
The Bomb Dump Explosion

On the afternoon of the 15th July 1944, Captain Frank

J Grew, - an Armament Captain with the 448th Bomb

Group – saw and heard the noise of an explosion. The

explosion was at Metfield some 14 miles away.

.

He  was  not  the  only  one  from  the  448th who

experience the effects of the explosion. S/Sgt Clifford

W. Harris was in his hut with his crew mates when he

was knocked to the ground.
                                                                                                                                  (Capt. Frank J Grew – Rowe)

Capt. Grew stated “There was a big black cloud in

the sky after the explosion, I was on the scene

within 30 minutes and saw all the damage. I was

advised that the cause of the explosion was that

high explosive  ROX bomb were being rolled off

the bomb carriers – rather than being unloaded

by a hoist. The explosion of one bomb sat off the

explosion  of  the  whole  bomb  dump.  Delivery

trucks and bomb carriers were destroyed. Grains

of wheat in a field were blown off the stalks.

All the men that delivered the bombs were “blown

up.” I was advised that this involved 14 men.”

.

Frank Grew believed it was the group of men he

met the week before, who had delivered bombs to

Seething. Thankfully it was not them. 

.

The  below  official  accident  report  accounts  what  happened  and  who  was

involved……..

.

About 16:15 hours on the afternoon of the explosion a bomb delivery party of 6

loaded trucks arrived at the bomb dump. The loads of five vehicles were bombs,

mainly or perhaps all, were 500 pounders. The other truck carried fuses and bomb

fins.

.

All of the bomb dump crew had gone to supper which involved a long ride around

the perimeter road. There was no one to unload the bombs. The Sgt. in charge told

the drivers to wait until the men came back from supper and the bombs could then

be unloaded properly with a hoist. According to the driver of the truck with the fins

and fuses, who survived the explosion, the other drivers were impatient to get back

to their base for a big Saturday night on the town. They decided to roll the bombs

over the tailgate and be gone.

.
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In this procedure the long axis of

the bomb was aligned across the

truck  bed  and  parallel  to  the

axles. The tailgate was dropped,

the  driver  shifted  into  reverse

and  gunned  his  engine  to

achieve  speed.  When  moving

fast enough the driver would hit

the brakes hard causing a sharp

stop.  The  momentum  imparted

to  the  bomb  by  fast  backing

would  cause  it  to  roll  out  the

back of the truck when the truck

stopped sharply.

.

In this case, one bomb fell on another already rolled out and the detonation which

resulted spread to other bombs nearby and finally involved the whole dump.

.

On the night before the explosion we had laid a mission and had loaded the aircraft

with a bomb load that included incendiary bombs. It was common practice for the

last formation to carry incendiaries.

.

The mission had been delayed for several hours and finally scrubbed about noon on

the 15th because of bad weather in the target area. These bombs had then been

offloaded and hauled back to  the bomb dump where  they  were  still  on dollies

awaiting the mission instructions for the next day.

.

The force of the explosion tossed the IB's around helter skelter  throughout the

bomb dump, some of them ignited and thus started other fires we surmised.

.

When the five drivers decided to roll their bombs out, the driver of the sixth truck

which carried fuses and fins, moved off to a seperate area where those items were

stored. He dismounted his vehicle and sat on the running board so the truck was

between him and the bomb unloading area. He recalled hearing the trucks rev up

their engines, brakes screeching, and bombs falling out -- then the explosion.

.

He dove into a deep drainage ditch for shelter and then followed the ditch out and

away from the dump. He was the only survivor of the delivery party.

.

The investigation  disclosed  one  exceptionally

interesting  angle  about  the  explosion.

According to the Ordnance people, the bombs

being delivered were filled with an explosive

designated  RDX.  In this  mode the ordinarily

used explosive was mixed with beeswax. This

compound gave each bomb about 50% more

explosive power, i.e. a 500 lb. bomb became

the equivalent of a 750 lb. bomb.

.
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It was also known by Ordnance that the RDX compound was much less stable than

normal HE, that is more likely to explode due to rough handling or inadvertent

dropping. The RDX bombs therefore were required to be identified by a yellow strip

around the girth where the lugs were welded to the case. This was intended to be a

warning to bomb handlers. It was later ascertained by Ordnance that the bombs

delivered to Metfield on 15 July 1944 were not marked with a yellow band."

.

The next extract is from a report by Maj.

Gen. Frederick H. Miller USAF (Ret’d)

.

"Damage assessment  showed  that  23  -

24 aircraft (B-24's) would be unfit to ever

fly  again.  On  most,  the  aft  fuselage

section between the trailing edge of the

wing  and  the  rudders  was  twisted  as

much as 15 to 20 degrees. Also the wings

were warped.

.

Pressure  sensitive  instruments  such  as

altimeters and manifold pressure gauges

were almost all ruined in the 54 or more

aircraft on the base. Much of this damage

was  not  detected  until  missions  to

altitude were resume.

.

The  wheels  which  guided  hangar  doors

had come off their tracks and the doors

knocked about by the force of the explosion.

.

It was reported that windows were blown out in a village several miles away. Five

bomb delivery truck drivers and their trucks were missing. Only fragments of the

vehicles or men were found.

.

A crater estimated at 25 feet deep by 75

feet diameter was holed in the bomb dump

where  dollies,  bombs,  cranes  and  other

equipment was jumbled together like jack

straws. An estimated 700 tons of bombs

were  destroyed  or  made  unusable  for

operations."

.

The explosion tossed one truck high in the air and it landed in a nearby meadow,

some windows were broken in Bungay (8 miles away) and at Southwold (15 miles

away) shockwaves were experienced. The intensity of the explosion was such, that

part of a truck landed in a village about one mile away from the airfield. After the

explosion,  an  extended  loop  road  was  built  to  by-pass  the  crater  left  by  the

explosion. The crater subsequently became a dump for all  manner of discarded

items. 
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The 2218th Quartermaster Truck Company (Aviation) unit diary refers to six drivers

killed in the explosion at Metfield; they would have been based at the Earsham

ordnance depot at the time.

.

The ABMC roll for that unit gives three of the names, all were killed on the 15th July

1944 and have no known grave:

.

Pvt. Donald P. Adkins (35350614), was born on the 20th January 1918 in Grant

County,  Indiana to  Charles  E  and Pearl  M Adkins.  He had 2 brothers,  Willis  D

(b.1922) and Paul J (b.1924). He enlisted on the 2nd April 1942 in Indianapolis,

Indiana. His occupation was noted as semiskilled chauffeurs and drivers.

Pfc. Donald Le Roy Hurley (35619775), was born

the 10th July 1919 in Bellefontaine, Logan County,

Ohio  to  Raymond  Ainsel  (b.1894)  and  Frances

Nevada  Slane  (b.1896)  Hurley.  He  had  2

brothers,  Robert  G  (b.1916)  and  Edwin  B

(b.1921) and 2 sisters, Doris E (b.1918) and Jean

Eloise  (b.1925).  He  married  Agnes  L  Vance

(b.1920)  in  1940.  He  enlisted  on  the  23rd

December  1942  in  Columbus,  Ohio.  His

occupation was noted as Sales Clerk.

Pvt. Steve W. Suchey (34197931), was born on the

1910  in  Alabama  to  John  J  (b.1878)  and  Mary

Josephine  Cutter  (b.1881)  Suchey.  He  had  5

brothers Joe James (b.1904), Jon (b.1905), Wallace

(b.1906), Lewis (b.1913) and Edward (b.1922) and

6  sisters,  Annie  (b.1902),  Violet  (b.1906),  Mary

(b.1909), Margaret M (b.1914), Agnes (b.1917) and

Elizabeth (b.1919). He enlisted on the 7th February

1942  at  Ft  McPherson,  Atlanta  Georgia.  His

occupation  was  noted  as  semiskilled  miners  and

mining-machine operators.

Another three names were given from another source which included:

.

Pfc. Lebi Nash (36461118) was born in 1909 in Michigan. He enlisted on the 8th

April  1943  at  Kalamazoo,  Michigan.  His  occupation  was  noted  as  unskilled

lumberman, raftsmen and woodchoppers. He was part of the 1578 th Quartermaster

Truck Battalion – part of the 2217th Quartermaster Truck Company that was base at

Earsham ordnance depot at this time.
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Pvt. Earl Norman McClure (15337080) was born on the 4th March

1922 in Torchlight, Kentucky to Edgar Enslow (b.1878) and Sallie

Effie  Rickman (b.1889)  McClure.  He had a brother  Edgar  Manley

(b.1924) and a sister, Marcheta E “kitten” (b.1927). He was drafted

on the 30th June 1942 and enlisted on the 18th October 1942 at Fort

Thomas Newport Kentucky. He was part of the 1578th Quartermaster

Truck Battalion. 

Pvt. Marvin Edward Huff (37414150) – Marvin was born on the 15th December 1922

in Potasi, Missouri to Jud Ervin (b.1900) and Myrtle S Patton (b.1898) Huff. He had

a sister, Lillian J (b.1924) and a brother Jud J “Pete” (b.1926). He was drafted on

the 30th June 1942 and enlisted on the 3rd February

1943  at  Jeffers.  His  occupation  was  noted  as

semiskilled  mechanic  and  repairmen,  motor

vehicles. He was part of the 2218th Quartermaster

Truck  Battalion.  However  I  found  a  newspaper

article stating that he died in France not England. A

Hospital admission record stated that his death was

a  non-battle  death  and  the  cause  was  explosion

determined by the injury on his leg.

.

All except Marvin Huff are recorded on the Wall of Missing at Madingley Cemetery in

Cambridgeshire. Marvin has a gravestone in Missouri
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