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AIM

The aim of this paper is to recommend whether aircrew who served in bombers but not in Bomber Command should be awarded the “Bomber Command” clasp.

BACKGROUND

In 2013 Her Majesty The Queen approved the recommendation of the Honours and Decorations Committee to award a clasp to be called the “Bomber Command” clasp to those aircrew who flew in Bomber Command. The reasons for this recommendation were as follows.

Bomber Command operated throughout the entire period of the War in Europe, mounting its first sortie on 3 September 1939 and its last bombing sortie on the night of 2/3 May 1945, one week before VE day. It was both a tactical campaign in support of Operation Overlord and a strategic campaign designed to destroy the German capability to wage war. In both areas it was successful. All aircrew were volunteers and the average age was 22.  Restrictions on bombing Germany were removed by the War Cabinet in 1940 and they later approved the bombing of German cities. In 1943 improved aircraft and tactics led to enhanced performance and Bomber Command had an increasingly serious effect on the German war economy, curtailing output and forcing the Third Reich to divert to air defence resources which were badly needed elsewhere.
In 1944 and 1945 Bomber Command, in concert with the Americans, devoted considerable efforts to supporting Operation Overlord, both by direct support and by crippling the Germans’ ability to move troops and supplies, and severely limiting their oil supplies. So serious were German fuel shortages that by December 1944 many Luftwaffe aircraft were grounded and panzer divisions could not sustain offensive operations. By the end of the War the German economy had effectively collapsed due to Allied bombing, which had not only comprehensively wrecked the German oil industry, but also the rail transport system.   As well as disrupting military traffic, this also meant that coal, which powered German industry, could not be moved, and thus even when manufacturers could still operate, the finished goods could not be delivered. Hitler’s Armaments Minister Albert Speer later said, “It made every square metre of Germany a front. For us it was the greatest lost battle of the war.”

SUBSEQUENT CLAIMS

At the Military Sub-Committee Meeting of the Honours and Decorations Committee on the 29th August 2013, there was discussion about a new claim concerning aircrew who flew bombing raids, including over Germany, but were not part of Bomber Command. These aircrew flew bombers from North Africa, Italy and in the Far East and now feel badly done by that their claims for the Bomber Command Clasp have been turned down. The MOD has received a number of emotional letters on these lines. These claims emanate mainly from bomber aircrew who were part of 2nd Tactical Airforce and flew from airfields which were not in the United Kingdom. Some flew sorties over Germany and feel particularly aggrieved that their role is being distinguished from those who were in Bomber Command, since they argue that they took the same risks and suffered similar casualties.
The Sub Committee recommended that Sir John Holmes should review these claims. It has been made clear by the MOD to those concerned that this review is happening.
BOMBER COMMAND AND 2ND TACTICAL AIRFORCE

Bomber Command was a separate Command of the Royal Air Force, operating only from the United Kingdom. It was formed on the 14th July 1936 and disbanded in 1968. Its motto was “Strike hard- Strike secure” and its role was “Strategic Bombing.” 

From 1939 until mid-1943 No 2 Group, which was a medium bomber group, was part of Bomber Command and all those aircrew who served in No 2 Group during that period are therefore eligible for the Bomber Command Clasp.  In mid-1943 No 2 Group was transferred briefly to Fighter Command and then to the 2nd Tactical Airforce, when that was set up to support the invasion of Europe from airfields outside the United Kingdom. These medium bomber crews flew shorter-range missions than the Bomber Command crews and, although by the end of the war they were regularly penetrating German territory, they did not attack targets such as Berlin, Hamburg or those in the Ruhr. The 2nd Tactical Airforce also included three other Groups equipped with fighters and fighter-bombers and by the end of the war these would have also been flying over Germany. 2nd Tactical Airforce was NOT part of Bomber Command and so although the bomber aircrew do not qualify for the “Bomber Command” Clasp they do qualify for the relevant campaign medal. This also applies to those who flew bombers in North Africa, the Mediterranean and the Far East.

CONCLUSION

The scale, duration and importance of Bomber Command’s contribution to the war effort are what have marked out its aircrews as meriting particular recognition. The first sorties in Bomber Command’s campaign were flown on 3 September 1939. From then on the Command operated continuously until the very end of the war, with its last sortie against Germany taking place on the night of 2/3 May 1945, just five days before VE Day.   Bomber Command’s campaign thus involved sustained and arduous efforts, striking directly and repeatedly against the centre of Germany’s military power, throughout the five and a half years of the War, and at heavy cost.   The casualties suffered by Bomber Command represent more than 15% of the total losses sustained by the United Kingdom’s military forces in the war with Germany.   No other offensive campaign engaged the principal enemy head on in this manner across the entire War and only the defensive battle fought in the Atlantic matches it in time-span. It was for this reason that the Honours and Decorations Committee recommended special retrospective recognition for those who served in Bomber Command. 
Those who served in bombers in other Theatres were not part of Bomber Command but did qualify for the relevant campaign medals. It can be argued that some individuals serving in bombers outside Bomber Command did indeed take similar risks to those in Bomber Command, particularly those who flew sorties over Germany. It can certainly be seen as invidious to distinguish individuals simply on the basis of the unit to which they belonged at the time. However, in practice I have not been able to devise a reliable way of distinguishing those outside Bomber Command who were particularly deserving. In other words any way of drawing effective new dividing lines, if the basic division between Bomber Command and the rest is no longer regarded as the key criterion for medallic recognition in this case. It is, I am told, very difficult to identify at this distance in time those individuals who actually flew raids over Germany. It would be possible in theory to confine any extension to those who served in Europe, or indeed to institute a new clasp for such people, but many of these did not fly Bomber-Command-style raids over Germany, and such an extension might well lead to further complaints in turn from others who served outside Europe that they were being unfairly treated. Extending the criteria might even therefore lead to having to accept that all who served in bombers anywhere in the world at any stage of the war should qualify for the Bomber Command clasp or equivalent. That would seem an unacceptable dilution and a departure from what was intended.
The MOD are already aiming to be reasonably accommodating to claimants for the Bomber Command Clasp, to avoid individual injustices for those who struggle to prove their claims for a variety of reasons. I suppose in principle they could be asked to accommodate individuals who seem to have a good personal claim to parity with Bomber Command, because of the raids they themselves flew, but it is unfair to ask the assessors to operate without clear criteria, and might only lead to a rash of further complaints and awkward cases.

RECOMMENDATION

While recognising the gallantry and sacrifice of those who flew in bombers in other theatres it is therefore my recommendation, with some personal regret, that the “Bomber Command” clasp should only be awarded to those who served in Bomber Command itself. This has the virtue of simplicity. It will be resented by the claimants, and not easy to explain to them since the explanation is likely to seem rather bureaucratic. They will be able to argue with some force that for some individuals concerned, an obvious unfairness has been created. But I can see no viable alternative. It would certainly be odd to award the Bomber Command Clasp to people who did not actually serve in Bomber Command, and I see no overwhelming case for instituting another analogous but separate award for those who flew in bombers in different units. 
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