
Ja, I shot down that Gone with the Wind star 

Secret tapes of a Nazi prisoner of war reveal the truth about the death of 
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A Nazi pilot has revealed in a secret recording that Leslie Howard, the British actor and 
alleged spy, was shot down in a random attack on civilians and not a targeted strike as 
previously believed. 

Since the passenger plane was attacked by a Luftwaffe squadron over the Bay of Biscay in 
1943, conspiracy theories have abounded: that Howard, 50, was targeted for being a spy or 
that German command mistakenly believed that Winston Churchill, the prime minister, 
was aboard. 

But now transcripts of secretly recorded conversations with German prisoners of war show 
the actor, a star of Gone with the Wind and The Scarlet Pimpernel, was the victim of an 
indiscriminate attack on civilian aircraft and not killed because of his work on wartime 
propaganda films that prompted speculation about espionage missions. 

The Germans became aware that the star was one of the passengers on flight KLA 777 from 
Lisbon in neutral Portugal to Bristol only when the news of his death was reported by a 
British radio station. 

Lance-Corporal Heinz Dock, who was on board one of the eight Ju 88 maritime fighters 
that shot down the Douglas DC-3 commercial airliner was captured by British forces and 
held at the Trent Park detention centre in north London. There, Dock, 21, was secretly 
recorded bragging to an informant working for British intelligence that his V/KG 2 
Squadron had deliberately targeted and shot down four commercial airliners by the time of 
his capture. 

“We would shoot down everything that came in sight,” said Dock, explaining that the 
attack on Howard’s plane was a matter of routine. 

“Once we shot down one carrying a load of big beasts ... coming from Lisbon. There was a 
famous English actor on board, Leslie Howard. The English radio namely [sic] reported 
that on the same evening.” 

Dock said the pilots of flight 777 desperately tried to escape his squadron by a series of 
daredevil manoeuvres before they were shot down. 

“They were able old flyers, the civilian pilots — my dear fellow! He [the pilot] turned her 
[the aircraft] upside down with 14 passengers on board, man! They must have all hit the 
ceiling. And then he dropped her to 3,200 metres ... But we got him in the end, man. We 
tore his bird apart. By God we did. 



“He tried hard to escape ... he was zigzagging, man! But then one of ours got in front and 
we got right behind. And then we simply pushed the firing buttons, calmly and orderly.” 

The transcripts were discovered in the British National Archive by a German historian, 
Professor Sönke Neitzel, and have just been published in a book co-written with Harald 
Welzer, Soldiers: Diaries Of Fighting, Killing and Dying. 

Since the downing of flight KLA 777 with its 17 on board, there have been many theories 
about Howard’s death. Churchill wrote in his autobiography that the German command 
might have mistakenly believed he was on board, because he was expected to fly to 
England at a similar time and on a similar flightpath to that of Howard’s plane. 

Other theories claimed that Howard, who was returning from a British Council lecture tour 
of Spain and Portugal, had been deliberately targeted because of his spying work. A book 
by a Spanish author, Jose Rey-Ximena, alleged he had met General Franco to persuade 
him to stop joining forces with Hitler and Mussolini. 

Howard’s son Ronald suggested a plan was hatched by Joseph Goebbels, Germany’s 
propaganda chief, who was lampooned in one of Howard’s films, The First of the Few, and 
allegedly believed that the actor was one of the allies’ top propaganda assets. 

After making his name in the West End and Broadway, Howard played his most famous 
role, the Southern gentleman Ashley Wilkes in Gone with the Wind in 1939, the year in 
which war broke out. He then returned to Britain to help with the war effort through 
propaganda films for the movie industry and for the government. 

His trademark was to portray archetypal English gentlemen and he was twice nominated 
for a best actor Oscar — for Berkeley Square in 1933 and for the 1938 film adaptation of 
George Bernard Shaw’s Pygmalion. 

The son of a Hungarian Jewish immigrant and a daughter of a British barrister, Howard’s 
first language was German as he spent part of his childhood in Vienna, which may have 
fuelled speculation about an espionage role. 

(The Sunday Times, April 17, 2011) 

 


