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Words by John Sweetman
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yi n Monday 17 May, 1943,

y , the BBC announced the

! * successful completion of
| . the Dambusters raid. Next
day, newspapers ran banner

headlines — “Devastation by water";
“Smash-up”; “Titanic blow to Germany”"
- and printed RAF reconnaissance
photos showing great spouts of water
gushing through gaps blown in the
massive concrete structures.

But this sensational success had come
only after years of frustration. Destruction
of the Moehne and Sorpe had long been
sought, as they provided hydro-electric
power to Germany's industrial heartland.

Pre-war, the Air Ministry declared

all dams and their reservoirs “the
Achilles’ heel” of Germany's industry,
targets of “urgent importance”. Officially,
an “exhaustive” study took place and a
variety of schemes were examined: high-
explosive bombs with delayed-action
fuses, a seaplane floated down the
reservoir packed with explosive set to
detonate on impact, sabotage by
paratroopers with charges strapped to
their backs, rockets fired at the dry (air)
side of the wall, a remote-controlled
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In the early hours of this morning, a fi
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s-Amstrong in Weybridge, Surrey,
to the scene.
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cluding seven tons of explosive)
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ground and cause it to
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drone carrying explosives, or 16
Wellingtons, each with two new self-
propelled weapons slung under their
wings. The Commander-in-Chief of
Bomber Command, Air Chief Marshal Sir
Charles Portal, also backed a squadron
of Hampden torpedo bombers to attack
“this most vital target” (the Moehne Dam).
None of these proposals was actually
tried, and no workable way of destroying
the dams appeared - until Barnes Wallis,

due to this demonstration, Wallis focused
on getting a weapon to explode against
a dam wall, not merely close to it.

In spring 1942, he began experiments
on the terrace of his house at Effingham,
Surrey, using a catapult to fire marbles on
to the surface of a water-filled tub. He
was seeking to develop a weapon that
would bounce across the reservoir. Wallis
believed that backspin would prevent the
weapon from drifting offline or bouncing
back from the dam after hitting it. Instead
it would crawl down the face.

With the aid of Sir Henry Tizard, scientific
adviser to the Air Ministry, Wallis used a
large testing tank at the National Physicz
Laboratory at Teddington. He made suc

progress that permission was given to
use a modified Wellington bomber to
test a larger, 4ft 6in-diameter sphere.
A month later, Collins punched a large
hole in the Nant-y-Gro dam by explodi
a 500Ib anti-submarine mine with 279l
of explosive against it. Wallis knew for
certain that a contact charge would
Moehne.
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vilian engineer who solved the problem that had foxc:
d one of his bouncing bombs under test

i
6in weapon was spun in the air over the
Queen Mary reservoir near Staines, and
two months later the Wellington began
dropping it at Chesil Beach in Dorset.

[rasw
After modifications, one sphere leapt
55ft in the air, another bounced 20 to 22
times and a third travelled 1,315 yards.
Armed with films of these trials, Wallis
set out to convince doubters. His

weapon had been tested, and

after the decisive meeting, on
February, Wallis started the
and soon ran into a major p

explosive charge, with packi

reception was not always positive. Air it and “great staves of wood"
Chief Marshal Sir Arthur Harris, held in place by metal band
Commander-in-Chief of Bomber of the sphere were flattened t
Command, described Wallis's weapon as  a belt mechanism to spin ti
“tripe of the wildest description.” On 23 resembled a large beer ba
February, Sir Charles Craven, chairman aerial trials were needed to a
of Vickers-Armstrong, directed Wallis to
“stop this silly nonsense” and Wallis
offered to resign. Unknown to Craven
and Harris, Sir Charles Portal, the Chief
of Air Staff was more sympathetic. Three
years earlier, he had supported sending
the Hampden Squadron against the
Moehne Dam. So, on 26 February, the
green light was given for Operation
Chastise, the Dams raid — with 26 May

£ s the latest date for the operation.

for Wallis's weapon).

two Lancasters, piloted by two

a seconded RAF officer,
“Shorty”

“scaled-down
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So far, no full-size (7ft 6in dian

Sufficient steel was not avali
settled for a central cylinder for t

performance of Upkeep (the cod
Then, from 13 April, the Wellington

Armstrong test pilots, Captains Josef
Summers and Bob Handasyde, Captalil
Sam Brown (from AV Roes and Co) and

" Longbottom, began to drop the
practice bombs.
The wooden exteriors broke on hitting
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ning t
‘(;i;son worked the squadron

endless bombing
1.2,000ft before levelling out, and to

«attack” dams such as the Eyebrook
near Uppingham and Abberton at
Colchester = unknown to the crews
representing the Moehne and Eder dams.
Until the eve of the operation, only
Gibson knew the real targets. On
11 May, 617 Squadron pilots began
practising at Reculver - the first time
many of them had glimpsed the strange
object which they would carry to the
dams in under a week. On the night,
Upkeep would have to be released at
precisely 220mph ground speed, ﬁom a

height of 60ft, and spun at 500
per minute. Not until Wednesday 13 May
did Longbottom drop a live-filled
Upkeep (9,250Ib including 6,600 Ib of
explosive) off Broadstairs.

It bounced and exploded beneath the
sea exactly as planned. Another live
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