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EXCERPT CHAPTER 1 
 
 

***** 

 

A picture of his Sunday school class caught 

Walter’s eye as he lay with his hands behind his 

head on his bed. It hung beside the picture of Jesus 

that Priest Knoefler had given him when he left the 

parish for Berlin.  

 

It reminded Walter that until the war broke 

out, the entire family would gather every Sunday at 

the church in Königsberg to take in the sermon for 

the week. Priest Helmut Knoefler was a 

spellbinding orator and could evoke a moving 

response in his parishioners during his often intense 

discourses. He was a kind and generous man who 

took a shine to young Walter, often taking him aside 

and talking to him about his role in God’s plan for 

salvation.  

 

Walter felt comforted by the impressive and 

caring man who he saw as just one step away from 

God himself. It saddened Walter when Knoefler 

was asked by the church to move to Berlin and was 

replaced by a new priest. The new minister was a 

more serious and severe man that Walter did not 

like very much and avoided whenever possible.  

 

 Sunday evenings would be spent at his 

grandparents’ home, down the road a mile or so 

from his parents’ farmhouse. The lesson from the 
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Sunday sermon would be discussed over dinner, 

sometimes becoming heated when his intellectually 

endowed mother would argue certain deeper 

philosophical points that were at odds with the 

literal interpretation of the bible. Walter often heard 

his mother refer to his grandparents as simple 

minded and over time her attitude towards the elder 

Heinrichs became a source of contention between 

Lena and Adolf.  

 

Walter became indoctrinated by the Heinrich 

family’s fervent adherence to the teachings of 

Reformed Lutheran Christianity. During an 

overnight stay with his grandparents he was shown 

a picture of a fearsome red devil with an arrowhead 

tail and a pitchfork in his right hand. Helga Heinrich 

told him that if he was bad, the devil would come 

and punish him. Walter had nightmares for months 

afterwards and often got up in the night to crawl 

into bed with his parents.  

 

As Walter grew older, he was chosen as one 

of the youngsters who would take around the 

collection plate at the Sunday service. As an eight-

year-old boy he had no idea about tithing or how the 

money he collected was distributed. He assumed 

that the money was kept somewhere in the church 

and that God would tell the priest how it was to be 

used. He was surprised to learn in later years that 

the priest that replaced Helmut Knoefler lived in an 

opulent house in Königsberg and drove an 

expensive Mercedes Benz automobile.  However he 

never doubted that the priest was God’s agent on 
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earth and that he had powers that went beyond 

ordinary men like his father.  

  

The picture of God hanging above the altar 

fascinated Walter and he imagined God towering 

over mortal men as he floated above the earth, 

looking down from the clouds with a shimmering 

outline of sunlight behind his white robed body, 

outstretched hands and bearded face. He never 

questioned anything that he read in the bible and he 

prayed religiously, morning and night, that he 

would be protected from the terrifying red devil his 

grandmother had shown him.   

 

As he mused on his religious upbringing, 

Walter was suddenly snapped back to reality by a 

loud blast followed by machine gun fire. Alarmed, 

he jumped to his feet and ran over to the bedroom 

window. A German tank, perhaps a mile in the 

distance, was traveling at high speed across a snow 

covered field and the first close exchange of gunfire 

brought the reality of war to the doorstep of the 

Heinrich household. 
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EXCERPT CHAPTER 2 
 
 

Chapter 2     
 

Central England, August 26, 1944 
 

It was just after dusk, on a moonless night 

over central England as Lancaster LL837 prepared 

for takeoff from Faldingworth airfield. Carrying a 

full payload, including a 4,000 pound blockbuster 

bomb, LL837 held short of the runway while 

running up the heavily laden bomber’s four 

powerful radial engines. After checking the 

operation of the propeller pitch controls and the 

serviceability of the ignition system on each of the 

four engines, the big bomber sat in wait of clearance 

to taxi onto the runway.  

 

The pilot, flying officer James Johnson 

commanded a crew of four up front in the cockpit; 

co-pilot Sergeant Carl Forsythe, navigator Sergeant 

George Harvey, and radio operator Sergeant Victor 

Conlon. The rest of the crew, the bombardier and 

nose turret gunner, a top turret gunner and a tail 

turret gunner were in position in the nose and 

fuselage of the big bomber. All men were in their 

early to late twenties.  

 

Along with 102 other bombers that made up 

the squadron, LL837 was to be part of a bombing 

campaign that would drop almost 1,000 tons of high 

explosive ordinance intended on inflicting terrible 
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devastation on the port city of Königsberg, East 

Prussia.  

 

“LL837 taxi to position and hold,” the voice 

of the controller at Faldingworth crackled over the 

crew’s headsets. 

 

“Roger, LL837,” flying officer Johnson 

replied over the radio. 

 

The mission had been carefully planned with 

an evening departure in order to reduce the 

likelihood of detection by German surveillance as 

well as to take advantage of the element of surprise 

when the first bombers dropped their payloads just 

before dawn over East Prussia. 

 

 Johnson taxied into position and held just 

ahead of the enormous painted numbers at the 

threshold of runway 26, as instructed.  

 

The crew watched as the tail running lights 

of the bomber in front of them rose off the runway 

and the giant wingspan of the massive bomber 

silhouetted against the last rays of light in the 

western sky. 

 

“LL837 you are cleared for takeoff,” the 

controller’s voice commanded. 

 

“Roger, LL837 is rolling,” Johnson replied 

as he applied takeoff power and kept the powerful 
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four engine bomber lined up on the runway 

centerline.  

 

The massive torque from the four big radial 

engines required that Johnson apply pressure on the 

left rudder pedal to prevent the massive bomber 

from veering off to the right into the grass that lined 

the 6,000 foot runway. He kept his eye on the red 

backlit airspeed indicator as well as on the runway 

lights that illuminated the edges of the darkened 

asphalt. The heavy bomb and fuel laden Lancaster 

was slow to accelerate down the runway due to 

exceeding its maximum takeoff weight of 72,000 

pounds. After rolling for 25 seconds, the tail wheel 

lifted from the asphalt and just as Forsythe called 

out an indicated airspeed of 125 miles per hour, 

Johnson pulled the massive bomber into the air and 

waited a few precious seconds for the airplane to 

stabilize into a positive climb rate.  

 

“Departure at 19:17,” co-pilot Forsythe 

stated over the intercom to advise the navigator of 

the start of their nearly seven hour journey.  

 

Just as they crossed the end of the runway, 

Forsythe selected the gear lever to the up position 

and the lumbering giant’s landing gear retracted 

before Johnson trimmed the big aircraft for a 

maximum rate of climb of 600 feet per minute.  

They followed the aircraft in front of them on the 

runway heading before turning to the right and 

climbing north towards Scotland along with the rest 

of the bomber group. Although the absence of 
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moonlight would make navigation for the trip 

across northern Europe difficult, the weather over 

most of England provided clear skies and unlimited 

visibility.  

 

The crew was nervous and there was little 

banter in the cockpit during the long climb-out over 

Northern England. One hour and forty minutes after 

takeoff, Forsythe looked down at the lights of 

Aberdeen, Scotland before glancing over at the 

altimeter which read 22,000 feet. There was an eerie 

glow from the red backlit instrument panel that was 

strangely calming in the face of a mission that had a 

50/50 chance of survival.  

 

Just hours before, Forsythe had said 

goodbye to his mates in the officer’s mess at 

Faldingworth, wishing them luck on their own 

missions. The young airman had an odd feeling in 

his stomach that he had not experienced on any 

mission before. It bothered him, but he chalked it up 

to nerves given the strategic importance of the 

Königsberg blitz.  

 

 Forsythe was an experienced pilot, having 

logged almost 1,000 hours in the Lancaster during 

missions over Germany. He had chosen the RAF as 

a career even before the onset of the war due to his 

love for aviation. During his youth in Watford, he 

delighted at watching the airplanes of the English 

Coastal Command come and go from the airbase 

near his home. Being an airman had been his dream 

all through his teens and when he graduated from
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