
 

Fg/Off Tom H Tate, Special Wireless Operator, Royal Air Force Volunteer Reserve, Nationality : 
United Kingdom, Date taken POW 15 March 1945, POW number None  
 

Tom Tate, the 26-year-old survivor of a remarkable 44 sorties and with his 45th almost completed, 
could not know that his luck was about to be tested once again.  
Tom Tate remembers the order: 'Bale out! Bale out!' He obeyed, hurling himself into the rushing 
darkness. Above him, the aircraft flew on.  
He drifted in the inky blackness unsure whether he was even descending. 'Everything was dead still,' 
he recalls. 'There was no movement, no sensation, no lights. Suddenly there was this mass of earth 
rushing up towards me.' He landed safely and, after blundering about for half an hour, bumped into a 
fellow crew-member Norman Bradley. Together they set course west. It proved a short journey. At the 
very first village they came to, they were surrounded by local people and hauled off to a nearby 
interrogation centre.  
For all of Thursday and most of Friday, Tate was interrogated by German forces in a perfectly 
acceptable fashion. As well as Bradley, five other crew members had also been captured and the next 
day the seven men were transported under armed guard en route for a prison camp. The journey was 
to take them through a town called Pforzheim, which three weeks earlier had been the target of a 
devastating raid by Bomber Command.  
Tom Tate would never forget his first sight of Pforzheim. The town lay in a valley. When the RAF men 
looked down on what had once been a thriving community of some 70,000 souls, all they could see 
was ruins. 'It was no more than a pile of rubble,' Tate remembers in awed tones. According to official 
records, a huge force of Lancasters and Mosquitoes had dropped 1,825 tons of bombs on Pforzheim 
in just 22 minutes, causing a firestorm that destroyed more than 80 per cent of the town's built-up 
area and killed at least 17,000 people. Many died in their cellars, when their lungs burst with the 
intense heat. Although Tom Tate's crew had not taken part in the raid, his shock at this ghastly 
evidence of the bombers' capacity for destruction was immense. He was certainly not surprised when 
some of the surviving townsfolk, catching sight of the prisoners' RAF uniforms, began stoning them 
furiously with the rubble that lay at their feet. If it wasn't for the armed guards defending them from the 
onslaught, all seven men might have been killed there and then. As it was, they reached the 
neighbouring viIlage of Huchenfeld, where they were billeted for the night in a boiler room filled with 
heaps of coal. They were given buckets of water. Tom Tate was exhausted and after he had removed 
his boots to wash his feet and socks, he lay back on the coal and was instantly asleep.  
The next thing he knew, he was being violently dragged up the iron staircase out of the cellar. A gang 
of young men hauled him and his fellow prisoners along the street. Their captors were dressed in 
ordinary civilian clothes, but there was a menacing air about them and they were evidently in a state 
of high excitement. 'Then someone hit me on the head,' Tate says. 'Blood flowed. God, I thought, this 
is lynching.' The mob now turned right taking their captives toward the church. Increasingly alarmed, 
Tate noticed a barn with a huge pair of doors. Inside in one of them was a small door, which was 
open. An electric light burned inside. And it was then that Tate saw something that froze his heart: a 
stout beam from which hung several heavy ropes. I saw those ropes and that instant my imagination 



told me we were going to be hanged, he remembers. Driven by fear of his imminent execution at the 
hands of a baying mob his instinct for survival kicked in.  
Bursting free from his captors, he ran like mad in his bare feet, back up the road. It was a 
spontaneous action, and it saved Tate's life. One shot was fired alter him, but he ducked down past 
some houses, raced across a field and plunged into the nearby woods.  
Luck was with him. Most of the trees in the area were pines, difficult to hide among, but by chance he 
had found a copse of oaks, whose leaves lay thickly on the ground. With the Instinct of a wild animal, 
and without even thinking what he was doing, he burrowed under the leaves until he was hidden from 
sight.  
For a while he lay awake, troubled by a sudden burst of gunfire he had heard coming from the village, 
wondering what had become of his comrades. Then he fell asleep. Tom Tate awoke in his leaf-mould 
bed at dawn on Sunday. By lunchtime he had been recaptured. But now, at least, he was in the hands 
of the German Army, not the dangerous youths of the night before.  
He spent the remainder of the war as a PoW - much of it in horrendous conditions. For weeks he was 
on the road with thousands of other, near-starving men, mostly Russians, as the Germans retreated 
from the advancing Allied forces. But he survived. Amazingly, so did four other members of the Flying 
Fortress crew who had been on board that fateful night.  
A year later, in June 1946, Tom Tate and Norman Bradley returned to Germany as witnesses in the 
war crimes trials against 22 men and youths who had taken part in the killings.  
 
The five murdered airmen are remembered at The RAFA Ely Cambs Branch Memorial Rose Garden 
situated at what used to be the RAF Hospital there. (now the NHS Princess of Wales Hospital).  
Tom Tate attended the dedication ceremony which was held in 1999.  
 

 
Tom Tate's final log book entry showing the ill fated flight 
(click on the image for a larger view) 
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Tom Tate with Frau Beck-Ehninger in the RAFA Memorial Garden of Princess of Wales hospital Ely 
29 Sept 2005 
(click on the image for a larger view) 
 

  
Tom Tate with the 214 Squadron book of remembrance at Ely Cathedral 
 
Source : Tom Tate & Carol & John Edwards (family connection to Flt/Lt Sidney C Matthews) 
and "Footprints on the sands of time" by Oliver Clutton-Brock and various news articles and 
Reg Kemp (nephew of Harold Frost)  
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