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eventy years ago this week George 
“Johnny” Johnson was lying prone in the 
perspex nose of an Avro Lancaster 
bomber, one of 19 in a secret squadron 
that was heading deep into Germany to 
destroy three huge hydroelectric dams 

that powered Hitler’s armaments factories – a 
raid that would come to symbolise both British 
ingenuity and doggedness. 

After an astonishing ten passing runs over the 
dam, Johnson, who was the bomb-aimer in the 
seven-man crew, released his aircraft’s single 
revolutionary bomb – and ensured his place in 
history as part of one of Britain’s most celebrated 
wartime successes. It is a legacy that survives to 
this day in the shape of 617 Squadron, best 
known as the Dambusters.

Wing Commander Keith Taylor is part of that 
legacy. He commanded the modern-day 
Dambusters in Afghanistan in 2011 and 2012. 
Ahead of this week’s live anniversary broadcast 
from the mission base at RAF Scampton in 
Lincolnshire, Radio Times invited Taylor, 45, to 
meet Johnson at his home near Bristol to discuss 
the significance of the raids. To observe the two 
of them together in animated conversation is to 
eavesdrop on something very special.

Now 91, Johnson is the last surviving British 
member of the Bomber Command crews who 
used Barnes Wallis’s revolution-
ary bouncing bombs to smash 
the Ruhr dams and seriously 
damage the German war 
machine. He recalls with pinpoint 
clarity the origins of the mission, 
made famous by the 1954 Richard 
Todd and Michael Redgrave film. 

“It was March 1943 and we had 
completed a first tour of 30 bomb-
ing missions when we were invited 
to Scampton by Wing Commander 
Guy Gibson to join a new squadron 
he was forming for what he called 
‘one special trip’.” 

The squadron had no name, there 
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“Johnny” Johnson is the sole British survivor of the daring 
raid 70 years ago that killed nearly half his comrades

was no indication of any target, all outgoing mail 
was censored and the phone box was monitored 
at all hours of the day. 

“The first thing that surprised me was the 
number of experienced and decorated crews that 
were assembled for this squadron,” Johnny says. 
“There were gongs all over the place! The second 
surprise was when we were told that this opera-
tion would involve flying at 100ft and below. 
Having spent my time at 10,000ft and above, 
seeing nothing until you got into range of the 
target, and also the guns you would have to avoid 
getting home again, this was very exciting.” 

Although all leave was cancelled, Gibson – as 
famed for being a disciplinarian as for being the 
RAF’s best bomber pilot, aged just 24 – was 
persuaded to give Johnny special permission to 
marry his fiancée Gwyn, who was a phone opera-
tor with the WRAF at a nearby airfield. 

“Then the serious training started with daylight 
low-level cross-country sorties. From the bomb- 
aimer’s position it was exhilarating seeing that 
ground going whum, whum, whum right under-
neath you, although the Spalding tulip growers 
weren’t so keen because we were so low we flat-

tened their fields. We even flew under electricity 
cables for the hell of it!”  

A fellow aviator’s smile breaks across Keith 
Taylor’s face as he reassures Johnny that low-
level flying is still part of 617’s repertoire. “In 
Afghanistan we flew shows of force at about 150ft 
to dissuade insurgents from planting IEDs or 
ambushing coalition troops,” he says. Taylor had 
often screamed his £25 million supersonic GR4 
Tornado fighter at 700mph overhead of Taliban 
gunmen, unleashing an ear-splitting din. “Nine 
times out of ten it worked,” Taylor says.

 But back to the Ruhr raid. “What I find 
amazing is that just weeks before the dams 
raid, you had no idea what the operation 
was,” says Taylor. “No idea whatsoever – 

secrecy was all,” confirms Johnny, who is dressed 
smartly in a blazer and his Dambuster tie with 
the breached dam motif that is still 617’s crest, 
with its famous motto: Après moi le déluge. 

“Three weeks after we joined the squadron, 
these strange modified Lancasters arrived. They 
had no bomb bays, just two prongs sticking down 
towards the nose of the aircraft. What were   

a modest hero
George “Johnny” Johnson 

(circled below with 617 
Squadron aircrew) reflects  
on the mission. Top: one of 
the modified Lancasters
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“We swooped along the dam – I wasn’t satisfied.  
I hadn’t done all that training to get it wrong”

f they for? And then the bomb arrived. It was 
cylindrical like a glorified dustbin, except it 
weighed 9,000lb, over two-thirds of it explosives. 
Each aircraft would have one of these bombs – 
known as Upkeeps – held in place by those 
prongs and connected to a petrol engine that 
would get them spinning backwards at 500rpm 
before they were dropped.”

“There must have been a certain degree of 
wonderment, and a disbelief that it could ever 
work,” says Taylor. 

Today 617, which has completed many “special 
trips” in most theatres of war since 1943, can 
unleash laser-guided missiles at targets three 
miles away, as Saddam Hussein discovered when 
the Dambusters of 2003 smashed his bunkers 
with the first use of another pioneering weapon, 
called Storm Shadow.  

Johnny’s memory is just as precise. “On  
15 May Barnes Wallis came to see us and showed 
us a film of his bouncing bomb being tested. By 
this time 617 had done a lot of night flying over 
rivers, reservoirs and the North Sea, dropping 
inert Upkeeps. Most of us thought we would be 
using the real thing on German battleships like 
the Tirpitz. Then at three o’clock on the after-
noon of 16 May, the day of the raid, there was a 
Tannoy announcement: ‘All of 617 Squadron to 
the operations room.’ When we got there we saw 
models of the Möhne and the Sorpe dams – the 
model of the third, the Eder, wasn’t finished – 
and we finally discovered what the targets were.” 

 Barnes Wallis’s bouncing bomb was to be 
dropped from an altitude of 60ft, 450 yards 
from the target. It would then bounce three 
times across the water like a skimming 

stone, clearing the torpedo netting, hit the dam 
wall and sink 30ft, where it would explode. The 
massive shockwave, it was believed, would breach 
the mighty structures like an earthquake. 

Johnny’s brief was slightly different. “My crew 
was one of five chosen to attack the Sorpe. Unlike 
the other dams, which would be front-on attacks, 
the Sorpe was tucked in a valley. We would have 
to fly down and along it and drop the bomb as 
near as possible to its centre.”

In brilliant moonlight it was Johnny’s job to 
guide the Lancaster, AJ-T “Tommy”, in to the 
target. “We flew down the hillside, over a church 
steeple that we used as a marker, and then 
swooped down along the dam wall – but I wasn’t 
satisfied. I hadn’t done all that training to get it 
wrong and waste a bomb. I called ‘Dummy Run!’ 

“By the sixth dummy run I heard the Canadian 
rear-gunner Dave Rodger shout: ‘Will somebody 
get that bomb out of here!’ He was feeling the 
full effects of the G-force as we swooped lower 
and lower. On the tenth run we were just 30ft 
above the Sorpe at a speed of 220mph when I 
made the drop. ‘Bomb’s gone!’ ‘Thank Christ,’ 
came the voice from the rear turret, which was 
then almost swamped by the huge gush of water 
triggered by the explosion.”

Heading home, Johnny flew over the Möhne, 

which like the Eder had been smashed, unleash-
ing millions of gallons of water. “It looked like a 
huge inland sea. It gave us great satisfaction 
seeing what had been achieved.”

Even though the Dambusters won a host of 
medals, including a Victoria Cross for Guy 
Gibson and a Distinguished Flying Medal for 
Johnny, 53 of the 133 aircrew never returned, a 
casualty rate of nearly 40 per cent. “There were a 
lot of empty chairs in the mess the next day,” 
Johnny reflects. “Very sad, but I never had any 
doubt that I would make it home.”

But he was very lucky to get home, as Taylor 
reminds him. On the way to the Sorpe, Johnson’s 
Lancaster had been hit by a round fired from a 

heavily armed German goods train. “We heard it 
and felt it, but it didn’t seem to harm the aircraft 
so we pressed on. When we got back five hours 
later, we had a ragged landing. The shell had 
gone through the undercarriage, burst the tyre, 
passed through the wing and landed in the top of 
the fuselage just above the navigator’s head. 
Inches either way, it would have been into the 
petrol tanks and bye bye. Mother luck was with 
us,” Johnny smiles, as he often does.

 Johnny was in the RAF for 22 years, leaving 
as a Squadron Leader, and then became a 
teacher. In 2008 he returned to Sorpe to 
stand on the very spot where his bomb had 

gashed the dam. “We didn’t completely destroy it 
because only two Lancasters made it through, 
but we did enough damage for the Germans to 
have to empty the reservoir to repair it.”

Johnny, who is now a widower with three chil-
dren, eight grandchildren and 16 great-grand-
children, is looking forward to being reunited at 
RAF Scampton with the only other surviving 
Dambusters aircrew, pilot Les Munro from New 
Zealand and the Canadian front-gunner Fred 
Sutherland. 

“People ask me how I feel about the dams raid 
now,” he reflects, “and I have to say I feel privi-
leged and honoured and lucky enough to have 
taken part.” Tim Bouquet

Tim Bouquet is the author of 617: Going to War 
with Today’s Dambusters. Live on Radio 2 on 
Friday, Chris Evans is at RAF Scampton and 
Dermot O’Leary and Jeremy Vine host a concert 
from Biggin Hill in Friday Night Is Music Night

breached!
the eder. Photos of the devastated 
dams were a massive allied coup

then and now
The 617 Squadron veteran with 
Wing Commander Keith Taylor 
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