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Preface

This undertaking is a work of unusual form and format that
includes a compact disk that has tables, maps, photos, and
drawings. At its core this work is a database covering Anglo-
American strategic bomber operations against Germany, Italy,
and Axis associated or occupied Europe. As such it allows swift
and easy listing of day-by-day bombing, bombing of strategic tar-
get systems by location and tonnage, bombing of specific coun-
tries, comparisons of US and British targeting and operations,
and much more. The work details strategic operations only—
B-17 and B-24 bomber sorties by the four US numbered air forces
in the European and Mediterranean theaters (Eighth, Ninth,
Twelfth, and Fifteenth) and all bombing sorties for aircraft as-
signed to the Royal Air Force (RAF) Bomber Command and RAF
205 Group. This definition excludes US twin-engine medium
bomb groups, which often hit the same aiming points as their
four-engine compatriots, but includes twin-engine British
Wellington medium bombers and twin-engine British Mosquito,
Boston, and Ventura light bombers. Although the US heavy and
medium bombers had instances of overlapping, targeting those
instances usually fell into areas of what US doctrine defined as
tactical rather than strategic bombing, such as frontline troops,
transportation facilities feeding the front line, and airfields. US
medium bombers did not fly deep into enemy country to attack
industrial and strategic targets. The case differed for the RAF.
Wellingtons and other medium bombers formed the backbone of
the main bombing force from 1940 through late 1942 and
throughout 1943 for 205 Group. Bomber Command’s short-
ranged Bostons and Venturas of No. 2 Group raided French
ports, power plants, and industrial targets until transferring to
Tactical Bomber Force in May 1943. Likewise, Mosquitoes con-
ducted numerous hit-and-run daylight raids until May of 1943
and then switched to night harassing attacks on German popu-
lation centers, particularly Berlin, until the war’s end. Such
bombing furthered Bomber Command’s campaign against the
morale of the German labor force.

This study, of course, rests on a foundation of assumptions
that the reader should understand, if not necessarily agree with,
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so as to not form unsupported conclusions or extrapolations.
The study does not attempt to assess actual damage inflicted on
a specific target by a specific raid. Nor does it uniformly attempt
to identify the extent of damage assessed by Anglo-American
intelligence to a target at a particular time. Such effort would
not only be voluminous but lead to fruitless quibbling as ex-
perts disputed the significance of the data. To this study it mat-
ters less if the target actually required attack than that the Allied
bomber commanders judged that it did. Furthermore, an entry
stating a force of 400 bombers attacked Ludwigshafen through
complete cloud cover may not indicate the damage to the target.
The formation may have hit Mannheim or missed completely and
struck surrounding open country. Conclusions based on the
database will become increasingly accurate when based on an
aggregate of raids.

The number of aircraft attacking a target indicates the effort
and tonnage reaching the target. The number of aircraft dis-
patched on a mission does neither and raises questions as to
abort rates and weather. For that reason this work excludes air-
craft dispatched as a possible data category. However, if a large
discrepancy existed between aircraft sent out and planes attack-
ing, a note of the fact appears in the data entry. If a great many
aircraft failed to attack a target on one day, the bomber com-
manders would usually attack it again on the next suitable day.

The study further contains extensive annotations and en-
tries on operations methods, sighting methods, special opera-
tions, and mining, the implications of which become more far
reaching as the readers expand their knowledge of the subject
area. The relatively effortless manipulation of the numbers
should allow the reader to reach a new understanding of the
combined bomber offensive. The purpose of this work is not so
much to present my ideas concerning the strategic bombing of
Germany as to enable readers to form their own judgments.

The book and CD-ROM cover bombing sorties, mining, supply
missions, and special operations of all two and four-engine
bombers of the RAF Bomber Command in Great Britain and the
RAF 205 Group in the Mediterranean as well as all four-engine
bomber (B-17 and B-24) operations of the US Eighth Air Force
in Great Britain and the US Ninth, Twelfth, and Fifteenth Forces
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in the Mediterranean. The database contains such entries as
date, total bomb load and bomb mix, method of sighting, target
struck, attacking aircraft, and aircraft lost for virtually every air-
craft sortie credited with attacking a strategic target in Europe.
The almost unlimited ability to manipulate these statistics via
the electronic spreadsheet gives the reader the capability to
reach new insights not only into the strategic air operations of
World War II but in air warfare in general.

Sources and Methodology

Original documentation supplied all the bombing information
gathered for this project. Whenever possible, I used separate data
sources to cross-check numerical and other information supplied.

For coverage of Royal Air Force Bomber Command night
raids (January 1942 through May 1945), I relied on Bomber
Command Night Raid Reports and the Air Ministry War Room
monthly operations summaries. Bomber Command weekly opera-
tions and intelligence reports and Air Ministry War Room
monthly operations summaries furnished information on
Bomber Command daylight raids and provided a cross-check
of night raids. Primary documentation provided the only, al-
beit scanty, information on RAF 205 Group. I could not locate
details for any RAF 205 Group operations before the end of
February 1943, when it became part of the Northwest African
Strategic Air Force (NASAF). From that time onwards, NASAF
and Northwest African Air Forces (NAAF) daily operations and
intelligence reports described 205 Group activities. However,
both series seemed based on the same source, and I could find
no other independent source with which to cross-check data.
The information supplied by Mediterranean Allied Air Forces
(MAAF) and Mediterranean Allied Strategic Air Force (MASAF),
which succeeded NAAF and NASAF, had the same flaws. All
information on 205 Group was particularly deficient in
method of sighting.

The US Army Air Forces presented similar difficulties. The
sheer weight of Eighth Air Force documentation easily ex-
ceeded the bomb lift of at least one of its bombardment air-
craft. For this study, I relied on the targets and bomber opera-

Xtit
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tions segments of the Eighth Air Force monthly operations re-
ports (January 1944 through April 1945), the Eighth Air Force
target summary (25 May 1945) and, most importantly, on the
individual mission folders (17 August 1942 through 25 April
1945). The mission folders usually contained the daily Eighth
Air Force operations and intelligence report, which gave in-
tended target, target actually bombed, weather, and sighting
method. The Bombardment Division bombing sheets detailed
strikes down to the individual aircraft level and often further
specified the nature of the target and method of sighting. Like-
wise, the Fifteenth Air Force possessed excellent sources. A
machine printout, prepared shortly after the end of the war, of
all its bombardment missions vouchsafed all the information
required for this study. Nonetheless, the author inspected
each Fifteenth Air Force mission folder and located some
changes in methods of sighting and targeting. Information on
the heavy bomber units of the Ninth and Twelfth Air Forces
proved far less voluminous. In addition to Northwest Africa Air
Forces, Northwest Africa Strategic Air Force, Mediterranean
Allied Air Force, and Mediterranean Allied Strategic Air Force
daily operations and intelligence summaries, the author exam-
ined bomb group histories and Ninth and Twelfth Air Force
operations summaries. Information on Twelfth Air Force heavy
bombardment operations between November 1942 and late
February 1943 is fragmentary and cannot answer the ques-
tions I pose in this study.

For hard data—number of attacking aircraft, number of air-
craft lost, and tons and types of bombs dropped—this study
tended to employ weekly and monthly reports, where avail-
able. Such reports usually reflected data such as a group’s is-
suing tardy reports or aircraft landing on friendly fields and
returning later to home base not caught by daily reports. Data
collated after the war, at too far a remove from events, has the
advantage of wide perspective and possibly greater overall ac-
curacy but is also at the mercy of postwar interpretations and
agendas. Witness the “Eighth Air Force Target Summary” of
25 May 1945, which changed all city raids conducted by the
Eighth Air Force to other categories. On the other hand, docu-
ments more immediate to the event were used to identify ac-



PREFACE

tual targets struck and method of sighting. American docu-
ments prepared the day of a raid make no bones about hitting
city targets. As those reports went up the American chain of
command, the tonnage dropped on cities decreased. While it is
possible, especially when bombing targets of opportunity, that
bombardiers might well mistake one town or village for an-
other, they certainly knew if they aimed at the city’s center or
factories on the city’s outskirts. They also knew if they em-
ployed visual or radar sighting.
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Introduction

The theory of strategic air bombardment states that air-
power is best used offensively to penetrate an enemy’s home
territory and disrupt or destroy the economy and means of war
production to force the enemy to surrender. Strategic bombing
will succeed either because it has fatally compromised the
ability to carry on hostilities or because bombing has broken
the will of the people and/or leadership to continue the fight.
In World War II only multiengine bomber aircraft had the
range, payload, and accuracy to accomplish this task.

The strategic bombing theorists posited that destruction of
the foe’s means of production—by aiming bombs almost entirely
at manufacturing, service, and distribution facilities—would
quickly lead to the surrender of its armies at the front when, or
even before, they exhausted the supplies remaining in their lo-
gistics system. This was the ideal result. If, for any number of
reasons, that direction of attack proved impractical or insuffi-
cient, then strategic bombing theory suggested that an attack on
the enemy’s will to resist by applying force against the civilian
population (i.e., bombing the enemy’s principal population cen-
ters) might achieve the same end. In this study the author ex-
amines the employment of strategic bombers by and the target
selection of the British Royal Air Force (RAF) and the US Army
Air Forces (AAF) in their campaign against Germany in World
War II. In doing so he provides readers with a statistical basis of
analysis that will enable them to form their own judgment as to
the validity of the theory of strategic bombing and the intentions
of the Anglo-Americans in their use of it.

At first it seemed that air bombardment offered a means of
avoiding the slaughter of the First World War’s trench fighting.
However, Japanese bombing of Chinese cities in the Sino-
Japanese War of the 1930s and Nationalist bombings of Re-
publican cities in the Spanish Civil War appeared to have
transferred the slaughter from both sides’ frontline soldiers to
the enemy’s civilians on the home front, instead of lowering
the overall human cost of modern warfare. For example, on 26
April 1937 (a market day), bombers of the German Condor Le-
gion supporting the Spanish Nationalist forces led by Gen
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Francisco Franco attacked Guernica, a town of 7,000 people—
a figure that apparently included refugees and those attending
the local market. They dropped 40.5 tons of bombs on the un-
defended and totally unprepared municipality, killing between
200 and 1,650 people and wounding an additional 889.! At
the worst, this resulted in a ratio of dead to tons of bombs
dropped of more than 40 to 1. Likewise, in March 1938, 42
tons of Italian bombs on the defended and prepared city of
Barcelona purportedly resulted in more than 3,000 casualties.
Most observers at the time seemed to overestimate the casual-
ties of these attacks while failing to consider the general stead-
fastness of the population under bombardment. In the midst of
the international furor over the bombing of the town of Guernica
during the Spanish civil war, the plans committee of the British
joint chiefs of staff predicted the possible effects of the first week
of a German air offensive against Britain at 150,000 casualties.?
These figures were based on analysis of the German bombing of
London in World War 1.3 The perceptions of the general public,
apparently based on a straight-line extrapolation of the Guernica
casualties, rested on what would eventually prove, from later
and much larger World War II experience, a statistical freak.
Only three bombing raids during the Second World War ex-
ceeded these figures: Tokyo (10 March 1945), Hiroshima (6
August 1945), and Nagasaki (9 August 1945). In fact, by the
beginning of World War II, the RAF air staff estimates of civil-
ian deaths reached the astronomical level of 72 per ton of
bombs.* In supplying this knowingly or unknowingly vastly in-
flated casualty figure to His Majesty’s government, the air staff
may well have encouraged those who counseled appeasement.
Such seemingly authoritative numbers could only have
weighed heavily on the mind of Prime Minister Neville Chamber-
lain during the Munich crisis of 1938—a supposition con-
firmed by Winston Churchill when he wrote in October 1941,
“Before the war we were greatly misled by the pictures they
painted of the destruction that would be wrought by air raids.
This is illustrated by the fact that 750,000 beds were actually
provided for air raid casualties, never more than 6,000 being
required. The picture of destruction was so exaggerated that it
depressed the statesmen responsible for the pre-war policy
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and played a definite part in the desertion of Czecho-Slovakia
in August 1938.”° By the mid-1930s, only two of the world’s
air forces had committed themselves to the doctrine of strate-
gic bombardment, the RAF and the US Army Air Corps (AAC).

The Royal Air Force
Prewar Experience, 1919-1939

The US and British air forces took much different paths to
reach their doctrinal stances. The advantage of being a third and
independent service, equal to the British Royal Navy and Army,
smoothed the RAF’s way. Unlike the AAC, which was a subordi-
nate part of the US Army, the RAF controlled and shaped its of-
ficial doctrine. Marshal of the RAF Hugh Trenchard, who had
served as the chief of staff of the Royal Flying Corps and com-
manded an independent bombing force in World War I, served as
the postwar chief of staff of the RAF for an extraordinarily long
term of 10 years in the 1920s and 1930s. He used his tenure to
mold the RAF’s doctrine after his own concepts of airpower. He
believed the strategic objective of the RAF was “the overthrow of
the enemy by a bombing offensive without which neither the
[Royal] Navy or the [Royal] Army could achieve victory in a con-
tinental war.” He argued that this goal was “the raison d’étre of
an independent Air Force and its main claim to a substantial
portion of the slender funds devoted to armaments.”®

Throughout the 1920s and early 1930s, Trenchard and the
other British chiefs of staff labored under the “Ten Years Rule”—
a planning restriction annually imposed upon the British armed
services by the chancellors of the exchequer—that required the
services to assume that no war would break out for another 10
years. This restriction was first imposed by none other than Win-
ston Churchill when he served as the government’s chief fiscal
officer. Ironically, he would bear the full brunt of the conse-
quences of this decision during the Second World War. The Ten
Years Rule, not unreasonable considering that the United King-
dom faced no potential great power conflict in the 1920s, allowed
the British government to cut military expenditures to the bone.

So fiercely did Trenchard believe in the primacy of the offen-
sive that he resisted air-raid precaution (ARP) programs and



INTRODUCTION

production of antiaircraft artillery (a function of the Royal Army).
He restricted the size of the Air Defense of Great Britain (later
Fighter Command) because he felt it would divert resources from
the bomber force. Possibly because of exaggeration of the effects
of bombing on the civil morale of London and German cities in
World War I, Trenchard recognized that strategic bombardment
would cause collateral damage—the killing, wounding, and de-
struction of civilians and their property—in attacks on legitimate
targets. He suggested that bombardment might achieve results
far greater than in World War 1. Enough bombing of civilians, he
stated, might well break the will of the civilian population to re-
sist.” He was certain bombing would have a tremendous negative
effect on civilian morale and that it would prove easier to under-
mine the civilian will to resist than to destroy installations.® Of-
ficers who had long served under Trenchard and who eventually
would succeed him adopted his ideas.

The leaders of the RAF clung to their doctrine. However, they
faced an increasingly difficult strategic situation. By 1931, Im-
perial Japan had scrapped its entente with Great Britain and
had become a potential threat to British possessions in the
Far East. Closer to home, Adolph Hitler and his National So-
cialist German Workers Party [Nationalsozialistische Deutsche
Arbeiterpartei (NSDAP), normally shortened to Nazi] had ac-
ceded to power by 1934, replacing a weak, rootless, and strug-
gling democracy. The Nazi government under Hitler's leader-
ship was an authoritarian regime bent on revising the peace
settlement of World War I. Hitler, with the cooperation of many
German industrialists, began a showy program of rearmament
and exaggerated its extent with a brilliant propaganda cam-
paign. The new German air force (the Luftwaffe) reaped great
benefits from both the buildup and the hoopla.

In actuality, the Nazis feared that if they placed too many re-
strictions on German consumerism, they would lose popular
support. Thus, they did not begin to mobilize their economy
and put restrictions on consumption fully until 1942. In Africa
the fascist government of dictator Benito Mussolini conquered
Abyssinia and Ethiopia, territory adjacent to British colonies.
Italy’s large fleet and air force had the potential to open a third
front that was beyond the capability of the British armed
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forces to withstand. In the mid-1930s, in spite of the needs of
the army and navy, the British government gave priority to the
needs of the RAF, especially to the bomber force. Although
committed to maintaining parity with the Luftwaffe in frontline
aircraft, no amount of new funding could reverse, in a year or
two, the effects of the Ten Years Rule.

Likewise, His Majesty’s government, partially out of parsimony
and partially out of a political philosophy that discouraged sub-
sidy of private business, almost completely neglected the British
civil air sector. Unlike European governments, Britain for the
most part failed to provide significant direct or indirect funding
to civil airline companies. Nor, like the governments (local, state,
and federal) in the United States, did the British government pro-
vide funding for civil airports and navigation needs. As a result,
British civil aviation lagged far behind the world standard, par-
ticularly Germany and the United States where large airlines
routinely flew night schedules and in inclement weather. The air-
liners and aircraft used for carrying mail and cargo purchased
by these airlines sustained their nation’s aircraft industries, par-
ticularly so in the production of large multiengine aircraft. The
large civil airline companies also provided a potential pool of pi-
lots and ground support staff as well as an enormous body of ex-
perience and advanced technical knowledge for their respective
air services, none of which accrued in a like manner to the RAF.
When Chamberlain flew to Munich, he did so in an American-
built passenger aircraft.®

In 1935 the Air Ministry informed the British cabinet that it
had no satisfactory medium or heavy bombers in production—
the Whitley, Hampden, and Wellington bombers, planned in
1932, were not ready for mass production.!® Not until 1936 did
the RAF begin the development of four-engine heavy bombers. In
the meantime, the RAF suffered from a constricted production
base and the fear of the air staff, gradually overcome, that too
rapid an expansion would disorganize the force and strain train-
ing facilities.!! In mid-1937 the government decided to gradually
convert Bomber Command (BC) to a force of 1,442 aircraft (all
four-engine bombers) by 1943. This plan would give Bomber
Command the ability to strike deep and hard into Germany. It
also added ancillary costs such as new ground facilities and con-
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crete runways for all bomber bases. Hitler's annexation of Aus-
tria on 12 March 1938 solidified the cabinet’s decision to instruct
the Air Ministry to change its aircraft procurement priorities and
increase the number of fighter aircraft. The Munich crisis of Sep-
tember 1938 caused the cabinet to order more fighters. The
British had recently developed radar, which allowed reliable
tracking of aircraft in the air, stripping attacking bombers of
their ability to avoid defenses while increasing the effectiveness
of interceptors.

The Munich crisis further demonstrated numerous opera-
tional shortcomings in Bomber Command. Of 42 squadrons mo-
bilized, only 10 were heavy bombers; of 2,500 reserve pilots
planned, only 200 were ready for immediate operations. Using
peacetime standards, only half the force was ready to fight. The
bombers lacked self-sealing gas tanks and armor. Most could not
even reach Germany unless they flew from the continent.!? For
the RAF as a whole, not a single repair depot existed in the
British Isles, and every link of the logistics chain of supply lacked
essential spare parts. Moreover, the service had failed to obtain
training, bombing practice, and experiment areas. For example,
the RAF had no single school or standardized course for the in-
struction of aerial gunnery. This deficiency left the teaching of
that important skill almost entirely in the hands of the frontline
units, which were already far overburdened with other tasks re-
sulting from the rapid expansion and consequent dilution of ex-
perienced personnel and combat readiness.

Exercises for active duty crews revealed a systemic, servicewide
bias against navigation training, little night experience, and, in
dead reckoning daylight conditions, an average circular error
probable (CEP)* of 50 miles in dropping bombs.!® The govern-
ment’s delay in introducing conscription until June 1939 post-
poned the procurement and training of necessary air and ground
personnel. In the last year of peace, Bomber Command lost
strength as its Blenheims reinforced Fighter Command. Still, the

*Circular error probable: the radius of a circle within which half of ordnance delivered
by aircraft or a missile’s projectiles are expected to fall. It is used as an indicator of the
delivery accuracy of a weapon system and as a factor in determining probable damage
to a target.
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cabinet continued to support its eventual expansion to a force of
80 squadrons of new bombers in 1942.

Bomber Command: Adoption of Night
Operations and Area Bombing, 1939-1941

“During the first two years of the war Bomber Command was
small, ill equipped and ineffective.”'* In September 1939 fear of
a German aerial retaliatory, knockout blow against Britain and
the wretched condition of Bomber Command made the launch-
ing of a strategic air offensive impracticable. Air Marshal Sir
Edgar Ludlow-Hewitt, air officer commanding (AOC), Bomber
Command, and the Royal Air Force air staff were fully cognizant
of their force’s shortcomings. At their insistence, the cabinet re-
frained from ordering any offensive action against Germany.

The RAF’s unwillingness to conduct offensive operations had a
basis in strategy, not merely in lack of readiness. Until the Czech
crisis in the summer of 1938, the air staff had assumed that the
first German blow would fall in the west. If the aerial portion of
that initial German offensive fell heavily on England, especially
its cities, the RAF would be forced to retaliate in spite of its mani-
fest unreadiness. However, the Czech crisis and the following
German threats against Poland made it more likely that the Ger-
mans would move east before confronting the Anglo-French al-
lies. In that case, it would be the height of folly for the RAF, in its
current condition, to undertake unrestricted offensive opera-
tions. Such a course, undertaken at a maximum intensity, might
not only provoke an unnecessary and possibly avoidable Ger-
man riposte, but it also would further expend resources that the
RAF desperately needed for expansion and future operations.
Therefore, to avert a like German response, Bomber Command
could on no account select targets that involved even the slight-
est risk of civilian casualties. The principles laid down by Prime
Minister Neville Chamberlain in the House of Commons on 21
June 1938 guided the service:

¢ It is against international law to bomb civilians as such and to make
deliberate attacks upon civilian population.

e Targets . . . aimed at from the air must be legitimate military objec-
tives and must be capable of identification.
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e Reasonable care must be taken in attacking these military objectives
so that by carelessness a civilian population in the neighborhood is
not bombed.!®

Although these considerations would eventually fall by the
wayside in regards to bomber operations against Germany
proper, they would form the rubric concerning the bombing of
all non-German territory occupied by the Germans for all sub-
sequent RAF directives until the war’s end. Thus, a force that
had planned for the offensive for 20 years had produced air-
craft incapable of surviving in daylight over enemy territory
and aircrews unable to find targets at night. Instead of con-
ducting strategic operations, the RAF dropped leaflets by night
over Germany and trolled the North Sea for German shipping
for eight months.

These missions familiarized some aircrews with night opera-
tions and proved convincingly that Bomber Command’s aircraft
were, indeed, too deficient to survive during the day. In the first
six months of the war, 3 September 1939 through 3 March 1940,
Bomber Command dropped a grand total of 33 tons of bombs. !¢
Some part of this lack of effort stemmed from simple geographic
constraints. As long as both sides respected the neutral airspace
over Holland and Belgium, Bomber Command could only get at
German targets by going directly over the North Sea, a route
stoutly defended by the Luftwaffe, or by taking a dogleg over
France, a route beyond the range of many of the command’s air-
craft. The Ruhr, Germany’s prime industrial region and the ob-
vious target of any bombing campaign, lay behind the protection
of the Low Countries. The neutral skies over those countries of-
fered the same protection to Great Britain. Their loss to the Ger-
mans would severely complicate the air defense of the United
Kingdom.

On 2 April 1940 Air Marshal Sir Charles A. Portal replaced
Ludlow-Hewitt as AOC, Bomber Command. Portal was a color-
less officer unlikely to win any popularity contests. Called “Peter”
by his close associates, Portal would become the youngest of the
combined British and American chiefs of staff. He began his mili-
tary career in 1914 as a motorcycle dispatch rider. A year later
he joined the Royal Flying Corps, earning a Distinguished Flying
Cross and shooting down several German aircraft before the end
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of the war. Between the wars he served as commander, British
Forces, Aden; as an instructor at the Imperial Defence College;
and as the director of organization on the air staff. Somewhat
personally remote and cool, he nonetheless established excellent
working relationships with high-ranking Americans. The British
chiefs of staff and Churchill respected him for his strategic
ability and brilliant intellect. Because he was virtually unflap-
pable, he could weather the storm of Churchill’s fanciful military
ideas—often hurled with insulting vehemence by the prime min-
ister at the chiefs of staff—and temper those ideas with wisdom.
Portal worked exceedingly long and hard hours during the war,
leaving behind him a voluminous official correspondence but
little of a personal nature.

After the years of gloomy outlook and forecasts offered by his
predecessor, the command found him a refreshing change. Later,
in April, the command aided Allied forces in Norway by bombing
Stavanger airfield and German shipping, doing minimal damage
to the latter. It also began to mine enemy waters in hopes of dis-
rupting German supply lines into Norway and shipments of the
high-grade iron ore from Narvik to Germany.

During the first phase of the air war, Bomber Command—on
the basis of remarkably few operational sorties—drifted into a
decision of immense consequences to itself and the strategic of-
fensive against Germany. The command decided to switch the
bulk of its operations from daylight to nighttime. Daylight sorties
by heavy bombers, particularly two raids on 14 and 18 De-
cember 1940 against the German fleet and naval facilities at
Wilhelmshafen, proved extremely costly. Bomber Command lost
17 out of 36 Wellingtons dispatched. These raids flew into the
teeth of Germany’s heaviest air defenses, those specifically de-
signed to protect the fleet and important naval bases from British
attack over the North Sea. The defenses employed radar, a fact
unknown to the British, and primitive ground-controlled inter-
ception.!” The fate of these missions, which failed to reach Ger-
man airspace other than Heligoland Island, shook the faith of the
leadership of Bomber Command in the ability of their current
generation of day bombers to penetrate into Germany, whether
or not they flew tight, self-defending formations. Later losses in
the battle of France further demonstrated the fate of unescorted
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daylight attacks. In contrast, the night leaflet missions of the
Whitleys of No. 4 Group, Bomber Command’s only unit with
any night training, seemed positive. They encountered no oppo-
sition and their crews reported excellent results. In March 1940,
Ludlow-Hewitt ordered Nos. 3 and 5 Groups to join No. 4 Group
in leaflet dropping and night reconnaissance missions over the
Reich. The hard fact of the day losses compared to the seeming
success at night argued for a change of policy, but the command
never made a formal pronouncement. Although Bomber Com-
mand never totally abandoned the daylight bombing, especially
for its light bombers, and arguments for daylight bombing would
surface throughout the war, the command did not consistently
launch heavy bomber daylight raids from March 1940 until June
1944. Adoption of this policy, which was so greatly at odds with
prewar conceptions, apparently incurred little opposition within
the service. Virtually no senior officer appears to have gone on
record as advocating a continuance of daylight heavy bomber
missions. Night bombing introduced not just problems of opera-
tion but those of administration.

Many observers gloss over the side effects of such a change
in methodology. However, the switch to night bombing entailed
far-reaching costs for the entire command, if not the service.
The command needed to revamp training programs for begin-
ning to advanced pilots, bomb aimers, gunners, and other
crew members. Instructors needed to learn or relearn skills.
Experienced crews from operations needed schooling. Aircraft
already in service needed modifications such as flame damp-
eners while aircraft on the drawing board or on the production
line also required modifications for night. The RAF had to up-
grade airfields to conduct large-scale night operations. Finally,
given the primitive state of equipment, night flying placed a
deadly surcharge of 300 percent over and above the accident
rate for daylight flying. This penalty applied to each and every
aircraft taking off on night operations or training flights, even
those that failed to drop a single bomb. The switch to night fly-
ing was one area in particular where the RAF suffered from the
stunted state of British civil aviation. Unlike the Luftwaffe, the
RAF could draw on no preexisting base of civilian equipment
or experience in night flying.
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On the night of 9 May 1940, German parachutists began the
German offensive in the West by seizing key points in the Low
Countries. In the morning the Germans marched into neutral
Holland and Belgium. On the next day Winston Churchill be-
came prime minister of a new British coalition government. He
had supported the RAF and its doctrines for more than 20 years
and had even served as the secretary of state for air from 1919
to 1921 as well as first lord of the admiralty from 1914 to 1915
and 1939 to 1940. In 1916-17 he had helped to develop the tank
to break the gridlock of trench warfare. More than any other con-
temporary head of state he understood the continuing relation-
ship between science, technology, and modern warfare. He also
produced a considerable body of military history, including a
multivolume work on World War I, a study of the eastern front in
World War I, and a multivolume biography of his ancestor the
First Duke of Marlborough. Such analysis, added to his own
bitter experiences, confirmed his suspicions about the ready
promises of military men and scientists as to the imminent suc-
cess of their proposals and schemes. His lifelong command of
the English language and talent for self-promotion coupled with
his natural pugnacity, especially in relation to his predecessor’s
history of appeasement, made him an inspiring leader to the av-
erage Briton. As a war leader, his heavy drinking and verbal
harassment of his military chiefs of staff made their lives more
difficult and caused one, Gen Sir John Dill, army chief of staff,
to resign. Although usually a sound strategic thinker, Churchill
sometimes succumbed to unwise impulses, such as the Darda-
nelles campaign in 1915, the invasion of Norway in 1940 (which
helped to trigger the German invasion of that country), and his
desire to have the Anglo-Americans invade the Balkans in
1944-45. He was a man of some flaws but also of honor and
great character and was totally committed to the destruction of
the Nazi state. Such a man would waste little time in striking
back at his foe. On 15 May 1940 the day Holland surrendered to
the Nazis and the day after the German armored spearheads
broke out of Sedan and began their race to the sea, the cabinet
authorized Bomber Command to strike oil and railway targets
east of the Rhine. The dispatch of 99 bombers that night marked
the start of an almost five-year-long offensive again