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Warrant Officer Leslie Giddings 
 

The Main Force attack on Leipzig on the night of 19/20 February turned out to 
be a disaster for Bomber Command and in terms of losses it was second only to 
the notorious Nuremberg just over five weeks later.  A force of 294 Luftwaffe 
night fighters attacked the bomber stream for the loss of 17 of their own number 
and 78 bombers – 44 Lancasters and 34 Halifaxes – 9.5% of the attacking force.  
Among the latter were two Halifax IIs of 102 Squadron and Sergeant Les 
Giddings was the flight engineer aboard one of them, becoming a prisoner of war 
along with eight more from the two aircraft, the other five losing their lives.  
Following this raid Bomber Command permanently withdrew the Merlin-
powered Halifax II and V from operations over Germany as no fewer than 16 of 
these variants were among the losses.  
 
Like so many other young men, Les Giddings felt the need to do his bit and in 1942 
he volunteered for aircrew duties, being enlisted on the 17th of August.  He found 
himself streamed for flight engineer training at St Athan in South Wales, passing out 
in early 1943.  “Well let’s say they gave me a brevet with an E in it, three stripes, and 
I’d never been off the ground in my life.”  Unlike the rest of a heavy bomber crew, 
flight engineers were not sent to Operational Training Units to crew up, and Les's next 
move was to Halifax-equipped 1652 Heavy Conversion Unit at Marston Moor in 
Yorkshire which at that time was under the command of Group Captain Leonard 
Cheshire who was being rested from operations.  Les actually flew a cross-country 
flight skippered by Cheshire, and in September, with a total of just 26 flying hours 
under his belt, he was posted with the rest his crew to 102 (Ceylon) Squadron at 
Pocklington, again in Yorkshire. 
 
Their first operation was to Kassel, and they subsequently visited Berlin twice, and 
had completed seven of their required 30 ops by the time of the Leipzig raid.  So, just 
before midnight on 19 February 1944, Halifax II JN972 DN-Y got airborne; the full 
crew on that fateful night being: 
 
Flt Sgt Kenneth Cummings RCAF from Ottawa, Pilot 
Sgt Leslie G K Giddings, Flight Engineer 
Plt Off O P J McInerney RCAF, Navigator 
Flt Sgt George Charles Clark from Kenton Middlesex, Air Bomber 
Sgt Norman Frank Lingley from Teddington Middlesex, Wireless Operator 
Sgt Robert Patrick Rees, Mid-Upper Gunner 
Sgt John Torrance from Bonnybridge Stirlingshire, Rear Gunner 
 
“We thought it was going to be easy, because we were making a direct approach to 
Berlin, and ahead of us were Mosquitoes.  Then we were starting an attack on Berlin, 
and when we got near Berlin we turned starboard, we were going to attack Leipzig.  
But it all went wrong.” 
 
A diversionary operation by Stirlings to lay mines at Kiel was only partially 
successful in drawing off Luftwaffe night fighters, and as the Main Force crossed the 
Dutch coast there were still many fighters in the area awaiting them.  Those that had 
been sent to Kiel were able to rejoin the main defensive force quite quickly, with the 
result that the Main Force was under almost constant attack all the way to the target 
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area.  In addition, winds had been much stronger than forecast and many of the 
bombers arrived too early and were forced to orbit and await the arrival of the 
Pathfinders not least because the target was cloud-covered.  Many more aircraft were 
lost to flak and four to mid-air collisions during this time. 
 
By 02:40 Ken Cummings had reached the area of Sülingen, south of Bremen, and still 
a long way from Leipzig, when the Halifax was hit by cannon fire from a Bf 110G 
flown by Oblt Heinz Ferger of 3./NJG 3, thereby claiming his first of four victories 
that night within the space of just over half an hour; he would go on to achieve 27 
victories by the time he was killed in action on the 10th of April 1945 when he was 
shot down by a Mosquito while landing at Lübeck. Les vividly remembered the attack  
“It took out the port outer engine, then the port inner, and set the tanks on fire.  
Thankfully they still had fuel in them, because the shots came up from underneath, if 
they’d been empty they would have exploded.”  Mortally wounded the Halifax was 
doomed; it was an emergency bail-out.  “I couldn’t get the skipper’s parachute clipped 
on him because he had the stick pulled back so hard.  He let go and I tried to clip it 
on; as a result the aircraft became uncontrollable.  He ordered me to bail-out, and he 
knew he wasn’t going to be able to get out.  The mid-upper gunner was married to a 
WAAF, he was about 19 I think.  She got hold of me one night and she said ‘You help 
him out if anything goes wrong’, and I said I would.  But as I ran past his turret, he 
was out of it and I said ‘For Christ’s sake come on Taffy’, because the whole port 
wing was a sheet of flame, and I didn’t see him again.  As I opened up the door, the 
rear gunner was out of his turret and plugged in at the door, on the intercom; I pulled 
his hat back and said ‘For God’s sake you can see the flames!’  They were past his 
turret by that time, and whether he got out or not, I don’t know, so I went out of the 
entrance door.” 
 
Of the seven crew, only Les and McInerney the navigator were able to get out, the 
remainder were all killed when the aircraft hit the ground on Siedeneer Moor, south 
east of Sülingen.  Their bodies were subsequently recovered by the Germans and laid 
to rest in Sülingen before being moved later to Hannover War Cemetery. 
 
Les found himself drifting down under his parachute. “I don’t know whether I had 
become unconscious because we must have been at  about 21,000 feet when we bailed 
out.  But I thought I ought to have been able to see the ‘plane; I looked all round but I 
couldn’t see it.  So I thought ‘what to do?’  The first thing I noticed was how quiet it 
was without the roar of the engines.  The pilot, the flight engineer, and  wireless 
operator, we all got heat, the rest didn’t get much, so we didn’t need to wear flying 
suits and stuff like that, so I could get my hand inside my top pocket, got my fags out 
and had a cigarette - it must have been minus 25 to 30 degrees.  The thing was, when 
the cigarette got down to the stub, I thought if I throw it away it’ll go up and set fire to 
the parachute, so I managed to drag one foot up and stub it out on it!”    
 
He came down near a village and there were a few Luftwaffe people passing through 
who took charge of him, having watched him come down and waited for him to land.  
The only available place they could take him to was the local inn, so they sat in the 
bar and Les went to sleep with his arms tied.  “I woke up and looked around, and 
there was this ‘Your country needs you’ SS poster; I thought ‘Oh Christ Almighty!’  
A policeman turned up with a pony and trap, and took me to the railway station.  
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When I got there, my navigator had been carried piggy-back by a prisoner-of-war, and 
we were the only two survivors.” 
 
They were taken a Luftwaffe airfield at Diepholz (from where Les was subsequently 
flown back to England following liberation). The navigator had broken his leg and left 
arm when he landed and was taken to hospital.  Les was put in a cell and in the one 
next to him was a Flt Sgt Pearson the navigator of a 207 Squadron Lancaster which 
had also fallen victim to a night fighter attack.  The following evening Les was taken 
to the guardroom.  “There were their equivalent of our WAAFs, coming in and 
booking out and pointing me out, ‘Englischer flieger’ There was quite a little ‘Look, 
they’re sending boys’ sort of thing, because I only looked about 15 or 16.” 
 
On the following day an air raid siren sounded around lunch time, and many 
Messerschmitts roared off into the air as the US 8th Air Force attacked the airfield. 
The German guards ran off to take cover and left the prisoners in their cells.  “The 
bombs were getting bloody close and all the tiles were blown off the walls; the 
building was on fire.  The guardroom I’d been sitting in that night had also been hit.  
It blew the door out and I managed to prize it open and get outside.  They grabbed 
hold of me, made me be a stretcher-bearer along with three Germans for a Luftwaffe 
bloke using one of the doors from the guardroom; he had a hole in his back you could 
put a fist in.  Then we heard the whistle of more bombs coming down; the three 
Germans left him and we jumped into a ditch.  Somebody jumped in by the side of 
me, it was this bloke with a big hole in the back!  The three Germans with me who 
had been carrying him decided they’d had enough, and pushed me underneath the 
barbed wire and off we went; we left the poor bloke there.  The next bombs that came 
down showered us with dirt, and he must have been hit on top of the head, poor devil.  
Then I was taken back to the cells and consequently it was a long time before the nav 
and myself got to interrogation.” 
 
“In the end I had to ask for interrogation, because we’d been told that if you were 
there for more than seven days you must be giving them information, and I actually 
had nobody to talk to, apart from the feller with the Red Cross letter, which I refused 
to sign.  They said ‘Well, your parents will never know.  This is the only way you can 
get through, through the Red Cross, and we don’t open it.’ What I didn’t like about 
the interrogation was the fact that the Luftwaffe bloke who was interrogating me 
knew more about my squadron than I did.  He could name names, and all things like 
that, and showed me the list of what was shot down.”  
 
After interrogation, they were released into the main compound, and Les had become 
POW number 2156.  “We actually looked like holiday makers, because we were 
issued with a cardboard suitcase from America, with everything in there; shirts, 
cigarettes, chocolate, everything.”  They were walked down to the railway station and 
put in carriages divided into three parts, that had painted on the side ‘40 men or 8 
horses.’  “Thirty-odd of us – I was the only RAF chap, the rest were Yanks – were in 
one third and the German guards were in the other two thirds.   The guards were First 
World War men I should imagine, because they looked it, and they suddenly called 
me over and said ‘Tommy?’ because I had a different colour uniform.  ‘You 
Tommy?’ and I said ‘Yes.’  ‘Tipperary’, and they finally got it across to me, they 
wanted me to sing 'Tipperary'.  So I sang it, and from then on, because they had some 
bread, I ate; they wouldn’t give anything to the Yanks.” 
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The train journey lasted for about nine days, finally arriving at Stalag Luft VI at 
Heydekrug, where camp leader for the British was Flight Sergeant Dixie Deans, who 
had been a POW since 1940, spoke perfect German and was frequently able to get 
prisoners out of bad situations.  “Heydekrug was still being used as a prison camp 
after the war.  When I was flying in the airline, we used it to help us navigate coming 
out of Swedish air space en route to Russia; 35 years after the war had ended.” 
 
“Bloody cold it was.  They called a special parade one day, and they lined us up three 
sides of the square, which was unusual.  They brought in machine guns and they 
placed them facing each of the three sides, and then we thought ‘What the hell’s going 
on?’  There was snow on the ground, and the Commandant announced that there’d 
been a big escape from Luft III at Sagan (the camp to which McInerney had been 
sent) and 50 had been killed.  We started shouting out ‘How many wounded?’ ‘No 
wounded.’  So we knew they’d been executed.  Well we snow-balled the bloody 
machine guns, and they didn’t want to shoot us, the Luftwaffe, so they evacuated, and 
Dixie was calming us down.” 
 
In July the Germans sent 3,000 British NCOs to Camp 357 at Thorn (Toruń) in 
Poland, where they were mixed with army prisoners.  “What surprised us was in 
Heydekrug we had been locked in every night, shutters put across the windows and 
lights out.  But in this camp, as long as we kept to the footpaths, we could go out and 
go to the toilet and come back into the billet.”  As the war moved towards its closing 
stages the POWs could hear the Russian guns, and they began to hope they could 
soon be liberated, but in mid-August they were moved to Stalag XI-B at Fallingbostel.  
“The Germans tried to  march us up into Denmark.  Part the way up there they 
realised that we were clogging the roads up; they turned round and started marching 
us back.  Then I think it was rocket-firing Typhoons of the RAF that came in and 
killed any people walking towards the front.  They shot our column up, killed I think 
it was 30-odd prisoners and eight guards; but the pilots didn’t know we were 
prisoners.  Then they took us back to Diepholz I had a look at my old cell – and then 
to Fallingbostel.” 
 
“Just down the road from us was a working camp for other ranks; they wouldn’t allow 
us out to work.  We could go out some of us, because it was a very cold winter, and 
the sick bay had no heating, and Dixie said ‘Yes, we could sign a parole, and we 
could go and get wood.’  So I did that rather than hang around the camp all day.  
When The Red Cross parcels ran out we really knew it.  The Luftwaffe men were not 
not bad to us; not good, but not bad, because they were frightened of the SS who, 
without telling them, would suddenly put on a search of the camp.  But, they would 
first of all move into the German quarters and kick them all outside, kick them out of 
the guard boxes, and check to see if they’d been trading with us; then they would 
check us.” 
 
“We had some very smart cookies in the camp.  Once, the SS checked us against our 
photographs and ID, then we were sent back to the barracks and locked in.  At the end 
of the day – don’t ask me how it was done, I’ve no idea – 200 of the identity cards 
had disappeared, and the Germans never did know, to the end of the war, how many 
people were in that camp.  I never met up with the navigator again, he went to an 
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Offlag.  He was Canadian, much older than the rest of us; he was an old man, he was 
33.  My skipper was 21 I think on the 17th of February, he was dead on the 20th”   
 
“We were finally liberated by the British, but we still had to hang about in the camp 
while arrangements were made to get us home. The troops were ordered to keep us in, 
but they were British troops, they were not going to shoot us, so we just walked out.  
We got into Fallingbostel and found a wood-fired fire engine which we nicked, fired 
it up and drove around the countryside looting; what we really wanted was eggs.  
Fallingbostel was about 11 kilometres from the concentration camp at Bergen-Belsen; 
I never want to see a sight like that again.  They kept us well outside the barbed wire, 
but the stench was appalling, and the bodies were lying around, must have been 
thousands of them (the soldiers put on their guard’s capes and gas masks). I was 
surprised that the SS were still there, but a lot of them didn’t survive.  The troops used 
bulldozers to push the bodies into the graves, and a lot of these SS people got hit on 
the back of the head with a rifle butt and covered over, you know.” 
 
Finally returning to England, Les stayed on in the air force for a while before being 
demobbed, and a few years later he decided he did not take to civvy street and tried to 
re-enlist.  “They said they were full of flight engineers, so I went down to Bath to join 
the army, and a few weeks after I joined I got a letter from the RAF saying ‘Come 
back.’  Too late, I’m in the army; I ended up as a glider pilot flying Horsas at 
Abingdon.  Then I got back into the air force as a flight engineer again and served on 
Sunderlands, Lancs and Hastings.” 
 
After a total of 23 years service,Les started a second career with Britannia Airways 
and Monarch Airlines, retiring in 1981 to live in Wing, Buckinghamshire, after 
17,000 flying hours.  He then became a staunch supporter of his local branch of the 
Aircrew Association and died in March 2008.  
 
 
 
 


