force.!?
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