139 (“Jamaica”) Squadron – One Pathfinder Survivor's War

In 1940, a Jamaican newspaper started a fund to buy bombers for Britain and in recognition
of money raised it was decided to link Jamaica with a squadron of the Royal Air Force, hence
139’s "Jamaica" tag. The squadron was earlier equipped with Bristol Blenheim aircraft, but
in June 1942, it became the third to adopt the de Havilland Mosquito - the legendary
“Wooden Wonder”.
Mark Gleed was born on 13 July 1916 and brought up in the abbey town of Kelso in the
Scottish Borders, the oldest of 3 children. His father was a journeyman plumber who had
emigrated from Kelso to Australia but returned to serve as a sapper with the Royal
Engineers in World War 1, and afterwards went back to his home town.
War Breaks Out
Between the outbreak of war and 1941, Mark Gleed was working in the Hebburn ship yards
on Tyneside. The strategic importance of the yards made Hebburn a target for the Luftwaffe
from early 1940 onwards. The German bombing was often inaccurate, and one of the worst
local tragedies happened on May 3, 1941 when a single bomb took the lives of 107 people
sheltering in the basement beneath Wilkinson’s lemonade factory in North Shields. 42 of
those killed were under the age of 16 and whole families were lost. These events may have
influenced Mark's decision to join the RAF later in 1941.
Training
After passing through the Aircrew Reception Centre in October 1941, he travelled to 44 Air
School in Grahamstown, South Africa, which had opened on 12 January 1942. Here he
undertook Ab Initio Bombing and Gunnery courses before completing the Air Observer

Navigation Course on 29 June. The training flights were all in Avro Ansons. At the end of the
course, he was assessed as “a sound navigator”.
On returning to the U.K., the next destination was No. 1 Advanced Flying Unit, Wigtown, for
the 3 week Air Observers A.F.U. Course, flying again in Ansons and involving map reading,
“dead reckoning”exercises, and use of wireless telegraphy and astronomical aids.
Training continued through to December 1942 at 13 Operational Training Unit, Bicester,
which had been set up to train Bristol Blenheim light day bomber crews. High and low level
bombing were practised, with Mark Gleed operating as Bomb Aimer. It was here that he first
partnered with a Norwegian pilot, Hakan Wenger, and they made 20 training flights together.
More importantly, their friendship was such that on 23 December 1942, Wenger was Mark
Gleed's Best Man at his wedding in Kelso. There is a poignant entry in his RAF Log Book for 7
December, when Mark made a flight Bicester/Marham/Bicester with another Norwegian
pilot called Moe. The significance of this will emerge later.

23 December 1942 – The Wedding Party - Bridesmaid Mary Brown (Bride’s sister), Bridegroom Flt Sergeant Mark
Gleed, Bride Janet Brown, Best Man Flt Sergeant Hakan Wenger

Jamaica Squadron adopts the Wooden Wonder
When 139 squadron converted to the Mosquito, with a crew of two, Pilot and Navigator, it
was at first based at Marham and involved in low-level daylight raids.
Wenger and Gleed's first flight using the Mosquito was a one hour cross country on 6
February 1943 at 1655 Mosquito Training Unit, Warboys. By the time they joined 139
Squadron at Marham, they had completed 20 hours of flying in the Wooden Wonder.
There but for the Grace.....................
The first operational sortie undertaken by Hakan Wenger and Mark Gleed was a low-level
attack. On 26 February 1943, they took part in a joint raid with 105 Squadron on the U-Boat
naval stores at Rennes. 10 Mosquitoes of each squadron took part in an operation which
was recorded in the 139 Squadron ORB as generally successful and uneventful. However,
Mosquito DZ 481, piloted by Lt. Moe with his Navigator 2nd Lt. Smedsaas, was recorded as

“Failed to Return”. This was the pilot Mark Gleed had flown with only 3 months earlier. The
fate of the plane has never been fully explained. It is believed to have crashed in the sea.
The raid involved the tactic of using some aircraft to approach the target at low-level,
supported by others carrying out “shallow diving” attacks from a higher initial altitude of
about 2000 ft. On the Rennes raid, the 10 machines of 105 Squadron were leading the lowlevel attack, with the 139 contingent shallow diving. A photograph exists which was taken
over the target that day, appearing to show a Mosquito at low level, photographed from
one at higher altitude. The photograph was almost certainly taken from Mosquito DZ 428,
crewed by Wenger and Gleed. On the reverse of the print, Wenger wrote (in Norwegian)
“Rennes. On this mission Casteberg-Moe and Smedsaas went missing”.
If the risks of operational flying needed any further emphasis, it was also a bad day for 105
Squadron, who lost their Commanding Officer, Wing Commander Geoffrey Longfield, during
the raid. While engaging the target, Longfield's aircraft collided with another Mosquito in
the squadron. Longfield and his navigator, Flight Lieutenant Ralph Frederick Mills, were both
killed, along with the crew of the Mosquito he collided with, piloted by Flight Officer
Spencer Griffith Kimmel of the Royal Canadian Airforce. Longfield’s replacement as
commanding officer of 105 Squadron, Wing Commander John William Deacon, was killed
the following day in a training accident in Norfolk.

Mossie in low level raid over U-Boat naval stores, Rennes, 26 February 1943

Joining the Pathfinders
In the summer of 1943, 139 Squadron changed over to night raiding with the Pathfinder
Force. By this time, the use of GEE was being introduced. Mark Gleed’s partnership with
Wenger continued, and through May and June they completed night sorties to Berlin on 3
occasions, and Cologne.
On 3/4 July 1943, 139 Squadron moved its base from Marham to Wyton. On 12 July, Lt.
Wenger was posted from 139 Squadron to 333 (Norwegian) Squadron, ending the
partnership. Mark Gleed then began flying with a new pilot, Flight Sergeant Cummings, with
whom he flew 10 night raids to various German cities, including Duisburg, Hamburg,
Munich, Keil and Dusseldorf during July and August.
At the start of September 1943, he began flying with Flying Officer EWF Wall as his pilot,
and the two completed 28 sorties together during a 5 month partnership. This was a very
busy period for the squadron, including 12 visits to Berlin.

Flt Sgt Mark Gleed and an un-named Pilot in front of a well-travelled Mossie.

Recognition
At the end of November1943, Mark Gleed received the non-immediate award of the
Distinguished Flying Medal.

Mark and Janet Gleed outside Buckingham Palace

The citation reads:
GLEED Mark 1480772 Flight Sergeant, No 139 (Jamaica) Squadron, Path Finder Force
This N.C.O. has now completed 33 sorties on Mosquito aircraft of this squadron as a
Navigator. His attacks have comprised one low-level daylight sortie against Rennes, 11 highlevel attacks against Berlin and 21 against the most heavily defended targets in Germany,
Hamburg, Bremen and the Ruhr. His navigational ability is of the highest order and he has
consistently shown on all his operational sorties the greatest devotion to duty,
conscientiousness and skill in his work in difficult conditions of weather and despite the
great weight of the enemy defences in Germany in such conditions that each aircraft can be
singled out for the undivided attention that speed and height does not outweigh. It is in
these circumstances that Flight Sergeant Gleed has had to do his work, and there is no
doubt that his skill in navigation has not only resulted in the successful attack of the target
specified but also the safe return of his aircraft to this country. On 20th October 1943, he
was detailed to take part as a Navigator in a diversionary attack on Berlin which was his

third on this target in four days, the object being to draw the defences, particularly the
fighters, away from the main attack on Leipzig. In the course of this attack, his aircraft was
held by searchlights from the first approach to the target until leaving it and subjected to a
considerable amount of heavy flak. This was not all, however, and for the ensuing 45
minutes, Flight Sergeant Gleed’s aircraft was the recipient of the concentrated attention of
all defences from the target to Osnabruck. Despite the strain and distraction of continually
being fired at and the most difficult task of navigating accurately in those conditions, to
which must be added the evasive measures of the pilot, Flight Sergeant Gleed retained his
presence of mind and navigated his aircraft safely back to this country. For his outstanding
ability, determination and devotion to duty, I strongly recommend the non-immediate
award of the Distinguished Flying Medal.
The Realities of War
Accounts of wartime exploits understandably sound heroic. Mark Gleed was one of many
servicemen who talked very little after the war about his exploits. One exception was a
description of his experience of real fear which featured in a letter written to his eldest
daughter in the late 1960’s as “the most vivid experience of my life”. He described how,
while leading a small group of Mossies just outside Berlin, as leaders they were “catching it
badly” with flak shells bursting all around them. Initially, feelings of sheer terror threatened
to overwhelm him, but were rapidly replaced by a sudden clarity of mind and absence of
concern, accompanied by a physical sensation of warmth taking over his body. He summed
it up as a “complete sense of physical well-being and mental calm” akin to a religious
experience. He may have been experiencing the sense of euphoria which has since been
documented as often being a psycho-somatic reaction to situations of extreme panic, but
this dramatic psychological crisis clearly had a deep and lasting effect.
The Luck of the Draw
The ORB's of 139 Squadron often record, in fairly anodyne terms, the sorts of incidents that
aircrews experienced, both lucky and unlucky. On 5 September 1943, 4 Mossies from 139
Squadron raiding Dusseldorf met “unusually severe opposition” and all 4 aircraft were hit.
Mosquito IV DZ482, crewed by Flight Lieutenant Mellor and Sergeant Cash were close to
disaster, losing their port engine to flak damage and also taking a hit on the starboard
engine, which fortunately kept going and allowed a safe return.
On 24 October, crews were involved in raids on Cologne and Dusseldorf. The ORB reports
that aicraft from both groups experienced “moderate flak at the English coast on return”.
This time, DZ 482, crewed by F/O Wall and Mark Gleed, returning from Dusseldorf,
“received superficial damage from an English flak gunner”. So it was not just the German
anti-aircraft defences that RAF crews had to worry about.

One of the most incredible narrow squeaks recorded in the 139 Squadron ORB involved the
adventures of F/O Patient and his navigator Sgt Gilroy returning from Berlin on the night of
16/17 September 1943. This was recorded as “the main excitement” of the raid: “He was hit
over the target and had to feather his starboard engine. On the long stooge home he was
coned twice and lost a lot of height each time. Over Holland he was attacked by 2 F.W. 190's,
which pumped a good deal of cannon shells and machine gun bullets into his wings and
fuselage. Eventually he staggered at low level to Manston, where he made a good crash
landing, five minutes after his petrol had registered zero. Just as he came to a stop, a
Typhoon nipped up behind him and removed the whole of his tail plane. Both aircraft were
written off. Fortunately nobody was hurt.”
In an age when there is much debate about the long-term psychological effects of trauma, it
is hard to comprehend how so many servicemen coped with their combat experiences.
There can be little doubt that any young airman who was lucky enough to survive the war
came back a different person and that their experiences had life-long effects.
Black Thursday
Mosquito DZ 482, piloted by F/O Wall with Mark Gleed as his Navigator was one of 10
Mossies from 139 Squadron which took part in the notorious Black Thursday raid on Berlin
on the night of 16/17 December 1943, ending in terrible carnage among the “heavies”. All
the mosquitoes returned safely, and, strangely, there is no mention at all in the 139
Squadron ORB of the weather problems back at base which affected the returning heavies
so badly. This seems strange in view of the expressed opinion of 139 Squadron’s Group
Captain LC Slee DSO DFC that “the Mosquito is not a good bad weather aircraft.”
The Battle of Berlin
The concentrated attention on Berlin as a target between November 1943 and March 1944
was reflected in Mark Gleed's experiences. Overall, during 1944, 139 squadron visited a long
list of the most famous targets in Germany. In January, in the space of two weeks, he
navigated his aircraft on 7 night raids to Koblenz, Berlin ( 3 times), Magdeburg, Dusseldorf,
and Brunswick. On 2 successive night trips to Berlin in this period, Group Captain L C Slee
DSO DFC, the Officer Commanding 139 Squadron, was his pilot. In an interesting report
written about various aspects of operating Mosquito night bombers, which is quoted in
“The Mosquito Pocket Manual”, he wrote: “The Navigator is a very busy man and the Pilot is
not able to relax for more than a few seconds..... There is little time for conversation. Both
Pilot and Navigator are concentrating each on their respective tasks from take off to
return....... after leaving the target the aircraft has to be navigated with very incomplete aids

between the defended areas of Western Germany ...and through the bad weather that
invariably lies ahead...and it is only when the aircraft reaches its dispersal and stops its
engines that the crew can, in any measure, relax.” Slee compared this with the relatively
greater and potentially psychologically beneficial level of communication between the
larger crews of heavy bombers during operations
A Month’s Respite
After the intense activity of January 1944, by which time Mark Gleed had completed a total
of 47 operational sorties, 139 (Jamaica) Squadron moved its base from Wyton to Upwood,
and he and Flight Lt. Wall flew their Mosquito to the new base on the morning of 1 February.
A week later, he was working at the Bomber Development Unit at Newmarket, assisting with
the development of H2S in Stirlings and Halifaxes.
March 1944 – a happy event and a lucky escape
March saw a return to action with the 139 Squadron Mossies, with raids on Hamburg and
Kiel, using H2S. On 13th of the same month, back in Scotland, Mark Gleed's first child,
Elizabeth, was born.

Having been on an H2S raid to Hamburg with Wall on 11 March, leave to visit his wife and
new daughter led to a lucky break in more ways than one. According to the losses recorded
on the RAF Upwood web site, on the night of 13/14 March, Mosquito DZ 359, piloted by
EWF Wall and heading for Frankfurt, took off from Upwood at 1932 with strong crosswinds
and crashed almost immediately. The plane was wrecked, but Flt Lt Wall must have had no
serious injuries, because the squadron ORB shows him back in action on the nights of 15, 17,
19, 21 and 22 March with J W Holdaway as Navigator. Neither the Upwood record nor the

ORB appear to record who the navigator was on 13 March when the crash happened (Mark
Gleed's daughter's birthday).
After one sortie to Kiel on 29 March with Sq.Leader DA Rix at the controls, the final raid of
the partnership with Flight Lt. Wall took place on 9 April to Mannheim. Two further
Mannheim trips took place in May 1944, with different pilots.
1655 MTU and PTU Warboys
In the second half of 1944 and early 1945, Mark Gleed served at both 1655 MTU and PTU
Warboys, involved in training, air tests and H2S development.
The End of the Air War
As the air war came to an end, in March 1945 Wing Commander JRG “Roy” Ralston, DSO bar,
DFM, AFC, who had gained a fine reputation as an expert Mosquito pilot, was appointed
Officer Commanding 139 Squadron. Between March and June, he took part in 5 successful
night raids on Berlin and 2 on Kiel with Flight Lieutenant Mark Gleed, DFM as his Navigator.
Walking Wounded
One of the lighter stories concerning Mark Gleed's RAF service happened after the cessation
of hostilities. In October 1945 at Upwood he arranged a rugby match for off-duty personnel.
During the match he managed to break his leg – both tibia and fibula. He was treated in Ely
Hospital and obviously spent time wearing a plaster cast. He told how, when he was
travelling on public transport, members of the public used to give up their seat for the “poor,
wounded serviceman”. He admitted that he didn’t own up to the true circumstances of his
injury!
Return to Civvy Street
The last flight recorded in Mark Gleed's Log Book was on 15 June 1945, with Roy Ralston at
the controls, and described as “Formation Practice”. Whether this was connected with
continuing victory celebrations isn’t clear.

139 (Jamaica) Squadron flying in formation.

Between February 1943 and June 1945 Flight Lt Mark Gleed flew 61 sorties, and survived.
Given Bomber Command’s wartime losses and casualty figures, he was clearly one of the
lucky ones.
With hindsight, it seems obvious that his combat experiences had a huge impact on his life.
After being demobbed through 100 PDC at Uxbridge in June 1946, he returned to his wife
Janet and daughter Elizabeth in Kelso. He and Janet had 3 more children, Leonard , Charles
and Edith.
He trained and qualified as a Quantity Surveyor and ran the Borders office of the wellknown Edinburgh company H.A. Brechin &Co. in Kelso until his retirement in 1981.
His real passion was salmon fishing, and he spent many hours in the peace and solitude of
the local rivers Tweed and Teviot, no doubt a great antidote to the horrors of war. After the
Borders Ice Rink was constructed only about half a mile from the then family home, he
became a keen curler. By a final twist of fate , he collapsed and died of a heart attack on the
ice during a curling match on 13 October 1982.
Postscript – The Jamaica Connection
In the late 1970’s Mark Gleed spent a holiday in the Caribbean, and was able to renew his
comradeship with Jamaican Ulric Cross, DSO DFC, a fellow Navigator of 139 (Jamaica)
Squadron Mossies, whose life story has been well documented elsewhere, and who had
gone on to a distinguished career as a diplomat and High Court Judge in his homeland.
Given the particular link between 139 Squadron and Jamaica, it is especially pleasing that
there is a plan to have a special memorial created in the National Arboretum dedicated to
all the Caribbean personnel who served in the British Forces during World War 2. All those
with connections to 139 (Jamaica) Squadron will surely be especially pleased.

