The Airfield at Weston Longville

Weston Longville has had an airfield since June 1941 when a grass airfield was completed within the perimeter of the roads as they exist today and intended as a satellite field for the grass field at Swanton Morley. Some local roads were closed to allow the dispersed sites to be built outside the airfield itself and the most remote was probably the accommodation for WAAFs at the top of the Broadway where the bases for the huts and the air raid shelters still survive. The RAF were faced with something of a dilemma over the naming of the new station since they already had three airfields with names beginning with Weston and probably considered another to be likely to result in confusion. The easiest solution seems to have been to name it after the local railway station, Attlebridge, and thus help new airman travelling by train to find it. So Attlebridge it was, although no part of the field lies in that parish and the name is still in use today, many decades after the roar of aero engines was stilled forever.

The first operational unit to arrive, in June 1941, on dispersal from Swanton Morley, was 105 Squadron with its Bristol Blenheim IVs but they were soon transferred away from Swanton Morley to Malta and, in August 1941, 88 Squadron arrived at Attlebridge, also with  Blenheim VIs.  These aircraft were used for anti-shipping strikes but were very vulnerable and suffered heavy losses if enemy fighters were encountered. Early in their stay at Attlebridge, 88 Squadron became the first to start replacing Blenheims with the Douglas Boston, the best of the American medium bombers to see service with the RAF, but these were not operational until February 1942 and, while half the squadron trained on the new aircraft in Ireland, the Blenheims were still operational at their base in Weston Longville.  Bostons from Attlebridge took part in the famous Dieppe raid in August 1942. The squadron moved to nearby Oulton in September when Costain Ltd moved in to transform the grass airfield into a modern bomber station with three concrete runways and a perimeter track with dispersal points around the outside. 

With this work going on the 319th. Bomb Group (BG) of the USAAF moved in with their Martin B26 Marauders, another medium bomber, to train for the invasion of North Africa. This was a very short term deployment and they were gone by early November leaving the builders to finish their work. With the runways completed the RAF returned in the shape of 320 Squadron, a Royal Netherlands Navy squadron within the Royal Air Force who were working up to use the North American Mitchell for low level operations, for which it was totally unsuited. Their stay here lasted from March until September 1943 but they only completed a few operations in August including three bombing raids in France. Hawker Typhoons of 247 Squadron also briefly shared the station in August but by early September all was quiet again. Peace and quiet was short-lived as the contractors once again moved in to make the airfield suitable for heavy bombers by extending the runways and perimeter track across the roads to the south, south west and south east, and adding more ‘spectacle’ dispersal sites. The longest runway was now 2000 yards long by 50 yards wide and had necessitated the demolition of the hamlet of Hungate Common, leaving just one barn inside the perimeter. Since that was demolished a few years ago nothing remains of a once thriving community. 

By March 1944, the extensions completed, the Americans returned, this time in the shape of the 466BG equipped with the Consolidated B24 Liberator, a four engined heavy bomber that would share the daylight offensive again Germany with the Boeing B17 Flying Fortress flying out other East Anglian airfields. The Group soon worked up to operational readiness and the first mission came on the 22nd. March, 1944,  straight in at the deep end with Berlin the target. This was the longest initial assault ever flown by any unit in the history of the USAAF in Europe and the 466th. suffered their first losses when two aircraft were involved in a mid-air collision following direct hits by flak and thirteen crew members were lost from the twenty young men on their first mission.  These were to be the first of many; the Liberators of the 466th. BG completed 232 missions in thirteen months of combat, amounting to   5,693 individual aircraft sorties, dropping nearly 13,000 tons at bombs but paying a heavy price with 333 men killed in action and another 171 becoming prisoners of war, showing that these heavy bombers were very difficult to escape from once they were hit.

On a lighter note, on August 18th. 1944 Glenn Miller and his band along with special guests Rudy Starita’s All Girl Orchestra and Hollywood film star Col. James Stewart, performed in the northern hangar. Among the numbers played were ‘In the Mood’ and many other hits. This concert was a 100-mission party for officers and enlisted personnel and was attended by 10,000 from this base and others in the area. Some of the concrete base of this hangar still remains near Hungate Common.

The last combat mission for the 466th. came on the 25th. April 1945 and the group returned to the United States on the 6th. July, many on the Cunarder Queen Mary, which had become a troop ship for the duration. The airfield was then handed over to Maintenance Command  and not actually disposed of until 1959.

Much of the airfield remains, including the original runways, as a testimonial to the courage of those men of the RAF and USAF who flew from here. If there are ghosts they must surely be here amongst the remains of an airfield that was once populated by 3000 people and for many the runways and dispersals were the last place they walked, out to their aircraft. 

John Staveley 

