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Abstract 

The British strategic bombing campaign against Germany between May 

1940 and April 1945 has featured prominently in the British psyche since the 

end of World War II. There is rarely a month that passes when a new book is 

not published or a documentary features on television, which eulogises or 

criticises Royal Air Force (RAF) Bomber Command operations. However, what 

has yet to be fully explored is how the British people felt about the bombing of 

Germany during the war itself. The aim of this thesis is to identify the views of 

the British public between 1940 and 1945 towards the bombing of Germany and 

to attempt to understand why such views were held. The thesis takes a 

chronological approach, with each chapter focusing on a different period. Within 

each chapter, a number of themes are considered. Firstly, the role of the 

Publicity Department at the Air Ministry and developments in policies and 

practices regarding the dissemination of information to the media. Secondly, the 

operational activities of Bomber Command. Thirdly, an investigation into how 

media outlets in Britain portrayed the campaigns, most notably the national 

press and the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC). Finally, and most 

significantly, the public’s response. This fourth theme calls upon a vast array of 

social investigation material, most notably Mass-Observation diary submissions 

and surveys, in order to analyse the views of the public. It can be determined 

that throughout the conflict, despite continual media coverage, the bombing of 

Germany never featured as one of the most popular topics of interest amongst 

the public. Thus, despite a number of small spikes in interest, caused by major 

raids or events, it can be concluded that the public were, for the most part, 

unenthusiastic about the actions of Bomber Command between 1939 and 1945. 
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Introduction 

 

Of all the wartime services, RAF Bomber Command is best known for 

being a publicity-conscious organisation and one which dominated wartime 

propaganda. During the conflict itself, the British people were kept abreast of 

Bomber Command activities by a constant stream of stories, articles, leaflets, 

books, newsreels, BBC broadcasts, original recordings and films.1 What has yet 

to be explored, despite the overabundance of publications on the role of 

Bomber Command in World War II, is how exactly the British media represented 

the campaigns and how the public responded to this media. The following study 

breaks new ground in filling that void. As Mark Connelly argues, it has often 

been assumed that Bomber Command was a publicity-conscious organisation 

and yet very little has actually been written about Bomber Command’s image.2   

To date, there has been no investigation into public perceptions of Bomber 

Command during World War II that goes beyond the very rudimentary view that 

public perception mirrored that presented in the media.3 This is a naïve 

conclusion to draw. As Tom Harrisson of Mass-Observation observed in 1940, 

“the press, the radio, the newsreels, represent published opinion, not 

necessarily public opinion”.4 Despite much being written on public perceptions 

in the immediate post-war period, no academic to date has researched and 

written on public perceptions of Bomber Command during the war. That is the 

purpose of this thesis.  

                                                             
1 Connelly, M, Reaching for the Stars: a New History of Bomber Command in World War II, 
(London: IB Tauris, 2001), 162. 
2 Connelly, M, “The British People, the Press and the Strategic Air Campaign against Germany, 
1939-45,” Contemporary British History 16 (2002): 40. 
3 Connelly, M, Reaching for the Stars: a New History of Bomber Command in World War II. 
4 Harrisson, T, "What Is Public Opinion?" The Political Quarterly 11, no.4 (1940): 368-383.  
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The first segment of each chapter examines developments at the Air 

Ministry (more specifically the Press and Publicity Branch (PPB) and 

Directorate) during a specific period and how the PPB and Directorate wanted 

Bomber Command to be portrayed to the public. The second segment provides 

the operational activities of Bomber Command. This chronology of raids carried 

out by the RAF gives a framework from which to search for references in the 

media of that period. The third segment concerns the way these raids were 

presented to the public. For this purpose, a study will be made of BBC news 

bulletins and press articles from the leading national newspapers of the period. 

Newspaper readership statistics will reveal the reach of the newspapers while 

information gathered by the BBC Listener Research Department (LRD) will 

provide listening figures for BBC news bulletins. The fourth segment of each 

chapter is a study of how the British people responded to what they were 

exposed to; this has been done using social investigation archive material 

including Mass-Observation, Home Intelligence and British Institute of Public 

Opinion (BIPO) surveys.  

 

The evidence will show that public attitudes towards Bomber Command 

operations fluctuated throughout the war and not necessarily in line with media 

reportage. Throughout the conflict, the PPB and the Directorate were 

unrelenting in their release of information on Bomber Command operations. At 

no time did they cease to show concern over the content of information 

released and, throughout each period of the conflict, the evidence suggests that 

the public were listening to and reading the reports presented to them. 
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However, the social investigation material indicates that they did not always 

express the views desired at the Air Ministry. In the early months of the conflict, 

there was limited interest with, understandably, a divergence of attention 

towards night bombing and other home front issues, such as food supplies and 

rationing. In the spring of 1941, however, interest in Bomber Command did 

increase as the threat of night bombing decreased. Alongside the decline in 

Luftwaffe bombing came the first cries for reprisal raids, although these were 

most often expressed in the media rather than in social survey material. 

Throughout the rest of 1941, interest stayed at a steady level but the end of 

1941 onwards brought the beginnings of impassiveness.  Those who were still 

displaying an interest in the actions of Bomber Command found encouragement 

in the effects the raids were having on the German army’s ability to continue 

waging war, rather than in the damage they were causing to German towns and 

cities.  

 

It was in 1941 that organised opposition to bombing began to take 

shape. Bishop George Bell wrote to The Times to express his disdain for the 

bombing campaign and the Committee for the Abolition of Night Bombing was 

founded. Whilst both displayed staunch opposition to the bombing of German 

civilians neither had much impact on the mood in Britain. The 1000 bomber 

raids in May and June 1942 did cause a spike in interest but the public’s 

response to the operations of Bomber Command very soon reverted to 

impassiveness. By 1943 the public’s attention was, once again, elsewhere, this 

time on the developing situation between Allied and German forces in Italy as 

well as the increased popularity of jovial home front activities, such as attending 

the cinema and theatre. Opposition groups continued to function in this period 
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with the newly named Bombing Restrictions Committee operating alongside the 

dedicated campaigning of Vera Brittain in the UK as well as the USA. By late 

1944 and early 1945, public attention had returned to land battles, most notably 

those concerning the recapture of occupied France as well as action on the 

Eastern front. The impassiveness that had emerged early on in the conflict 

continued to manifest itself up until the war’s end. It can be concluded then, that 

despite sporadic increases in interest, for the majority of the conflict the actions 

of Bomber Command were a low priority for the British public. There were, of 

course, exceptions. There were those diarists who submitted impassioned diary 

entries outlining how marvellous they believed the work of Bomber Command to 

be. There were also those, individually or as part of a collective, who were 

steadfastly against what they believed to be heinous crimes committed by 

Bomber Command and the United States Army Air Force (USAAF). However, 

for the majority of the British public, Bomber Command operations were not 

high on their list of interests. There have been more discussions about the 

actions of Bomber Command and whether their operations were militarily or 

morally justified since the end of the war than during the conflict itself. However, 

historical analysis has wrongly misplaced these discussions as having taken 

place within the conflict, most notably with regard to Dresden. The raid on 

Dresden, as will be discussed in chapter 5, is often highlighted as the turning 

point in public opinion towards bombing. The evidence will show that this is not 

the case and Dresden, like the majority of the raids that came before and after 

it, was met with little interest from the public. 
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Terminology 

It is important to clarify the definitions that will be applied in this thesis to 

each of the key terms used. The first term to define is propaganda. In its most 

basic form propaganda is a method of communication, which attempts to elicit a 

response from a target audience. Propaganda is different from persuasion, as 

the latter is interactive and attempts to satisfy the needs of both the persuader 

and persuaded.6 Propaganda is single-sided and sets out to achieve the aims of 

the propagandist only. David Welch defines propaganda as follows: 

The conscious, deliberate attempt to employ the technique of persuasion 
for specific goals. More precisely, it can be defined as the deliberate 
attempt to influence the public opinions of an audience, through the 
transmission of ideas and values, for a specific persuasive purpose that 
has been consciously thought out and designed to serve the self-interest 
of the propagandist, either directly or indirectly.7  

 

What must be considered here is whether the Directorate were presenting 

Bomber Command using propaganda techniques or persuading the public to 

view the organisation in a certain light. Garth Jowett and Victoria O’Donnell 

state that, “the purpose of propaganda is to send out an ideology to an 

audience with a related objective. With propaganda there is a careful and 

predetermined plan of pre-fabricated symbol manipulation to communicate to an 

audience in order to fulfil an objective”.8 Using this definition, there can be no 

doubt that the publicity material released by the Directorate can indeed be 

termed propaganda.  

 

                                                             
6 Jowett, G, & O'Donnell, V, Propaganda & Persuasion, (London: SAGE Publications, 2012), 13. 
7 Welch, D, Propaganda: Power and Persuasion, (London: British Library Publishing Division, 
2013), 2. 
8 Jowett, G, & O'Donnell, V, Propaganda & Persuasion, 15. 
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Alongside the concept of propaganda is the debate whether it can 

automatically shape public opinion or if it is possible for an individual to reject 

the influence of propaganda and persuasion. The propagandist will attempt to 

control information flow and manage a certain public’s opinion by shaping 

perceptions and interpretations through strategies of information 

communication, in this case, with publicity materials.9  Harold Lasswell and 

Walter Lippmann propose that, within the context of fragmented mass society, 

propaganda is a mechanism for engineering public opinions and consent and 

thus acts as a means of social control. More recently, Jacques Ellul suggests 

that propaganda is most effective when it reinforces already held opinions and 

beliefs.10 Hence, it is clear that propaganda is intrinsically linked to the 

management of public opinion.  

 

The measurement of public opinion is a somewhat imprecise science, 

made even more difficult by the lack of a clear definition. James Bryce has 

defined public opinion as the, “aggregate of the views men hold regarding 

matters that affect or interest the community”.11 It is interesting to note Bryce’s 

use of the term “men” here, as women submitted much of the social 

investigative material during the war period. A further definition comes from W. 

Phillips Davison, who defined public opinion as,  

The result of psychological and social processes that lead to a situation 
in which the behaviour of each member of a public in regard to an issue 
is conditioned by his expectation that other members of the public hold 
similar attitudes on the same issue. The public opinion process involves 

                                                             
9 Jowett, G, & O'Donnell, V, Propaganda & Persuasion, 33. 
10 Welch, D, Propaganda: Power and Persuasion, 28. 
11 Gallup, G, A Guide to Public Opinion Polls, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1948), 84. 
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the formation of individual attitudes and opinions, group opinion 

processes, ‘personal sampling’, and inter-group communication.12  

 

Whilst there are obvious differences in these definitions, the underlying 

principles are the same: public opinion is the attitude and or action of an 

individual, who is also part of a mass, regarding a particular subject. This 

definition is the one that will be applied in this thesis.  

 

 The next question must be “How do we define the public?” In any study 

that measures public opinion, some classification is necessary. Lasswell 

proposes that the public is ever changing and may be defined for a particular 

issue, or for a cluster of issues, and for periods of varying duration.13 Therefore, 

it can be suggested that the group referred to as the public is ever changing and 

is dependent on several varying factors. What is more, how an individual 

responds to the information presented to them will define how far their action 

can be regarded as ‘of the public’. Lasswell argues that if people absorb 

information from a source but remain inactive towards it they can be termed the 

“attention group”.14 If, however, they absorb information and then consequently 

participate in an action they are defined as the “public”.15 In the case of public 

opinion toward Bomber Command, Lasswell’s theory means that those who 

were exposed to coverage of Bomber Command operations and then reacted 

by commenting via social investigation organisations (positively or negatively) 

can be termed the public.  

                                                             
12 Davison, W.P, “The Public Opinion Process,” The Public Opinion Quarterly 22 (1958): 91. 
 13Lasswell, H.D, “The Measurement of Public Opinion,” The American Political Science Review 
25 (1931): 313. 
14 Ibid, 315. 
15 Ibid. 
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Robert A. Kann offers a similar theory to Lasswell. He suggests that the 

intention of people can be measured by the expression of attitude in action or 

non-action rather than from oral or written statements.16 Despite the application 

of Lasswell and Kann’s theories, it is still difficult to accurately measure 

historical public opinion. It is almost impossible to identify those who Lasswell 

would refer to as the “attention group” as there is no effective way of gauging 

who was exposed to publicity but remained inactive. A study of readership and 

listening figures will go some way in countering this difficulty, however. 

Furthermore, public opinion does not materialise directly from exposure to 

publicity material. It is also formed out of dialogue within society and social 

groups. What is more, Tom Harrisson notes that, “the people maybe heard 

much, but by and large heeded only a little”.17 In light of this it is evident that a 

cautious approach must be taken in measuring and studying public opinion, 

most notably when they are shaped by censored and propagandised materials, 

such as that produced by the PPB and Directorate.  

 

Literature Review 

There has been a plethora of studies into the campaigns of Bomber 

Command in Western Europe during World War II, most of which take a military 

perspective18. Many of these publications follow trends in writing on Allied 

                                                             
16 Kann, R.A, “Public Opinion Research: A Contribution to Historical Methods.” Political Science 
Quarterly 73 (1958): 379. 
17 Harrisson, T, Living through the Blitz, (London: Harper Collins, 1976), 26. 
18 See Frankland, N & Webster, C, The Strategic Air Offensive against Germany: 1939-1945 
Volumes I-IV, (London: Her Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1961); Hastings, M, Bomber Command, 
(London: Pan Macmillan, 2010); Middlebrook, M, The Nuremberg Raid, 30-31 March 1944, 
(Barnsley: Pen and Sword Military, 2009); Middlebrook, M, The Peenemunde Raid 17-18 
August 1943, (London: Leo Cooper Ltd, 2006); Middlebrook, M, The Berlin Raids: RAF Bomber 
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bombing strategy with nearly all failing to consider RAF bombing raids in their 

contemporary setting; preferring instead to detail the operational and service 

history of the organisation. However, four publications consider the 

representation of strategic bombing and its interpretation in the context of World 

War II. The first is Connelly’s Reaching for the Stars: a New History of Bomber 

Command in World War II.19 Connelly attempted to answer the question, what 

were the British people told at the time about Bomber Command and what have 

they found out and come to believe since. 20 Connelly states that he sought to 

uncover how the modern day memory of Bomber Command was formed. These 

questions are intrinsic to a study of Bomber Command but, 20 years on, some 

of these questions need revisiting. The book is divided into chronological 

chapters in which Connelly highlights each of the key stages in the narrative of 

Bomber Command, along with some details of the major raids that took place. 

The first item of critique of Connelly’s work is that he offers no justification as to 

how he selected the major raids. In fact, he omits several key episodes.  

 

In conjunction with the history of Bomber Command, Connelly details 

several newspaper headlines from a variety of wartime publications (listing 18 

different newspapers in his bibliographical notes). These headlines form the 

basis of Connelly’s theory on how Bomber Command was presented to the 

public. However, he fails to explain why he focused on particular publications 

                                                             
Command Winter 1943-44, (London & New York: Viking, 1988); Middlebrook, M, The Battle of 
Hamburg, (London: Cassell Military Paperbacks, 2002); Middlebrook, M, & Everitt, C, The 
Bomber Command War Diaries, (Middlesex & New York: Viking, 1985); Overy, R, The Air War, 
(Washington: Potomac Books Inc., 2005); Overy, R, The Bombing War Europe 1939-1945, 
(London: Penguin, 2013) and Taylor, F, Dresden, (London: Bloomsbury, 2004) for studies of the 
air war from a military and operational perspective. 
19 Connelly, M, Reaching for the Stars: a New History of Bomber Command in World War II. 
20 Ibid, 3. 
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and dates. It is disappointing that Connelly does not justify why he chose to use 

mostly newspaper headlines as evidence to support his claims, rather than 

details from the newspaper articles themselves. Finally, it is surprising that 

Connelly has not called upon the evidence collected by social investigation 

organisations to support his analysis of the public’s perception of the bombing 

campaigns.  

 

The second key publication for the study of popular perceptions of 

Bomber Command is Martin Francis’ The Flyer: British Culture and the Royal 

Air Force 1939-1945, which focuses on the issue of masculinity in the RAF.21  

Francis asserts that “The flyer was often presented as sensitive and reflective, a 

gentle and chivalrous warrior. However, elsewhere the flyer appeared as a cold 

blooded killer, an uncompromising instrument of righteous vengeance against 

the enemy”.22 This dichotomy in how crews were presented and perceived is 

something that Francis identifies but fails to explore in detail. A strength of The 

Flyer, however, is the use it makes of contemporary published fictional literature 

that focuses on the everyday lives of Bomber Command pilots and ground 

crew, and the close relationships each experienced with companions away from 

the air bases. Francis’ work successfully details the cultural representations 

made of Bomber Command during the early 1940s, providing a framework from 

which one can understand the views of the public towards Bomber Command.  

 

                                                             
21 Francis, M, The Flyer: British Culture and the Royal Air Force 1939-1945, (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2008). 
22 Ibid, 153. 
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The third key work is Stephen Garrett’s Ethics and Airpower in World 

War II: The British Bombing of German Cities.23 After providing the context of 

the RAF and United States Army Air Force (USAAF) strategic bombing 

campaigns against Germany, the book is divided into two main sections. The 

first examines the general and collective responses of three important British 

groups toward the RAF's area bombing campaign: the political leadership, the 

RAF and operational military, and the public - the ‘masters’, ‘servants’, and 

‘subjects’ of the realm. In the second section, he provides an evaluation of the 

area bombing campaign's effectiveness and ethics, concluding that it failed in 

both. 24 Whilst Garrett’s work is invaluable in providing the views of certain 

British groups’ responses to the Allied bombing of Germany, it fails to explore 

sufficiently how responses shifted over time. Furthermore, Garrett focuses on 

certain groups, such as ‘The Military Historians’, ‘The Bishop’ and ‘The 

Politicians’ rather than providing a broader judgement of public opinion. 

 

This thesis builds on approaches developed in Andrew Knapp’s chapter, 

‘The Allied Bombing Offensive in the British Media, 1942-45’.25 While Knapp’s 

chapter contains details on how the press, politicians and religious leaders in 

Liberal Democracies responded to Bomber Command operations, he does not 

consider the role of Bomber Command publicity in the first three years of the 

conflict. To understand fully how the public viewed British bombing one must 

                                                             
23 Garrett, S, Ethics and Airpower in World War II: The British Bombing of German Cities, (New 
York: St. Martin's Press, 1993). 
 
24 Kuehl, D.T, “Review of Ethics and Air Power in World War II: The British Bombing of German 
Cities by Stephen A. Garrett,” Technology and Culture 40 (1999): 448-450. 
25 Knapp, A, “The Allied Bombing Offensive in the British Media, 1942-45,” in Liberal 
Democracies at War: Conflict and Representation, ed. Knapp, A & Footitt, H (London: 
Bloomsbury Academic, 2013), 39-66. 
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measure their reaction from the first major raid to the last to chart their response 

over time. Moreover, Knapp only makes brief mention of public opinion survey 

material in his conclusion. One strength of Knapp’s work is the detail he 

includes when explaining the position and influence of those opposed to the 

bombing in Britain. Whilst he correctly identifies the very minuscule impact of 

organisations such as the Bombing Restrictions Committee, he covers a lot of 

material on the members and the events that took place to promote the cause.  

 

Whilst these four works offer some consideration of the presentation and 

interpretation of Bomber Command in the context of World War II, there is a 

significant gap in our understanding of public opinion responses to the bombing 

campaign, which this thesis seeks to fill. We will investigate how the public 

wrote about this subject in their diaries, spoke about it with their friends, and 

showed their solidarity or otherwise at public events. 

 

This thesis will engage with the significant literature on the role of the 

Ministry of Information during World War II. A noteworthy contribution is Ian 

McLaine’s Ministry of Morale: Home Front Morale and the Ministry of 

Information in World War II.26 McLaine’s work details the organisation of the 

Ministry and the problems it faced in the early stages of the conflict. Whilst the 

detail on the Ministry before 1941 is highly commendable, there is little 

discussion of the conduct of the Ministry post-1941.27 With reference to Bomber 

                                                             
26 McLaine, I, Ministry of Morale: Home front Morale and the Ministry of Information in World 
War II, (London & Boston: Allen & Unwin, 1979). 
27 Pelling, H, “Review of Ian McLaine, Ministry of Morale: Home Front Morale and the Ministry of 
Information in World War II,” The English Historical Review 95 (1980): 187. 
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Command, McLaine comments on the British representation of the raids over 

Germany and the public response but he applies a broad chronological 

approach focused on key dates between 1940 and 1945. Another indispensable 

book on the Ministry of Information is Michael Balfour’s Propaganda in War, 

1939-1945: Organisations, Policies and Publics in Britain and Germany.28 

Alongside offering a review of wartime propaganda from both the British and 

German perspectives, Balfour dedicates a number of chapters to the bombing 

of Germany. Both of these books offer well-researched considerations of some 

aspects of Bomber Command publicity but, given their focus on the Ministry of 

Information, they fail to either investigate the representation fully or consider 

public perception.  

 

Literature on the theory of social investigation is also an area that must 

be scrutinised if a measure of public perception of the activities of Bomber 

Command is to be achieved. A work of great value is Public Opinion: Nature, 

Formation and Role by Harwood Childs.29 Published in 1965, Childs’ study is 

somewhat outdated but must still be considered a valuable source of 

information on the nature and history of public opinion. George Gallup, who 

founded the Gallup polls in 1935, commented on Childs’s work, writing that, 

“The book is well balanced, and represents a thorough treatment of the subject. 

His chapter on the nature and history of public opinion is a classic”.30 Another 

important work on the topic of public opinion formation is Public Opinion and 

                                                             
28 Balfour, M, Propaganda in War, 1939-1945: Organisations, Policies, and Publics in Britain 
and Germany, (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1979). 
29 Childs, H.L, Public Opinion: Nature, Formation and Role, (Princeton: N.J. Van Nostrand, 
1965). 
30 Gallup, G, “Review of Harwood. L. Childs, Public Opinion: Nature, Formation, and Role,” The 
Public Opinion Quarterly 31 (1967): 508. 
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Propaganda, edited by Daniel Katz, Dorwin Cartwright, Samuel Eldersveld and 

Alfred McClung Lee.31 The publication consists of a series of articles by leading 

academics in the fields of public opinion and propaganda and offers discussion 

on the terminology used to define public opinion and its formation. James 

Hinton’s The Mass Observers: A History 1937-1949 is a work on the history and 

organisation of the agency.32 It is unequalled in the detailed exploration it gives 

of the chronology of the organisation and the major events that shaped it. The 

value of Hinton’s work is the context that it offers. Not only does he document 

the formation and development of Mass-Observation, but he frames it in the 

context of the period. This is something that the more theoretical literature on 

public opinion fails to do. Hinton’s work offers a useful contextual background 

from which to investigate the records of Mass-Observation and it has 

contributed greatly to the methodology of this thesis. A similar publication by 

Hubble, Mass-Observation and Everyday Life: Culture, History, Theory has also 

proved valuable.33 Hubble put Mass-Observation into the context of mid-

twentieth century intellectual life. His work contains details that have contributed 

to later debates on class and culture in Britain. Both Hinton’s and Hubble’s 

works offer a detailed investigation into the formation of Mass-Observation and, 

more importantly, the methods deployed in gathering and measuring opinion by 

the organisation.  

 

                                                             
31 Katz, D, Public Opinion and Propaganda: A Book of Readings edited for The Society of the 
Psychological Study of Social Issues, (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1954), 52. 
32 Hinton, J, The Mass Observers: A History 1937-1949, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2013). 
33 Hubble, N, Mass-Observation and Everyday Life: Culture, History, Theory, (Hampshire & New 
York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2006). 
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Evidently, there is very little literature which considers the formation of 

public opinion towards RAF bombing policy in any detail. Literature that does 

consider the representation and interpretation of RAF bombing does so in a 

patchy way, not fully charting the representation over the entire war period and 

not using archival material deemed to be most representative of the British 

readership or listening figures for reporting on the most significant raids of the 

period. Nor does the literature consider the full breadth of social investigation 

archival material available to gauge public opinion. This thesis will consider the 

representation of Bomber Command operations, making full use of written 

published and broadcast media, as well as exploring all available social 

investigation archival material to consider whether the public view towards the 

bombing was stagnant or fluctuated throughout the period depending on a 

number of factors, such as social standing, geography, sex and age. 

 

Thesis Overview 

Bomber Command flew from 3 September 1939 to within a few hours of 

the end of the war in May 1945. In total, more than a third of a million sorties 

were carried out. It would be impossible for one to consider every raid 

undertaken by Bomber Command and, therefore, a number of key dates have 

been chosen on which this thesis is centred.34 The thesis consists of five 

chapters each with 20 key raids within that period.35 The raids were selected 

from the reference book by Martin Middlebrook and Chris Everitt, The Bomber 

Command War Diaries: An Operational Reference Book, 1939-1945.36 The 

                                                             
34 See Appendix I. 
35 Aside from chapter six, which has 14 key raids. 
36 Middlebrook, M, & Everitt, C, The Bomber Command War Diaries, (Middlesex & New York: 
Viking, 1985), 698. 
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raids were chosen because they represent the largest number of RAF aircraft 

committed to a sortie in that period. Chapter 1: The Early Years: Promise and 

Delusion, September 1939 to April 1941, concerns itself with the early war 

period, when Bomber Command was in its infancy and success rates against 

enemy targets were low. Chapter 2: Dehousing and the Dawn of Area Bombing, 

August 1941 to January 1942, highlights a period when Bomber Command, 

after having been diverted to support the war at sea, resumed their focus on the 

bombing offensive against Germany. However, they failed to achieve the 

increased precision and success they had hoped for and, as a consequence, 

Arthur Harris replaced Richard Pierse as Air Officer Commanding-in-Chief. 

Chapter 3: Reaping the Whirlwind: Harris in Charge, February 1942 to January 

1943, focuses on a period of great change for Bomber Command. It marked a 

shift in strategy to ‘area bombing’ with the introduction of the 1000 bomber 

raids, the Pathfinder Force was implemented for the first time and USAAF 

undertook their first heavy bomber operation over Germany. Chapter 4:  ‘Happy 

Valley’ to D-Day: Securing Victory, March 1943 to August 1944, signals a 

growth in strength of Bomber Command with the introduction of Oboe and 

Window along with success in the Battle of the Ruhr and the infamous raid on 

Hamburg, in July 1943. The Battle of Berlin is also included in this chapter. 

Chapter 5: The Return to Germany and Final Victory, September 1944 to April 

1945, contains details of the final phase of Bomber Command’s role in World 

War II. It details their shift from targeting Germany to clearing the approaches 

for the Allied invasion in summer 1944 and the change in focus to oil 

installations for those Groups still allocated to bombing targets in Germany. It 

was in this period that Bomber Command operations reached their climax. 46 
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percent of bombs dropped by Bomber Command in the five-and-a-half years of 

conflict were dropped in the final nine months of the war.37  

 

The thesis will investigate what the leading national newspapers and the 

BBC news bulletins were reporting in the days following each of the raids and 

how they presented the information that was shared with them by the 

Directorate. The focus of each chapter on a precise period allows for an in-

depth investigation into the actions of the Directorate during those specific 

months. It also allows for a detailed consideration of media output during that 

period and an analysis of how the representation of Bomber Command altered 

during the conflict. The order of the sub-sections in each chapter are set out in a 

way that allows for an in-depth understanding of events at the Air Ministry, PPB 

and Directorate before an investigation of Bomber Command activities takes 

place. This structure is to ensure that any operational alterations are set in the 

context of bureaucratic and administrative changes at the Air Ministry. Each 

chapter will also include an investigation into how the public interpreted the 

media they were exposed to. The material used in the analysis of public opinion 

includes Mass-Observation File Reports and diary submissions, BBC Listener 

Reports, Home Intelligence Reports and BIPO surveys. From this, an overview 

of the entire war period will be reached and a judgement on how public opinion 

towards raids on Germany altered will be constructed. 

 

The structure of the thesis, whilst chronological in method is also 

thematic. Each chapter is focused on a period within the British bombing war 
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which then allows for an in-depth investigation into the themes of that period for 

Bomber Command. For example, the development of technological advances or 

the introduction of new leadership and personnel. The outlining of the theme for 

each period sets the scene for the chapter before it moves on to investigate 

how that period was presented in the media and then in turn recorded in public 

opinion. The reason for this approach is so that each phase of the bombing war 

can be considered independently and then analysed in comparison to the other 

phases in order to gauge how far public opinion altered as the war progressed. 

This thematic, whilst remaining chronological, approach explains why chapters 

are unequal in the length of periods covered and whilst some periods are not 

covered at all. In a thesis of this nature, it would be too simple to conduct a 

chronological review of events and divide the war into equally spaced chapters, 

as it would not afford key alterations in technological advances or alterations at 

the Directorate and Air Ministry to be examined in sufficient detail. Taking a 

thematic approach, all be it chronological in nature, allows the freedom to focus 

on specific themes within each chapter without restriction. 

 

Methodology 

The key questions this thesis poses and then answers are: why did the 

Directorate represent the air war in the way they did? Why did the national 

press and BBC report on the air war in the way they did? What was the attitude 

of the public to the actions of Bomber Command and why did they feel that 

way?  
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The initial task was to select the key dates applicable to each chapter. 

The division of the conflict into five phases allowed for a more specific study, 

not only of the evolution of Bomber Command itself, but also the evolution of 

how the press and BBC presented operations and how the public responded. 

The phases were chosen as they highlighted a shift in focus of Bomber 

Command or an alteration in method. The application of each phase to a 

specific chapter allows for a more extensive exploration of material. There were 

over 330,000 sorties by Bomber Command and, in a thesis of this nature, it 

would be impossible to refer to each one. Instead of referring to each of the 

operations undertaken, the 20 key raids that took place within the period of 

each chapter were selected. The 20 raids for each chapter were chosen as they 

contained the largest number of aircraft dispatched to a target. This method was 

implemented because it is likely that the raids with the largest number of aircraft 

were reported in the press and in BBC news bulletins. Thus, it would be these 

raids to which the public would be most exposed. Alongside the raids with the 

largest allocation of aircraft, several other raids are listed in certain chapters for 

their significance. The raid on Berlin on 17 and 18 January 1943, for example, 

was included, as Richard Dimbleby, the BBC broadcaster, was on board a 

Lancaster during the raid, an event widely covered in the media of the day. The 

decision to focus solely on Bomber Command operations rather than Bomber 

Command related matters that may have generated news and publicity was 

taken to ensure that the thesis maintained a standardised procedure. It was 

important to ensure that the media content included in the thesis was the same 

for each chapter to reliably compare the public’s response between periods. 
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The next task was to select the media to be studied. It is true that media 

can be formed of many strands but in pre-war and wartime Britain there were 

two strands that held the most influence. The wartime public considered the 

press and BBC to be the biggest influencing factors on public opinion after 

friends and family.38  Mass Observation noted the role of the press in 

influencing public opinion. They wrote, 

It is amongst these relatively knowledgeable readers that the newspaper 
is most likely to influence opinion. Over a long-term period, the 
newspapers’ influence can be very pronounced… the process by which 
readers’ opinions is eased along in its natural direction may not only take 
the form of very strong reinforcement, but may also border on the 
formation of new ideas, in that it sows the seeds and implants 
suggestions on points to which people have up to now given next to no 
thought. Provided that these are, at least superficially, compatible with 
the reader’s own outlook, they stand a good chance of being 

incorporated amongst his attitudes and opinions.39 

 

This is why the press and BBC are so important in identifying how Bomber 

Command was presented to the public and why they have been chosen to 

make up the archival material used in this thesis. Despite this, it is important not 

to underestimate the role of friends and family in shaping public opinion, 

especially amongst those whose loved ones were involved directly with the 

work of Bomber Command, either as serving personnel or those stationed at 

RAF airfields, most notably the Women’s Axillary Air Force (WAAF). The 

implications of this for Bomber Command cannot be overlooked and goes some 

way in perhaps explaining the popularity of organisations such as the Comforts 

Committee founded in 1930 and events such as the Wings for Victory 

                                                             
38 ‘NEWSPAPER READING 1937-62’, Topic Collection, 61/2, Mass Observation Archive (MOA). 
39 NEWSPAPER READING 1937-62’, Topic Collection, 61/2, Mass Observation Archive (MOA), 
88. 
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fundraising campaign in 1944. The public were keen to raise funds that would 

directly support their friends and family.  

 

The first aspect of the media selected is, the press. Print press was the 

main outlet for news in the pre-war and early war years. Three quarters of the 

35 million adults in Britain read one or other of the nine national daily 

newspapers and many people read more than one of them each day. As a 

result, it is evident that each paper had a substantial number of readers 

amongst both sexes in every part of the country, in every income group and in 

every age group.40 It is clear, therefore, that the reach of newspaper content in 

wartime Britain cannot be underestimated and explains why the press was 

selected as one of the two forms of media considered. The second form of 

media selected, BBC news bulletins, developed in significance as the war 

progressed. In 1939 there were over nine million radio licences issued to British 

households, which meant that three quarters of British homes legally owned a 

wireless.41 In Scotland 63 percent of homes had one.42 In Wales 64 percent and 

in Northern Ireland 43 percent.43 Mass-Observation reported in 1941 that radio 

was the most important medium of information and that by the end of the war it 

had replaced the newspapers for some kinds of news.44 The press and BBC 

news bulletins can be seen, therefore, as the most important channels for 

                                                             
40 Kimble, P, Newspaper Readership in the Third Year of the War, (London: George Allen & 
Unwin Ltd, 1942), 3. 
41 Havers, R, Here is the News: the BBC and the Second World War, (Stroud: Sutton, 2007), 
viii. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Ibid. 
44 Mass Observation, The Press and its Readers, (London: Art & Technics Ltd, 1949), 41. 
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disseminating information to the public in wartime Britain and will be most 

helpful in identifying how the media represented RAF bombing to the public. 

 

Which newspapers were to be used in this thesis posed the next 

methodological question. In 1947, there were 44 national morning newspapers, 

84 national evening newspapers and 16 national Sunday newspapers.45 

Alongside the national press, there were 43 regional morning newspapers, 36 

regional evening newspapers and 16 regional Sunday newspapers.46 In a 

similar way to the number of sorties carried out by Bomber Command, it is 

obvious that the inclusion of each printed newspaper would be an impossible 

task. Instead, the method adopted was to select the newspapers with the 

largest circulation as recorded in British Newspapers and Their Controllers and 

using Audit Bureau of Circulation (ABC) wartime circulation data.47 The 

inclusion of the newspapers with the largest circulation ensures that the 

representation of Bomber Command under review in each chapter is the same 

representation received by the majority of British readers.  A further difficulty is 

the impossibility of reviewing every edition printed by the newspapers and for 

each of the dates selected. To counter this, the decision was taken to include 

only each morning edition of the leading newspapers on the initial days after the 

raid had taken place. A preliminary review of the newspapers included in this 

thesis highlighted that it sometimes took several days for news of bombing raids 

to be reported in the printed press. This delay in reporting after the morning a 

raid took place was due to a delay in the distribution of information. It took time 

                                                             
45 Berry, W.E. 1st Viscount Camrose, British Newspapers and Their Controllers, (London: 
Cassell and Company Limited, 1947), 158. 
46 Ibid, 159. 
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in wartime Britain for the Air Ministry to release the communiqué and the press 

to then report on it.  An example of the approach used for each date is as 

follows: the first raid considered in Chapter 1 occurred on 3 and 4 June 1940 on 

targets in Hamburg and Frankfurt. Each of the leading newspaper morning 

editions on 4, 5, 6 and 7 June 1940 were studied. The method used to study the 

press was as follows: each page of the newspaper on each of the four days was 

studied. The headline was catalogued along with article content, page number 

and size of the article in comparison to other articles on the page. Another 

factor to consider was that, as the war progressed and paper rationing was 

introduced in February 1940, the number of pages in each newspaper 

diminished considerably. Consequently, newspapers were restricted to about 50 

percent of their pre-war size.48 This reduction in size almost certainly had an 

impact on the reporting of Bomber Command. One can conclude that if an RAF 

bombing story featured in the printed press once rationing was introduced, it 

must have been considered a newsworthy story. The newspapers selected 

along with the circulation figures can be found in Appendices III and IV.  

 

Having selected the nine leading newspapers for their wide circulation, it 

is important, as with any media source, to be aware of the possible limitations of 

using those publications due to the ownership and political leaning of each of 

the newspapers. However, other than the single incident with the Daily Mirror on 

2 March 1942 involving the Philip Zec’s cartoon, ‘The price of petrol has been 

increased by one penny’, the Government and the press maintained a positive 

                                                             
48 “Second world war and paper rationing: teaching resource from the GNM Archive,”Holborn, 
M, Golding, E, Thurlow, E & Narewska, E, accessed November 23, 2021, 
https://www.theguardian.com/gnmeducationcentre/paper-rationing-second-world-war-teaching-
resource-gnm-archive. 
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relationship throughout the war. This positive relationship supposedly saw the 

political leanings of each newspaper put aside for the sake of the war effort. 

However, this view is too superficial. Though explicit partisanship may have 

diminished, newspapers still had a strong ideological content. For example, 

Nigel Nicolson quoting Harold Nicolson shortly before polling in 1945 (1967, 

quoted in Martin Pugh, 1998, p. 420) provides sound evidence for this, stating, 

“the Tories feel that the Forces will all vote for Labour, and that there may be a 

landslide towards the left. They say that the Daily Mirror is responsible for 

this”.49 The wartime press’ political leanings were also noted by Pugh himself, 

who wrote, “On the whole the evening, weekly, and Sunday Press continued to 

be heavily biased towards the Conservatives”.50 This said, the political 

significance of the wartime press was often subtle and as Pugh states with 

regard to the Daily Mirror, “more effective than any partisan advocacy would 

have been”.51 Therefore, despite the continued political affiliations there is no 

evidence of obvious reporting that crudely encouraged readers to support a 

certain political allegiance. This is corroborated by the fact that throughout the 

conflict the press printed information from official Directorate communiqués. The 

repetition of these communiqués left little room for political interpretation of 

events. Thus, the concern that the representation of Bomber Command in the 

media may be skewed by political affiliations is eradicated. 

 

BBC news bulletins are the second aspect of the media to be considered in this 

thesis. As with the press and the Bomber Command sorties themselves, it 

                                                             
49 Pugh, M, “The Daily Mirror” and the Revival of Labour 1935-1945,” Twentieth Century British 
History 9, 3 (1998): 420. 
50 Ibid, 435. 
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would be too difficult to access every broadcast made by the BBC during the 

war years and in turn identify those that concerned the conduct of Bomber 

Command. Instead, BBC news bulletins were selected as the focus. Throughout 

the conflict BBC General Listener Barometers indicated that the most listened to 

broadcasts were news bulletins. This is revealed in the table below.52 

 

Bulletin Listening Figures – percentage of 

the adult population of Britain 

11 December 1939 – 8am 24.4% 

11 December 1939 – 1pm 32.1% 

11 December 1939 – 6pm 38.3% 

11 December 1939 – 9pm 48.2% 

19 May 1945 – 8am 22.7% 

19 May 1945 – 1pm 31.9% 

19 May 1945 – 6pm 26.3% 

19 May 1945 – 9pm 43.4% 

 

Thus, there can be no doubt about the reach of BBC news bulletins into the 

homes of the listening public throughout the war. It must be kept in mind, 

however, that, in a similar fashion to the press, much of what was reported in 

the bulletins concerning Bomber Command was taken directly from 

communiqués and therefore the scope for misrepresentation on the part of the 

BBC was minimal. However, unlike the press, the BBC were able to update 

listeners on a story throughout the day, as they broadcast up to six news 

bulletins daily. Each of the six news bulletin scripts for the day after raids, 
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detailed in Appendix I, was studied for the purposes of this thesis. The page 

numbers of the report were catalogued as well as the positioning of the report in 

the context of other war news and how much of the report was constructed from 

Directorate communiqués. Each of the six reports made each day were 

compared for similarities and differences in content relating to the actions of 

Bomber Command. By combining the representations in both the printed press 

and BBC news bulletins a substantial quantity of media coverage can be 

analysed and considered as a means to gauge public exposure to RAF 

bombing news. 

 

Mass-Observation, Home Intelligence, BIPO and the findings of the BBC 

LRD were used to assess public opinion towards Bomber Command operations 

and will be reviewed at length in each chapter of this thesis. Whilst many 

interwar surveys took a quantitative approach, which involved observing and 

reporting on people’s behaviour and attitudes, by the mid-1930s the study of 

Britain’s public began to include the recording and analysis of society’s 

consciousness. Between the wars social investigation began to amalgamate the 

quantitative methods used by Booth, Rowntree and Bowley with a more modern 

qualitative ethnographic approach.54 This new form of social research was to 

create a fresh branch of anthropology and spawn a number of organisations 

that have become bywords for the measurement of public opinion, most notably 

                                                             
54 Even before World War One Booth, Rowntree and Bowley had conducted research into 
conditions in a number of British towns. Many of these surveys were conducted again in the 
period of economic depression in the 1920s and 1930s. See Booth, C, Life and Labour of 
People of London (London: Macmillan, 1892); Rowntree, B, Poverty: A study of town life, 
(London: Macmillan, 1901); Bowley, A.L, & Hogg, M.H, Has Poverty Diminished?, (London: P. 
S. King & Son Limited, 1925). 
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Mass-Observation, founded in Britain in 1937. The findings of these 

organisations in the war period are indispensable to a thesis of this nature. 

 

Men of three similar social and educational backgrounds founded Mass-

Observation but they found themselves in different social settings in Britain in 

the late 1930s. Tom Harrisson, Charles Madge and Humphrey Jennings were 

the driving force behind the amalgamation of two pre-existing projects into what 

became known as Mass-Observation. The new organisation premised itself 

upon the investigatory techniques of, “anthropology, psychology, and the 

sciences which study man”, but claimed not to have academic or intellectual 

goals.55  Its primary focus was to voice the opinions of people in working class 

Britain, who at that time formed the majority of the population. Its founders 

believed that the Government was unaware of the, “wishes, feelings, wants, 

needs, hopes, opinions, grouses, aspirations and criticisms” of its people 

because the opinions of the press were necessarily at odds with those of the 

ordinary working person.56 The role played by Mass-Observation in measuring 

and recording public opinion during the war years remains unsurpassed by any 

other style of work. The organisation used three main research methods to tap 

into public opinion.57 The first comprised volunteers secretly noting down what 

they saw and heard on a particular day. The second method relied upon 

volunteers who replied to specific questionnaires sent out by Mass-Observation 

which became known as ‘directives’. These were sent out monthly and 

volunteers were expected to respond with, “detailed, candid, personal reactions” 
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as Harrisson put it, “material which could not be obtained by interviewing or by 

any contact made between the investigator and strangers”.58 Between 1937 and 

1945, a total of 2,847 volunteers replied to at least one directive, but only 1,095 

replied to more than one.59 The use of directives by Mass-Observation evolved 

during this period but it was not until 1939 that a definitive group of volunteers, 

now known as ‘The Panel’, began to respond to regular monthly directives. The 

third research method involved directive respondents submitting diaries to 

Mass-Observation. Initially, project volunteers were asked to submit diaries 

written only on the twelfth of the month but, during World War II, diarists were 

asked to submit full monthly diaries. Much like responses to the directive 

questionnaires, commitment from volunteers varied but during the period 1939 

to 1945 the organisation managed to recruit almost 500 diarists in total.60 The 

method of analysing diaries applicable to each chapter was thus: establish the 

number of diaries submitted in each phase of the conflict and then detect 

patterns in what diarists were writing or not writing about Bomber Command 

raids. File Reports were also used which offer both qualitative and quantitative 

data on public opinion towards Bomber Command. All three of these research 

methods provide unrivalled access to the views of the public in wartime Britain 

towards Bomber Command as well as other war-related topics. 

 

There are, nevertheless, several limitations in the application of Mass-

Observation material. Tom Harrisson claimed that the panel of volunteer 
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contributors offered an insight into the attitudes of the masses, despite the 

masses in 1940s Britain being the 75 percent who had left school at 15 and not 

the middle class articulate individuals who made up the bulk of the Mass-

Observation panel.61 Further doubts are raised by the inconsistency of the 

contributions made by the volunteer panel. Annually between 1939 and 1945, 

about 25 percent of the panellists responded to only one directive (except 

during 1940 when this proportion increased to nearly 40 percent). Over the six 

years nearly the same figure again (25 percent) of those volunteering for the 

panel dropped out after a single response, and 58 percent answered no more 

than four directives. Those left were divided evenly between those submitting 

between four and nine responses (499) and those submitting ten or more (483). 

These figures suggest that, once an allowance is made for those who had 

dropped out as well as for the new recruits, the effective size of the panel was 

almost the same as it was pre-war.62  

 

Consideration of the limitations of wartime diarists is also of significance. 

More than a third of the 474 diarists listed in the archive catalogue were 

recruited during the first four months of the war, and a further 91 came during 

the first ten months of 1940. From October 1940 recruitment virtually halted until 

a new push between July and November 1941, which brought in another 85 

diarists. After that, recruitment came in piecemeal, averaging about eight people 

a month, for the rest of the war period. As with the panel more generally, a large 

proportion of diarists quickly dropped out, a fifth after two or four postings, with 
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only 38 percent of those volunteering to write war diaries sending in more than 

ten entries. 63  

 

A gender imbalance in those volunteering for the panel must also be 

taken into account. It was not until the spring of 1943 that 50 percent of the 

respondents were women.64 Alongside the gender imbalance is also the 

difference in the ages of the respondents. By 1945 over half of the female 

respondents were between 45 and 64 whereas only one fifth of men fell into the 

same category.65 Regional inconsistencies also have a role to play in the make-

up of the volunteer panel. There were considerably more mass observers in 

London and the South East per head of the population than in the rest of the 

country, and Scotland and Wales were inadequately represented.66 Despite the 

obvious flaws, Mass-Observation material is still invaluable in offering some 

measurement of the opinions of the public during the war years. Taken in 

conjunction with survey evidence, diaries can be a powerful source.67 

Therefore, whilst it is undeniable that the interpretation of the public in matters 

of Bomber Command are well expressed in Mass-Observation, it is important to 

conclude that Mass-Observation used alone would not give a detailed enough 

overview for the purposes of this thesis. 
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Accompanying Mass-Observation records are Home Intelligence Reports 

compiled by the Home Intelligence Department of the Ministry of Information. 

After the initial closure of an intelligence division at the Ministry of Information in 

October 1939 it did not take long for a new division to be initiated and the Home 

Intelligence Division was born. Its director, Mary Adams (a BBC broadcaster) 

was appointed in November 1939 but the division did not begin operating fully 

until February 1940 with its primary role being to measure civilian morale. The 

initial role of the division was to supply the Ministry itself with routine monthly 

reports on matters of urgency and on the success of propaganda.68 The four 

key areas of interest to Home Intelligence can be defined as reaction to the 

latest military and political developments in the war, reaction to public 

broadcasts and press reports on news and current affairs, reactions to social 

and economic conditions on the home front and post-war expectations.69 The 

method deployed by the Division involved 13 Regional Intelligence Officers 

evaluating opinion in their region. To do this they would keep in contact with a 

panel made up of the local population. Each panel numbered between 200 and 

400 members from a wide cross-section of society. After consulting the panel, 

the Regional Intelligence Officer would write a report and submit it to the Home 

Intelligence Division at Senate House in London. After submission, the report 

would be cross-referenced with those from other regions and distributed to the 

Ministries requiring it. Alongside the work of the Regional Intelligence Officers, 

Mary Adams and, following her resignation in 1941, her successor, Stephen 

Taylor, employed the services of other agencies to carry out regional 

investigations, most notably Mass-Observation. Mass-Observation was able to 
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conduct research for the Home Intelligence Division from their pre-war units in 

Bolton and Fulham and by the creation of a ‘flying squad’ that was able to 

investigate events at short notice. The work carried out by Mass-Observation on 

behalf of the Home Intelligence Division allowed much of what could have gone 

unnoticed to be recorded and reported, especially in the early days of the 

Division’s creation, when the construction of its own investigatory machinery 

was underway.70  

 

As well as support from Mass-Observation, the Home Intelligence 

Division also employed the services of the Wartime Social Survey (WSS), which 

operated out of the London School of Economics under the auspices of the 

National Institute of Economic and Social Research, to avoid direct association 

with the Ministry of Information. The WSS was created in April 1940 with the 

aim of qualifying the findings of Mass-Observation regarding the public’s views 

on the Ministry’s publicity campaigns. The method deployed by the WSS 

involved 55 female fieldworkers, divided into two teams. One team were mobile 

investigators who travelled around the country and the second, regional 

investigators who remained in their small towns or villages to conduct research 

in the more remote locations. After August 1941, the WSS was overhauled and 

much of the work they conducted thereafter was on behalf of government 

ministries investigating specific fields. Because of the variety of surveys being 

undertaken, the sampling technique varied. However, when sampling the adult 

population as a whole the WSS applied a set of criteria from which to gain their 

sample. This included, sex, occupation, region and rural versus urban areas. 
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Once the fieldworkers returned the surveys, the results were usually presented 

as frequency tables showing the percentages of the number answering and 

occasionally the calculation of averages depending on the requirements of the 

commissioned survey.71 The work of Home Intelligence can be summarised as 

helping to promote an understanding of the measurement of morale as 

something measured by a mixture of how a person thinks and what he does.72  

 

As with Mass-Observation, Home Intelligence Reports have their 

limitations. Some Home Intelligence data was collected by Mass-Observation 

and WSS, which means that a degree of overlap exists in the material. The 

overarching issue with using Home Intelligence Reports is that the quality of the 

evidence is uneven and must be reviewed carefully. It is evident that some of 

the statements about the attitudes and opinions of particular regions, for 

example, are supported by very little evidence.73 However, it must be 

concluded, that despite their limitations the content of wartime social 

investigations are a vital source for establishing public opinion of the period. 

 

BIPO, founded in 1937 by Henry Durant with an affiliation to George 

Gallup’s American Institute of Public Opinion, also gathered public opinion data 

during the war. BIPO used a standard sampling frame to arrange the national 

surveys. Britain was divided into 14 regions, based on the regions used by 

registrar-generals. It also considered official figures to ensure that rural and 
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urban areas were represented in the proportion of 20 to 80 percent. To 

determine which urban area to survey the organisation took into account the 

size of the area using a classification system taken from the 1931 census. 

Political balance between constituencies was achieved through an evaluation of 

the political composition of the House of Commons.74 In order to identify whom 

to interview in an area BIPO used the typical quota of controls: sex, age and 

social status. Again, using the figures of the registrar-generals it was easy for 

the Institute to define the proportion of men and women to question. The 

sample according to age was also structured using official statistics. In 1937 

there were three categories of age (21 to 29, 30 to 49 and 50 and over). These 

categories did not alter until 1951.The final grouping of social status was the 

most subjective of the three quotas due to the idiosyncrasies it presented. By 

the outbreak of World War II BIPO had four social groupings: ‘upper class’, 

‘upper-middle class’, ‘lower-middle and working class’ and ‘very poor’. The ratio 

Durant used was 5:21:59:15.75  

 

As with the other social investigation organisations, BIPO’s findings also 

have limitations. Despite its analysis of quantitative data collected using sample 

surveys, BIPO was a profit-making organisation that conducted research on 

behalf of paying clients. Many of the surveys conducted by BIPO involved a 

great deal of compromise between cost and quality, the needs of the paying 

client and the most up-to-date methods. There are also issues to consider in the 

sampling methods used. As BIPO used official figures to create the samples, 
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some bias inevitably crept in. For example, how BIPO classified an area as rural 

or urban depended on how it was governed, a classification which overlooked 

population density. Because of this, some BIPO surveys underestimated the 

size of Britain’s urban population. 76 Often, when analysing the findings of the 

surveys, the categories that had been applied led to the muting of the voice of 

the town and exaggerating the voice of the country. These problems were 

exacerbated by a wartime statistical blackout. The 1941 census data that 

market research organisations, such as BIPO, intended to use was not 

published until after the war.77 Further concerns come from the collection of 

data. Despite measures put in place by Durant, it was impossible to eliminate 

fraud, bias or carelessness from the interview process.78 Nonetheless, despite 

their limitations, the findings of the Home Intelligence Division, alongside the 

three research methods of Mass-Observation, the WSS and BIPO, help to 

create an image of wartime public opinion that can be utilised to identify how the 

public interpreted the actions of Bomber Command. 

 

The surge in interest in social investigation and public opinion surveying 

in the inter-war period not only led to the formation of a number of social 

research organisations, namely those already documented, but also 

encouraged existing organisations to consider the benefits of public surveying. 

The BBC was one such organisation. Despite broadcasting since 1922 it was 

not until 1936 that the BBC began research into the views of their listeners, 

when they set up a Listener Research Section in the Home Intelligence 
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Department of its Public Relations Division. In 1939 the section was expanded 

and renamed the BBC Listener Research Department (LRD).79 . It was between 

1939 and 1945 that Robert Silvey, Listener Research Director, and the LRD 

developed the methodology that the BBC would implement in their listener 

investigations. The first development came in December 1939 when the 

General Listening Barometer become daily instead of weekly. The second 

method deployed by Silvey was the Listener Research Weekly Reports.80 

These reports were compiled from responses sent to the BBC from the Listener 

Panels that were implemented in 1941. Alongside the Listener Research 

Weekly Reports, the LRD also compiled Audience Research Special Reports. 

These ran between 1937 and 1950 and were produced to analyse listeners’ 

reactions to broadcasts. Silvey also operated a programme of monthly 

questionnaires which were sent out to around 2,000 Local Correspondents who 

responded in a similar fashion to those volunteers responding to Mass-

Observation Day Surveys. The ethnographical approach taken by Silvey to 

research gathering at the BBC in wartime Britain created a social view of the 

British home front on a par with information gathered by Mass-Observation 

during the same period. The BBC General Listener Barometer proved vital in 

identifying what percentage of the adult population listened to each of the news 

bulletins that reported on Bomber Command raids.  

 

Much like the other social investigation archives, the BBC LRD material 

also has several limitations. The most obvious problem is that the daily 

                                                             
79 Nicholas, S, BBC Audience Research Reports, Part 1: BBC Listener Research Department, 
1937-c. 1950, a guide to the microfilm edition with an introduction by Siân Nicholas, University 
of Wales Aberystwyth, (London: Microform Academic Publishers, 2006), 4. 
80 Known as Listener Research Bulletin from 31 November 1941. 



41 
 

Listening Barometer relied on memory and the interviewers’ prompting. It also 

might not include emergency or special broadcasts scheduled too late to appear 

on the interview log sheets. However, Silvey would always maintain that the 

barometer’s margin of error was generally no more than +/-0.8%, and that it 

remained a, “sufficiently reliable guide for the practical purposes of informing 

those responsible for directing programme policy”.81 Thus, confirming the use of 

BBC news bulletins to represent the media of the period. Nevertheless, it is 

known that a number of Local Correspondents’ Reports contained an element 

of bias because of the relatively narrow base of the respondents’ social 

standing and questions over their accuracy and truthfulness. As for Listening 

Panels, Silvey acknowledged the problem of volunteer bias in this mode of 

sampling, but argued that, as the keenest listeners to these kinds of 

programmes, the Panellists provided a possibly exaggerated but not otherwise 

distorted picture of audience opinion.82 Whilst, therefore, there are some 

limitations to BBC archive material, it still provides a useful research tool for the 

measurement of public opinion.  

 

To summarise, this thesis will firstly outline the role of the Air Ministry 

Publicity Department in each phase of the conflict, between 1939 and 1945. 

This will allow for an investigation into the officialdom and bureaucracy behind 

the material released by the PPB and Directorate. Who influenced the material 

released and how and what image the Air Ministry wanted presented at that 

particular time in the conflict will be considered. Secondly, events of each phase 
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in the operations of Bomber Command in their actions over Germany will be 

reviewed. Whilst examination of the actions of Bomber Command over 

occupied Europe, namely France, and how they were was represented and 

interpreted in Britain is also of great interest, there is not scope for its inclusion 

in this thesis. With the Air Ministry and operational setting established, I will then 

explore the material released by the PPB and Directorate to the media via the 

nine leading national newspapers of the period and the BBC. I will consider 

similarities and differences between how the operations were presented in the 

printed press and the BBC as well as across the entire war period. This will 

allow patterns to be established in how the public responded to the actions of 

Bomber Command as well as explanation as to why. The final part of each 

chapter will examine public attitudes towards RAF bombing. Material for this 

examination will come from the social investigation organisations already 

discussed. 

 

It can be argued that public attitudes towards Bomber Command 

operations fluctuated somewhat throughout the war, dependent on the wartime 

context. What is clear, though, is that, regardless of the actions of Bomber 

Command, most often the issues at the forefront of the public’s mind were those 

experienced on the home front or those which were likely to bring the war to a 

swifter close, for example the recapture of occupied Europe in the final months 

of the war. It is evident that the post-war interest in the ethical considerations of 

strategic bombing were not at the front of the public’s mind during the conflict 

itself, except for the small minority of protest groups set up to oppose strategic 

bombing (none of which had an impact on either the Air Ministry or the public). 

The findings presented in this thesis highlight an anomaly between the deep 
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anxiety felt at the Air Ministry over how the operations should be presented and 

how far the public actually showed an interest. The archival material indicates 

that, at every stage of the conflict, the Air Ministry, and more specifically the 

PPB and Directorate, worked exceptionally hard to present the work of Bomber 

Command in exactly the way they wanted the public to view it, even though 

there were disputes about what that image should be. The media dutifully 

reported Bomber Command in the style requested and for the majority of the 

conflict went so far as to use the exact terminology the PPB and Directorate 

released in their communiqués. It is clear, then, that the PPB and Directorate 

were doing their job and the media were certainly doing theirs, but it could be 

argued that the public for the most part did not do theirs. Across the entire war 

period there were 467 diaries submitted to Mass-Observation. In the same 

period the number of diaries submitted that referenced the actions of Bomber 

Command amounted to only 80. That only 17 percent of all diary submissions to 

the leading social survey institute wrote about the work of Bomber Command 

speaks volumes for public interest in the issue. It can be concluded, therefore, 

that although the Air Ministry worked tirelessly in their publicity campaign and 

the media obediently fulfilled their role, the public did not take a great interest. 

The Air Ministry would have to be satisfied with the air of impassiveness that 

existed amongst the public but perhaps, with hindsight, that could be viewed as 

a publicity success. After all, there was much debate at the PPB and Directorate 

regarding how much should be revealed to the public for fear that they might 

begin to voice opposition to the campaign if it were to be publicly announced 

that Bomber Command was purposefully targeting civilians. Therefore, perhaps 

this impassive attitude was perfect for the needs of the Air Ministry. A further 

explanation could be that the public accepted the bombing campaign as part of 
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the war effort. The majority of the public were neither exalted nor in despair due 

to the targeting of Germany because they accepted it for what it was, part of the 

wider war effort designed to end a conflict that Britain had not started. It was not 

until the final months of the war, when the bombardment by V2 rockets 

continued despite the heavy attacks on Germany, that the public really began to 

question the ability of Bomber Command to bring about a swifter end to the 

collapse of Germany. 
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Chapter 1 

The Early Years: Promise and Delusion 

September 1939 to April 1941 

 

 

Introduction 

The first period to be examined takes the story from the outbreak of war 

to the spring of 1941. Even though at times coverage was diverted elsewhere 

and reports on the air war were demoted to inside pages and small articles 

within newspapers, as well as later pages of BBC news bulletin scripts, it cannot 

be denied that the public were being exposed to information on a regular and 

consistent basis from the RAF Publicity Department. In this 20 month period, 

aside from a spike in interest in the spring of 1941, much of the public were not 

concerned with the actions of Bomber Command. Instead, they focused their 

attention on the initial land battles that took place at the outset of the conflict as 

well as the night bombing of Britain that began in September 1940 and lasted 

until May 1941. Understandably, much of the attention of social survey 

contributors throughout 1940 was directed towards the actions of the Luftwaffe 

over Britain and the impact it was having on civilians.  Once the initial threat 

from the Luftwaffe was over, however, and the public had settled into the 

routine of war there was an increase in public interest in the operations of 

Bomber Command.  

 

This sudden change in interest can be explained by a shift in the 

experiences of the public. After suffering nights of torment at the hands of the 

Luftwaffe, one would expect Blitz survivors to be calling for reprisal attacks. This 
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was not the case. The majority of those who began to testify in social survey 

reports that they supported reprisal raids often came from areas that had not 

been directly targeted. A further explanation for the increase in public interest is 

the change in style of the media reports. From the spring of 1941 onwards, the 

press and BBC began to report on RAF raids in a style that would not allow the 

reading or listening public to escape the fact that German civilians were 

suffering the effects of Bomber Command raids.  

 

In supposition, at the beginning of the conflict the public’s attention was 

directed elsewhere due to the novel experiences Europe was facing under the 

threat of German invasion and occupation. Following this came the distraction 

of the German bombing campaign over Britain, which, understandably, captured 

the public’s attention. Alongside these events was the routinised reporting of 

Bomber Command activities. For most of this period, the press and BBC 

repeated communiqués distributed by the Air Ministry. These were often 

mundane in nature and offered very little in terms of excitement or interest for 

the public. Once this period had come to an end public interest in the actions of 

Bomber Command was ignited, if only for a short period. 

 

Role of the Publicity Department 

At the Air Ministry in 1937 the inter-war departments of the Press Section 

and the Director General of Civil Aviation were amalgamated into the Press and 

Publicity Branch (PPB). By 1939 it was clear that the Branch was struggling 

from the weight of work and a lack of funds, despite constant requests to the 
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Treasury to finance its expansion.83 A letter dated 13 September 1939, sent 

from L. Hutchinson to P. Proctor at the Treasury highlights their requests. 

Hutchinson wrote, “you know there has already been some parliamentary 

criticism of the delay in supplying information to the public about RAF activities 

so far, and extra staff is urgently necessary if we are to avoid similar criticisms 

in future”.84 These problems were aggravated during the conflict as their 

workload increased still further. In March 1940, seven months after the initial 

amalgamation, the Branch was awarded Directorate status. The organisation 

responsible for publicity was now known as the Directorate of Public Relations. 

The first notable difference was the more centralised approach adopted, under 

the command of Air Commodore Peake. The reformed publicity organisation 

now operated with several departments, each responsible for specific duties.85 

PR2 was the channel through which the Ministry communicated with the media; 

a successful relationship was forged from the outset. 

 

As the workload increased, it was necessary that the staff at the 

Directorate did so too. In May 1940, the Directorate was staffed with 19 

employees. However, by January 1941 the number of staff had increased to 37. 

12 months later in January 1942 the number of staff had risen to 65. The 

Directorate continued to grow so that by January 1943 it was staffed by 84 

employees.86 This growth in staff can be attributed to the increase in RAF 

involvement in many theatres of war.87 It can also be credited to a need by the 
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Air Ministry to provide a 24 hour service to the press.88 The relationship 

between the media and the Air Ministry strengthened as the war progressed 

and the Ministry came to be viewed, by the media, much more favourably than 

the War Office and Admiralty. This was partly due to swift action by the 

Directorate early in the conflict to build a strong department. To some the RAF 

was better known as the ‘Royal Advertising Force.’89 By 1945 the Directorate 

had formed a powerful relationship with the media. A letter written by Air 

Marshal Sir Richard Peck to A.P. Ryan, at the BBC, evidences the strength of 

their relationship. Peck thanked Ryan for, “the cooperative spirit with which the 

BBC had always treated RAF affairs”.90 Despite initial shortcomings in the 

abilities of the PPB, as the war progressed the Directorate became an active 

propagandist for the bombing campaign.91 They were only able to fulfil this role 

due to the strength of their relationship with the British media throughout the 

conflict.  

 

Even with the Directorate’s role as propagandists for the bombing 

campaign, the release of information to the media was tangled in a web of fear 

and censorship that centred on how willing the Department was to release 

news. It was declared that from 9 October 1939 the Ministry of Information 

would take no responsibility for the release of news relating to particular 

Departments. Prime Minister Chamberlain, speaking in the House of Commons 

on 24 April 1940 asserted that, “the House is aware that since 9th October last 
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the Ministry of Information has had no responsibility for the communication of 

news to the press or for press censorship. Each Department is responsible for 

the issue of its own news”.92 Therefore, the PPB and later the Directorate were 

to be responsible for the censorship of information relating to Bomber 

Command. Alongside this, there was never a formal government censorship 

policy (except for Defence Notices published by His Majesty’s Stationery Office 

(HMSO)). The most significant aspect of wartime press censorship was that it 

was voluntary. It was voluntary in the sense that there was never any legal 

compulsion to submit anything for pre-publication censorship. However, if the 

press were to publish without submission, and in doing so published information 

that breached security, they could be prosecuted. However, if the censors 

approved a submission and security was then breached the publisher was not 

to be held accountable and responsibility would lie with the censors. This 

theoretical media freedom caused distress at the Air Ministry. The Directorate 

were fearful that the media would unwittingly reveal information harmful to the 

British war effort. This is evidenced in a letter sent by Lionel Heald to the Air 

Ministry, dated 11 December 1939:  

Security and news are essentially conflicting things and it is natural for 
newspapers to feel dissatisfied when they are prevented from publishing 
things which they themselves cannot see to be objectionable… In other 
words, although security may in principle be a matter of common sense, 
its application requires a background of very special knowledge, and 
close contact with many matters which are and must remain a secret. 
The Air Ministry has to ensure by all the means it can that security is not 
jeopardized but, at the same time, it is fully realised that the public must 
have news.95  
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One could go so far as to suggest that in 1939 the news blackout was as 

complete as the blackout of the streets.96 Between September 1939 and April 

1941 the PPB and later the Directorate walked a fine line between withholding 

information and ensuring that the RAF were given an equal share of media 

coverage. 

 

The Air Ministry and, more specifically, the Directorate found themselves 

in an impossible situation. The dilemma was this: should they withhold 

information from the media in case of a security risk or should they release 

information to strengthen the perception of the RAF amongst the public? 

Despite this dilemma, the Air Ministry had little choice if they were to compete 

with the War Office and Admiralty. One solution was to hold regular meetings to 

discuss publicity policy. One of these meetings was held on 17 November 1939. 

The most significant policy decision made at the meeting was that a weekly 

meeting would take place at the Air Ministry for press representatives. It is 

interesting to note, however, that this meeting was not for the purposes of 

providing material for publication but to give press representatives a 

background on RAF operations that week.97 This was due to the fast pace of 

the air war. Because it moved so quickly, information needed to be released far 

more frequently than once a week. Another meeting took place on 1 January 

1940. Walter Monckton, who led the UK’s Propaganda Department in Cairo 

during the war, used the meeting to share (through the Secretary of State) his 
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concern at the, “times of releasing news for publication”.98 Because of the web 

of fear and censorship, news was often withheld; sometimes until it had almost 

become outdated. The meeting on 1 January cites the example of news being 

withheld until 2am, making it too late to be sent to print in the foreign press. 

Monckton proposed that, “news should be released immediately as it was 

available without any attempt at discrimination”.99 One of the final meetings held 

in this period took place on 7 April 1941. At the meeting it was decided that: 

communiqués were to be short; it would be possible to issue the statement 

“nothing to report” if that was indeed the case; references to “military objectives” 

were not to be stressed too heavily and most importantly the media would now 

be able to mention civilian casualties and damage to civilian property, although 

they were not to be referred to as primary targets.100 Reporting damage to 

civilian property was a way of informing the public that Bomber Command were 

hitting back at Germany after the damage caused to British cities in Luftwaffe 

raids. This meeting indicated a shift in strategy but also that the Directorate 

maintained some sensitivity over what the public needed to know. The Air 

Ministry wanted the public to know that Bomber Command were affecting 

German civilian life as the Luftwaffe were affecting British civilian life. However, 

the Directorate were limited by the restraints born out of their distrust of the 

media and their fear of how the public would respond to the news that the RAF 

were bombing German civilians. Even by April 1941 the Ministry still had a fear 

that information would be released which would breach security.101 Whilst it is 
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evident that the Directorate created an effective relationship with the media, fear 

at the Ministry placed heavy restrictions on what the media, and in turn the 

public, were told. However, this fear meant that what the Directorate released 

was subject to much consideration and consequently the image presented of 

the bombing campaigns was exactly what the Directorate wanted the public to 

see, even if it was a censored version.102  

 

Operational Activities of Bomber Command 

Between September 1939 and April 1941, the deployment of Bomber 

Command to operational activities altered dramatically. According to Stephen 

Lammers,  

The situation in which the British found themselves at the beginning of 
the war…was... a desperate one…They had few weapons at their 
disposal which offered any hope of bringing about victory. The ‘bombers 
alone’, quoting Churchill, offered the only hope of victory or avoiding 
defeat.103  

 

Thus, it was imperative that the RAF acted swiftly to avoid the possibility of 

defeat. However, the “bombers” which would rescue Britain from defeat were 

facing problems of their own. The first was size: Bomber Command was not 

large enough to operate as an independent strategic force and thus any impact 

they may have had early in the conflict would be minimal. The second was 

targeting: at the start of the war, the targets allocated to Bomber Command 

were not wide enough in scope and, as a result, Bomber Command were only 
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able to achieve marginal influence. The third problem was the Command’s lack 

of technology: specifically, navigational aids to allow accurate target location at 

night or through cloud. This third problem went hand in hand with the second, 

the limited scope of targets. That their scope was limited, and that the crews 

lacked the technological capacity to navigate or locate them effectively, meant 

that the damage inflicted by Bomber Command was ineffective in securing the 

victory Britain so desperately needed. The fourth problem was the limited 

accuracy of bombing. It is clear, therefore, in this early period of World War II, 

that the ability of Bomber Command to contribute successfully to the war effort 

was severely hampered. Although Bomber Command made elaborate plans for 

strategic bombing operations, it lacked the capabilities to carry them out. 104  

 

Bomber Command saw little combat during the first few months of 

hostilities but when they were engaged in actions, most sorties either failed to 

find their targets or were leaflet-dropping missions. Following the mistaken 

Rotterdam Blitz on 14 May 1940, which involved the aerial bombardment of 

Rotterdam by the Luftwaffe, Bomber Command was authorised to attack 

German targets east of the Rhine. On 15 May, the Air Ministry authorised Air 

Marshal Charles Portal to attack targets in the Ruhr, including oil plants and 

other civilian industrial targets that aided the German war effort.105 Despite the 

commencement of the strategic air offensive against Germany, for nearly two 

years the raids were sporadic and relatively moderate.106 On 4 July 1940, the 

Air Staff directed Bomber Command to make attacks on enemy ports and 
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shipping ‘a first priority’. Then, when German air activity began to increase, the 

focus became any targets calculated to reduce the immediate threat of German 

air attack - air bases, oil supplies and any aircraft factory within range.107 As a 

direct consequence of the four problems outlined above, during the summer of 

1940 the Air Ministry were torn between the reality of what was achievable and 

what they hoped to achieve.  

 

The reality of what Bomber Command was achieving compared to what 

the public were told they were accomplishing was also very different. It must be 

considered, however, that many of the British attempts to analyse the impact of 

their attacks were based on imprecise reports that overemphasised the 

precision of their bombing.108 There is scope, therefore, to suggest that some of 

what the Directorate released about raids was believed by those at the Ministry 

to be true accounts. Despite this, it is clear that much of what the public were 

fed was a controlled version of the bombing war – the seeds of later confusions, 

controversies and conflict were being sown.109 The image of effective air raids 

disrupting Germany’s ability to wage war was almost universally accepted in 

Britain. However, it was just not true. Despite daring efforts and considerable 

losses by its aircrew, Bomber Command’s capabilities at this point in the war 

were quite limited, as was the damage it inflicted. Throughout the period June to 

October 1940, it was able to drop only 6,000 tons of bombs on enemy targets. 

Improvements did lead to a doubling of that figure between March and July 
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1941, however. By contrast, during the eight months of the Blitz the Luftwaffe 

dropped around 41,000 tons of bombs on Britain, a rate unmatched by Bomber 

Command until early 1943.110 Bomber Command’s shift in strategy came with 

Operation Abigail Rachel, the first deliberate terror raid on Germany on 16 

December 1940. The British had been waiting for the opportunity to experiment 

with such a raid and the opportunity came after the German raid on Coventry on 

14 November 1940. On condition it receive no publicity and be considered an 

experiment, the Prime Minister, Churchill at the start of December, officially 

ordered the new bombing policy.111 This policy was the start of a British drift 

away from precision attacks on military targets towards area bombing attacks 

on whole cities, a policy which was to continue into 1941. Between September 

1939 and April 1941 Bomber Command multiplied the intensity of their raids 

quite considerably, although with limited success and without informing the 

public, who continued to be deceived about the nature and the effectiveness of 

the raids.112  

 

Media Coverage 

Between September 1939 and April 1941, many press reports were 

released and in turn reported in the media. Between 23 July and 23 October 

1940, the News Service released 859 bulletins.113 This puts the monthly output 

                                                             
110 Titmuss, R.M, Problems of Social Policy, (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002), 555-6; 
Middlebrook, M. & Everitt, C, The Bomber Command War Diaries, (Middlesex & New York: 
Viking, 1985), 91, 173, 361; Holman, B, ““Bomb back, and bomb hard”: debating reprisals 
during the Blitz,” Australian Journal of Politics and History 58 (2012): 400. 
111 Boog, H, Rahn, W, Stumpf, R & Wegner, B (ed.), Germany and the Second World War: 
Volume VI the Global War, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 507–508. 
112 Longate, N, The Bombers: the RAF Offensive against Germany 1939-1945, (London: 
Hutchinson, 1983), 97. 
113 Campion, G, The Good Fight, 98. 



56 
 

at over 286 per month.114 These statistics make it clear why people often 

referred to the RAF as the “Royal Advertising Force”.115 The first raid significant 

to this period occurred in the summer of 1940, on the night 3/4 June. It involved 

142 planes targeting communications and industry in Hamburg and Frankfurt. 

This was Bomber Command’s largest effort in the war to date.116  However, the 

raid did not feature in much of the media. Only the News Chronicle and Daily 

Telegraph reported it. Unsurprisingly, much of the press was taken up with 

reports of the evacuation of Dunkirk. According to the published wartime diary 

of Nella Last, “between 26 May and 4 June, the evacuation of Dunkirk was on 

everybody’s mind’.117 As would become a significant problem later in the war, 

space for press coverage was at a premium. Therefore, what was selected for 

publication became even more significant. 118 Thus, public interest in events in 

Dunkirk and the occupation of France seemed to take precedence over Allied 

raids on Germany at this time. This is hardly surprising given the desperate 

position Britain found itself in in the summer of 1940. The fear that, after the fall 

of continental Europe, Britain would be Nazi Germany’s next target was very 

real amongst the British government and the public. That much of the media 

focused its attention on events in France is to be expected. 

 

In the summer of 1940, a further two raids took place which had the 

largest number of aircraft deployed in the war to date. Whilst the focus of the 

raids was attacks on airfields, each raid also contained a contingent of aircraft 
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that made raids against the more familiar industrial targets in Germany119. 

Attacks occurring between June and August were reported with headlines such 

as, “RAF Wreck Arms Dump. BERGEN, RUHR BOMBED”120, “R.A.F. SMASH 

UP BIG OIL PLANT”121, “TWO-HOUR ATTACK ON NAZI OIL PLANT”.122 The 

significance of newspaper headlines cannot be underestimated. Headlines are 

the parts of newspapers which are most read. Often, they are the only parts, 

which the reader sees. They create the first mood and impression that subtly 

dominate the reader as they read the article in detail.123 In the summer of 1940 

the headlines outlined the events that occurred with little or no sentiment and 

this is what the public read. The articles that accompanied the headlines were 

also blunt and direct about the actions of Bomber Command. The opening 

sentence of an article in the Daily Herald was very matter of fact. It read, “in ten 

minutes R.A.F. heavy bombers dropped more than 250 bombs on military 

objectives in Bremen, causing many explosions and fires among oil tanks”.124 

The same was true of an article printed in the Daily Telegraph. The article led 

with, “oil tank waggons were set ablaze, marshalling yards were bombed and 

troop convoys were machine-gunned by R.A.F heavy bombers during extensive 

raids over north-west Germany which ended yesterday morning”.125 This style 

of reporting continued throughout the summer of 1940 and is explained by a 

concern over censorship and security at the Air Ministry and amongst the 

media. To avoid any issues, during these early months of the conflict, editors 

reproduced Directorate communiqués. Many writers went so far as to inform the 
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reader that the Directorate had released a communiqué the previous evening 

and that they were going to repeat it in the article.126 Consequently, despite the 

usual difference in stance across the newspapers, they often produced articles 

with identical content taken straight from the communiqués. 

 

As has previously been identified, BBC reports were vital in 

disseminating information to the public on behalf of the Air Ministry. It is evident 

that the most significant wartime programme was the news.127 BBC news 

bulletins followed a similar style to the press. Newsreaders stated that the Air 

Ministry had released a communiqué and then read the contents verbatim. The 

first BBC reference to a raid selected for this chapter took place on 18 June in 

the 6pm news. The raid on 17/18 June, which involved 139 aircraft targeting 

numerous sites in northern Germany, including the Ruhr, was reported with the 

opening remark, “Military objectives over a wide area in the Rhineland, the Ruhr 

and North-western Germany were heavily bombed by the Royal Air Force 

during last night. News of these attacks was given in an Air Ministry 

Communiqué today but no details are yet available”.128  

 

As with the previously considered articles from the Daily Herald and Daily 

Telegraph, this news bulletin gives away very little detail. This lack of detail 

comes out of the fear felt at the Air Ministry of releasing information that may 

breach British security, as well as not wanting to reveal too much to the public 
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about the true impact of the raids on Germany (most notably that they were not, 

in these early stages, very successful). This same fear was replicated amongst 

the media, hence why communiqués were often printed and read precisely. 

 

The second reference occurred on 17 August on the 6pm, 9pm and 

midnight news. The 16/17 August raid involving 150 aircraft to targets in the 

Ruhr and Frankfurt was reported by the BBC in a similar fashion to the 17/18 

June raid. News of the raid was repeated throughout the evening with edits as 

the night progressed. The 6pm report opened with the statement, “R.A.F. 

bombers took the war deep into the heart of Germany last night. A new 

objective was reached when the great synthetic oil plant at Leuna, north-east of 

Leipzig, was successfully and methodically attacked”.129  

 

The 9pm report opened in a similar style but with more details,  

Widespread attacks on new and highly important objectives in 
Germany were carried out successfully last night by a great force of 
R.A.F bomber squadrons…One of Germany’s key production centres, 
the vast synthetic oil plant at Leuna, north-east of Leipzig, was attacked 
for more than an hour.130  

 

The midnight bulletin cut back on the details, opening with, “a great force 

of R.A.F. bombers penetrated deep into Germany last night/when widespread 

attacks were made on new and important objectives.”131 There is no indication 

the reduction in detail was due to pressure from the Air Ministry. All three 

bulletins contain only the factual details of the raid, with each stating that 
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hundreds of bombs were dropped in the course of an hour and caused a chain 

of fires 2,000 yards long. Each bulletin makes it very clear that the targets were 

military and industrial. The 9pm bulletin listed the targets as, “the oil refinery, 

power station, and railway sidings”.132 The bulletins make it clear that Bomber 

Command were achieving success in their raids by taking the war deep into the 

heart of Germany using a methodological approach to attack important targets. 

The message in the media was clear; Bomber Command were taking the war 

back to Germany and, after the evacuation of Dunkirk, this was what the 

government and the people wanted to hear. However, the reality was different. 

Much of the argument about whether to bomb or what to target was rendered 

void by the reality of Bomber Command’s operations across the summer 

months of 1940. The optimistic intelligence reports were contradicted by the 

evidence of just how little Bomber Command could do with limited numbers and 

a small bomblift.133 However, the public, the media and, to some extent, those 

at the Air Ministry were unaware of the limited impact bombing was actually 

having. 

 

As with the press, other newsworthy items took precedent at the BBC in 

the summer of 1940. The news story on 18 June featured on page 13 of the 

script and on 17 August page four. It is, however, interesting to note that as the 

bulletin was repeated throughout the day the report on the operation increased 

in length and importance.134 This was because, as the day progressed, more 

information was released by the Air Ministry to the media concerning the raids 
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of the previous night. This is where the BBC had an advantage over the press, 

as they were able to edit the stories throughout the day as news arrived. 

Regardless of the bulletins’ content, listening figures indicate that a large 

proportion of the public heard details of the raids, even if they were reported 

behind other stories. The table below indicates the proportion of the listening 

public to the raids detailed above. 

 

Bulletin Listening Figures – percentage of 
the adult population of Britain 

18 June 1940 – 6pm 47.1% 

17 August 1940 – 6pm 37.7% 
17 August 1940 – 9pm 50.9% 

17 August 1940 – midnight 11.4% 
135 

The significance of the BBC’s reach is evidenced in the fact that 17 million 

people nightly throughout the war frequently heard the BBC 9pm news 

broadcast.136  

 

It was imperative in this period for the Air Ministry to portray the raids as 

targeting industrial objectives so that Bomber Command were not seen to be as 

indiscriminate in their bombing as the Luftwaffe were portrayed. The 17 August 

6pm bulletin went so far as to report on a pilot who just missed his objective 

and, rather than bomb undefended areas, returned to base with a full bomb 

load! However, as summer 1940 became autumn 1940, and the Blitz on Britain 
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by the Luftwaffe began, there was no escaping what terms such as, “fierce 

fires”137, “furious air bombardment”138 and “British raiders leave trail of fire”139 

meant, as thousands of citizens in British towns and cities faced fierce fires, 

furious air bombardment and trails of fire of their own.  

 

A change came in September 1940. As the Battle of Britain concluded 

and Hermann Gӧring, Commander-in-Chief of the Luftwaffe, switched attacks 

from RAF bases in the South East to bombing towns and cities, beginning with 

the first raid on London on 7 September 1940, so too did Bomber Command 

increase their attacks on targets in Germany. Unsurprisingly, much media focus 

was on raids on Britain and the Directorate spent much of their time outlining 

what could be reported. Raids on Germany, however, did not go completely 

unreported. Ten raids of significance took place between September and 

December 1940. Reports in this period were more explicit in detailing the impact 

the raids had on German targets and began to move away from constantly 

referencing military and industrial objectives to referencing broader areas that 

came under attack. 

 

The biggest raid to occur in this period took place on 16/17 December 

and involved 235 aircraft in a raid on Mannheim.140 As previously noted, the 

decision to attack Mannheim was made by the War Cabinet in November 1940 

in retaliation for the attack on Coventry. The plan for the operation stated that 
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bombing was to continue all night on the target in an attempt to replicate the 

Luftwaffe practice of heavy incendiary attack, followed by high explosive, and 

then further incendiaries. The raid epitomised Bomber Command’s shift from 

targeting specific industrial and military targets to a more wide-spread 

approach.141 However, because of poor weather only 101 out of the 235 aircraft 

designated to the operation could be sent.142 The majority of the key raids 

during the second half of 1940 occurred in quick succession between the 

middle and the end of September with a few further raids in mid-October and 

mid-December. Many early September press articles still made use of Directive 

communiqués but, as the month went on and Luftwaffe raids increased, the 

damage caused by RAF raids was made more explicit. A Daily Herald article 

featured the headline, “R.A.F. STOPS HANOVER FROM SLEEPING”.143 The 

accompanying article claimed, on the authority of a United Press 

correspondent, after a tour of the German frontier from Rorschach on Lake 

Constance to Basle that workers in some areas of Germany could not continue 

to work due to a lack of sleep caused by constant bombing.144 The gradual 

development of content in the printed press from ‘industrial targets’ to ‘constant 

bombing’ allowed the Air Ministry, and in turn the media, to drip-feed to the 

public the truth about the targets selected.  

 

Further evidence comes with the 10/11 September raid on Potsdamer 

station in Berlin by 17 Whitley bombers145. The Daily Herald article on the 12 
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September lists the locations damaged by the raid, including the Reichstag and 

Brandenburger Tor. It even adds that, “Numerous fires broke out in residential 

quarters’ and that ‘In the centre of town two hospitals were hit”.146 These reports 

show that the media were moving away from repeating Directive communiqués 

and had begun using international reports that gave a clearer image of the 

damage done. It is likely this shift in style was caused, not by a desire amongst 

the media to expose the damage done by Bomber Command, but rather by 

them having access to information sooner from elsewhere instead of waiting for 

British communiqués. The delay in releasing information from the Air Ministry 

because of their fear of breaching British security had left the press searching 

elsewhere for information. The use of international agencies came from an 

imbalance between German press releases and British press releases. The 

Germans were able to release reports of air operations in time for their inclusion 

in the British morning newspapers, whereas the British accounts from the Air 

Ministry were not available until later in the day.147 Throughout autumn and 

winter 1940, references to military and industrial targets did not disappear 

completely but there was certainly a decline in their application. That articles 

began to refer to hits on civilians indicates that not only were the public exposed 

to damage done to the more traditional military and industrial targets but they 

were also exposed to the reality of RAF bombing operations and the domestic 

impact it had on the citizens of Germany. 
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Whilst by the end of September the press was making it clear that 

suburban targets were being hit, they were not reported as the main target of 

the raids. On 25 September 1940, the News Chronicle featured a lead article 

listing the targets hit during a raid. It included gasworks, a factory and railway 

lines. However, the accompanying photograph showed the, “burned out 

remains of a building in Berlin after R.A.F. bombers had been over the German 

capital”.148 The photograph showed a building that appears to be a residential 

building or part of a shopping district. It certainly does not show a military or 

industrial target. On the same day, the Daily Telegraph featured an article with 

identical content except, to accompany it; they had a very rudimentary map of 

Berlin that identified the industrial objectives targeted during the previous day’s 

raid. Thus, in the autumn and winter of 1940, whilst the press had begun to 

report damage to civilian targets, they had not made the shift completely. 

Consequently, the public were receiving conflicting messages. Were they to 

believe that Bomber Command were only targeting military and industrial bases 

and hitting suburban areas by mistake? Alternatively, were they to believe that 

this was a transitional period from which Bomber Command would move 

towards a policy of area bombing, as with the December raid on Mannheim?149  

 

Unsurprisingly, after the heavy raids on Britain in the autumn of 1940, it 

was in the latter part of 1940 that the media began reporting the debate over 

reprisals. As many of the articles detailed in this chapter featured alongside 

reports of Luftwaffe raids on Britain, it was only a matter of time before the issue 

of reprisals came to the fore. This debate played out in the press. Between 
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August 1940 and May 1941 The Times published ten leading articles on the 

question of reprisals.150 Resistance to reprisals was a common theme in the 

press during this period, not because of sympathy for civilians but due to the 

weakness of reprisals as a strategy. The Times was not opposed to reprisals on 

moral grounds, only on practical grounds.151 This was in line with the Air 

Ministry preference not to carry out reprisal raids. The Daily Telegraph on 27 

August 1940 stated that reprisal attacks would be, “contrary to sound 

strategy”.152 However, there was always some sentiment for revenge. An article 

in the Daily Mail on 10 September 1940 stated,  

The ruined homes and broken lives of Britain will be avenged. When 
Hitler has spent his fury in useless effort to bring this country to her 
knees, the hour for attack will come. Then Britain must launch against 

Germany the most devastating offensive that has yet to be seen.153  

 

The Daily Mirror echoed this sentiment in an article published on 12 September 

1940. It stated, “in war when you’re hit, you hit back. Hit of course. That, dear 

friends, you must do”.154 The debate over the usefulness of reprisals only 

exacerbated the varied messages already espoused in the media. It is 

undeniable that the public were being fed a stream of news in relation to the 

operations of Bomber Command but what were they to believe? In one report, 

they were being informed that Bomber Command were targeting military and 

industrial targets, but stray bombloads were accidently hitting civilian areas and 

in another they were told that Bomber Command were targeting military, 

industrial and civilian targets on purpose. 
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The BBC mirrored the style of reporting found in the press in the latter 

half of 1940. The issue of reprisals featured heavily in the 8 October, 9pm 

bulletin.155 Churchill took up much of the bulletin with a speech that included 

references to reprisal raids. He declared that, “it would be foolish to shift off 

these successfully found military targets: we have done a great deal more harm 

to the Germans’ war-making capacity than they have done to us”.156 The 

message here was different to that presented in the printed press. Churchill, the 

Prime Minister, gave a very clear message that reprisal raids were not a 

suitable course of action. The bulletin then, however, moved to the usual raid 

report which referred to the continuous assault on the, “German capital and its 

suburbs”, a phrase which does not tally with Churchill’s reference to the 

German war-making capacity.157  This reiterates the varied messages the public 

were receiving. The 21 October, 9pm bulletin contained a reference to the 

severity of the raids and how the RAF were hitting – even if they were not 

targeting – suburban areas158. The news reader asserted,  

The Germans [sic] officially admitted that high explosive bombs were 
dropped in the capital, that railway sidings in West Germany were hit, 
and that houses were demolished in residential quarters of Berlin. The 
Berlin newspapers describe last night’s attacks as, ‘organised British 
terrorism… One neutral correspondent described a district of Berlin as 
being a “blazing inferno”.159  

 

Listening figures suggest that over 40 percent of the population were presented 

with the varied messages that residential areas of Berlin, as well as more 
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traditional industrial targets, were being hit during RAF raids. As with the printed 

press, what were they to believe? 

 

By mid-November, the BBC were even more explicit in their reporting 

and began hinting at retaliation, despite Churchill’s previous call for it to be 

dismissed as an effective strategy. The lead story on 16 November at 6pm 

began,  

This evening’s best news of the war in the air – particularly for the people 
of Coventry – is that squadrons of British bombers last night made a 
terrific raid on the city of Hamburg… It was directed against the city’s 

railway communications, shipyards, docks and public utility services.160  

 

The 6pm news was one of the most listened to bulletins of the day with 39.4 

percent of the adult population tuning in. Again, close to half of the adult 

population in Britain heard that Bomber Command raids were targeting not just 

industrial and military instillations but also public utility services. Blitzed Britain 

in November 1940 would be under no illusion as to the implications of targeting 

public utilities in Hamburg but, as Britain suffered a similar fate under Luftwaffe 

raids, how were they to interpret this news?  

 

Media reports between September and December 1940 exposed the 

public to incongruously varied messages. Those who chose to consider fully 

what was presented in the media would be all too aware that Bomber 

Command was moving away from their earlier methods of targeting industrial 
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and military sites to a policy that was more widespread and had begun to cause 

injury and disruption to the German population. 

 

Much of the fighting between January and April 1941 was conducted in 

the air. This led the media to focus on aerial engagement. In this four-month 

period, seven key raids occurred that had the largest number of aircraft 

committed to an operation.161 The varied messages given in the latter half of 

1940 continued into 1941 but became riddled with even more confusion and 

contradiction. The press, in early January, continued with the pattern they had 

adopted in the latter half of 1940, a more explicit approach to reporting the 

damage caused by raids. On 3 January 1941 the Daily Herald printed a small 

article on page one with the headline, “20,000 Fire bombs on Bremen”.162 The 

story continued on the back page with the opening sentence, “the R A F can 

start fires, too”. This was clearly a retort to the actions of the Luftwaffe and the 

use of incendiary bombs during their raids on Britain. However, confusion exists 

in that the article then goes on to report that the RAF targeted only, “vital targets 

– dockyards, shipbuilding yards, factories”.163 An article on page one of The 

People on 5 January 1940 would also have left readers in no doubt about the 

damage done to civilians. The headline read, “Third Night Of Fires. RAF FINISH 

OFF BREMEN”. The sixth paragraph read, “Bremen is now reckoned the most 

devastated area of Germany – worse than shattered Hamburg… worse than 

smashed-up Mannheim”.There is no reference to the “devastation”, “shattering” 

or “smashing” of industrial or military centres in these cities.164 However, if the 
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reader were to follow the article on to page 12, they would have read about the 

industrial significance of Bremen. Once again, the varied messages continued. 

If one were to read just the headline, the message was clear; Bremen was all 

but destroyed in an RAF raid. If one were to read the article in full, however, one 

would learn the industrial significance of the city. Whether this significance 

made the destruction of it any more valid to the public will be seen later. 

 

Some articles remained focused purely on the targeting of industrial and 

military objectives. The News Chronicle featured the headline, “R.A.F. Smashes 

at Enemy Oil, U-Boat Bases” on page one on 14 January 1941.165 On the same 

day The Daily Telegraph featured the headline, “R.A.F. NOW HITTING BY DAY 

& NIGHT. AIRFIELDS BOMBED TO HAMPER RAIDS. GERMAN AND ITALIAN 

OIL PLANTS ON FIRE”.166 Within the first three sentences of the News 

Chronicle article, the targeting of military and industrial locations was referred to 

on seven occasions. The Times reported on 10 January that,  

In the course of the night’s operations aircraft of the Bomber Command 
also dropped bombs from a low level on enemy supply ships and anti-
aircraft ships, and one came down to well below 1,000ft to bomb a large 

bridge over a railway line south of Esens.167  

 

Other newspapers, meanwhile, were very clear on the damage caused to 

non-industrial targets. On 29 March 1941 on page four of the Daily Mail the 

headline read, “RAF HIT HARDER. Thousands Killed in Germany”.168 The 

article itself included the death toll from the raids and went into some detail on 
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what caused their deaths. The damage caused to Hamburg on 13 March 1941 

led a newspaper report on page six of the Daily Herald to claim, “RAF Gives 

Hamburg a New Date”.169 The article continues,  

In 1842 there was a great fire in Hamburg – as well remembered in 
Germany as 1666 is in London. Then came March 13, 1941. The fire the 
R A F started in Hamburg on Thursday night in its biggest attack of the 
war is calculated as being at least as worthy of notice in future guide 

books as that of 99 years earlier.170  

 

The difference between these articles is further evidence of the varied 

messages that existed in reporting during the early months of 1941. 

 

In April 1941, despite a shift in strategy by the RAF to the targeting of 

German warships and sea bases, the confusion and contradiction continued. 

The biggest raid of the war to date, on Kiel on 8/9 April, did not go unreported. 

The Daily Herald quoted a pilot who had been involved in the raid. He said, “the 

only way to put out the fires would have been to push the whole place into the 

sea”.171 The Daily Telegraph reporting on the same raid asserted that,  

A square mile in the centre of the town was a single sheet of fire. From 
moment to moment explosions shook the wastes of flame…the 
submarine building yards had evidently suffered greatly: a great building 
in the Deutsche Werke shipyards was seen to collapse, and in the town 

itself the ruin was almost as widespread as the dock.172  
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This article goes so far as to state that damage was done to industrial targets 

and the town itself, further evidence of the confusion and contradiction that 

existed.  

 

This confusion was also present in BBC news bulletins between January 

and April 1941. The 2 January 9pm bulletin, offers an example.173 The 

newsreader announced that,  

The early raiders started fires all over the city. An hour or so after the 
raids had begun…pilots who were a hundred and twenty miles away, 
over the Zuyder Zee, could see a red glow in the sky. As they covered 
the last lap of their flight the glow resolved itself into a blaze and the 
blaze was found to be a raging furnace.174  

 

However, the lunchtime bulletin on 11 February opened with, “Bombers of the 

Royal Air Force made heavy attacks on industrial and other targets in north-

west Germany last night”.175 Similarly the lead story on the 6pm bulletin 

reported fires which were, “large and numerous, especially in the 

neighbourhood of the railway yard”.176 Thus, large proportions of the public 

were exposed to articles and bulletins that reported raids on both industrial and 

civilian targets. The confusion that had existed in 1940 only expanded in the 

early months of 1941.  

 

Much of the contradiction in this period came from confusion that existed 

amongst strategists at the RAF itself. Whilst the public were not made aware of 
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it, it quickly became clear to RAF planners that the strategy they had been 

deploying was not working as effectively as they had hoped and had initially 

believed. The year 1941 was a turning point for the development of the air war 

in Europe. Before 1941, there had already been several major battles fought 

with aircraft and the expectation from the exercise of air power had been high. 

However, by early 1941 it was clear that air power had been greatly 

exaggerated.177 Between September 1939 and February 1941 Bomber 

Command flew 19,961 sorties and lost 517 aircraft, 14.8 percent of those 

dispatched.178 This lack of success and confusion about their abilities led to a 

false representation in the media. Early reports that repeated the content of 

Directorate communiqués reported successful precision raids when in reality 

targets were often missed all together. Bomber Command spent most of 1940 

examining the possibility of hitting a precise target at night. Individual factories, 

bridges, even on one occasion a road junction, were suggested as targets for 

aircraft operating at medium levels. In light of the already known lack of 

capabilities at Bomber Command, it is surprising that this demanding task was 

ever thought possible, and even more so that senior commanders believed for a 

long time that it was actually succeeding.179 The confusion and contradiction in 

the reports of September 1940 to April 1941 can be explained by a 

misunderstanding at all levels of the strengths and successes of Bomber 

Command. Mark Connelly poses the question about Bomber Command during 

this period, “was it a weapon of mass destruction dedicated to revenging the 

Blitz or was it a weapon capable of precision bombing?”180 The questioning 
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must be extended beyond this. The most important aspect of any question 

regarding Bomber Command in this period must be, what did they set out to 

target and did they achieve their aims? It is now known with the benefit 

hindsight that in this early period their targets were mostly industrial and military 

sites but that often those targets were missed, with the effect being the striking 

of civilian areas instead. That the Air Ministry themselves and, in turn, the 

wartime media were unable to offer answers to these questions, indicates that it 

is little wonder that the representation of Bomber Command was full of 

contradiction and confusion.  

 

Alongside the publicity shared via the press and BBC on behalf of the 

Directorate, publicity also began to mount in the shape of the RAF Comforts 

Committee. The Committee, formed by the Air Council in October 1939, was 

created to determine the type and quantity of knitted comforts required for the 

RAF, as well as to arrange for their collection, storage and distribution. As well 

as individual contributors, local knitting parties were often formed by the 

Women’s Institute and the Women’s Voluntary Service. Each party had to 

register with the Comforts Committee in order to obtain the free wool required to 

make the mittens, jumpers, balaclavas and stockings needed. Each knitting 

group was awarded a free enamel badge to honour their work. The group 

leader often wore the badge but individual group members could secure their 

own badge depending on the amount produced and at a cost of one shilling.181 

That, by April 1943, there were between 6,000 and 7,000 knitting parties across 
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Britain is testament to the success of the Committee and the enthusiasm with 

which the public received it, perhaps suggesting that the RAF was more popular 

and its role more understood than social survey material suggests.182 

 

Public Response 

Consideration first must be given to the context in which the public were 

receiving information. It has already been identified that in the early months of 

1940 the public were preoccupied with the German invasion and occupation of 

continental Europe. Then as the war progressed into summer 1940 attention 

shifted to the air war, predominantly the dogfights in the skies over Britain. It 

was not until autumn 1940 and the start of the Blitz that greater attention was 

given to the air war in the media. As the context of the conflict shifted so too did 

media representations of air operations.  

 

According to contemporary commentators, the war made the public more 

serious minded and their appetite for war news became insatiable.183 However, 

it is impossible to cross-reference social investigation statistics to BBC listening 

data to establish whether the public were listening to bulletins that reported RAF 

raids. But since the majority of BBC news bulletins were listened to by half of 

the adult population, it can be said that it is likely that many contributors to 

social investigation surveys probably did listen to BBC news bulletins at least 

some of the time and would have heard details of RAF raids. A similar 

                                                             
182 “Shinybees,” Milmine, J, accessed May 19, 2022, https://www.shinybees.com/ep-157-the-raf-
comforts-committee/ 
183 Curran, J & Seaton, J, Power without Responsibility: the press, broadcasting and new media 
in Britain, (London: Routledge, 2003), 135. 



76 
 

statement can be made about the press. Whilst no official figures exist to show 

the buying and reading habits of the public during the war years, studies 

published between September 1939 and April 1941 give some indication of the 

reach of the press at this time.184 The Audit Bureau of Circulation (ABC) data 

indicates the reach of some wartime newspapers as does William Ewart Berry, 

1st Viscount Camrose’s, British Newspapers and Their Controllers.185 By 

December 1939, the average daily readership of a national morning newspaper 

was over 10,500,000, a quarter of the British population in 1939.186 The reach of 

the press is shown in a Mass-Observation File Report dated 12 August 1940, 

“almost everybody reads newspapers, whether they read regularly or irregularly, 

thoroughly or cursorily”.187 The press, in the 1940s, addressed and appealed to 

audiences from a variety of overlapping backgrounds: age, sex, income, leisure 

interests, class, as well as politics.188 Another File Report produced in October 

1940 further confirmed the scope of readership amongst the public. The report 

concluded that men were greater newspaper readers than women in the very 

small ratio of 11 to nine. Thus, the issue of sex is hardly an issue at all. 

Regarding social class the report made the distinction that newspapers most 

popular amongst those in the highest income bracket were The Daily 

Telegraph, The Times, the Daily Mail and the Daily Mirror. It also found over 

half of families in the lowest earning bracket read the Daily Herald and 70 

percent of the lowest earners reading the News of the World or The People.189 
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A key aspect of the press during the war was the extent to which large numbers 

of working-class people had become regular readers of national daily 

newspapers.190 These statistics show that large sections of the public were 

exposed to newspaper content during the period, regardless of social class or 

sex.  

 

This evidence shows that the public had access to, and read, several 

daily national newspapers, but how they felt their opinion was shaped must be 

considered. A national survey conducted by Mass-Observation in January 1940 

noted the percentage of factors influencing opinion as: 

Private means (‘reasons’, 

‘scepticism’, ‘discussion’, ‘own 

opinion’, ‘friends’ etc.) 

35% 

Dail[y] press 20% 

B.B.C. 14% 

Periodicals 10% 

Books 6% 

Other radio (natural and Haw-Haw) 5% 

News-letters 8% 

Others 8% 

                              191 

The percentages show that the press and BBC combined almost equal the top 

scoring factor. It can be concluded that the public, certainly at the time of these 

surveys, took what they read in the press and heard in BBC bulletins in unison, 

using them in combination to form their own views.  
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Attention must now be turned to the reception of RAF news by the public. 

The public initially showed very little interest. Interest did spike in spring 1941 

but most of the population were not interested in raids on Germany, whether 

they were hitting residential targets as well as military and industrial targets or 

not. Of the 283 diaries submitted to Mass-Observation between September 

1939 and April 1941 only 18 commented on the actions of Bomber Command. 

That only six percent of diarists referred to Bomber Command, highlights the 

lack of interest amongst the public. The first mention of an RAF operation 

consistent with the dates selected for this chapter was made on 22 August 1940 

when a 28 year-old housewife and voluntary worker from London, wrote,  

I am delighted to see that Sinclair has made a statement against 
retaliatory bombing of German civilians, which some people have been 
agitating for recently. Quite apart from the uselessness of doing so, on 
which he took his stand, I think it would damage our prestige enormously 
if we didn’t continue to play the war game according to our own 
acknowledged rules. Two blacks don’t make a white and because 
someone else fights dirty is no reason for us to do so. It has always been 
our line to be sporting, and we should stick to it.192  

 

Her only opposition to targeting German civilians is the impact it would have on 

British prestige and that it would be an ineffective strategy. She is not 

considering the impact it would have on those civilians. Her view is very British-

centric. The implication is that the targeting of German civilians in retaliatory 

raids would reflect badly on the British on the international stage. One could 

infer from that that she does not approve of the targeting of civilians but rather 

than being because of the horrific impact it would have on those civilians, she 

would be more concerned about the loss of British reputation. A further point to 

                                                             
192 D 5427, diary for August 1940, MOA. 



79 
 

be made here is that it took until August 1940, 11 months into the conflict, for a 

diarist to comment on the actions of Bomber Command. This says much about 

the lack of interest of the public in RAF raids over Germany in this period.  

 

Despite a surge in media attention given to RAF raids, the second half of 

1940 did not see a matched increase in diary commentaries. The results of a 

BIPO survey in November 1940 indicated why. The poll found in answer to the 

question, “what do you think is the most important war problem the British 

Government must solve this winter?”, only 0.79 percent of the 2,285 people 

questioned answered that the bombing of Germany was most important.193 The 

answer with the largest percentage was the night bombing of Britain, closely 

followed by the maintenance of food supplies. The survey shows that the public 

did not deem the bombing of Germany to be a significant government issue and 

were more concerned with home front issues. This manifested itself in diaries, 

with only one of the 18 who had written about the bombing of Germany between 

September 1939 and April 1941 writing an entry between September and 

December 1940. Diarist 5296, a 55 year-old housewife in County Durham, 

wrote on 21 November, ‘”we are at war. Bomb Berlin for every ship that goes 

down. We are just being soft. Smash up Germany”.194 Although this diary entry 

indicates that there are exceptions to the rule, much of the evidence shows that 

most people in Britain contributing to social research were not interested in the 

actions of Bomber Command.  
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Ministry of Information Home Intelligence Weekly Reports evidence this 

lack of interest. In the report dated, 30 September 1940 to 9 October 1940, it 

was found that reprisals were only the third most common topic for discussion in 

Mass-Observation and W.H. Smith reports and they were not recorded as an 

issue at all by Regional Information Officers. The report stated, “the feeling [of 

reprisals] is common mainly among the lower levels of the people, while 

thinking people are satisfied with the official policy”.195 These findings 

corroborate the findings of Mass-Observation in that few people were 

committing comments to diary entries. Furthermore, those that were could be 

found amongst the lower levels of society, in this case, a County Durham 

housewife.  

 

Another Home Intelligence Weekly Report, dated 14 October to the 21 

October 1940 stated that Mass-Observation reports and Regional Information 

Officers had found that, “The demand for reprisals continues to decline and that 

“bomb Berlin” posters have aroused very little interest”.196 The 18 November to 

25 November report also stated, “reprisals “for Coventry” against Germany, and 

against Italy, are mentioned by several newspapers and are said to be 

“demanded” by certain sections of the public. But there is little evidence of a 

strong public desire for the bombing of civilian objectives”.197  
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This contradiction noted between what the public were calling for and 

what was being represented in the press reinforces the point made earlier in 

this thesis. Those historians who claim to have written about public opinion 

towards Bomber Command but have taken their archival material only from 

newspaper articles have fallen short in assessing the true nature of public 

opinion towards the actions of the RAF over Germany.  

 

A clear divide is apparent in this period. Much coverage existed in the 

media but did not find its way onto the pages of Mass-Observation diaries. A 

lack of exposure was not the cause because the daily listening figures indicate 

that almost half of the adult population listened to at least one news bulletin a 

day and the readership findings indicate that across sex and social class the 

public were reading news of Bomber Command exploits on a daily basis. The 

lack of public interest can be explained by the focus of public attention being 

directed elsewhere, most notably the home front, and can be evidenced by a 

File Report produced after an air raid on Leicester in November 1940. The 

report stated that prior to the raid the people of Leicester were very belligerent 

and demanding reprisals after the recent raid on Coventry. However, after the 

Leicester raid, the demand for reprisals had dropped entirely and no mention of 

any demand for violent action was heard at all.198 A second File Report, also 

dated November 1940, indicates the effect of the varied messages the public 

were receiving throughout this period. The file reported that, when asked 

whether they approved of the policy of bombing the civilian population of 

Germany, only 47 percent of Londoners approved. 45 percent disapproved and 
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8 percent had no opinion. This almost even split between approval and 

disapproval is testament to the varied messages being expressed in the media. 

This is further supported by the opposing views of the two housewife diarists 

quoted above. It is little surprise that there was such disparity in views 

expressed by the public given the variation in views expressed by the media.  

 

The lack of interest in reprisal raids documented in the first File Report 

from areas where Luftwaffe raids had affected Britain the most goes a long way 

in explaining the lack of interest in public opinion towards the actions of Bomber 

Command more generally in this period. By December 1940, 24,000 civilians 

had been killed in the Blitz and thousands had been made homeless.199 In 

November, German bombers had obliterated Coventry city centre and there had 

been particularly fierce raids on Manchester and Liverpool at the end of 

December. In the latter half of 1940, the attention of the public was focused, 

understandably, on the home front despite the media fiercely calling for 

retaliatory raids.  

 

In contrast to the lack of interest in the latter half of 1940 there was a 

spike in interest both amongst diarists and social investigators in early 1941. A 

BIPO poll in January 1941 found that in response to the question, “what are 

your thoughts when you hear that there has been a very heavy air-raid?” almost 

a quarter of the 2,175 asked said, “intensify our bombing of military targets in 

Germany” and 22.91 percent responded, “bomb German civilians in 
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retaliation”.200 These answers came close second and third after the response, 

“wonder how the bombed people are getting on” which secured 28.04 percent 

of responses. It is clear in 1941 that British attention was starting to shift away 

from concerns of the home front towards retaliation for the destructive raids that 

had occurred in Britain towards the end of 1940. There is, however, some 

dispute as to the existence of calls for reprisals. Juliet Gardiner asserts that, 

“there were surprisingly few calls for retaliation on Germany”.201 Tom Harrisson 

makes the claim that the blitzed were less likely to demand reprisals than the 

non-blitzed and Angus Calder makes a similar observation.202 This is also 

corroborated by the evidence from File Report 503. However, the 8 to 15 

January 1941 Home Intelligence Weekly Report found that, “there is no doubt 

that the publicity given to the London fire-blitz has stimulated everywhere – 

even to some extent in London – a demand for reprisals, particularly on 

Berlin”.203 The report also indicated that the call for reprisals was a nationwide 

demand; with Regional Officers in London, the North-Midland region, South-

Western region, Wales and Northern Ireland recording public sentiment in 

favour of raids.204 The evidence suggests, therefore, that there were indeed 

calls for reprisals even if they were not to the same extent as in the media.  

 

By April 1941 BIPO found that 54.28 percent would approve if the RAF 

adopted a policy of bombing the civilian population of Germany and 37.11 
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percent said their reasoning for approval was to, “let the Germans have a taste 

of it. They deserve it. An eye for an eye”.205 Tom Harrisson wrote about these 

April poll statistics in an article published in the Cambridge Review shortly after 

the Blitz in which he pointed out that it was in the north-west of England, which 

had suffered the least amount of bombing, that support for reprisals was 

highest.206 He also argued that the poll showed that, “in inner London there is a 

majority against reprisals”.207 His overall conclusion was that, “it is clear at once 

that ‘the whole nation’ cannot by any means be said to be crying out for 

reprisals”.208 However, there is much evidence to suggest that there was a 

proportion of the public calling for retaliatory raids. Nella Last wrote in her diary 

on 3 January 1941, “I have always tried to keep a calmness of mind, not to 

strike back or return evil for evil; but dear God, if I could I’d take a plane with 

bombs and incendiaries, and even if I knew my journey to Germany would take 

my life, I’d go with a song”.209  

 

Diarist 5039.1, a 39 year-old male clerk from Sheffield wrote extensively 

about the targeting of German towns and cities. On 11 February 1941 he wrote, 

“it seems plain enough how that Hitler meant to have a war and so 

remembering this I fervently hope that Germany gets smashed to pieces and 

goes down in their destruction”.210 He later wrote, on 8 April, “tonight’s news 

about the raid on Kiel was like music to my ears. To hear it officially stated that 
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hundreds of planes had made the trip and dropped hundreds of tons of bombs 

was very pleasant”.211 This sentiment was shared by Diarist 5201, a 34 year-old 

male electricity sub-station attendant in Fleet, who wrote, “I am beginning to 

incline to the opinion that given surplus of bombers above our needs for 

industrial targets, they should be used against their civilian population 

deliberately”.212 Other evidence for the popular demands for reprisals can be 

found in the Daily Mail correspondence pages. Most letters published on the 

topic of reprisals were in favour of them, but without details on the selection 

process of letters published it is difficult to identify how representative they 

are.213 Despite this, the evidence highlights a marked increase in both interest 

in the actions of Bomber Command as the period progressed and a desire for 

those actions to increase. This is not surprising as it is in line with what the 

public were being exposed to via the media. However, the ambiguity that 

existed in the media was not replicated in the diaries with most diarists writing 

about Bomber Command in the spring of 1941 calling for damaging retaliatory 

raids. 

 

However, there did remain a small minority who did not share in hoping 

for tougher action against Germany. Diarist 5165, serving in the Royal Army 

Medical Corps, from Leeds, wrote on 9 April 1941, “but the idea that the Jerries 

got a worse thrashing than any town here in any one night gave them 

something tangible to be proud of. I can’t say that it made me more pro-war or 

overjoyed in anyway”.214 Elsewhere opposition to the targeting of civilians came 
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in the form of campaign groups. The journalist Thomas Foley worked to gain 

support against the targeting of civilians. He penned a number of letters during 

the period, many of which were to notable public figures such as the Lord Mayor 

of London, the Labour Party or to editors of prominent publications, such as the 

New Statesman.215 Many respondents thanked him for his letter but felt they 

could not lend their name to his cause. Whilst many did not approve of targeting 

German civilians specifically (often for strategic reasons) they would not support 

a campaign to stop RAF bombing completely. The National Peace Council was 

also operating in this period and in their December 1940 publication produced 

an article on the expediency and morality of reprisals.216 It is apparent that 

during the early part of 1941 there were small pockets in society who, usually 

for religious or pacifist reasons, opposed some aspects of the bombing, but 

none who were able to influence public opinion on a large scale.  

 

Conclusion 

By the spring of 1941, the public had survived the harshness of the Blitz 

and had turned their attention to the war in the skies over Germany, some in 

opposition, but for the most part, in support of reprisal raids. In a review of the 

period from September 1939 to April 1941 many conclusions can be drawn. 

Firstly, the context of the conflict had shifted considerably. The war had moved 

away from the German invasion and domination of continental Europe in 

summer 1940 to the threat of Operation Sealion and the Battle of Britain that 

same summer. The war then shifted again to land battles further afield in Africa 
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from August 1940 to, more importantly for the people of Britain, the Blitz of 

British towns and cities in the autumn of 1940 onwards. The context in which 

the public were receiving news from the media cannot be underestimated. 

Because of the belief at the Air Ministry that they had to influence public 

opinion, the media remained constant in their reporting of raids. Of the 20 raids 

selected for the purposes of this chapter, only one was not mentioned directly in 

a press article or BBC news bulletin.217 However, this consistency was not 

mirrored in the interests of the public and it is evident that the Air Ministry’s 

desire to shape public opinion was, in this period, misplaced. Between 

September 1939 and April 1941, the public showed a distinct lack of interest. 

The evidence has shown that it was not until spring 1941, when the main threat 

of the Blitz was over, that the public turned their attention from matters of the 

home front to raids on Germany and showed any genuine interest in reprisal 

raids. This shift in interest is explained by two factors. Firstly, a desire for 

reprisal raids once the immediate threat of the Blitz was over but interestingly, 

only by those in areas which had not been directly affected by Luftwaffe raids. 

Secondly, the media evidence has shown that in the spring of 1941 coverage of 

Bomber Command raids did begin to include specific and explicit references to 

damage in residential areas of Germany. It was this combination of exposure in 

the media and the impact of the Blitz that increased public interest. 
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Chapter 2 

Dehousing and the Dawn of Area Bombing 

August 1941 to January 1942 

 

Introduction 

Although a small spike in interest had been manifested in the spring of 

1941, between August 1941 and January 1942 there was a further decline in 

interest from the public towards Bomber Command operations. As with 

September 1939 to April 1941, the public continued to be focused on the 

pressing issues of the home front. However, rather than attention being focused 

on the impact of Luftwaffe raids over Britain, which between the summer of 

1941 and the beginning of 1942 declined considerably, attention was 

concentrated on domestic issues which directly concerned them, such as 

rationing and employment. By the summer of 1941, the public had settled into 

the routine of war and the immediate anxiety of Luftwaffe raids on Britain had 

been overtaken by more mundane and routine concerns that affected their daily 

lives. This preoccupation with day-to-day living left little room to worry about 

targets being bombed by the RAF hundreds of miles away. The public were 

also far more interested in other theatres of war, such as North Africa and the 

Eastern Front, than the operational activities of Bomber Command. 

 

Between August 1941 and January 1942, much media coverage focused 

on developments on the Eastern Front and the beginnings of the war in Asia. It 

is unsurprising that these theatres of war featured heavily in a media that, up to 

June 1941, had very little military news to report on, aside from the German 

takeover of western Europe. Throughout this period, therefore, as the war truly 
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became a world war, the air war in Europe began to decline in importance both 

in the media and amongst the public.218 By the end of the period, the air war 

featured in the press considerably less than it did in the summer of 1941 and it 

often featured in BBC news bulletins as late as pages 12 or 13. It can be argued 

that the novelty of aerial warfare had indeed worn off and the victory the RAF 

were expected to bring to Britain in the earlier war period had failed to come to 

fruition. 

 

Role of the Publicity Department 

In the first half of 1941 the Ministry of Information, under the leadership 

of Duff Cooper, and the Services Publicity Departments suffered a period of 

confrontation and dispute. A weakness of the Ministry throughout the conflict 

was that it did not have any news of its own to disseminate. The Services 

Departments, the Foreign Office, the Ministry of Home Security, and the 

ministries responsible for war production and civilian supplies each released 

news in wartime Britain. Consequently, each Department acted independently 

and without direction. Cooper wanted a more centralised approach to 

censorship and what he saw as the maintenance of morale. Cooper believed 

that if the Ministry were going to influence public opinion on the Home Front, 

then they had to have control over the release of news. The limitations on what 

news the Ministry could release caused disillusionment and resentment 

amongst its staff. In May 1941, the head of the News Division, Cyril Radcliffe, 

and the Director General, Walter Monckton, simultaneously offered their 

resignations to the Minister because the Ministry's position was untenable. They 
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suggested that the Ministry could not decide what to make public, when to 

publish it or what line the news media should take on it.219 One of their main 

complaints was that the Ministry did not have access to information for its own 

guidance and they pointed out that,  

Policy with regard to news cannot be intelligently framed, or guidance 
given to others, by men who are in ignorance of the real facts 
themselves. This is the more important because a free Press and a 
voluntary censorship mean that the Ministry of Information has frequently 

to convince where Goebbels could command.220  

 

Cooper hoped for a revision of official news policy in favour of greater powers 

for the Ministry. Opposed not only by the Services but also by nearly all 

government Departments and promoting a cause that Churchill had always 

regarded with disfavour, Cooper fought a brave but doomed battle for his 

Ministry in the Cabinet.221  

 

Churchill remained adamant that the Services should retain responsibility 

for their own publicity, and he confirmed their right to control their censorship 

and have their own contacts with the press.222 Although this period of dispute 

ended with Cooper failing to achieve his aims and no change in censorship or 

control, there were some changes at the Ministry because of Cooper’s 

determination. The Ministry managed to secure the addition of three senior 

advisers from the Services to the Ministry. Their duty was not only to liaise 
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between the Ministry and their Departments but also to present the Ministry with 

daily accounts of the progress of the war, providing the Ministry's officials, on 

the Executive Board and in the Duty Room, with information on current Service 

policies. Prior to this, the Ministry had had great difficulty in obtaining such 

information. Cooper, disheartened by his failure, and lacking the strength to 

continue as Minister, relinquished his post to Brendan Bracken. However, 

despite Bracken’s appointment on 20 July 1941 and his closeness to Churchill 

very little altered regarding control of the news and publicity continued to rest 

with the Service Departments.  

 

As the Ministry's position did not change under Bracken, it was forced to 

design and implement its policies regarding news from a disadvantaged 

position. Alongside the negative implications of each Service Department 

maintaining control of their own publicity for the Ministry of Information there 

were also pressures felt elsewhere because of the decision. These pressures 

included the problem that the press were being called to many conferences and 

the possibility that competition may have led to conflicting policies being 

broadcast, or that one department might have absorbed all of the skilled experts 

in a media field, so that some aspects of policy would not fit the responsibility of 

any department in particular. The issues of finance may also have arisen 

regarding how much money the government should spend centrally on publicity 

and how finances should be distributed. Despite these potential pitfalls and 

Cooper’s insistence on change, it did not come, and the Directorate at the Air 

Ministry maintained control of RAF publicity. 
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However, the problems highlighted did not materialise. From the 

appointment of Bracken as Minister of Information in July 1941, cooperation 

between the media and the Ministry grew, and the relationship blossomed into 

something more productive than it had been under the previous Ministers, 

Macmillan, Reith and Cooper. In mid-1941 Francis Williams, Head of the Press 

and Censorship Bureau, began to send a series of 'private and confidential 

letters to editors'. The letters covered more than comments on news and were 

issued, “to tell editors in confidence what we believed the real position to be or 

give them some indication of the policy the Government hoped it would be 

possible for them to follow”.223 He recalled in 1946 that there was no occasion 

when an editor did not adhere to a letter. Under the leadership of Bracken, 

although the Ministry was limited by the restrictions under which it functioned, 

its record in the field of news and censorship, from the summer of 1941 

onwards, was a well-respected one. The Ministry had come a long way from the 

Cooper’s Snooper’s accusations of the summer of 1940.  

 

Cooper’s efforts in June 1941 to exact more control over the Services 

Departments and their publicity had already been pre-dated by moves at the Air 

Ministry’s Directorate to alter the way publicity material was released to the 

public. The discussions surrounding these alterations were born out of the 

weaknesses identified at the Directorate in the previous year. Staff officers at 

the Directorate had to deal with issues such as dismemberment of the Air 

Force, loss of prestige abroad, embarrassing defeats and inter-service rivalry.224 
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As early as spring 1941 the Directorate were in deep discussions about how to 

improve the publicity they produced. One of the greatest concerns was the 

discrepancy between the details released by the Directorate and their 

counterparts. It was a concern that also featured within Parliament. The 

Conservative Member of Parliament, Alec Cunningham-Reid told the House of 

Commons in February 1941 that, “enemies in the United States of America will 

try to make out among many other things, that the British are now slacking off, 

or, to use an Americanism “passing the buck””.225 In the case of the American 

broadcasting corporation, Columbia, Cunningham-Reid, stated that the 

corporation had cut down the time it devoted to broadcasts from London 

correspondents because,  

It just could not get sufficient information. It has no difficulty, though, in 
filling in the gaps from Berlin’. Our method of conveying information must 
be improved… the fact remains — and I know it for a certainty — that 
once again we are being too slow, and that our sluggish lack of initiative 
is not being appreciated — and that is putting it mildly — by our 

dwindling friends in the United States of America.227  

 

Because of these discussions in the spring of 1941 the Assistant Chief of 

Air Staff (General) Richard Peck, with the support of Archibald Sinclair, the 

Secretary of State for Air, took the decision to place publicity above security 

considerations. Sinclair wrote in May 1941 of the importance of keeping the 

public informed of RAF activities and made special mention of the significance 

of human-interest stories in promoting the work of the RAF. He believed the 

drama that centred on a personality could heighten the effect of a story.228 At a 

meeting held on 30 May 1941 the Directorate agreed to alter their policy. It was 
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decided amongst other things that RAF propaganda material was to become a 

mid-point between the “hot” news of the communiqués and the published 

literature, such as ‘Bomber Command: The Air Ministry Account of Bomber 

Command's Offensive Against the Axis September, 1939 - July 1941’, which 

was described as long-range publicity.229 The medium-range publicity material 

would contain mostly operational content and include the human interest stories 

previously recommended by Sinclair. The new focus at the Directorate was 

quality and not quantity.230 In this period the use of aircrew in media reports was 

also being debated at the Air Ministry. Peck wrote to Air Marshal Sholto 

Douglas in January 1941 about the possibility of “modifying to some extent our 

policy of anonymity for personnel who have taken part in operations”.231 Peck 

concluded that, “I have found that there are such formidable arguments against 

any modification of our present policy that I do not myself propose to pursue it 

further”.232 Thus throughout 1941 aircrews were quoted in media reports of 

raids but were not named personally. 

 

At the same time as publicity was being overhauled at the Directorate, 

the relationship that the organisation had with the press and BBC was under 

review, again with Peck as the driving force. It was decided that the recent 

decline in talks given to the media by Peck and RAF Officers would be 

overturned and the resumption of detailed talks would take place. Peck 
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considered the previous suspension of the talks as, “a serious loss” at a time 

when operational theatres were expanding worldwide and military personnel 

were needed to explain background details to the engagements to reporters 

and the public.233 Further improvements recommended by Peck in the summer 

of 1941 included the introduction of the Royal Air Force Film Production Unit, an 

increase in the use of photography for publicity and improved guidance on 

information given to the media.234 Peck played a pivotal role in relations 

between the men of the media and the Directorate as he offered a consistency 

that the previous ever-changing Directors could not. Peake, Stansgate, Jones 

and Willoughby de Broke all took on the role of Director of Public Relations but 

all were overshadowed by the work of Peck. An unknown senior intelligence 

officer wrote of Peck in 1941,  

Whenever the Directorate of Public Relations gets into a mess, as it 
frequently does, ACAS(G) 235 is called upon to get it out again…The 
present holder of the office of ACAS(G) has a remarkable flair for all 
questions of propaganda and is particularly skilful in the handling of 
Press correspondents. These facts, coupled with his unfailing readiness 
to assist wherever the RAF is being assailed, have kept the Directorate 
of Public Relations together and disguised its congenital weakness.236  

 

As with the period September 1939 to April 1941, Peck continued to prove an 

invaluable asset to the Directorate.  
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After the overhaul of RAF publicity in the summer of 1941 and victory 

amongst the Services Departments against Cooper in the Battle for 

Bloomsbury, the Directorate now turned their attention to deciding who was best 

within the Air Ministry to control the presentation of RAF news. Was it to be civil 

servants, who had traditionally undertaken the role, or Staff Officers with their 

operational expertise? Peck suggested that civil servants in untrained non-

operational roles were unable to make the decisions required by the role. In July 

1941 he wrote,  

Our position is that what you describe as the “raw material of news” 
consists of a mass of operational and intelligence reports, the bulk of 
which in its raw state, is intelligible only to the trained staff officer who 
deals with and is familiar with the particular phase of the operations or 
intelligence to which it refers.237  

 

The newly appointed Minister of Information, Bracken, corroborated Peck’s view 

in August 1941. He had great admiration for Peck and supported the use of Air 

Staff Officers for Directorate publicity.238 

 

Publicity for Bomber Command was vital in the period August 1941 to 

January 1942. For it was in this period that the Air Ministry recognised the 

implications of false reporting of raids. In August 1941 Wilfrid Freeman, Vice 

Chief of Air Staff, wrote to Peck to complain, “I consider news concerning the 

Bomber Command is invariably in execrable taste”.239 Hugh Trenchard, who 

was cited in a letter from Freeman to Sinclair, further expressed the unease with 

how raids had been reported. Freeman alleged that Trenchard had told him, 
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“the reports of our bombing are sometimes appreciably exaggerated, or as I 

would phraze [sic] it, are an over estimate of the results actually achieved”.240 

The decision not to centralise the Service’s publicity with the Ministry of 

Information, as Cooper had pushed for in the spring of 1941, and the ongoing 

dispute over the importance of publicity versus security failed to equip each 

individual Service with the means necessary to fight a publicity war. Instead, it 

allowed competition within each Service’s Publicity Department to flourish, the 

Directorate at the Air Ministry being no exception, and the disputes that marred 

this period in Bomber Command publicity history continued well into 1942. 

 

Operational Activities of Bomber Command 

Between the summer of 1941 and January 1942, the operational 

activities of Bomber Command followed a pattern similar in style to Operation 

Abigail Rachel, the first deliberate terror raid on a German city, which took place 

in December 1940.241 It was in July 1941 that Bomber Command were able to 

resume the bombing offensive against Germany fully. With the German invasion 

of Russia on 22 June 1941 and the distraction of the Luftwaffe and Wehrmacht 

on the Eastern front, the focus of Bomber Command raids was to become the 

morale of the German civilian population. A directive dated 9 July 1941 outlined 

this focus. It read, “I am to request that you will direct the main effort of the 

bomber forces, until further instructions, towards dislocating the German 

transportation system and to destroying the morale of the civil population as a 

whole and of the industrial workers in particular”.242 The directive of July 9 
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promoted what had previously been an acceptable by-product of the bombing 

into one of the main features of a new bombing policy.243 In the same month, 

Churchill made a speech at a luncheon at County Hall after reviewing the 

London fire and civil defences services in Hyde Park. He declared,  

If tonight the people of London were to cast their vote as to whether a 
convention should be entered into to stop the bombing of all cities the 
overwhelming majority would cry, “No, we shall mete out to the Germans 
the measure and more than the measure they have meted out to us’’.244  

 

This was a very different stance to the one he took on the BBC news bulletin 

broadcast on 8 October 1940 in which he argued for a continuation of industrial 

targeting by Bomber Command over indiscriminate retaliation raids.245 

 

The Butt Report of August 1941 further added to the Bomber Command 

directive of March 1941 which had stated, “priority of selection should be given 

to those [targets] in Germany which lie in congested areas and where greatest 

moral [sic] effect is likely to result”.246 In an amending directive issued on 18 

March and signed by the Deputy Chief of Air Staff, Air Vice-Marshal Arthur 

Harris, it specified that the newly added target of Stuttgart, with its U-boat 

engine and accessory factories, was suitable as an area objective and that their 

attack would have high morale value.247 Professor Frederick Lindemann, Lord 

Cherwell, a friend of Churchill and chief scientific advisor to the Cabinet, 

suggested a member of the War Cabinet Secretariat, David Bensusan-Butt, 
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undertake an independent enquiry into the accuracy of reports given by crews 

upon their return from raids over Germany. Butt studied 633 photographs taken 

on 100 different raids on 28 targets on 48 different nights. Despite applying 

modest test criteria, the results were appalling. The report found,  

Of those aircraft recorded as attacking their target, only one in three got 
within 5 miles... over Germany as a whole, the proportion was one in 
four, over the Ruhr it was only one in ten. All these figures relate only to 
aircraft recorded as attacking the target; the proportion of the total sorties 
which reached within 5 miles is less by one-third… The conclusion 
seems to follow that only about one-third of aircraft claiming to reach the 

target area actually reach it.248  

 

 Although the RAF had made similar findings before the Butt Report, the 

truth about the failure of Bomber Command shook everyone. Senior RAF 

commanders argued that the Butt Report's statistics were faulty and 

commissioned another report, which was delivered by the Directorate of 

Bombing Operations on 22 September 1941; extrapolating from an analysis of 

the bomb damage inflicted on British cities, it calculated that the RAF could 

destroy the 43 German towns with a population of more than 100,000 using a 

force of 4,000 bombers. The Chief of the Air Staff, Sir Charles Portal, argued 

that with such a force RAF Bomber Command could win the war in six months. 

Not all were convinced, and when Churchill expressed his doubts, the Air Staff 

retracted and said that even if it did not knock Germany out of the war, it would 

weaken them sufficiently to allow British armed forces back into Europe.249 The 

debate caused by the Butt Report led to further alterations in the role Bomber 

Command were to play in European operations. Despite Portal’s rightly-argued 

criticism of the report in which he stated that the weather over Germany had 
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been poor in June and July 1941, that the report only covered one-tenth of 

Bomber Command sorties, that the inexperienced navigators probably took 

images too long after the release of the bombs, and above all, that German 

raids tracked over Britain showed only 24 percent of German bombers reaching 

the target area, the RAF’s own operational research since 1940 had identified 

similar discrepancies between crew reports and what had actually been 

bombed.250 The submission of the Butt Report signalled a low point in the 

wartime fortunes of Bomber Command. Since the outbreak of war, its crews 

had been instructed to attack warships in harbour and at sea, oil installations 

and factories, power stations and airfields by day and by night. In almost all 

these endeavours, they were now being asked to accept that they had failed.251 

 

The casualty figures the Command were sustaining made the operational 

failures of Bomber Command worse. Between July and November 1941 

Bomber Command had lost 414 night bombers and 112 day bombers over 

enemy territory, in the sea or shot down over England by German fighters.252 

This was, approximately, the same as the loss of Bomber Command’s entire 

front-line strength of aircraft and crews in just four months.253 This equates to 

3.5 percent of aircraft lost by night and 7.1 percent by day.254 It was clear by the 

end of 1941 that alterations had to be made and, on 13 November, the Air 

Ministry informed Sir Richard Peirse, Air Officer Commanding-in-Chief of 

Bomber Command that only limited operations were to be carried out in the 
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coming months whilst the future of the Command was debated.255 It was in 

1941, the period from August to December in particular, that Bomber Command 

found itself pulled in many directions, without achieving significant results in any 

of them.256 Bomber Command, by the end of 1941, had reached crisis point.257 

It is difficult to avoid the impression of confusion made all the worse by bad luck 

in every aspect of the work of Bomber Command. When directives seemed to 

be clear, the weather was bad. When the weather was fine, the aircraft were not 

available. When they did carry out a raid, it was unclear exactly what had been 

hit and how hard.258 Therefore, the period August 1941 to January 1942 was 

one of great disappointment for Bomber Command and the Air Ministry. 

 

Media Coverage 

Despite the failings of Bomber Command throughout 1941 leading to a 

decline in media coverage, debates on the targets and the nature and morality 

of the bombing were a feature of British newspapers and journals of the 

period.261 With this in mind, it is important to consider that for much of 1941 the 

Directorate at the Air Ministry did not falsely represent the successes of Bomber 

Command to the media and the public. It was not until the Butt Report identified 

in August 1941 just how appalling Bomber Command’s results were that the 

Directorate discovered they had something to hide. This is something that the 

British people were not allowed to discover.262 For much of the period the media 

continued to report that Bomber Command was carrying out some form of 
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devastating assault on Germany.263 The debate on the nature and morality of 

the raids was conducted within the framework of the belief that the RAF were 

enacting shattering blows against Germany and this is how it was reported in 

the media, through their “shared culture of war”.264 

 

The period of August to September 1941 saw Bomber Command 

operations reported widely in some of the British press, even though very few 

exceptionally large raids took place. Evidence of the role of the Directorate in 

sharing information with the press is referenced in a report titled, Duties of PR 

Branches and dated 21 August 1942 in which the duties of PR2 are highlighted. 

It read, “press communications and inquiries, including the sub-editing and 

transmission of Air Ministry news to the M. of I. and Press. Maintenance of 

library of press information and cuttings, and analysis for official use”.265  

 

Between August and September there were only nine raids in which the 

largest number of aircraft were committed to operations.266 However, one must 

remember the turmoil experienced at the Air Ministry at this time due to the 

ramifications of the Butt Report. The first raid to take place in this period with 

the largest number of aircraft sent on operational activity was on the night of 

14/15 August to railway stations in Hanover. Of the nine most popular selling 

newspapers of the period, reports on this raid featured in only three, the Daily 

Herald, the Daily Telegraph and the News Chronicle. The Daily Herald featured 
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news of the raid on page four of the newspaper in a small article, mid-page. The 

headline read, “300 RAF bombers strike at Prussia”.267 The article continued in 

a factual manner and focused much of the report on the industrial significance 

of the targets hit but did mention the civilian population. The reading public 

would not be able to avoid the knowledge that civilians were being targeted, 

whether as collateral damage or not. It read, “Hanover with its population of 

500,000 is a centre of heavy industries”.268  

 

In a similar style to press reports earlier in the conflict there was clear repetition 

across the articles and thus the pattern of repeating verbatim Directorate 

communiqués obviously continued into 1941. The raid on Hanover was reported 

in the Daily Telegraph in a similar style to the Daily Herald. The headline read, 

“300 R.A.F. PLANES RAID NAZIS”.269 Unlike the Daily Herald, however, the 

article featured on page one of the Daily Telegraph. The article itself 

did,however, follow a similar pattern to the Daily Herald. It read, “Hanover, 

Brunswick and Magdeburg are all manufacturing cities given over to war 

production. Iron foundries and factories at Hanover were accurately bombed in 

bright moonlight and light clouds”.270  There was no escaping the impact 

Bomber Command raids were having on civilians from the Daily Telegraph 

press report too. The newspaper featured a small article on page four, also on 

the 16 August, that reported on the pastoral letter written by Clemens August 

Graf von Galen, Bishop of Münster, which pleaded for financial help for 

bombed-out civilians. The newspaper reported that the Bishop could only, “hint 
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at the afflictions caused by the British bombing”.271 As with press reports earlier 

in the conflict the public could not avoid knowledge of the impact British 

bombing operations were having on German civilians. Unsurprisingly, the News 

Chronicle contained the same details of the raid with the headline, “R.A.F. 

Raids Now Rival Worst Nazi Blitz”.272 The article itself contained the same 

factual details of the raids but also added that the figure quoted across the 

articles had been officially stated by the Air Ministry. The article went on to state 

that it was the first time that the actual strength of attack in numbers of aircraft 

had been admitted. Thus at the very time that the Directorate at the Air Ministry 

were aware they had something to hide, with the findings of the Butt Report, 

they began releasing more specific information. 

 

Unlike earlier wartime press reports, 1941 press reports detailed the 

makes and types of aircraft dispatched on each operation. Further reports on 

raids with the largest number of aircraft committed in August followed this new 

pattern. Two raids took place between 28/29 August and then on 29/30 August 

with the largest number of aircraft yet committed. The first was to railway 

stations in Duisburg and the second was to railway stations and harbours in 

Frankfurt. The People reported the raid on 29 and 30 with the headline, “WIND, 

RAIN ICE OVER GERMANY: RAF BEAT THEM”.273 The article then went on to 

detail, once again in a factual manner, the details of the raid, specifically 

mentioning the aircraft that were involved. It read, “a Wellington ran into a 

severe thunderstorm” and “a Hampden was stalked for twenty minutes by four 
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enemy fighters”.274 A similar pattern can be seen in an article from the News 

Chronicle, which read, ‘”some of the bombers were caught in vast shafts of 

light… Caught in such a concentration of searchlights, a Stirling was shelled for 

15 minutes”.275  

 

This shift to reporting on the aircraft which were involved in a raid can be 

explained by an increase in new aircraft coming into service. The introduction of 

new aircraft was reported widely in the press; with the Daily Telegraph reporting 

in 1941, “Bomber Command now has more aircraft than ever before, some of 

them capable of carrying much greater loads than any of the types which were 

in service last spring”.276  

 

This increase in activity throughout 1941 represented the vast 

commitment made to the campaign by British industry, finance and labour. The 

Directorate, at this time, believed that the British people, who had invested so 

deeply, in the only way they could at hitting back at Germany, deserved to know 

the details of Bomber Command operations, with the caveat that the public 

would be party to more specific details but only within the restraints of what the 

Air Ministry were willing to let them know. One area that the Directorate were 

concerned about during this period was exaggeration. This was especially acute 

given the findings of the Butt Report. On 27 August, Freeman wrote to Peck on 

this issue. He wrote,  

Thanks to Russia, then Persia, becoming the front page news, the 
monstrous accounts of the activities of Bomber Command have been 
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relegated to the pages of secondary importance, but we must expect a 
recrudescence of exaggeration as soon as Russia no longer fills the 
headlines.277  

 

It would soon transpire that the new aircraft being so widely reported in the 

media were not going to be enough. After the expectations of the spring, it was 

disappointing to find that British industry could deliver only 54 percent of the 

aircraft planned between March and June. The force was trapped in transition. 

Some new aircraft had arrived, but not enough. To make matters worse, there 

was also a catalogue of problems with the new aircraft.278  

 

There was a rise in the number of aircraft deployed on operations in 

September compared to August with six raids taking place in September that 

had the largest number of aircraft.279 The reporting of raids continued in a 

similar style to August with specific details recounted directly from Directorate 

communiqués as well as the continuation of details on the impact on civilians. 

Of the raid on 7/8 September, when 197 aircraft were directed to target Berlin, 

the Daily Herald reported on 9 September on page four with the headline, 

“Berlin squeals at greatest RAF raid”.280 The pattern of detailing the aircraft 

involved continued as did references to civilian damage. The article read, 

“hundreds of R A F planes, including Stirlings and Halifaxes, the largest 

bombers in service in the world, took part in the air attack – the fourth on the 

city in eight nights… One pilot described how he saw bombs burst in the middle 
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of the city and begin fires”.281 The September raids were described in a similar 

style in The Times on 17 September. In describing the raid of 15/16 September 

on Hamburg. The Times stated,  

More than 200 heavy bombers of the R.A.F. were carrying out a powerful 
attack on Germany… The main objective was the docks at Hamburg, 
and when the last of our machines turned for home many fires in the 
great dock area testified to the success of the raid and the accuracy of 

the bombing.282  

 

On 9 September, the Daily Mail left its readers unable to interpret the impact of 

Bomber Command operations in any other way than the damage it had done to 

German civilians. It suggested that Berliners had been turned white with fear 

and that that they had got to work shaken, withdrawn and subdued. The 

newspaper referred to the raid on Berlin on 7/8 September as “the most 

terrifying RAF raid since the war began”.283 It is clear that between August and 

September 1941 press coverage of Bomber Command operations had not 

altered too significantly from how they had been reported in previous years of 

the conflict, except to become more detailed in the information given on the 

aircraft involved as well as an increase in the civilian ‘terror’ aspect of raids. As 

in the spring of 1941, the media-consuming public could not avoid the fact that 

Bomber Command were destroying German cities alongside the industrial 

areas the Directorate were purporting to be targeting.  

 

The reportage of Bomber Command activities between August and 

September followed a similar pattern in BBC news bulletins to that of the press. 
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In the 15 August 1pm bulletin the opening paragraph read, “more than three 

hundred Royal Air Force bombers were engaged in operations over Germany 

and German occupied territory last night”.284 The report was picked up again on 

page one with few details but its positioning as the lead story indicates its 

significance. In the 6pm broadcast, more details were available, and the raid 

featured on pages five and six of the script. The bulletin included details similar 

to those of the press. The bulletin read, “Bombers of the Royal Air Force were 

either going out or coming home in almost constant streams through much of 

the night – more than 300 of them altogether”.285 Of the 7/8 September raid on 

Berlin the BBC news bulletin used German wireless reports in the 7am bulletin 

to inform the listening public that the RAF had raided Berlin and other parts of 

north and west Germany.286 It was not until the 6pm broadcast that the full 

details were disclosed. Details of the raid were featured on page one of the 

script and read in a similar style to the press reports on the same raid, indicating 

again the use of the Directorate communiqués. The newsreader detailed that,  

A very powerful force of British bombers’ was last night able to make the 
most of the heaviest air attack the German capital ever had… A great 
number of heavy high-explosives and incendiaries were dropped, and 
soon after the raid began there were many fires among them that burned 
fiercely in the heart of the capital.287  

 

This is almost identical to the article featured in the Daily Herald on the same 

day.  
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The 6pm BBC news bulletin, unlike the Daily Herald, however, explains 

in a lot of detail how the German press reported RAF raids on Berlin. The 

bulletin details the report of damage to “a four-storey block of flats damaged by 

an explosive bomb” in which the blast had “blown in all the window-frames and 

glass” and had mostly blown off the roof.288 This follows the pattern set in 1940 

where the BBC made use of information in international press releases in news 

bulletins before information was available from the Air Ministry. An exchange of 

letters circulated between the BBC and Air Ministry concerning this matter in 

November and December 1941. In a letter to Wing Commander Lionel Heald 

sent from A. P. Ryan at the BBC, dated 26 November 1941, Ryan wrote,  

The drill I suggest… is that when there have been raids over Germany or 
occupied territory, but no communiqué is ready, then we say words to 
this effect: “The R.A.F. was out over enemy territory last night, but 
reports of what they did are not yet ready.” It seems important not to 
send people off to work with a story of only one way traffic, and that the 
wrong way.289  

 

This goes some way to explaining the limited reporting of news in the early 

morning bulletins and why so much featured in the 6pm and later bulletins. This 

was in part because, up until 1942 the BBC was often forbidden by the Ministry 

of Information to use news items until there had been time for them to be 

published by the press. Pre-war, the BBC had been largely kept out of the 

newsgathering business. Powerful newspaper owners had persuaded the 

Postmaster General that news was not the business of broadcasting. The BBC 
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had been obliged to take its news from the newspaper agencies, and it could 

not put out any bulletins before 6.00pm. However, the war changed everything. 

 

Bomber Command raids continued in a similar pattern in October and 

November 1941. As in the period from August to September, between October 

and November there were eight raids with the largest number of aircraft 

committed to them. In reporting the raid on 7/8 November on Berlin, the News 

of the World featured a front page article which read, “Berlin was the focal point 

on Friday night of attacks in which between 300 and 500 of our heaviest 

bombers – the greatest number ever sent out – rained destruction on German 

cities”.290 After the RAF raid on Nuremberg on 12/13 October, The Times 

featured a similar article with the sub-headline, “SPREADING FIRES AT 

NUREMBERG”.291 The article contained only the Directorate’s communiqué and 

no added details. It is clear that very little altered in the four-month period from 

summer to autumn 1941. This was a consequence of the implications of the 

Butt Report and other Directives, which encouraged a reduction in raids until a 

more effective way forward could be found for Bomber Command. This in turn 

led to the bland and repetitive reporting that was found in the media at the time. 

 

The 12/13 October raid on Nuremburg was reported by the BBC in news 

bulletins in the same style as other Bomber Command reports of the early war 

period. The 8am broadcast of the 13 October specified that, “last night bombers 

of the Royal Air Force attacked targets in Bavaria, the Rhineland and north-west 
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Germany. Details of these raids are expected later in the day”.292 As with the 

raid reported on the 8 September it was not until the 6pm broadcast that the full 

details of the operation were made available. Rather than the six lines of the 

8am report, the 6pm report spanned two pages and included more detail. This 

included the fact that the 12/13 October raid was the, “heaviest and most 

widespread” operation that had been conducted since the war began.293 The 

9pm news on the same day had further details still and contained reports on the 

damage caused by the raid, including huge fires, which spread until the red 

glow from them tinged the wings of RAF bombers that lit up the whole town.294 

 

Reports on raids throughout November followed the same pattern. The 7/8 

November raid on Berlin featured in the BBC news bulletins in a similar style to 

its feature in the press. As with previous bulletins, the 6pm broadcast contained 

the most detail. It detailed the types of aircraft involved, as the press had done 

throughout this period. The newsreader read that, “the weather in Central and 

Southern Germany became even worse than it was elsewhere over enemy 

country, but four-engined Stirlings and four-engined Halifaxes, as well as 

Wellingtons and Whitleys got through in large numbers to their main target”.295 

The newsreader also noted how the raid involved more bombers than ever 

before on a single night and the details of the targets hit. The bulletin read, 

“their loads included some of our most powerful bombs…Several other towns in 
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Germany were also bombed... In addition, mines were again laid in enemy 

waters”.296 The 9pm broadcast followed a similar pattern but also included 

quotations from air crew involved in the raid, without being named personally as 

war Air Ministry policy. They reported that a fleeting glimpse of the ground, thirty 

miles from Berlin, helped him to lead his bomber straight for the city where, as 

he says, “we searched around for the right spots before dropping our bombs”.297  

 

Between December 1941 and January 1942 coverage of Bomber 

Command operations was limited in all of the nine most popular selling 

newspapers of the period; this was in part due to a reduction in the severity and 

number of raids after the instructions issued in November by the Air Ministry 

that only limited operations were to be carried out. It was also because of the 

British media shifting their focus to other theatres of war, such as the Battle of 

Moscow, which reached its peak in December 1941. This reduction in reporting 

manifested itself both in the number of times articles appeared in the press and 

in the size and positioning of the reports. Where, between August and October, 

Bomber Command exploits had often featured in articles filling much of a 

newspaper page December 1941 and January 1942 articles shrank in size to 

only a few column inches. This was true of an article in the Daily Mail on 29 

December. The 20-line article reported on the RAF raid on Düsseldorf in which 

Bomber Command sent 132 aircraft on operations. The article read, “many fires 

were left burning in the industrial districts of Dusseldorf on Saturday night after 

a powerful force of Bomber Command aircraft attacked targets in Western 
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Germany”.300 A similar article featured in the Daily Mirror on the same date. The 

headline read, “R.A.F. leave fires raging in Germany”.301 As with press reports 

throughout the period the articles were both replicas of Air Ministry 

communiqués. 

 

However, unlike the period September 1939 to April 1941, when nearly 

all newspapers were reporting raids with equal coverage using verbatim 

extracts from Directorate communiqués, 1941 saw a shift in reporting. The use 

of Directorate communiqués in press reports did not alter but the number of 

newspapers that featured Bomber Command news stories did. Between 

September 1939 and April 1941, all nine leading newspapers covered reports 

on Bomber Command activities almost equally. However, from August 1941 

onwards some of the leading newspapers did not feature Bomber Command 

news items nearly as often. The Times, for example, included more articles on 

the exploits of Bomber Command between November 1941 and January 1942 

than it did in the summer and autumn of 1941. The Daily Mirror featured most of 

their reports in September but little for the rest of the year. The Daily Telegraph 

and the News Chronicle covered Bomber Command activities in considerable 

detail between August and September but less in October and November. Most 

interestingly of all, however, using the dates of the raids with the largest number 

of aircraft committed to them provides only three articles in the Daily Express 

and seven in the Daily Mail across the entire six-month period. 
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The pattern seen in the press in December 1941 to January 1942 was 

replicated in BBC news bulletins. Between December 1941 and January 1942, 

the operation with the largest number of aircraft committed was on 5/6 January 

1942 with 154 aircraft sent to Brest. The 6pm BBC news bulletin on 6 January 

reported, “our bombers last night heavily attacked the docks at Brest and 

Cherbourg… NOT ONE OF OUR AIRCRAFT IS MISSING”.302 A further 

similarity between press reports and BBC news bulletins in this period is the 

lack of importance given to reporting the raids. Not only are they not reported as 

often but they also feature later in the bulletins and in less detail than they had 

done previously. The 6pm broadcast on 6 January was scripted on page 13 and 

took up only four lines. Much of the rest of the aired report concerned itself with 

the successful actions of Coastal Command. The same is true of the BBC news 

bulletin broadcast at 6pm on 9 January. Bomber Command operations, again to 

Brest, were reported in six lines and on page 15. The bulletin said little more 

than, “Last night the R.A.F. continued their raids on this German naval base… 

We sent a strong force of Bomber Command aircraft to the target”.303 Thus, it is 

evident that, by the end of December 1941 and into January 1942, the public 

were exposed far less to news stories regarding the exploits of Bomber 

Command than they had been at any other time in the conflict to date. 

 

The reason for the inconsistency across the newspapers and limited 

reporting of operations in late 1941 and early 1942 can be explained by the 

focus on other theatres of war. The war in Russia dominated the British media 
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at times between the summer of 1941 and January 1942, most notably the 

Battle of Moscow between October 1941 and January 1942. Regarding the 

press, specifically, there was an increase in this period of domestic stories 

being featured. By 1941, the threat of the German invasion of Britain had 

passed and the theatres of war were no longer in the skies above England; they 

were in faraway cities such as Leningrad and Moscow. The British people, after 

two years of war, were, for the first time, beginning to settle into a ‘business as 

usual’ mentality. This meant an increased interest in domestic news stories 

rather than the repetitive press reports of RAF engagements over Germany. 

This will be highlighted in the social investigation material examined later. 

 

Even with the decline in the media, the public were exposed, for the first 

time, to information from other Air Ministry released propaganda. The 

documentary film, Target for Tonight was released on 25 July 1941 and 

recounted the events of a raid on a target in Germany by the crew of ‘‘F’ for 

Freddie’. The film by the Crown Film Unit of the Ministry of Information was 

directed by Harry Watt and featured RAF personnel as the cast and the RAF 

Central Band provided the musical accompaniment. Prior to its release, the 

Ministry of Information sold the first British serial rights to the script to the Daily 

Express. The newspaper bought a quite short feature and no more than 250 

words of dialogue. No details exist of what was paid for the rights. The purpose 

of the film was to be a realistic view of life within Bomber Command, focused on 

the planning and execution of a specific raid.304 The representation of planning 

was a crucial part of the film. A heavy emphasis was put on the fact that 

                                                             
304 Connelly, M, Reaching for the Stars, 54. 



116 
 

detailed intelligence was evident at every level of Bomber Command, and when 

planning operations nothing was left to chance.305 The success of the film can 

be seen from the attendance of the cinema-going public and press reviews. The 

film had a budget of £7,000 and grossed £100,000 at the box office.306 The 

Daily Express labelled it the “Greatest Story of the War” and argued that all 

cinemas in Britain should show it regardless of distribution deals.307 The Sunday 

Times film critic called it, “a superb emphatic statement of the work of Bomber 

Command”.308 A Northern Irish housewife wrote in her diary on 2 October 1941, 

“saw Target for Tonight which I thought splendid – a real piece of documentary 

film. It had an air of such authenticity which was even highlighted by the lad-di-

dah accents of some of those taking part. One felt: This is no fake. This is what 

really happens”.309 Further comments were made by a 33 year-old male ARP 

worker in Surrey who wrote on 30 August,  

As a documentary film it is superb, and what impressed me 
tremendously was the bearing and behaviour of the principal ‘actors’ in 
the drama of a bombing raid on Germany. Their calm, confident and 
cheerful attitude while being briefed before leaving England proved the 
manner of men who nightly, and now, almost daily, peg away at 

destroying the Nazi war machine.310  

 

The success of the film can be attributed to the fact that it was one of the first 

films to portray Britain taking the offensive against Germany.311  
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Not long after the release of Target for Tonight, the Air Ministry released 

an official history of Bomber Command. Released in October 1941 and titled, 

Bomber Command: The Air Ministry Account of Bomber Command’s Offensive 

Against the Axis, September 1939 - July 1941, the book was a neat blend of 

text, images and maps and offered the public as close to an honest account as 

the Directorate would allow them to know. Much like the media coverage of the 

period, detailed statistics and explanations were included in the book and, whilst 

it even admitted to the weaknesses of operations in the early part of the conflict, 

1939, it did not go so far as to mention all of the weaknesses of the Command. 

 

The book was divided into chapters, which detailed different aspects of 

the work of Bomber Command. Chapter XV, titled ‘The Damage in Germany’ 

firstly explored the difficulties in using photographic imagery to measure the 

damage over German towns and cities and then went on to detail specific raids 

and the industrial targets which were selected. It read, “between 1st and 7th 

January 1941, a number of direct hits by very heavy bombs were scored on the 

Blohm and Voss ship-building works, and by the end of the month a chemical 

factory and a margarine factory had been hit”.312 However, the book did not stop 

at the impact of industrial damage and even explicitly commented on the 

damage done to civilians. The civilian damage described in the book was far 

more vivid than any description given in the media to this point. It read,  

In April the Unter-den-Linden district, in the heart of Berlin, was severely 
damaged. It is known that the Opera House, the War Museum and the 
Old Royal Stables were hit. People living near the Witzleben station will 
remember the first of our new bombs to be dropped on Berlin. In an area 
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about 500 yards in diameter it blew out all windows and removed the tiles 

from all the roofs.313  

 

The chapter closes with the chilling warning that “attacks delivered by Bomber 

Command are steadily increasing in weight and severity”.314 Whilst there was 

some ambiguity over what was actually being targeted - industrial sites or 

civilians - the book did not shy away from informing readers that civilians were 

being seriously affected by Bomber Command raids. How far did the public 

absorb the propaganda presented to them in these new forms of media? The 

diary entries regarding Target for Tonight and the money taken at the box office 

indicate that the film specifically was a huge success. 

 

This Air Ministry publicity material is useful as it shows how the 

Directorate wanted the exploits of Bomber Command to be presented. 

However, what must be considered before an analysis of public opinion can 

take place is how much the public were exposed to the publicity the Directorate 

produced. Were the public as engaged with the media as they had been 

previously in the conflict? Several Mass-Observation reports produced 

throughout 1941 indicate the high levels of readership of the public at this time, 

whilst the Audit Bureau of Circulation (ABC) data indicates the far reach of 

some wartime newspapers. As does William Ewart Berry, 1st Viscount 

Camrose’s British Newspapers and Their Controllers.315 Further evidence of the 

significance of newspapers in this period comes from a Mass-Observation 

report compiled in spring 1941. It surveyed 236 Londoners on whether they 
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usually read a daily newspaper. The survey found that only 21 percent of the 

number interviewed did not read a newspaper regularly but that 37 percent read 

the news items in daily newspapers. The distinction between male and female 

newspaper readership was slim: 35 percent of males read the news reports and 

38 percent of females.316 Less than a quarter of the public failed to read a 

newspaper regularly, with most reading often. One can conclude then, that, as 

with the earlier war period, much of the public was exposed to the contents of 

the printed press but in a more limited manner than they had been previously. 

Earlier in the conflict, the public often read more than one daily newspaper and 

considered its content to be significant enough that it shaped their opinions. In 

this period, however, the evidence indicates that this was no longer the case. 

 

Another Mass-Observation report dated 18 June 1941 detailed the 

readership of the leading newspapers of the period and corroborates the 

organisation’s earlier findings. The June enquiry interviewed 1,042 people and 

found that 22 percent of those interviewed were not daily newspaper readers.317 

The report went on, “of the total sampled, 31% showed no interest in the day’s 

news”.318 A report dated, 11 August 1941 detailed that, “one of the marked 

tendencies of the past year has been the decline in news interest”.319 A further 

Mass-Observation report, dated 1 September 1941, suggested that there had 

been a further decline in the significance of newspapers. It proposed that, 

“according to our Panel observers, the press now comes only fourth in 

determining their opinion”.320  A Home Intelligence Report discovered similar 
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findings in an investigation into what influenced public opinion. The report 

specified that, “the press claims for itself a double function, that it both forms 

and reflects public opinion. Since it does not discriminate as to which it is doing 

at any one time, its reflection of public opinion is, at times, inaccurate”.321 A 

diary submitted to Mass-Observation in August 1941 stated, “lady in bus: “I 

don’t believe in the papers. I think they make the worst of things.””.322 A BIPO 

survey had similar results. It found that of the 1,753 people surveyed, the 

newspaper with the largest readership was the Daily Express with 304 readers, 

only 19 percent of the total number of people questioned. That 234 gave no 

answer suggests that a similar figure to the total readership of the most popular 

newspaper did not read a daily newspaper at all. It is clear; therefore, that 

exposure to the printed press was becoming limited in the period August 1941 

to January 1942. 

 

However, the decline in newspaper readership was made up for in the 

BBC news bulletin listening figures. Through the Listening Barometers and the 

Listener Research Bulletins, one can trace both daily and weekly patterns of 

listening. For the period August 1941 to January 1942 the popularity of BBC 

news bulletins did not waver and bulletins were regularly listened to by a large 

proportion of the British population.323 People believed what they heard on the 

radio more than what they read in the newspapers. Even when the BBC mis-

announced news, the Government was blamed rather than the BBC.324 The 

                                                             
321 ‘Home Morale and Public Opinion, A Review of some conclusions arising out of a year of 
Home Intelligence Weekly Reports’, 1 October 1941, INF 1/292, TNA. 
322 D 5205, diary for August 1941, MOA. 
323 See BBC General Listener Barometer statistics throughout Chapter 2. 
324 Nicholas, S, ‘The Social Role of the Wartime Press: Newspapers and their Readers,’ The 
British Press in the Second World War: A Symposium, London, 8 July 2014. 



121 
 

largest raid in this period, on the 7/8 September 1941, when the RAF committed 

197 aircraft to targets in Berlin, was reported in BBC news bulletins on 8 

September. It was listened to by 28.5 percent of the whole adult population at 

8am, 41 percent at 1pm, 34 percent at 6pm and 47.1 percent at 9pm. 

Therefore, close to half of the adult population in Britain would have heard the 

BBC news bulletin report that,  

With the lakes and landmarks of Berlin shining in the moonlight, a very 
powerful force of British bombers were last night able to make the most 
of the heaviest air attack the German capital has ever had… A lot of 
bombs could, at one time, be seen bursting around one of the main 

railway stations.325  

 

A Mass-Observation report on ‘Public attitude to RAF News’ found, in October 

1941, that over half of those surveyed, 59 percent, felt favourably towards news 

they received about RAF achievements.326 The same survey also found, 

however, that 34 percent felt they received too much RAF news. Reasons cited 

for this included: the tendency for RAF news to follow very much the same 

pattern for a long time the fact that interest in and enthusiasm for the RAF itself 

was not as strong as it had been and that the bombing of Germany was not 

always such exciting news to ordinary people.327 The results of this survey 

substantiate the view that the public, at this time, were far more concerned with 

issues of a domestic nature that affected their daily lives than the impact of 

bombing over Germany. Despite the decline in newspaper readership in this 

period, the constant BBC news bulletin figures and the popularity of Air Ministry 

publicity, such as Target for Tonight, suggest that exposure to the exploits of 

Bomber Command was still high amongst the public and they could not escape 
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the fact that, as in the early part of 1941, German civilians were now being 

targeted. 

 

Public Response 

As in the period September 1939 to April 1941, the work of social 

investigation organisations was still prominent. In a report written in October 

1941 by Mass-Observation for an article featured in ‘Women’s Employment’ the 

importance of social investigation organisations in measuring public opinion was 

reaffirmed. It suggested that Mass-Observation,  

Has a team of trained, objective, wholetime investigators and a 
nationwide panel of voluntary observers, who send in information in 
response to monthly directives. For five years it has documented the 
processes of social change, of political trend, of public opinion, in 
numerous books, bulletins, broadcasts and articles.328  

 

The investigative work of the organisation shows that between August 1941 and 

January 1942, 181 dairies were submitted to Mass-Observation. Of those, only 

12 referred to Bomber Command operations. That only six percent of diaries 

submitted to Mass-Observation discussed the actions of Bomber Command is 

telling of the attitude of the public to RAF operations at this time. Furthermore, 

the 12 diaries that were submitted were all submitted between August and 

October. No Mass-Observation diary refers to the actions of Bomber Command 

between November 1941 and January 1942. What is also telling, is that most of 

those who did reference operations in their diaries sometimes either did so in 

passing, by reporting it along with other items featured in BBC news bulletins, or 

they wrote about it in only a few sentences. This was the impassiveness 
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towards Bomber Command that would become all too common in the latter 

periods of the conflict. On 3 August a female secretary living in Inverness, 

Scotland wrote, “the “bomb Berlin” people should be happy as it seems to have 

had a heavy attack”.329 On 15 August a 27 year-old male engineering 

draughtsman living in Birmingham wrote, “pleased to hear on the wireless that 

we sent 300 bombers to Germany last night”.330 A 44 year-old housewife from 

Cornwall wrote on 8 September, “yesterday the RAF. bombed Berlin. We lost 

twenty bombers”.331  

 

Whilst most only wrote briefly about the actions of Bomber Command, 

some expressed a more emotional response. A 23 year-old Army Private from 

Wiltshire, who had previously submitted entries detailing his delight at the 

damage caused by raids over Germany, wrote about Bomber Command on 

eight occasions between August and October 1941. On 1 August he wrote,  

News that over 300 bombers were out last night and pictures of the 
recent daylight raids on Germany. Quite a burst of confidence for one 
day. As our power increases I am waiting for the news that 500 machines 

have visited one target instead of calling at umpteen places.332  

 

This desire to increase raids was mirrored in the diary of a 33 year-old male 

ARP worker in Surrey who wrote on 9 August, “in my opinion, Berliners will not 

be able to stand it without ‘cracking’, if we bomb consistently. I place great faith 

in this. I am not so much concerned about reprisals and the terrific moral 

effect”.333 It was also seen in the diary of a married man in Cheshire who wrote 
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on 25 September, “no news of R A F activity last night or today!! WHY?”334 The 

diarist most committed to seeing an increase in raids was a 31 year-old male 

radiographer in Birmingham who wrote at length in a number of entries about 

the importance of bombing Germany. On 13 October he wrote,  

Bomb the German industrial areas, bomb their lines of communication, 
bomb their bridges, and above all, bomb the people. I cannot understand 
why we should distinguish between civilians and military targets… So let 
us begin with Berlin. Blitz it heavily. Blitz it utterly and completely… until 

we feel we can say: “that’s Berlin - that was.335  

 

The reason the diarist gave for this opinion was that he felt Britain were not 

doing enough to help Russia. Whilst his was a more outspoken voice, it was a 

voice echoing the sentiment of other diarists of the time, even if there was a 

limited number of them. Their view was clear, the RAF should use bombing as 

an effective means of winning the conflict rather than in a retaliatory manner. 

The diarists submitting diaries to Mass-Observation in this period did not call for 

reprisals, as the popular press of the period reported, they were calling for 

military action, which would either support Britain’s allies or bring a swifter end 

to the conflict. This again reiterates the problem of using the printed press as a 

representation of the views of the public.  

 

There were, however, those who were not as supportive as most and 

who did comment negatively in their diaries. A 48 year-old male teacher from 

Surrey wrote on 20 July 1941,  

Today it has been announced that in one raid one third of the town of 
Aachen was destroyed and that no part of the town escaped. The 
government has apparently decided to eat its own words about reprisal 
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bombing, and thus little by little the standards of international decency 

are lowered.336  

 

This comment is similar to the views expressed by diarist 5427, the London 

housewife in August 1940. Her concern was not for the victims of the bombing 

raids over Germany but for British prestige on the international stage. This male 

teacher expresses a similar view. His concern is not for the German people but 

for the perception of British decency on the international stage. Even some 

critical comments were supportive to an extent. A 31 year-old housewife and 

food office clerk living in Norfolk wrote on October 14, “I couldn’t help feeling 

sorry when I heard of the bombing of Nuremburg. It was such a beautiful place. 

But I suppose it was necessary”.337 Thus, even some of those diarists who 

opposed the raids did not do so for the sake of the German civilians but 

because of the architecture of the cities being targeted and, even then, they 

supported the raids as a necessity.  

 

It is clear, therefore, that, whilst a few diarists wrote about the actions of 

Bomber Command at length and whilst some committed the passion and 

enthusiasm seen in diaries submitted earlier in the war, because so few of the 

diaries submitted concerned themselves with Bomber Command at all, one can 

conclude that public opinion toward Bomber Command activities was very 

limited. A similar pattern can be seen in BIPO surveys of the period. A survey 

conducted in December 1941 asked, “what do you think is the most important 

war problem the British Government must solve during the next few months?”. 
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“Gaining air supremacy” secured only 31 responses out of 1,960. 1.6 percent of 

the total.338 The most popular response was “production and organisation of 

resources” securing 565 responses out of the 1,960, 29.14 percent of the 

total.339 These results signal, again, a lack of interest in Bomber Command 

operations compared with domestic issues that affected the public on a daily 

basis. The BIPO results mirror those of Mass-Observation, in that the small 

number of people who were concerned with the actions of Bomber Command 

were predominantly interested in its contribution to securing Allied victory, rather 

than the impact it had on German civilians or the discussion surrounding 

retaliatory raids. 

 

Home Intelligence reports of the period presented a similar pattern to that 

prevalent in the Mass-Observation diaries. A report dated 5 November 1941 

read,  

The successful raids on enemy shipping have caused very considerable 
satisfaction. There is, however, disappointment that our air offensive 
against Germany seems to have slackened. The public is said not to be 
“greatly impressed” by what it regards as our routine bombing of Western 
Germany. A raid on Berlin appears to rouse the greatest enthusiasm.340  

 

The 24 December report also highlighted dissatisfaction at RAF raids. It read, 

“people are stated to be asking “what are our bombers doing? Why aren’t they 

blasting Berlin?””.341 The similarities between diarists and the findings of Home 

Intelligence are clear; the people of Britain wanted Bomber Command to do 
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more, not in order to get at the civilians in Germany, but to execute the war 

more effectively.342 

 

There were, however, those in British society who were staunchly 

opposed to the bombing of Germany and it was in this period that they came to 

the fore. The movement against the British bombing of Germany began to take 

root in early spring 1941.343 The pocket groups that existed in 1940 began to 

take on a bigger role in 1941. This was sparked by a letter sent to The Times by 

the bishop of Chichester, George Bell, published on 17 April 1941. His letter 

condemned the bombing of women and children as a “barbarous affront to 

European civilization”, and called on the government to consider reaching an 

agreement with the Germans to limit air attacks.344 On 28 May, Bell addressed 

the Upper House of Bishops. He described the origins of the bombing war and 

accused Britain of beginning the campaign. The Bishops were disdainful of 

Bell’s address. He was shouted down and withdrew.345 No news of this event 

became public. Given the Upper House of Bishops’ response, the Government 

had little reason to fear. Bell had been censored.346 However, his biographer 

Ronald Jasper argued, “despite the tendency of some people to regard Bell as 

either a traitor or fool, the support for his proposal was encouraging”.347 Bell 
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was heartened to receive the support of the military historian, Captain B.H. 

Liddell Hart who wrote to Bell in November 1940 and expressed his view that 

bombing could only lead to an, “inter-city competition in destruction, at a time 

when the Germans were so much better placed than ourselves”.348 Liddell Hart 

expressed admiration for Bell’s actions, while Professor Gilbert Murray and 

George Bernard Shaw were among those who publicly endorsed the idea of 

seeking agreement on the abolition of night-bombing.349 However, Murray and 

Shaw focused less on the moral issue and more on the futility of the air 

offensives of both combatants.350 Despite the existence of some Britons who 

opposed RAF bombing, the overall impact their campaigns had on the public 

was negligible. 

 

Bell’s opposition was followed by The Committee for the Abolition of 

Night Bombing, which was officially founded in August 1941 by the British 

Quaker pacifist Corder Catchpool. The chairman of the committee was H. 

Stanley Jevons, Catchpool acted as secretary, and Thomas Foley organised 

publicity.351 The first public action undertaken by the committee, working with 

other pacifist groups, was to launch a national petition in the autumn of 1941 

condemning night bombing. The petition finally gathered 15,000 names 

including three bishops and six Members of Parliament but the time it took to 

achieve this was slow.352 By 20 November, Foley had received applications for 
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7,000 forms for the petition but, by January 1942, only 1,026 forms had been 

returned with 11,800 signatures.353 The organisation achieved very little in its 

first months of creation.  

 

As part of his involvement in the Committee for the Abolition of Night 

Bombing Foley worked to gain support for the organisation but met a similar 

response in the replies he had received to the letters he had sent personally in 

1940. The editor of the Catholic Herald, Michael de la Bédoyère, wrote to Foley 

in September 1941. He explained that,  

Privately I should be quite ready to sign the Resolution, but my doing so 
could be taken as committing the paper of which I happen to be Editor, 
and so perhaps it might be interpreted, under these circumstances, as 

“Catholic” approval… I think it would be better for me not to sign.354  

 

The reply from Reverend James Hutchison Cockburn of the Church of Scotland 

stated, “I have given it much consideration and the outstanding point in my mind 

is, that this is a purely military question, and must be left to the military 

authorities… therefore I cannot take part in the endeavour which you have at 

heart”.355 The Archbishop of Birmingham, Thomas Williams, wrote to Foley in 

December 1941, “I do not feel I can sign your petition. And this is first because it 

seems to me useless, the German government having already shown that their 

promises cannot be trusted. And secondly because this seems to me a matter 
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to be settled by those who are conducting the war”.356 Thus, whilst there were a 

number of active opposition groups to RAF bombing operating in Britain during 

this period none of them was able to harness the support needed to create 

anything more than a ripple of dissent.  

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, it can be argued that a combination of factors contributed 

to the reduction in interest in Bomber Command operations amongst the public 

in the period August 1941 to January 1942. 357 These factors include those 

instigated by the Air Ministry and Bomber Command Headquarters, such as the 

consequences of the Butt Report, and the lack of operational raids due to bad 

weather in the autumn of 1941. It is obvious that if there is a reduction in the 

number of raids carried out, there will in turn be a reduction in the coverage of 

operations in the media and, therefore, less stimuli for the public. The impact of 

the decline in raids mentioned in social surveys was caused by a drop in media 

coverage, which occurred at the same time as an increase of coverage of other 

theatres of war. Furthermore, during this period, reporting on domestic news 

increased and filled the pages of the leading newspapers. All of this meant that 

the public, who were already showing a decline in interest in both the printed 

news itself and the actions of Bomber Command, were focusing their attention 

elsewhere. A female teacher from Argyllshire wrote on 10 August, “did not listen 

to news but read right through it. The war is getting beyond my thinking about 

it”.358 A Mass-Observation report, dated March 1941, detailed the impact the 
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opening of a new Woolworth store had on the people of Portsmouth. It stated 

that quite a crowd had gathered for its opening and that comments overheard in 

the street stressed that it made people feel like things had some life in them.359 

Events like this created an upsurge in morale.360 The public were more 

interested in domestic issues, which affected them directly, rather than the 

repetitive news of Bomber Command raids. These factors, in turn, meant that in 

the period August 1941 to January 1942 not only were Bomber Command a 

sideshow in the conflict itself they were also a sideshow in the public’s interest 

too. 
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Chapter 3 

Reaping the Whirlwind: Harris in Charge 

February 1942 to January 1943 

 

Introduction 

Between February 1942 and January 1943, despite a marked shift in 

Bomber Command operations and publicity, which peaked with the 1000 

bomber raid on Cologne on 30 May 1942, the media continued to focus 

coverage on other theatres of war, most notably the war in Russia and Africa. 

Unlike the period August 1941 to January 1942, when media coverage was 

almost completely focused on other theatres of war and domestic issues 

relating to the home front, when a large Bomber Command operation took place 

between February 1942 and January 1943 the media coverage was in fact rich 

in detail and extensive across all newspapers and in BBC news bulletins, before 

swiftly returning to coverage of other war-related news items in the East and 

Africa.361  Between February 1942 and January 1943, despite some interest 

from the public in the activities of Bomber Command, most notably the 1000 

bomber raid on Cologne in May 1942, the public continued to have little real 

regard for the work of Bomber Command. Home Intelligence reports and Mass-

Observation diary submissions once again show the focus of the public to be 

elsewhere. Public attention remained focused predominantly on domestic 

issues. However, unlike in earlier times when much of the focus had been on 

grievances about rationing and employment, public attention in this period 
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shifted to more mundane, day to day items of interest, such as food, 

housework, attending the cinema or theatre, reading, common illnesses and 

clothes. Once again, British interest was not centred on the actions of Bomber 

Command, apart from a spike in fascination surrounding the 1000 bomber raid. 

This was soon to wane, however, once the public realised it was not replicable 

on an ongoing basis. As with the preceding chapters, it was not for want of the 

Air Ministry trying to engage them that the public seemed not to be interested in 

the operations of Bomber Command. With a new leader in charge from 

February 1942, it was hoped at the Air Ministry that public interest would 

increase. This was not to be so. 

 

Role of the Publicity Department 

Despite Bomber Command’s increased prowess in this period, by the 

end of 1942 the Directorate had achieved very little to raise credit for the RAF at 

home and abroad. Furthermore, the debate that had raged in 1941 over Service 

control of publicity and the appointment of journalists to roles at the Directorate 

continued into 1942. This debate was exacerbated by discussions in the press 

in the spring and summer of 1942 over the strength of Bomber Command. 

Bracken presented a report to the War Cabinet on 10 June 1942 in which he 

specified how vital it was for the public to give credit to the Command for the 

operations they undertook. It stated, “there is much feeling that the public have 

been asked for too long to admire Russian resistance, American production and 

Empire fighting qualities”.362 In his report, Bracken recommended that, “it be 

maintained as a major publicity aim of the Government to bring forward and 
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publicise every aspect which illustrates the magnitude of our own contribution to 

the war effort”.363 In a report written by Harold Butler, Director General of the 

British Information Service in the United States, and discussed at the War 

Cabinet, the point was made that in both Britain and America, the issue to 

address was not how well the role of Bomber Command was understood but 

that more was required to publicise the magnitude of the contribution Bomber 

Command were making.364  

 

It was clear in the spring and summer of 1942 that Directorate publicity 

mechanisms had to be improved and once again given precedence over 

security. As criticism of the Command grew throughout 1941 and 1942 officers 

such as Freeman argued that military intervention in publicity was needed 

because the press and public needed to understand the true functions 

(including strengths and weaknesses) of air power. Freeman wrote in a letter to 

Portal in August 1942,  

Nobody is satisfied with DPR – not even his own staff. This is primarily 
because the heads of the organisation have not the knowledge of air 
matters necessary in order to impose the truth on a fickle and sometimes 
prejudiced Press, or to withstand the campaigns waged on behalf of the 
other Services. In practice DPR muddles on as best it can till it gets into 
trouble. It then appeals to Assistant Chief of Air Staff (General) 
A.C.A.S.(G) to get it out. There is no doubt that the Press as a whole 

looks to Air Marshal Peck as the authoritative font of news.366  

 

Very little had changed in that regard. Peck was still the man at the Directorate 

respected and admired by the men of the press. 
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Despite arguments proposed by Freeman, Bomber Command publicity 

remained firmly under the jurisdiction of civil servants and as such was 

incessantly slow. Because of strict Treasury controls, the need to coordinate 

with other departments and the complexity of its organisation, Air Ministry 

publicity went through a lengthy process of checks and balances. Furthermore, 

Civil Service publicity methods were not designed for the swift supply of military 

news. The reactive approach used by the Civil Service was effective in most 

government departments but for those such as the Air Ministry, where 

operational news needed to be passed to the media quickly, the approach was 

most ineffective.367 Thus, the disputes over control of RAF publicity and the 

security issues surrounding it once again continued into the next phase of the 

conflict. 

 

A Directorate report claimed in September 1942 that because of the 

development of the war, public interest and confidence had grown in the RAF. It 

asserted that, “the achievements of British aircraft throughout the war, and the 

effective channels which have been created for the presentation of news of 

these achievements, have established a firm foundation of public confidence in 

the Royal Air Force”.368 Examples of these effective channels in this period, 

alongside the press and BBC news bulletins were a number of publications 

produced by the Directorate to highlight the successes of Bomber Command. 

These included The Third Book of Bomber Command: Recounting the 

Development of the Bombing Assault from the middle of 1942 until the end of 
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1943 and Wings of War: An Air Force Anthology.369 The September 1942 report 

went on to state that, despite the confidence in the RAF amongst the public 

there was a lack of understanding of the “nature and conditions of the work of 

the Air Forces”.370 The report suggested that the Directorate should pay 

particular attention to the “informative and educative” side of its work.371  

 

With regard to the Directorate’s relationship with the press it was argued 

in the report that, “an important task of the Directorate should sometimes be to 

prevent the Press, by every means at its command, from raising premature 

hopes which cannot immediately be fulfilled”.372 The report proposed that the 

Directorate had two main doctrines moving forward in the latter stages of 1942, 

which it needed to popularise. The first was the view that there was one single 

centralised Air Force. The second was the necessity of winning air superiority. 

The report concluded that the most important stage in the dissemination of Air 

Force policy was the contact with Air Correspondents. It correctly noted that:  

It is not too much to say that those men who are able to contribute, in 
most cases, daily paragraphs to the front pages of all the national 
newspapers, can do more to create public comprehension of our 
problems than any other single body of men. It would be quite possible to 
make many of them, at least, understand that their most valuable 
function is not to boost the deeds of the Air Force, however heroic, but to 
help the public understand the essential conditions of existence without 

which the Air Force cannot perform those deeds.373 

  

This is corroborated by a letter written in April 1942 from Freeman, Vice-Chief of 

the Air Staff (VCAS) to ACAS(G) in which he refers to a letter written by Harris 
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where he expresses his concern regarding the difficulty of obtaining proper 

publicity for Bomber Command’s air attacks. As previously outlined, Freeman 

asked how to reduce the desire amongst the press for instant news and how to 

encourage them to wait a number of days until official confirmation of raid data 

had been verified. Thus, it is clear that the focus of the Directorate in the latter 

months of 1942 onwards was to ensure a greater understanding of RAF activity 

and the wider impact it had on the war effort. The need for this shift in focus can 

be substantiated by the social investigation organisation findings of the previous 

chapter. Many diarists and survey responders were disappointed with the 

actions of Bomber Command and their inability to bring victory to the British and 

their allies. The Directorate from late 1942 onwards recognised that the public 

needed to be re-educated on what Bomber Command could actually achieve 

and, how, despite not bringing victory, they were still making a valid contribution 

to the war effort. In an attempt to achieve this the Directorate introduced the 

release of aerial photographs taken during and after raids on German targets. A 

letter from C.G. Caines, a senior officer at the Air Ministry, dated 15 August 

1941 detailed the importance of implementing aerial photography in the 

reportage of the bombing campaign. In the letter Caines lists the most 

appropriate photographs for propaganda purposes as,  

Those showing: -  

(i) Obvious bomb damage  

(ii) Low attacks on land targets  

(iii) Attacks on shipping at sea and harbours containing war ships 
or merchant shipping.375  
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This development in using aerial photography of bomb-damaged areas was 

only to increase in the period February 1942 to January 1943. 

 

Operational Activities of Bomber Command 

By the start of 1942, Bomber Command and the Directorate were 

working hard to counter criticisms levied at them from many political and public 

perspectives. By the end of 1941 Bomber Command had reached crisis point. 

They began 1942 in an indeterminate state. Prior to Harris taking command, 

effort had been made to make clear exactly what the role of Bomber Command 

was supposed to be.376 During the restrictions on operations imposed on 

Bomber Command after the heavy losses in the raid against Berlin in November 

1941, the future of the campaign was debated at the highest level, with 

discussions taking place between the War Cabinet and the Air Ministry.377 By 

the end of 1941, Bomber Command had had its strategy and tactics discredited 

and found its prestige at its lowest ebb. Although the courage and endurance of 

the crews was undoubted, there were questions regarding their level of skill, the 

efficiency and durability of their equipment and their direction and leadership.378 

Criticism of Bomber Command came from a variety of sources. The Admiralty 

were particularly scathing in their reproaches. Professor Pat Blackett, advisor to 

the Admiralty and highly regarded defence scientist, wrote in 1941 that British 

bombers killed German civilians no faster than the German defences had been 

killing highly-trained British aircrew. He went on to claim that the British bomber 

                                                             
376 Overy, R, Bomber Command 1939-1945: Reaping the Whirlwind, 80. 
377 Middlebrook, M. & Everitt, C, The Bomber Command War Diaries, 238. 
378 Harvey, M, The Allied Bomber War 1939-1945, 103. 



139 
 

offensive could not expect to kill more than one German for every five tons of 

bombs dropped.379  

 

It was not just the Admiralty who were critical of the role Bomber 

Command had played in the war to date. In February 1942, Bomber Command 

found themselves denounced in the House of Commons. A. V. Hill, the 

Independent Member of Parliament for Cambridge University and founding 

father of British radar, told the members present that the idea of bombing a well-

defended enemy into submission, or of seriously damaging him in terms of 

either morale or material, was an illusion. The bombing policy was an absolute 

disaster, he concluded, and was being compounded by being allowed to 

continue. Several days later, Sir Stafford Cripps, having been appointed Leader 

of the House of Commons only on the 19 February, indicated that the 

concentration on bomber production for the European campaign had 

disastrously weakened the air forces in the Far East. He went so far as to claim 

that a few more aircraft in Malaya and Singapore could have staved off 

defeat.380 Cripps’ statement caused alarm at the Air Ministry and in America, 

where the British delegation were attempting to ensure American commitment 

to a combined bomber offensive. That Bomber Command could be accused of 

preventing Allied success in other theatres of war is truly astonishing and 

extremely telling of how the British, in many areas, felt about the failings of 

Bomber Command in the war at this point. 
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Another significant criticism came from Lord Beaverbrook. Beaverbrook, 

who had been at the heart of air warfare policy making since 1940, was more 

informed than his Cabinet colleagues about the reality of the bomber offensive. 

He argued that,  

The events of the past eight months have shown that the achievements 
of our powerful and growing bomber force have been in no way 
commensurate with its potentialities… The policy of bombing Germany, 
which in any event can yield no decisive results within any measurable 

period of time, should no longer be regarded as of primary importance.381  

 

By the beginning of 1942, therefore, Bomber Command found itself in a deep 

depression, with its strategy and tactics in disarray and its commander 

removed.382 The policy, which had been introduced in the winter of 1941, to 

conserve resources, was unlikely to strike fear into the enemy and only 

compounded the frustrations of the air and ground crews. In December 1941, 

the Directorate of Bombing Operations investigated the views of the Group 

Commanders about the state of the Command and discovered evidence of a 

feeling of ‘hopelessness and ineffectiveness’ amongst operational units.383 

Whilst the Command were justifiably able to argue that many of the resources it 

needed to do its job effectively had been diverted to other fields of conflict, such 

as the Mediterranean, and that it had often been diverted away from its true role 

to offering support to the other Services in the Battles of France and the 

Atlantic, there was no escaping the fact that Bomber Command had routinely 

failed to find or hit its strategic targets in Germany with any regularity or 
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precision.384 The arrival of Harris at the end of February marked a turning point 

in the bombing war, and for a period, at least, the criticisms were hushed. 

 

Contrary to what is often assumed, it was not the appointment of Harris 

on 22 February 1942 that marked a shift in Bomber Command policy. The 

directive issued on 14 February, before Harris even arrived, was, in fact, the 

clearest signal yet that area bombing was to be the new strategy. The February 

1942 directive was to override the earlier July 1941 directive by removing 

communications as a primary target and focusing the force on the morale of the 

enemy civilian population, more specifically industrial workers. The directive 

offered a list of cities, with vulnerable zones highlighted and the tonnage 

necessary to destroy them noted.385 The Directorate of Bombing Operations 

highlighted several key sites most vulnerable to conflagration. Hamburg was the 

primary city, followed by Hanover, Cologne, Düsseldorf, Bremen, Dortmund and 

Essen.386 Attacks on the central zones in each city were estimated to be up to 

20 times more effective than attacks on the outer industrial and suburban 

zones. The damage incurred in a large working-class area was expected to 

impact on the output of numerous factories because of absenteeism or death, 

whereas an attack on a single factory target would affect only that one.387 This 

directive was the precursor to what would become known as the dehousing 

paper, sent to Churchill from Lord Cherwell in a memorandum on 30 March. 
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Cherwell had calculated that 10,000 RAF bombers would by mid-1943 be able 

to drop enough bombs to dehouse one-third of Germany’s urban population and 

that investigations had shown that having one’s house demolished was most 

damaging to morale.388 There was much criticism from other scientists who 

reviewed the calculations, however.389 But, the dehousing paper just promoted 

a change in bombing priorities that had already been approved.390 Cherwell 

suggested to Churchill as early as November 1941 that by 1944 six million 

German homes would be uninhabitable and one-third of the population 

homeless, leaving German society facing an unsupportable disaster.391 The 

formation of area bombing then, was the creation of Sir Charles Portal, Chief of 

the Air Staff and the Staff Officers at the Air Ministry, with enthusiastic support 

being given by Churchill and Trenchard, a friend of Churchill's with direct 

connections to the Air Staff, who championed the cause of the Air Force in the 

Lords, in the press and with the Government.392 

 

Upon his appointment at the end of February 1942, Harris inherited a 

force no stronger in numbers than it had been 12 months earlier. On 1 March 

1942 Bomber Command recorded 469 night bombers and 78 day bombers. 

However, Harris was fortunate enough to arrive at Bomber Command at the 

same time as Gee, a radio navigation system, as well as better types of aircraft. 

Alongside this, he brought an effective tactical mind, which immediately 
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influenced operational procedures.393 The first change was concentration on a 

target and the second, the increased use of incendiary bombs. As highlighted in 

previous chapters, raids often took place on two or three targets simultaneously 

over a period of several hours. Harris’ strategy was to target one specific area in 

a period of two hours or less. His reasoning was the heavy impact this would 

have on the targeted city’s fire services and that the reduction in time would limit 

the time in which German flak could target RAF bombers. His increased use of 

incendiary bombs applied the principle that it was simpler to burn a city down 

than blow it up.394 Despite Harris’ advances in operational strategy, the first 

three months of his leadership showed a lower level of operations and bomb 

tonnage dropped than in the equivalent three months of 1941. In June 1942, 

Bomber Command’s most effective month, only 6,485 tons of bombs were 

dropped in comparison to the 15,271 tons that would be dropped in June 

1943.395 However, in comparison to the equivalent previous months, Bomber 

Command dropped a much larger tonnage. In January to March 1942 Bomber 

Command dropped over 200 percent more tons of bombs on Occupied 

Territories than in January to March 1941. This is supported by details 

published in the RAF Review of the Year 1942 where it was recorded that, 

“recent tactical advances, and the increasing use of the four-engined bombers 

in place of older two-engined types, have enabled Bomber Command to hit the 

enemy far harder in 1942 than in the previous years of the war.396 The shift in 

strategy was working. 
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The results Harris secured in raids on Lübeck and Rostock in March and 

April led to the concept of the 1000 bomber raid.397 Harris quickly sought 

approval from Churchill and Portal who were ‘electrified by the idea’ and he was 

granted approval for the operation, titled MILLENNIUM.398 The raid against 

Cologne took place on 30 May and, despite difficulty in locating sufficient 

aircraft to take part, 1,046 aircraft were committed to the raid. Of the aircraft 

committed, 898 claimed to have found the target, dropping 540 tons of high 

explosive and 915 tons of incendiaries. The casualty rate was low, only 3.8 

percent or 40 aircraft.399 Immediately after the raid, it was heralded as a 

remarkable success. The damage revealed from photographic evidence 

indicated that the raid was on a far greater scale than anything yet seen in any 

German city. The biggest impact was on accommodation units. More than 

13,000 homes were destroyed and 6,000 badly damaged. This brought 

homelessness to 45,000 German civilians.400 However, despite the raid’s initial 

success, long-term evaluations told a different story. By the close of 1942 nearly 

every damaged industrial plant that had been re-photographed was either 

reconstructed or in the process of being repaired. 401 Perhaps the shift in 

strategy was not working after all. 

 

The 1000 bomber raid had, on the surface, proven spectacular and other 

raids, such as a second 1000 bomber raid on Bremen on 25 June secured the 

support necessary for Harris to continue with the bombing offensive. However, 
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the use of Gee had failed to bring about any vast improvement in target finding 

and for every success on targets such as Cologne, Rostock and Bremen there 

were a higher number of failures at targets such as Essen and Duisburg.402 

Bomber Command were unable to prove after the 1000 bomber raid that they 

deserved the strategic profile that Harris had demanded.403 Following the 

initially highly acclaimed 1000 bomber raids in May and June the remaining 

months of 1942 can be described as a period of ‘consolidation’.404 After the raid 

on Bremen with 1,006 aircraft, Bomber Command were unable to mount an 

attack of similar size until 1943. 1942 can be identified as a year of preparation 

and experimentation. It gave Bomber Command the opportunity to explore what 

it could do with its new technology and tactics, and the strategy of industrial 

area attacks.405  

 

 

Media Coverage 

The pattern of bombing in this period developed as innovative 

technology, tactics and strategy were introduced. Media reports introduced the 

public to the new technologies and tactics, such as the Pathfinder Force 

reported in the Daily Herald on 29 August 1942. The front-page article featured 

the headline, “They “Turn on Lights” for Bombers in Big Raids” and went on to 

detail the role of Pathfinders in identifying targets for Bomber Command.406 The 

period February 1942 to January 1943 featured 20 raids which committed the 
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largest number of aircraft to date, most notably the 1000 bomber raid on 30/31 

May 1942 on Cologne.407 The period began with a raid on Essen on the 25/26 

March where 254 aircraft were tasked with targeting the Krupps works and 

closed with a raid on Mannheim on 6/7 December 1942 where 272 aircraft were 

committed.408 A further raid has been considered for this chapter and that is the 

raid which took place over Berlin on 17/18 January 1943. This is not due to the 

substantial number of aircraft committed, as only 170 featured as part of the 

operation, but due to the unique nature of the operation. For the first time, a 

BBC broadcaster was to accompany the aircraft. Richard Dimbleby flew with 

106 Squadron.409 

 

The first raid of the period on 25/26 March, despite the large number of 

aircraft committed, was featured in very few of the national daily newspapers. 

The raid was referred to directly in only three of the nine leading newspapers 

and only on the front page of one of those newspapers, The Daily Telegraph. 

The headline in the Daily Telegraph read, “200 Bombers in Ruhr Raid”.410 The 

article went on to state, very plainly, the details of the raid, with the first four 

paragraphs detailing the number of aircraft used and the type of bomber. The 

paragraphs included statements such as, “the four-engined bombers include 

especially the Short Stirling, which has a 99-foot wing span, and the Handley-

Page Halifax-aircraft, of British design and manufacture, which are believed the 

be the hardest hitting machines in any air force in the world”.411  
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The raid was reported in a slightly different style in The News Chronicle, 

which reported the same information in less specific detail. The article featured 

on page four read, “the Ruhr was heavily bombed by squadrons equipped with 

almost every type of British bomber now in operation”.412 The raid was also 

featured on page four of The Times with a very small article stating, “a strong 

force attacked many targets in the Ruhr valley, with Essen as the main 

objective”.413 This style of reporting the design and number of aircraft involved 

followed a similar pattern to that introduced in 1941 when the Directorate 

decreed that the public were entitled to know the finer details of Bomber 

Command operations. The significance of aerial photography to the Directorate 

in this period was demonstrated in an almost full-page article in the Daily 

Express on 8 April 1942. The headline, on page two, read, “The best bomb 

target in the world. DARK, SATANIC, BLACK AS HELL THE RUHR IS 

BOMBER COMMAND’S FAVOURITE PHOTOGRAPHIC MODEL”.415 The 

article detailed the significance of the Ruhr as an industrial target (something 

which would become a prominent feature in reports on raids in this period) 

whilst also explaining the import of aerial photography and the admirable effort 

of Bomber Command. 

 

The next raid to be featured in this period occurred on 5/6 April when 263 

aircraft were committed to a raid on the Humboldt works in Cologne. This was 

closely followed by a raid on 8/9 April when 272 aircraft targeted Hamburg. 416 
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The raid on Hamburg was widely reported as a failure. Of the nine national 

newspapers, the raid on Cologne featured in only five and the raid on Hamburg 

in only three. However, on both occasions some newspapers featured articles 

that referred to the bombing war more widely. The raid on Cologne was 

reported in the Daily Express, Daily Mail, Daily Mirror, News Chronicle and The 

Times and the raid on Hamburg in The Times, The People and News of the 

World. Alongside these articles, The Times and The Telegraph ran articles 

about the role of the bombing war more generally. The Daily Express featured a 

small article on page one with the headline, “RAF beat Rhine guns and 

fighters”.417 The Daily Mail ran the headline, “Britain Levelling the Bomb Score” 

in an article also featured on page one.418 The Daily Mirror also featured the 

story on page one with the headline, “300 RAF BOMBERS IN BLITZ”.419 The 

News Chronicle ran a similar headline, but the article featured on page four of 

the newspaper.420  

 

The News Chronicle ran the most stimulating headline of the five who 

reported the raid on Cologne. The headline on page four read, “300 Bombers 

Raiding Rhineland Coventrated Cologne”.421 This was, of course, in reference 

to the Luftwaffe raid on Coventry on 14/15 November which introduced a novel 

word to the lexicon of war in both Germany and Britain: Koventrieren or to 

Coventrate – to lay waste by aerial bombardment.422 There could be no shying 

away from the implications of referring to Cologne as “coventrated” amongst the 

                                                             
417 Daily Express, 7 April 1942. 
418 Daily Mail, 7 April 1942. 
419 Daily Mirror, 7 April 1942. 
420 News Chronicle, 7 April 1942. 
421 Ibid. 
422 Gardiner, J, Wartime: Britain 1939-1945, (London: Review/Headline, 2005), 350. 



149 
 

media and the reading public. The BBC reported that, at the scene in Coventry 

on 15 November, through the mist and drizzle, “it was impossible to see where 

the central streets… had been… It seemed hopeless…”423 The dispute at the 

Directorate over how much should be revealed to the public about the aims of 

Bomber Command operations since the Butt Report continued throughout the 

period. However, whether the media were to indicate to the public that the 

targets were civilian in nature or not, the message from the printed press was 

loud and clear: Germany is being bombed into hopelessness.  

 

The 1000 bomber raids followed the earlier April raids, with the first 

taking place on 30/31 May. Operation Millennium, was a raid orchestrated by 

Harris to quell criticism from both within and outside the RAF and to put his 

mark on Bomber Command, having only taken control three months previously. 

The selected city for the 30/31 attack was Cologne, followed by Essen on 1/2 

June and Bremen on 25/26 June. The raid on Cologne was documented on the 

front page of the Daily Express with the headline, “ONE BOMBER EVERY 6 

SECONDS, 3000 TONS IN 90 MINUTES”.424 It also ran the tagline, “THE 

VENGEANCE BEGINS!”.425 ““Let Him Have It - Right On The Chin” said 

Bomber Chief” ran the tagline on the front page of the Daily Herald on 1 

June.426 The severity of the raid on Cologne was clear with the report, 

“SATURDAY night’s thousand bomber attack on Cologne was the first of a 

series of obliteration raids”.427 The Daily Mail also ran the Cologne raid on the 

front page with a number of articles given over to the story. The main article 
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followed the same pattern as the other newspapers with the headline, “2,000 

Tons of Bombs in 90 Minutes” and details from aircrew involved in the raid as 

part of the lead article.428 The Daily Mail also had, unlike the other newspapers, 

a report from the USA which heralded the Cologne raid as, “the most cheering 

news of the war” and described celebrations in Times Square.429 Page five of 

the Daily Mirror featured a photograph of a Halifax aircrew standing in front of 

their aircraft on an almost full page. The same photograph featured in the Daily 

Express and on the front page of the Daily Telegraph but in a smaller format. 

The Daily Telegraph reported the raid in a similar fashion to the other leading 

newspapers. The front page on 1 June featured the headline, “WORLD’S 

BIGGEST AIR RAID – ON COLOGNE” and “LONDON AT ITS WORSE NOT A 

PATCH ON THIS”.430 This was also true of the News Chronicle, which ran a 

similar headline on the front page. A lot of the focus of reporting on the Cologne 

raids was on the statistical data, such as tons of bombs dropped per minute, 

alongside reports from aircrew who witnessed the impact of the raid from their 

aircraft, rather than any kind of detailed description of the impact of the raids. 

Despite this, the reading public could not avoid interpreting the statistics and 

details in any other way than a signal for the destruction of Germany. 

 

Harris’ aim of quelling criticism of Bomber Command had some success. 

The News Chronicle featured an article on page two that outlined the planning 

and preparation that went into the raid. It read, “the Cologne raid is proof of the 

rapid striking power of the R.A.F. and a promise of what is to come” and 
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referred to Harris as, “a determined character who would not miss an 

opportunity of blasting the hell out of Germany”.431 The Cologne raid was an 

outstanding success with little cost to Bomber Command itself. They were soon 

to regain their position as the darling of the British press just as Harris had 

hoped.432 A similar reporting pattern followed with the other Operation 

Millennium raids on Essen and Bremen but with an even greater focus on the 

industrial significance of the targets selected. On 3 June, the Daily Herald 

described Essen as, “PROBABLY THE GREATEST ARMS-MAKING 

CENTRE”.433 The Daily Telegraph ran the headline, “ESSEN WAR 

FACTORIES SMASHED”.434 It was clear from the British press that the 1000 

bomber raids were to destroy industrial centres in Germany rather than target 

civilians. A far cry from the directive issued on 14 February by the Air Ministry. 

However, the description of the industrial centres after the raids left little to the 

imagination of the readership. Cologne was regarded as a legitimate industrial 

target and so was able to be portrayed not as an act of terror. This was the 

strange game that the British press and people were to play for the rest of the 

war. Taking some measure of delight in causing intense misery to their enemies 

but pretending that it was part of a simple policy of hitting key centres of 

industry.435  

 

Raids for the rest of this period consisted of much smaller forces, 

between 100 and 600 aircraft targeting sites such as Kassel, Hamburg, 

Duisburg and Düsseldorf between July 1942 and January 1943. The 
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newspapers reported on the attacks in a similar style to the raids carried out 

before Operation Millennium. On 31 August The Times reported on the 27/28 

August raids across Germany, with much of the report, once again, being made 

up of the Air Ministry report.436 The News Chronicle, once more, reported on the 

industrial significance of the locations targeted. On 29 August an article read, 

“three fires raged in Kassel… a highly important German aircraft and locomotive 

town.”437 Industrial targets were also the focus of an article on page four of the 

Daily Telegraph on 19 September. It read, “districts containing industrial plants, 

barracks, airfields, searchlight batteries and transport objectives”.438 Raids 

reported on later in the year followed the same pattern. It is of note, however, 

that, unsurprisingly, the 1000 bomber raids drew far more press attention than 

any raid that went before or after them. So much, in fact, that many of the later 

raids selected for this chapter were not reported on in the press at all, with a 

focus on events in North Africa taking precedence. 

 

BBC coverage of the raids in this period followed a similar pattern to the 

press, in that they reported heavily on the industrial significance of the locations 

selected by Bomber Command and reported in depth on Operation Millennium. 

The BBC news bulletin for 9pm on 31 May 1942 reported the raid on Cologne in 

an almost identical style to the coverage that appeared in the press the next 

day. In a similar style to the article in the News Chronicle on 1 June the 9pm 

bulletin praised Bomber Command for the care and planning that went into the 

raid, something that would have pleased Harris and those at the Directorate.439 
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The BBC featured the raid on Cologne as the lead story and devoted three 

pages of the 9pm and midnight scripts to the attack. BBC coverage referred to 

the significance of the industrial target with phrases such as, “the big industrial 

area of the Ruhr and Rhineland was the objective, with Cologne as the special 

target”.440 Interestingly, the only reference to the civilian significance of raids of 

such scale was written into the 6pm script but then crossed through. The 

paragraph read,  

 

Air Marshal Harris, Commander in Chief of Bomber Command, recently 
stated in an interview, “We are going to bomb Germany incessantly, and 
I have not the least doubt that the day is coming when the United States 
and ourselves between us will put over such a force that the Germans 

will scream for mercy”.441  

 

This level of reality was omitted by the BBC and replaced with detailed 

descriptions of the industrial significance of the targets. However, the BBC did 

refer to the suffering of civilians in a broadcast on 31 May to occupied Europe. 

The BBC News in English had a feature, ‘Man in the Street’ and in reference to 

Cologne the broadcast stated,  

We are not gloating over the devastation and terror which we have been 
compelled to carry into Germany. We are even sorry for the women and 
children who may have suffered for the stupidity of their menfolk in 
putting Hitler in power... We are sorry for them, but when we remember 
Warsaw, Rotterdam, Coventry and Belgrade and wonder how many of 
the women and even the children of Cologne exulted at the activities of 
the Luftwaffe then we harden our hearts.442  
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This recording was never broadcast to Britain but, interestingly, it was reported 

on the front page of the Daily Mail on 1 June 1942, so the public were able to 

access the content of the broadcast via alternative channels. 

 

After the Essen raid on 1/2 June the BBC news bulletin at 1pm gave over 

much of the first page of the script to a quotation from Churchill, which again 

detailed the significance of raids on industrial centres. Churchill said, “as the 

years advance all of the German cities, harbours and centres of war production 

will be subjected to an ordeal like the which has never been experienced in 

continuity, severity and magnitude.”443 BBC news bulletins on raids following 

Operation Millennium were similar in style to press reports of the time. Bombing 

raids often featured on later pages of scripts and were given only a few 

sentences. The 6pm bulletin on 16 October devoted one sentence to Bomber 

Command on page seven.444 This was also true of a bulletin at 9pm on 7 

December where Bomber Command raids made against South West Germany 

were reported in five sentences on page five.445 The final news bulletins 

relevant to this chapter are those broadcast on the morning of 18 January 1943 

when Richard Dimbleby’s account of his experience as a passenger on a 106 

Squadron Lancaster were broadcast to the public. Richard Dimbleby was the 

first BBC war correspondent to accompany an operational RAF bomber raid, 

flying to Berlin in a Lancaster piloted by Guy Gibson. On the night of 16 January 

Dimbleby and six other men - correspondents from the Canadian press, the 
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New York Times, Reuters, NBC, the Daily Mail and the Sydney Daily Mirror – 

flew in Lancaster bombers.446 The broadcast was a success, and by the end of 

the war, Dimbleby had completed 20 such missions, even though he feared 

flying and was frequently sick! Dimbleby concluded the recording, which was 

broadcast at both 7am and 8am, with the phrase, “… and I have been proud to 

have seen the stars with them”.447 A moving tribute likely to stir wistfulness from 

listeners of the broadcast. A report made on 28 January 1943 titled, ‘operational 

flights by air correspondents’ records the success felt at the Air Ministry in 

allowing press correspondents to take part in flights. The report read, “we have 

secured very vivid publicity… The crews have been praised in a more 

outstanding way than ever before”.448 One aspect of the film Target for Tonight, 

released in 1941 and detailed in Chapter 2, that made it such a hit amongst the 

public was the featuring of real RAF crew members. Diarists wrote of the 

respect they felt for the men of Bomber Command who had starred in the film. 

This admiration was replicated in the feelings towards crew members who 

featured in Dimbleby’s broadcasts.  

 

Alongside the media coverage of Bomber Command exploits in this 

period, other Bomber Command souvenirs were released. Prior to the 

Millennium raid on Cologne, Sydney Veale published the semi-official 

publication, Warfare in the Air: The RAF at war since the Battle of Britain. It 

offered a largely positive assessment of the role of the RAF and of Bomber 

                                                             
446 Havers, R, Here is the News: the BBC and the Second World War, 203. 
447 BBC news bulletin script, 18 January 1943, 7am, 8am, 7. The 7am broadcast was listened to 
by 19.7 percent of the whole adult population. The 8am broadcast was listened to by 30.5 
percent of the whole adult population. 
448 ‘P.R.O.’s and Press Correspondents Participation in Operational Flights’, AIR 2/5309, TNA. 



156 
 

Command in particular.449 HMSO then released ‘Bomber Command Continues’ 

on 25 August 1942, offering insight into the accounts of the offensive against 

Germany between July 1941 and June 1942. It was a pamphlet issued for the 

Air Ministry by the Ministry of Information, which told of the mounting offensive 

against German targets, territory and shipping as well as paying homage to the 

ground crews who made each raid possible.  The pamphlet took readers on a 

start to finish journey, beginning with the chapter titled, ‘The Building of a 

Bomber’ and concluding with, ‘The Blow Strikes Home’.450 The pamphlet also 

contained eight black and white photographs all displaying damage caused by 

RAF raids on specific military and industrial targets. The photograph to 

accompany the ‘Hammer Strike on Cologne’ showed before and after images 

with the caption, “a pinpoint in the devastation from the 1,000-bomber raid. The 

Köln-Nippes railway workshops before and after; destruction is almost 

complete”.451 The pamphlet concluded with reference to the pilots and crew of 

Bomber Command and how they, “live their secluded, their dangerous, their 

consecrated lives for one purpose – his [German civilians] utter discomfort”.452 

With headlines, in this period, such as, “coventrated Cologne”, there can be no 

doubt that referring to RAF raids over Germany as creating, “utter discomfort” 

both misleads the public and also sells short the work undertaken by the pilots 

and crews of Bomber Command that the pamphlet professes to admire. A 

review of the pamphlet in the Daily Mail on its day of publication, however, 

referred to it as, “rather disappointing”.453 This review is substantiated by the 

poor sales. Despite its poor sales and reviews there was one chapter likely to 
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please the reader; the graphic and detailed account of the first 1000 bomber 

raid on Cologne on 30 May 1942.454  

 

Another publication released in 1942 was, We Speak from the Air. It 

described the operations on land and sea, over Britain and the continent from 

the perspective of those service personnel who experienced them. The book 

was a collection of broadcast transcripts from RAF men who described their 

experiences over Germany, France, Holland, Belgium, Norway, Italy, the North 

Sea, the Channel and the Atlantic and was designed to give, “the human stories 

behind the official communiqués, and show… the great range and effectiveness 

of our Air Power”. 455 The book contained 23 chapters each of which outlined 

the experiences of different RAF personnel. The chapter descriptions included 

either feats of amazing bravery or startling success. One chapter titled, ‘Home 

on One Engine’ had the description, “a Sergeant Pilot, captain of a heavy 

bomber, tells how he brought back his severely damaged aircraft after a raid on 

Wilhelmshaven”.456 Another chapter titled, ‘Torpedo-Bomber Gets Home’ had 

the description, “after a fierce attack by Messerschmitt, during which his crew 

are wounded and his aircraft severely damaged, a Sergeant Pilot brings his 

Beaufort home”.457 Further chapter titles included, ‘Aircraft Captures U-boat’ 

and ‘Canada Hits the Target’458 In ‘Canada Hits the Target’ the report tells of 

how a, “Sergeant Navigator, formerly an advertising salesman in Toronto, 

scored a hit with the first bomb he dropped in action”.459 Alongside these 
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publications was a recording of the recollections of the aircrew who took part.460 

Thus, it is evident that throughout this period, that the public continued to be fed 

a diet of bomber glory and bravery and, what is more, the Directorate were able 

to use Cologne to vindicate and galvanise the image of the air offensive, even if 

it was only for a short period.461 

 

Public Response 

Interest in the printed press increased in this period. A Mass-Observation 

report on a Press Freedom Meeting at Central Hall, Westminster on 14 April 

1942 recorded that 30 minutes before the event was due to start over 300 

people were already waiting to enter the event. The investigator later noted 

attendance at over 4,000 people.462 Another Mass-Observation questionnaire 

conducted on 23 June 1942 found that 79 percent of those interviewed read a 

newspaper daily with the Daily Mirror, the Daily Express and the News 

Chronicle being the most popular. The Daily Mirror was most popular amongst 

females and the Daily Express and News Chronicle most popular amongst 

males questioned.463 The poll concluded with the question, “what is your own 

honest opinion of and feeling about the newspaper you read?”464 The results 

showed that 86 percent of those questioned considered their newspaper of 

choice to be, “favourable”. This 86 percent were then further classified. 38 

percent considered their newspaper a, “good paper” but only 12 percent 

considered their paper, “not biased”.465 In relation to readership, the Daily 
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Express was the most popular newspaper in this period. It had a readership of 

2,557,691 between July and December 1942. With the second most popular 

newspaper being the Daily Mail with a readership of 1,423,262 in the same 

period.466 Thus, it can be concluded that a vast number of the public were 

accessing, on an almost daily basis, specific descriptive details of the raids that 

took place on targets in Germany. A Home Intelligence report corroborates this, 

as it described that, “no item of news is more popular than a detailed account of 

a heavy attack on a German city”.467 Therefore, unlike in previous periods, there 

was a marked increase in interest in daily newspapers (something which was in 

decline in Chapter 2) and, according to social survey material, an increase in 

interest in the actions of Bomber Command, exactly as the Air Ministry had 

hoped. 

 

With regard to the BBC, a Listener Research Report dated December 

1942 compared the opinion of listeners to the news at intervals between June 

1941 and December 1942. The report identified that,  

The improved war situation has had a marked effect upon the attitude of 
the public towards the news… Complaints of serious delay in releasing 
news were once very common. By the spring of 1942 they were much 
less so, and the better war news does not appear to have affected the 
frequency of this criticism. There are signs that civilians, at any rate, are 
less ready than they were nine months ago to prefer the European or 
overseas news in English to the Home News.468  

 

In terms of listeners, a BBC Listener Research Bulletin dated February 1942, 

found that 82 percent of members of the General Listening Panel questioned 
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listened to the 7am news in full. Whilst this figure declines slightly, with only 60 

percent listening at 1pm, it increases again so that by 9pm it is back up to 79 

percent. 469 Thus, the number of listeners to the BBC news bulletins detailing 

raids on German targets was no higher or lower than in previous years of the 

conflict and, in fact, there was less criticism of BBC news at this point of the 

conflict. 

 

Of the 190 diary entries submitted to Mass-Observation between 

February 1942 and January 1943 only ten percent (equivalent to 20 diaries) 

included comments on Bomber Command raids on Germany. All but one were 

comments on the 1000 bomber raid on Cologne. The first diary to include a 

comment on Bomber Command raids in this period was in the diary of a 46 

year-old female housewife living in East Ham, London. On 25 April 1942 she 

wrote of her general satisfaction at the bombing of Germany. She wrote, 

“everybody is pleased we are bombing Germany good + hard”.470 Of the 19 

diaries left, seven wrote of the bombing in a positive manner and eight 

negatively. Of the seven positive diarists, most made similar comments to 

Diarist 5321. Diarist 5260, a 35 year-old female housewife and mother residing 

in Hertfordshire wrote in May 1942, “the news is very thrilling – the colossal 

1000 plane raid on Cologne – that’s the stuff to give ‘em’”.471 A 28 year-old 

female poultry farmer and Land Army girl residing in Northamptonshire wrote at 

length about the feelings of her neighbours towards the bombing. She wrote, 

“our mass bombing of Cologne seems to fill most of my neighbours… with 
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innocent elation”.472 Whilst the diarist herself went on to comment that 

personally she did not think very highly of the raids themselves, she still did not 

shy away from them as a necessary part of the conflict. A similar statement on 

public approval of the Cologne raid was written by a 51 year-old female 

housewife living in London. She wrote, “everyone absolutely thrilled over the 

moon… at last was the usual comment”.473 The comments in a diary written by 

a 32 year-old housewife, mother and food clerk in Norfolk were very alike. She 

wrote, “there was quite a lot of talk about the big Cologne raid and much 

rejoicing mingled with isn’t it terrible”.474  This was the second time this diarist 

had submitted an entry with comments on the role of Bomber Command. Her 

comments are similar to those submitted in a diary six months earlier; that it 

was not a pleasant situation but a necessary one. It is clear from this that, whilst 

conversation about the raids on Cologne and Essen were popular and some 

diarists gave their approval in their diary submissions, Diarist 5464 aptly 

summarised supporters of Operation Millennium with the phrase, “innocent 

elation”.475 The public were being fed reports that suggested Bomber 

Command, under a new leader, were achieving the very things the public had 

been crying out for in the survey material documented in Chapter 2. The media 

reported that the RAF were targeting Germany in a more forceful and 

committed way than, any other time previously in the conflict. The comments 

noted in diary entries suggest that some public discussion concerning the raids 

was often unmoved and unconcerned with the very real implications of what 

they read in the press and heard in BBC news bulletins. Those who did approve 

appeared only to engage with the raids on a surface level and avoided the 
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reality of the damage caused to civilian life, even though, as with previous 

periods of the conflict, the reality of what German civilians were receiving was 

clear in all aspects of the media, which also now contained before and after 

photographic evidence of bombing raids. 

 

There were, as with the earlier periods of the conflict, a small group of 

those who did not approve of Bomber Command actions. Seven diary entries 

commented on the raids with a negative tone. The first, a diary submitted in 

May 1942 by a female housewife residing in London and Sussex, included the 

statement, “I felt no elation”.476 A similar comment was written in a diary 

submitted by a 40 year-old writer and secretary living in Kent which read, “filled 

with sadness about the Cologne raid… I weep to think of… the pain, blood, fire 

and pity… the ruins”.477 This sentiment was echoed in a diary submitted by a 39 

year-old female correspondent living in Glasgow. She wrote,  

At 1 p.m the BBC gave out in unemotional tones that we had made a 
second raid on Germany, 1000 planes strong… I can find little rejoicing 
in this large-scale destruction… The people who have lost their lives in 
Cologne and Essen are not necessarily worse than those who survived. 
What a pity you cannot label the bombs in advance, viz. “This is for an 

S.S. man”, “this is for a Jew baiter”, etc.478  

 

Whilst there are similarities between the diary entries, Diarist 5390 does not 

condemn the bombing because of the mass destruction but because of the 

recipients of the raid. She indicates she would not take issue with the killing of 

SS men and Jew baiters. A 50 year-old female civil servant living in Lancashire 

wrote, “striking news today of our large-scale air raid on Cologne a thousand 
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planes! It’s good to know we now have the strength. But it frightens me”.479 

Diarist 5390’s reference to the strength of the force of Bomber Command is 

something that is reiterated in several diary entries. Diarist 5290, a 22 year-old 

office worker residing in London and Lancashire wrote, “I think it a good show… 

I didn’t think we had 1000 bombers in England”.480 The strength and power of 

the force was also noted in Home Intelligence reports. A report dated 9 June 

stated,  

Satisfaction and pride are reported; the fact that the planes were “British 
made” gave particular pleasure: “People now realise we can deal the 
enemy staggering blows, and although they cannot yet consider without 
astonishment the terrific concentration of aircraft which these attacks 
represent, the idea of continued bombing on this scale is now 

accepted.”’481  

 

It is clear from the diaries, and the reports referenced here, that the strength 

and show displayed in the raids was what caught the public’s attention more 

than the impact of the raids themselves. For most of the public, it was not the 

impact of the raid that was noteworthy but the strength and power that Bomber 

Command now possessed.  

 

A Home Intelligence report following the news of the Cologne raid did 

make it clear, however, that the public could not mistake the fact that an attack 

on this scale had no purpose other than to destroy large civilian areas. The 

report stated,  

Nothing has given such a lift to public confidence for many months as the 
raid on Cologne. The public’s astonishment and awe appear to have 
been almost as marked as their elation and satisfaction… Some regret 
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has been expressed, “particularly by older people, that women and 
children should have to suffer from our bombing: but no one has been 
heard to suggest that we should limit our attacks on this account”, and 
“even the most soft-hearted” feel that it is the “only way, however 
distasteful, to drive home to the German people what their airmen have 

been doing in other countries.”482  

 

To some extent, this Home Intelligence report fits with the contents of the 

diaries of the period. 36 percent of diaries submitted approved of the raids 

whereas 42 percent had a negative reaction to the raids. The public were 

impressed by the scale of the raid on Cologne and the successes Bomber 

Command were having (which the public considered long overdue) but some 

also acknowledged the implications for German civilians. Further Home 

Intelligence evidence comes from the 2 to 9 June report. It stated, “from seven 

regions many people – among whom women appear to predominate – “whilst 

expressing satisfaction, have also deplored the inevitable loss of civilian life””.483 

Thus, the findings of the Home Intelligence report corroborate the evidence 

gathered from Mass-Observation diaries of the period. 

 

It is also important to discuss the development of organisations and 

groups who were steadfastly opposed to the bombing of Germany in this period. 

Chapter 2 highlighted the origins and foundations of these groups but, between 

spring 1942 and January 1943, they began to take seed. With the arrival of 

Harris at High Wycombe and a shift in strategy by Bomber Command, 

Catchpool and Foley discussed the revival of the anti-bombing lobby. On 8 

June, the Committee met at Friends House and, over the coming months, they 
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renamed the Committee the Bombing Restrictions Committee. Catchpool was 

to remain as Secretary and Jevons Acting Chairman. The objective of the 

revamped Committee was, “to examine the Government’s bombing policy in so 

far as it affects the lives of civilians”. However, perhaps its purpose is best 

described as an organisation designed to force the government to halt area 

bombing by notifying the public of the fact that Bomber Command strategy had 

shifted to indiscriminate bombing.484 Furthermore, the Committee aimed to 

gather information about the status of area bombing in international law, to 

support the International Red Cross’s efforts to designate “sanctuary areas” free 

from bombing and to provide data for Bishop Bell to use in his attacks on area 

bombing in the House of Lords. In this respect one could consider the work of 

the Committee a success.485 To alert the public to the shift in bombing strategy 

the Committee produced a leaflet, Some Notes on Recent Developments in 

Bombing Policy. The leaflet was distributed to the press. It was at this time that 

Jevons drafted his letter to The Times describing the bombing as, “un-British, 

“unsporting”, un-Christian”.486 However, as in the previous period the 

Committee found it difficult to gain support for the letter. As the bombing 

campaign itself grew so did the work of the Committee. Their unfaltering aim 

was to publicise as widely as possible the nature of area bombing and to 

encourage lobbying to restrict it.487 Whilst, in this period, they failed to achieve 

that, the threat the Committee posed to the Government can be seen in the 

concern they had about its leaders. Catchpool was under surveillance by MI5, 

who in 1942 censored his post, including correspondence relating to the 
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Bombing Restrictions Committee.488 Despite government concern, the 

Committee and its supporters once again failed to make waves in gaining public 

support for their cause. 

 

Conclusion 

Thus, it is apparent that, despite featuring heavily in the press and in 

BBC news bulletins in this period, still very few people commented on or wrote 

of the bombing in their diaries positively or negatively. There is no doubt that the 

raid on Cologne and Operation Millennium brought the work of Bomber 

Command back into the public mind-set, just as Harris had hoped it would. 

However, with only 11 percent writing about the actions of Bomber Command 

between February 1942 and January 1943, perhaps the publicity reach did not 

stretch as far as Harris had hoped. Nevertheless, it is worth noting that most of 

the diaries submitted in this period that did reference Bomber Command raids 

began their comments with how Operation Millennium was a popular topic of 

conversation. Therefore, we must conclude that despite being referenced only a 

limited number of times in Mass-Observation diary submissions, it was a 

popular topic of conversation at the end of May and beginning of June 1942.  A 

Home Intelligence report following the Cologne raid stated, “the splendid 

organisation required to make such a raid possible has caused general 

admiration”.489 The modern popular view, however, that news of heavy attacks 

was greeted by the public with enthusiasm and that the public approved of the 

bombing policy en masse can be seen to be false. Whilst a small group of 
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diarists did write about the raids, only seven of the 19 displayed any kind of 

genuine pleasure in them. Furthermore, each Home Intelligence report identifies 

both admiration and condemnation for the actions of Bomber Command. A 

Home Intelligence report dated 3 September 1942 successfully described the 

attitude of the public to Bomber Command raids in this February 1942 to 

January 1943 period. It stated, “public interest in the R.A.F. bombing offensive 

is reported not to be great; “it tends to be taken rather much for granted””.490 

This Home Intelligence report suggests that the very people who had been 

calling for an increase in Bomber Command action, identified (though small in 

number) in Chapter 2, now exhibited a what next mentality. Those who reported 

some elation at the 1000 bomber raids would likely be the very people who 

were then disappointed that Harris was unable to replicate the huge force 

repeatedly. It would seem that at this point in the conflict Bomber Command 

were unable to win either the bombing war or the constant attention/admiration 

of the public. As with the two previous chapters, much of Britain’s attention was 

focused on the home front and the day-to-day living they experienced as they 

had settled into the routine of war. There was some hope for the Directorate, 

however, as they were able to redirect public attention on occasions back to the 

events of the European bombing war, if only for a short period. 
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Chapter 4 

‘Happy Valley’ to D-Day: Securing Victory 

May 1943 to March 1944 

 

Introduction 

 Despite a very real apprehension between May 1943 and spring 1944 at 

the Directorate that Bomber Command would be overlooked in the battle for 

publicity and coverage, the press and BBC news bulletins of this period indicate 

that RAF operations were actually included more frequently in reports than they 

had been throughout all the previous periods of the conflict. Newspapers 

published between May 1943 and spring 1944 featured Bomber Command 

raids over Germany regularly and, more often than not, as front-page lead 

stories. BBC news bulletins also featured Bomber Command exploits as the 

lead story throughout each day, whereas in previous periods Bomber Command 

operations were often demoted to script pages as late as 13 or 14. The Wings 

for Victory fundraising campaign in 1943 also ensured Bomber Command were 

not overlooked and contributed greatly to its increase in publicity. It is evident 

then that the fear at the Directorate of Bomber Command being relegated to 

inside pages of newspapers and later pages of BBC news bulletin scripts was, 

overall, unfounded. However, despite this increase in coverage, interest in 

Bomber Command operations still did not improve. As with previous periods, 

the public’s attention was elsewhere, most notably on the changing political and 

military situation in Italy and events on the Eastern Front and in North Africa. 

Furthermore, unlike in previous periods where social survey contributors either 

wrote of Bomber Command operations with exultation, disdain or apathy, in this 

period a fourth group emerged; those who found the actions of Bomber 

Command necessary for the war effort but also the cause of great discomfort. 
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This group was a new creation. It could perhaps be the case that the impetus by 

the Directorate to avoid being overlooked did increase attention but not enough 

to force the public to a more enthusiastic response. It could be argued that this 

was a failing on the part of the Directorate, who would certainly have preferred 

to create a group amongst the public who were passionate about the actions of 

Bomber Command rather than a group that demonstrated a lack of enthusiasm. 

 

Role of the Publicity Department 

 During this period, much was taking place at the Directorate. Most 

notably the Wings for Victory campaign that had been launched in London in 

March 1943. The campaign set about encouraging people to purchase RAF war 

bonds through the exhibition of aircraft and bombs. The pinnacle of the 

campaign was the two Lancasters placed in Trafalgar Square and the Stirling 

on display in St Paul’s churchyard. The campaign ran throughout the spring and 

summer of 1943 and was a notable success for the Savings Committee. 

Despite the support shown in the Wings for Victory weeks, Peck began 1943 

with fear of the Air Ministry being left behind in the publicity race, especially as 

the Americans had joined in. He wrote in January 1943, “I am most anxious that 

he [DPR] should receive any necessary instructions so that he can proceed in 

co-operation with the other Services as soon as the time is ripe”.491  

 

As with earlier periods, there was little agreement between Air staff and 

civilian staff on the issue of public relations as well as constant competition 
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between Services for publicity coverage, so Peck’s fears were indeed founded. 

Air staff officers offered rigid adherence to security whereas civilian staff lacked 

military understanding and were too deeply rooted in peacetime practices to 

provide news about the RAF quickly or effectively enough. This was a recurring 

issue at the Directorate and one that they had previously attempted to resolve in 

vain. The decentralisation of Service publicity discussed in previous chapters 

failed to equip each Service with the skills required to fight a publicity war and, 

despite discussions at the highest level about creating an all-Services publicity 

organisation late in 1942, nothing was changed.492 The RAF worked hard to 

maintain its superiority in publicity and to prevent itself being eclipsed by foreign 

forces (namely the USA), so that providing credit and raising morale remained 

second only to security. Because of this further rise in competition for publicity, 

efforts at the Directorate were increased once again and organisational policy, 

structure and staff numbers were reviewed and adjusted. Peck and A. H. Jones, 

the DPR, at the time, wrote a memorandum, which indicates just how acutely 

the Directorate felt that US forces would undermine RAF publicity. It highlighted 

two major areas of concern. The first, that the USAAF were more media-friendly 

than the RAF. The second was the fear that the introduction of the Supreme 

Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Force (SHAEF), founded in late 1943, as a 

central authority for public relations, was going to dominate publicity. The 

hardest factor to overcome was the sheer volume of expenditure the US 

ploughed into public relations staff and facilities. Comparatively speaking, the 

RAF had few PROs and even fewer photographers. Peck and Jones noted that, 

“US authorities employ a far larger number of PROs to cover the news than we 
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were allowed. The 8th US Air Force have 90, the 9th, 55… In comparison 

Bomber and Coastal Command have 7 each”.493  

 

The obvious consequence was that the USAAF had a greater ability to collect 

interesting and newsworthy stories than the RAF. Furthermore, that the USAAF 

flew daylight operations meant that they were able to obtain more material for 

stories. Peck and Jones highlighted that,  

Although there was no great difference in the total number of sorties 
flown by British and USA aircraft during May, a much larger number was 
flown by daylight by the 8th and 9th Air Forces. These US daylight sorties 
totalled about 52,000 while total British daylight sorties were about 
18,000.494  

 

Consequently, American daylight bombing stories were always available for the 

evening news, which often Bomber Command night raids were not. They 

continued,  

[Bomber Command] are bound to be elbowed out unless they have 
particular news value. The daylight attack by a large force on Berlin is 
more interesting to the newspaper than an attack of the night before on a 
French railway yard especially when good photographs are also 

available simultaneously.495  

 

Regarding SHAEF, the RAF and other Services were dwarfed by their all-

encompassing power over publicity and, despite SHAEF’s efforts to ensure fair 

and equal representation, something was bound to be under publicised. Faced 

with the inescapable loss of world interest, Air Staff Officers recognised that the 
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publicity machinery would have to, once again, re-organise in order to regain 

the attention they had held exclusively in previous years.  

 

 A letter written from L. H. Cockey on behalf of Harris to the Under 

Secretary of State at the Air Ministry in January 1943 outlined the alterations to 

be made to Bomber Command. He wrote,  

I have the honour to refer to the need for improving and expanding the 
supply of information on the operational activities of Bomber Command… 
It is considered that the only satisfactory method of dealing with the 
requirement is the creation of a new sub-section in the Operations 
Section of the Air Staff at Bomber Command. In addition to producing the 
Bomber Command Weekly Digest of Operations and other special 
reports on operations which may be considered desirable, this Section 
would be responsible for supervising from the Air Staff standpoint the 
Bomber Command Quarterly Review and the Final Reports on Bomber 
Command Operations at present produced by the Operational Research 
Section.496 

 

 A few months later a report was written which outlined, with regard to general 

policy of publishing news about Bomber Command raids that,  

a) ”hot news” communiques  should be drafted in such a way as to make 
it clear that they are based on “preliminary reports” only and that the 
detailed and more substantial follow-up stories should not go out until the 
night photographic plot has been examined. b) that announcements 
about bombing raids should be normally in general terms and that the 
numbers of aircraft taking part or tons of bombs dropped should only be 
given occasionally. c) that when the tonnage of bombs is given, we 
should normally quote the net figure representing the tonnage actually 
dropped on the target and not the gross figure representing the tonnage 

dispatched.497  

 

A note circulated at the Directorate in October 1943 summarised the policy in 

place throughout this period. It read, “we aim to give promptly (in accordance 

                                                             
496 Harris to Harold Balfour, 21 January 1943, AIR 20/2955, TNA. 
497 R Fulford to S. of B, 26 May 1943, AIR 20/2950, TNA. 



173 
 

with War Cabinet Policy) all information which can be released without giving 

information of substantial value to the enemy”.498 It was in the same month that 

Harris complained to the Air Ministry that press coverage given to Bomber 

Command was being overshadowed by Allied ground forces. Harris went so far 

as to accuse the press of writing reports which were, ‘dull and unconvincing’ 

and wrote that the press reports gave the impression that the, ‘authorities are 

ashamed of area bombing’. Harris’ solution was for the Air Ministry to make a 

public statement about the true aims of Bomber Command. He wrote,  

The destruction of German cities, the killing of German workers and the 
disruption of civilised community life throughout Germany’ would 
emphasise that such outcomes were ‘not by-products of attempts to hit 
factories’ and that ‘Acreages of housing devastation are infinitely more 
important’ as a measure of the bombers success rather than the 

destruction of industry.499  

 

Predictably, the Directorate did not share Harris’ view about how much the 

public should be made aware of the true nature of area bombing. Despite the 

Directorate’s desire to keep such information from the public, one only needed 

to read the headlines that were printed on a daily basis and look at the 

photographic images of the destruction caused to Germany to identify the true 

nature of area bombing. 

 

The official Air Ministry response praised the achievements of the 

Command whilst also outlining the publicity actions of the Directorate. They are 

worth quoting here in full. Arthur Street wrote, 
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5). No attempt has been made to conceal from the public the immense 
devastation that is being brought to German industrial cities. The fact is 
plainly stated in communiqués, illustrated in exhibitions of official 
photographs, and widely proclaimed in the public press. Everyone knows 
that, in attacking the sources of Germany’s war potential, Bomber 
Command is bound to destroy large areas of German cities. In all official 
communiqués and pronouncements, however, the emphasis is such as 
to bring out what to the council is an obvious truth, i.e. that the 
widespread devastation is not an end in itself but the inevitable 
accompaniment of an all-out attack on the enemy’s means and capacity 
to wage war. 6. It is in any event, desirable to present the bomber 
offensive in such a light as to provoke the minimum of public controversy 
and so far as possible to avoid conflict with religious and humanitarian 
opinion. Any public protest, whether reasonable or unreasonable against 
the bomber offensive could not but hamper the Government in the 
execution of their policy and might affect the morale of the aircrew 
themselves. 7. The Council are therefore unwilling to change the 
emphasis of their publicity. They do not, however, wish to imply that the 
objects of your command should be represented as confined to bombing 
of specific factory premises. Any such description would, in fact, fail to 
accord with the terms of your directive. Far wider descriptions have been, 
and will be, employed, and it will continue to the Council’s aim to secure 
to the fullest recognition of the superb achievements of your Command 

and to paint the most accurate picture of the results.500  

 

Therefore, whilst the Air Ministry did not change the focus of its publicity as 

Harris had requested, they stressed that there had been no attempt to, 

“disguise from the public the fact that your Command’s attacks are aimed at the 

destruction of vast acreages of industrial cities”.501 Harris argued that, “any 

civilian who produces more than enough to maintain himself is making a 

positive contribution to the German war effort and is therefore a proper though 

not necessarily a worthwhile object of attack”.502 But, throughout this period and 

beyond, the Directorate continued to maintain the industrial and military targets 

first strategy as it had in the previous years of the conflict. The biggest concern 

at the Air Ministry in this period was not how Bomber Command should be 
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presented to the public but that they received their share of publicity at all. With 

the USAAF, SHAEF, the War Office and Admiralty clamouring for the biggest 

share of the media, the Directorate needed to ensure they were able to 

compete, something of which Peck and the DPR were well aware. 

 

Operational Activities of Bomber Command 

The disputes between the Directorate and Harris at Bomber Command 

stand to highlight the difficulties surrounding the engagement of Bomber 

Command in the period May 1943 to March 1944. Much of what took place in 

this period had previously been discussed at the Casablanca Conference in 

January 1943. The Casablanca Directive issued on 4 February 1943 was 

designed to aid the possible eventual invasion. The Directive set out a list of 

priorities for Bomber Command. The first priority was to target submarines as 

part of the Battle of the Atlantic. To achieve this aim, ports and submarine 

factories were to be targeted. The second priority was to target the Luftwaffe, its 

factories, and depots. To limit the German war effort, ball-bearing, synthetic 

rubber and oil were also targeted along with military transport industries. The 

opening phase of the directive covered these priorities and an attack on 

German morale.503 The follow-up to Casablanca was the Pointblank Directive, 

formulated in spring 1943 and issued to Bomber Command on 10 June. The 

directive set the highest priority on targeting submarine construction yards and 

bases, the German aircraft industry, ball-bearings, oil, synthetic rubber and 

tyres and military transport vehicles. This was in the hope that concentrating 

efforts against these targets would, “gravely impair and might paralyse the 
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western Axis war effort in order to make the invasion of France possible a year 

later.”504 In August 1943, the Quebec Conference upheld this change of 

priorities. At the QUADRANT conference in Quebec, Portal presented the 

following results of area bombing: 422,000 workers permanently dehoused and 

an additional 1.8 million who had suffered irreparable damage to their 

houses.505  

 

In this period, Harris had turned Bomber Command around. The early 

period of his command was marred by technical difficulties. There were not 

enough aircraft; raids were not concentrated enough and they failed to 

overwhelm German defences often enough. Harris had worked on all of these 

problems and had made them much easier to approach by adopting a 

straightforward, unrefined policy.506 There was nevertheless some reluctance in 

the Air Ministry to publicise the fact that killing German workers was an explicit 

objective. In October 1943, Harris tried to get the Air Ministry to stop relaying 

propaganda that claimed Bomber Command was hitting precise military targets 

and to announce that its purpose was urban destruction, ‘the killing of German 

workers and the disruption of civilised community life’. The Ministry refused to 

present the devastation as if it were an end in itself, but instead as the, 

“inevitable accompaniment” of the effort to disable the enemy’s capacity to 

wage war. Whilst it was never revealed to the public explicitly, making an entire 

city or town a target was an operational necessity at this stage in the conflict. It 
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was a beneficial operational strategy for a number of reasons.507 Firstly, it gave 

bomber pilots something they could actually hit! Secondly, it meant the RAF 

were still bombing military objectives and, therefore, were not directly 

misinforming the public. Finally, although as we now know, mistakenly, the Air 

Ministry believed enemy morale could be targeted and directly affected. The 

killing of workers was regarded as a contribution to undermining German 

economic performance, though it was more difficult to calculate mortality rates 

than rates of urban destruction. The evidence of rising mortality rates available 

in 1943 was, nevertheless, welcomed: “in the eyes of the public”, ran a report 

on the bomber offensive in November 1943, “the expectation of life of the 

average German civilian has sharply declined”.508 

 

Harris had guided Bomber Command through the previous period with 

skill. He had built upon Bomber Command’s force, experimented with new 

tactics and implemented new devices. 1943 was the year when Bomber 

Command were able to carry out the attacks they had envisaged since 1940. 

The goal established by mid-1943 was to have all crews dropping bombs within 

three miles of their targets. This was to be a fivefold improvement on what had 

been recorded in 1941. By March 1944, photographs indicated that two-thirds of 

crews were in fact meeting that goal.  Harris called the period from the spring of 

1943 until the spring of 1944 his main offensive. It began with the Battle of the 

Ruhr, launched in March 1943, and concluded in July. It included 43 major 

attacks in total on a cluster of industrial cities. Spring 1943 can be considered a 
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definite turning point in the bomber offensive as, over five months, 34,000 tons 

of bombs were dropped and, following the raids, steel production fell by 200,000 

tons, making a shortfall of 400,000 tons. German Armaments Minister Albert 

Speer acknowledged that the RAF were hitting the right targets, and raids 

severely disrupted his plans to increase production to meet increasing attritional 

needs.509  

 

It was after this initial success in the Battle of the Ruhr that Harris’ 

attention was unwillingly diverted to Operation Chastise, later to be named the 

Dam Buster raids. Harris doubted that Barnes Wallis’ ‘bouncing bomb’ could 

achieve what it was claimed to be able to do and he was most unhappy about 

relinquishing Lancaster aircraft for the operation, having only really begun 

Bomber Command’s concentrated offensive in January. Despite Harris’ 

opposition, Operation Chastise was put into action on 17 May 1943. 19 

Lancasters attacked the Möhne, Eder and Sorpe dams in the Ruhr valley. 

However, the dam raids failed to destroy the water supply for Ruhr industry as 

had been hoped and heavy defences made any further attacks unachievable for 

Bomber Command.510 However, the raids did give Bomber Command the 

publicity it so desperately wanted and demonstrated the Command’s 

developments in operational skill. Throughout the rest of 1943, Bomber 

Command followed the objectives of the Pointblank Directive, subjecting major 

German cities to raids of increasing intensity and concentration.  
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The next two targets for Harris were to be Hamburg and Berlin, 

Germany’s largest cities. The attack on Hamburg produced the most 

devastating result of the war to date.511 In the event, circumstances magnified 

Hamburg's suffering: it had been a hot summer, the city was tinder dry, and the 

RAF had a new tactical device - codenamed Window.512 The first use of 

Window rendered the German radar useless and made the air defences of 

Hamburg impossible to organise. With thousands of false readings, it was 

difficult for German defence operators to tell where the real bombers were. The 

first raid on Hamburg took place on 24 July and resulted in fires still burning 

three days later.513 The second, conducted by the USAAF, was a daylight raid 

on the 24 July and the RAF carried out the third on the morning of 26 July. The 

most significant raid came on night of 27 July. The unusually dry and warm 

weather, the concentration of the bombing in one area and firefighting 

limitations due to blockbuster bombs used in the early part of the raid - and the 

recall of Hanover's fire crews to their own city - culminated in a firestorm. The 

tornadic fire created a huge inferno with winds of up to 150 miles per hour 

reaching temperatures of 800 degrees centigrade and altitudes in excess of 

1,000 feet, incinerating more than eight square miles of the city. Asphalt streets 

burst into flame, and fuel oil from damaged and destroyed ships, barges and 

storage tanks spilled into the water of the canals and the harbour, causing them 

to ignite as well. Most deaths attributed to Operation Gomorrah occurred on this 

night. The impact of the raid was such that it sparked several unusual 

meteorological events. To start with, the heat had created strong winds and 
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then, amid the wind and fire, another phenomenon occurred: it began to rain.514 

The hot air rose, cooled and condensed causing rain mixed with ash, which 

created a thick mud like mixture that covered the city. On the night of 29 July, 

over 700 RAF aircraft again attacked Hamburg. A planned raid on 31 July was 

cancelled due to thunderstorms over the UK. Thus, the last raid of Operation 

Gomorrah was conducted on 3 August. The operation killed 42,600 people (the 

Hamburg museum of bombing counts the total now as 34,000), left 37,000 

wounded, caused some 1,000,000 German civilians to flee the city and reduced 

the city’s labour force by ten percent.515 No subsequent city raid shook 

Germany, as much as did that on Hamburg. 

 

Berlin proved to be a more difficult battle in which to succeed. In three 

attacks in late August and early September accuracy and concentration were 

much lower than the standards set in the summer and Bomber Command’s loss 

rate of more than seven percent was amongst the worst in the war. By the end 

of 1943, the German night-fighter force had brought the bombing offensive to a 

point of crisis.516 The Battles of the Ruhr and Hamburg both had the benefit of 

new technology - Oboe and Window. No such innovation was available for the 

Battle of Berlin.  

 

The long-awaited heavy attack on Berlin, Bomber Command’s greatest 

test of the war, took up the end of 1943 and beginning of 1944. The specific 
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targeting of Berlin began on 18/19 November and Harris was given the freedom 

to execute the operations as he saw appropriate for almost an entire five-month 

period. Nearly all the raids in this period, whether they were to Berlin or not, 

were to distant locations where bomber crews would have to contend with long 

flights in poor weather conditions as well as facing attacks from German night-

fighter forces. The main attack against Berlin had only been underway for less 

than a week when the German defences forced a major part of Harris’ force to 

be removed from front line services. The Stirlings did not have the altitude 

capabilities of other bombers and consequently were not afforded protection 

from the bomber stream. In the period from August to the third week in 

November, the Stirlings lost 109 aircraft in raids over Germany. This was a loss 

rate of 6.4 percent. The Stirlings never flew again to Germany.517 This period 

also saw a heavy loss for the Mark II and V versions of the Halifax bomber. Like 

the Stirling, these too had an inferior performance and, after the Stirlings were 

removed from duty, the Mark II and V Halifax bombers became the night-

fighter’s favoured target. Between the beginning of December and mid-

February, 9.8 percent of Halifax II and V sorties to Germany were lost. These 

losses were a blow to Harris at a time when he needed his strongest force. The 

combined losses of Stirlings and Halifaxs left Harris with a loss of a third of his 

total strength of heavy bombers and 20 percent of his bomb-carrying 

capacity.518 These aircraft were not redundant, by any means, though. They 

were redirected to minelaying operations and dropping Window over the North 

Sea to simulate the approach of a bomber force. Despite the setbacks, some 

improvements were made during the period. The duration of time over a target 
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had been reduced to 800 aircraft in under 20 minutes as well as the bomber 

stream length being reduced from 300 miles long in 1942 to only 70 miles long. 

In addition, by 1943 the process of replacing the older and slower aircraft with 

heavier four-engine machines was almost complete. 519 This allowed for a 

heavier bombload to be carried and delivered. Overall, however, the Battle of 

Berlin highlighted a steady deterioration of effectiveness of Bomber Command 

at an ever-increasing cost. The Battle of Berlin saw 455 of 9,105 main force 

sorties fail to return. Even Harris recognised this as being too close to the mark 

as the operations failed to reduce civilian morale or destroy the city as 

expected. On 7 April, Harris finally admitted he was running out of ideas of how 

to deal with the enemy.520  

 

By spring 1944, therefore, the fact was emerging that the air attack 

conducted against Germany since the previous spring had, despite Harris’s 

expectations, failed to determine the outcome of the war. To make matters 

worse for Harris, for much of the spring of 1944 onwards Bomber Command 

were re-directed to preparations for D-Day. The official start date for Bomber 

Command operations in preparation for D-Day was 14 April, although, Harris 

had begun bombing some targets as early as March. In the weeks following the 

invasion at the beginning of June, Bomber Command acted as a tactical force, 

bombing targets requested by land forces. Alongside the tactical campaign at 

the behest of land forces, Bomber Command also targeted plants in the Ruhr in 

an attempt to reduce German synthetic oil production. In mid-September 
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Bomber Command was released from Eisenhower’s control and returned to the 

Air Ministry. The question facing Harris and Bomber Command in the autumn of 

1944 was what part should Bomber Command play in the coming months of the 

conflict? 

 

 

Media Coverage 

The role of the media in this period was no different to the role it had 

played in previous years of the conflict, but by this stage competition for 

coverage was fierce and the press and BBC had much to choose from to fill the 

pages of newspapers (already limited in size) and news bulletins. From the 

beginning of this penultimate period until the very end of the conflict, there was 

a constant battle for media coverage across all the Services and constant fear 

at the Air Ministry that the RAF and Bomber Command were at risk of being 

overlooked. However, media coverage throughout this period was, in fact, 

extensive and most raids were reported on the front pages of the main 

newspapers as either the lead story or a smaller sub-story that was 

nevertheless still considered front-page news. Whether the Air Ministry’s fears 

were unfounded or their efforts to increase Bomber Command publicity were 

successful, there is no doubt that coverage was vast and the public would be in 

no doubt about the impact operations over Germany were having on industrial 

and civilian targets.  
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The first raid to feature with the largest number of aircraft committed in 

this period took place on 24 May over Dortmund; however, the initial raids that 

must be addressed are the Dam Buster raids, which took place just before the 

raid on Dortmund, on 16 and 17 May. The raids were covered extensively in the 

media, most notably the press in the days following the raids. The raids were 

reported in the Daily Herald on the 18, 19 and 20 May. The newspaper had an 

article about the raid on three out of the four pages of the publication on 18 

May. The first article to feature was on page one. It filled the page and had the 

headline, “RAF BLOWS UP DAMS WITH MINES: 1000 FT. WATER 

SPOUTS”.521 The article opened with the industrial significance of the area, but 

very swiftly moved on to outlining the bravery of the aircrew involved. It read,  

Early this morning millions of tons of flood water were teeming through 
the Ruhr and Eder valleys from the Mohne and Eder dams. Miles of land 
right at the nerve centre of Germany’s armaments industries lay 
devastated and the floods were spreading fast... For many weeks picked 
Lancaster crews trained for the raid. They knew that if it were carried out 
successfully it would do as much damage as could be caused by 
thousands of tons of bombs dropped on many nights running.522  

 

The article on page one also made much of Guy Gibson, the now famous Wing 

Commander who led the raid. On page two, the enthusiasm continued. It read,  

EVERY citizen of the United Nations will be awed – and uplifted – by the 
latest feat of Britain’s Bomber Command. By a magnificent combination 
of daring and accuracy our bombers have breached the two biggest 
dams in Germany, inflicting immense damage on the very heart of the 

enemy’s war industries.523  
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The article closed with, “we offer our gratitude and admiration to the men who 

have come home from this grim and glorious enterprise; our proud homage to 

those who did not come home”.524 The article on page four also took up most of 

the page and contained a statement given by Harris to the returning crew. It 

stated, “your keenness and thoroughness in training, your skill and 

determination in pressing home your attack, will forever be an inspiration to the 

R A F”.525 For the first time the focus of Bomber Command news coverage was 

specifically on the men who had been brave enough to undertake the operation. 

The Daily Mirror also featured news of the operation in the days following the 

raids. Page one on 18 May had the headline, “TORRENT RAGES ALONG 

RUHR”.526 Whilst the Daily Mirror referenced the role of Guy Gibson, more was 

made of the damage caused by the raids on the Ruhr than was covered in the 

Daily Herald. The article on page one of the Daily Mirror read, “hundreds of 

square miles of devastation have spread through the Ruhr, Germany’s most 

vital and most densely populated industrial area”.527 As with most other press 

articles and BBC news bulletins throughout most of the conflict, the article 

contained an extended quote from the Air Ministry, which outlined the industrial 

damage caused. 

 

The raid on Dortmund, came a week after Operation Chastise. 

Pathfinders accurately marked the target and it was considered a successful 

raid. The raid was featured as the lead story in the Daily Telegraph on 25 May, 

with the headline, “BOMBS ON GERMANY NOW 100,000 TONS”.528 As with 
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newspaper reports previously, within the second paragraph, it was clear that 

Dortmund had been selected due to the industrial nature of the city. The article 

referred to it as, “a vital coal and steel centre”.529 What made this report 

somewhat different to reports in previous periods was that, beyond the initial 

factual detail in the opening few paragraphs, much of the article was given over 

to commentary from airmen involved in the raid. Aside from the details of the 

raid and the comprehensive remarks from aircrew, the front page of the Daily 

Telegraph also had a very tiny seven-lined comment in the bottom left had 

corner with the headline, “37,000 HOMELESS”.530 It would be clear, once again, 

to readers that, despite the headlines and references to Dortmund as an 

industrial city, the raid still had a detrimental impact on its inhabitants. One 

would not need to contemplate for too long to imagine the possible death toll 

with 37,000 left homeless.  

 

The raid featured in the Daily Herald with a similar ominous message. 

The headline ran, “Dortmund: Dead City”.531 The raid was also featured on the 

front page of the Daily Mirror with the headline, “SPLIT-RAIDS BLUFF - THEN 

2,000 TONS”.532 The article content was very similar, detailing the factual 

information regarding the raid. Both articles also offered the boastful 

observation that should the Luftwaffe want to replicate Bomber Command’s 

success over Dortmund they would have to drop 36 times more bombs than 

they had previously on their biggest raid over London. The reading public were 

presented with a jibe towards Germany that, no doubt, would have left them 
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confident in what Bomber Command were achieving. The Daily Mirror article 

also referenced a quote from Churchill in which he suggested defeating 

Germany by bombing alone was, “well worth a try”.533 A view he certainly 

wanted to distance himself from in the final months of the conflict. The 

implication that bombing could lay the foundations for victory was also featured 

in a cartoon on page two of the Daily Mail on 26 May 1943. It showed a pestle 

and mortar, labelled, “RAF FOUR THOUSAND POUNDER” and, “GERMAN 

WAR INDUSTRIES”, and a small sheet of instructions off to the side, labelled, 

“prescription for victory”.534 This cartoon is further evidence that the media were 

informing the public that Germany could be defeated through aerial bombing. 

Something, which Harris would have relished. 

 

The next raid with the largest number of aircraft committed was to 

Düsseldorf on the night of 26 May. It was recorded as a failure at the Air 

Ministry, but this did not prevent the press from reporting a success story. The 

Daily Telegraph ran the front-page headline, “FIVE 4,000-lb BOMBS EVERY 

MINUTE ON DUSSELDORF”.535 It also referenced Düsseldorf as a, “great arms 

centre”.536 This headline made reference, once again, to the industrial 

significance of the cities targeted. In fact, the raid had been unsuccessful, with 

cloud coverage making it difficult for Pathfinders to mark the target and German 

forces on the ground operating decoy markers. As a result, bombing was 

scattered over a large area with very little concentration on Düsseldorf itself.537 

The Daily Telegraph did include details of some of the difficulties faced but 
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suggested they caused more problems for German defences on the ground 

than bomber crews overhead. The article suggested that the inability of the 

defenders to use the searchlights in bad weather had a detrimental effect on 

their ability to defend, completely overlooking, of course, the detrimental effect it 

would have on Bomber Command crews attempting to locate their targets in the 

first place! The Daily Herald also ran the Düsseldorf raid as a front-page story 

with the headline, “AND NOW-DUSSELDORF, RAF DROPS 300 TWO-TON 

BOMBS ON ARMS CITY IN LESS THAN AN HOUR; BIGGEST CLOUDY-

WEATHER ATTACK”.538 The article went on to include similar details to the 

Daily Telegraph; however, it did concede that the bombers would have felt the 

difficulties of the raid too, unlike the Daily Telegraph, which suggested the cloud 

was a problem as it prevented crews from admiring the damage they had 

caused.  

 

As with the first key raid of this period, the Daily Herald also included 

extracts from interviews with pilots who had been part of the raid to Düsseldorf. 

The Daily Express also ran the raid as a front-page headline. Unlike the other 

two articles, however, the Daily Express article commended Bomber Command 

for the technological navigational advances that had been made in order for 

them to bomb successfully on a night with such poor visibility. Whilst to some 

extent this is true, since the Air Ministry considered the raid a failure and all 

three newspapers referenced German sources which suggested the raid was 

limited in its damage (albeit in smaller articles at the end of the main feature), 

one must conclude that the raid was in fact unsuccessful, even while the public 
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were clearly led to believe otherwise. The Daily Express goes so far as to 

explain the German source as, “- no doubt for the purpose of civilian morale – 

they played it down”.539 

 

The raid on Wuppertal, more specifically Barmen, which came four nights 

later, was more successful and hailed as being twice as severe as any other 

previous raid in terms of property damage, with a high number of deaths.540 It 

was confirmed as a success in the Daily Telegraph with the opening paragraph 

as the main story on the front page reading, “Bomber Command crews stated 

last night that during the raid on Wuppertal, bombed for the first time of 

Saturday night, the German defences collapsed”.541 This is a bold claim to be 

reported in the press and something the public would appreciate. The raid was 

also reported in the Daily Mail, but this time on page 14. Accompanying the 

article, which followed the same pattern as previous articles - specifics of the 

aircrafts involved, interviews with aircrew and the industrial and military 

significance of the target - was a map that highlighted the reach of Bomber 

Command from bases in the UK. The map, titled, “Within orbit of the R A F”, 

indicated that Bomber Command were able to hit targets anywhere in Germany. 

Once again, the reading public would be impressed with the scope of Bomber 

Command capabilities despite being unaware of the infighting at the Air Ministry 

over where exactly crews should target. The Daily Herald also ran the story, 

and as with the Daily Telegraph, it featured as the main story on the front page. 

The Daily Express also featured the story on the front page but not as the lead 

                                                             
539 Daily Express, 27 May 1943. 
540 Five times greater than any previous city raid. 
541 Daily Telegraph, 31 May 1943. 



190 
 

story and in only a few small paragraphs. The lead story in this case was the 

news that a naval fleet of Vichy France was transferring to the Allies, an 

indication that the fear of overshadowing publicity from other Departments felt at 

the Directorate was indeed founded. 

 

The next major raids were to be in quick succession over Hamburg, 

between 25 July and 3 August, with the most infamous raid taking place on the 

night of 27/28 July, the night of the firestorm. This raid featured on most of the 

front pages of the newspapers on the morning of 29 July, most often in a small 

article with just the facts. A newspaper with the Hamburg raid as its lead was 

the Daily Telegraph which ran the headline, “BOMBERS ARE WIPING OUT 

HAMBURG”.542 As with the “coventrate” headline in the News Chronicle on 2 

April 1942, and despite the continued efforts of the press to emphasise the 

industrial significance of the targets being hit, it would be impossible for the 

public not to understand that civilians were also victims. The Daily Telegraph 

also had an RAF photograph depicting the raid in progress, with the heading, 

“SMOKE, FIRES AND BOMB BURSTS IN HAMBURG”.543 The Daily Express 

carried the same image, yet another inescapable reference to the effects the 

raid would have on civilians in the city. The Times also showed the same 

photograph but not until page six. Their report on the raid was similar in style to 

those that featured it as a small article, with the facts of the raid, but did not 

even make it to the front page; it featured on page four. Another newspaper with 

the Hamburg raid as its lead story was the Daily Mirror. The headline was not 

as emotive as that in the Daily Telegraph. It was more descriptive. It read, 
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“2,300-TON AGAIN, FASTER, ON HAMBURG”.544 It also featured alongside a 

slightly shorter article detailing fines handed out to parents whose children had 

poor attendance at school. As with previous periods, it is evident that the role 

Bomber Command played was one the public wanted to be kept abreast of, but 

they also wanted to remain well informed on more mundane domestic news. 

 

The next group of raids also came in quick succession, this time over 

Berlin, between 24 August and 16 February 1944. The heaviest raid in this 

period took place on the night of 15/16 February 1944. 891 aircraft were 

dispatched; the largest force sent to Berlin and the largest non-1000 bomber 

raid on any target. Once again, the Daily Telegraph led with the RAF story on 

the front page, although not as large as previously. Its subheading read, 

“INDUSTRIAL BELT HIT : OUTSKIRTS PARALYSED”.545 The content of the 

article followed a similar pattern as previous articles; however, this time there 

was no reference to the targeting of Berlin as an industrial or military hub, 

despite the subheading. The public reading, “the R.A.F.’s heaviest raid of the 

war on Tuesday night left Berlin “one mass of flames”… Two hundred persons 

were killed inside the Hotel Bristol shelter when the hotel was destroyed by a 

direct hit. It was a well-known resort for foreign visitors to Berlin”, would not be 

able to avoid the knowledge that civilians were being targeted. 546 The article 

continued on page six and indicated that the raid also damaged residential 

areas, churches and hospitals but claimed this was just an assertion, even 

though they had already covered, on the front page the damage to a hotel in the 

                                                             
544 Daily Mirror, 29 July 1943. 
545 Daily Telegraph, 17 February 1944. 
546 Ibid. 



192 
 

city. The Daily Mail also featured the Berlin raid on the front page but as a side 

story, again, behind a story on German attacks in Italy. The opening sentence 

of the article referred to Berlin as a, “dying city”.547 Berlin was also targeted on 

the night of 24/25 March 1944. It was the lead story for several newspapers, 

including the Daily Telegraph, the News of the World and the Daily Express. It 

also featured on the front page of the Daily Mail, but not as the lead story. 

Those newspapers that led with it, once again made it clear that severe damage 

had been done to the city. The articles outlined in detail the number of aircraft 

dispatched, tonnage of bombs dropped and reported damage to the target. 

These articles were reported in a far more factual style than previous articles in 

the period that used on a more emotive tone. They also often made the lead 

aspect of the article the fact that the raid was bigger or carried a larger 

bombload than a previous raid. This is of significant value. Throughout this 

period the Air Ministry were fearful that Bomber Command were falling behind 

in the battle for coverage or were not getting the recognition they deserved. 

However, it is clear from almost every article in this period that the press did in 

fact award Bomber Command the credit for their improved technological 

abilities and increased output.  

 

There were two raids on Frankfurt in this period, 18/19 March and again 

on 22/23 March. The first raid featured on the front page of the Daily Telegraph 

but had little coverage in all of the other leading newspapers. The second raid 

came the night before the press broke the Air Ministry report of the damage 

caused to Berlin in earlier raids and was thus somewhat overlooked, apart from 
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the Daily Telegraph, which once again covered the raid on Frankfurt as a lead 

front-page story, alongside the details and images of the Air Ministry report on 

Berlin. The details on the Berlin report contained information released by the 

Directorate on raids over Berlin between November 1943 and February 1944. 

They maintained a focus on the military and industrial significance of Berlin, 

something the articles written at the time of each raid often did not do. The 

difference can be explained by the sources the press used for their information. 

At the time of each raid often the press would take information from overseas 

correspondents or reports of details broadcast on German radio and formulate 

much of their articles from those details, as with the obliteration of the Hotel 

Bristol on 15/16 February. This report released by the Directorate contained the, 

“official story” as the Air Ministry wanted it known. Despite this, the press still 

used the photographic evidence in the report to identify civilian locations that 

had been damaged, such as the university, the State library and post office.548 

The public, once again, could not avoid this information. 

 

It is evident from the newspaper coverage in this period that the Daily 

Telegraph was the press outlet championing Bomber Command most 

frequently. Of the 20 raids featured in this period, the Daily Telegraph covered 

almost all of them and often as the lead news story on the front page. There is 

no doubt that even if other theatres of war, such as Italy, were taking 

precedence in press coverage, the Daily Telegraph could be counted on to 

feature Bomber Command reporting. 
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BBC reporting of raids in this period followed both a similar pattern to the 

coverage in the press and to that reported in previous periods. In the early 

morning broadcasts, the day after a raid, the newsreader would often open with, 

“our aircrews were in operation over Germany last night”. However, as the early 

morning broadcast was too early for the media to have received Air Ministry 

communiqués very little else could be reported. As with the other periods, it was 

not until later in the day that the BBC received dispatches from the Directorate, 

so the raids were only reported on in more depth as the day progressed. The 

reporting of the raid on Dortmund on the 23/24 May followed this pattern. 

Nothing more was reported in the 8am broadcast than, “our bombers were out 

over Germany last night.”549 The raid also featured as the lead news item in the 

1pm broadcast but coverage consisted of reading the communiqué verbatim as 

in previous BBC news broadcasts. The 6pm broadcast contained more detail in 

the opening headlines. The newsreader read, “Bomber Command dropped 

more than two-thousand-tons on Dortmund last night, by far the heaviest weight 

for a single raid – so far”.550 As with previous raids, coverage included 

commentary by aircrews involved in the raids and reference to the industrial 

significance of the target. The 9pm news followed with an even more detailed 

account, opening the headlines with,  

Last night’s two-thousand-ton raid on Dortmund, overwhelmed the 
defences and added to the great damage there – at a cost of thirty-eight 
aircraft:/ once again, the attack broke all records, and it brought the total 
weight of bombs dropped on Germany, so far, to a hundred-thousand-
tons.551  
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The broadcast led with Bomber Command’s raid on Dortmund and opened with 

an announcement by Harris to his aircrews. The newsreader read the 

announcement,  

It’s been announced within the last hour, that Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur 
Harris, (Commander in Chief Bomber Command), has sent this message 
to all his crews: “In 1939 Goering promised that not a single enemy 
bomber would reach the Ruhr./  Congratulations on having delivered the 
first hundred-thousand-tons of bombs on Germany to refute him.// The 
next hundred thousand, (if he xxxxx waits for them) will be even bigger 
and better bombs, delivered even more accurately and in much more 
and in a much shorter time”.552  

 

The rest of the report was similar to the broadcast at 6pm. There were details 

due to be read at the end of the segment regarding an interaction between 

night-fighters and Bomber crews, but this was crossed through. The report 

closed with the number of bombers that were missing. As with the press of the 

time, the broadcast also featured comments from a German communiqué about 

the raid. It read, “considerable material damage was done”.553 The midnight 

broadcast featured the same content, apart from closing the segment on the 

Dortmund raid with details on a speech made by Commander in Chief of Fighter 

Command, Air Marshal Sir Trafford Leigh-Mallory, at the Windsor Wings for 

Victory Week event celebrated that afternoon. Leigh-Mallory spoke of signs that 

by bombing the RAF were gradually wearing down the morale of the German 

people. That the Commander in Chief of Fighter Command was making such 

public statements and that they were being broadcast on the BBC news (albeit 
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at midnight) meant that the listening public would, once again, not be able to 

avoid hearing the impact the raids were having on German towns and cities. 

 

The failed Düsseldorf raid on 25/26 May was also reported on the BBC. 

As usual, nothing beyond a sentence in the 7am and 8am broadcast. Then in 

the 1pm broadcast and again in the 6pm broadcast all that was reported was 

that a raid had taken place over Düsseldorf. The rest of the details in the 

broadcasts had been deciphered by those at the BBC from the limited details 

revealed by the Directorate. As the Directorate had referred to the raid as one of 

very great strength, it was believed by the BBC that the raid must have been 

similar in nature to the earlier raid on Dortmund that was also described using 

the same phrase. It was not until the 9pm broadcast that further details were 

available, and these were still limited. The 9pm broadcast detailed the specific 

tonnage of bombs dropped over the target and referred to the difficulty faced by 

crews due to the weather, making it clear to the listening public that, despite the 

initial difficulties, the poor weather did clear. The broadcast also followed a 

similar pattern to that in the press on this raid in that more was made of the 

difficulties the weather would cause the German defenders than the RAF 

attackers. The next story to follow reports on Bomber Command and Fighter 

Command operations was a report on a speech made by Archibald Sinclair to 

the House of Commons on the morning of 26 May. He informed the House that, 

“two-hundred-and-eighty-seven British bombers, and twenty-eight American 

aircraft were reported lost over Germany and Western Europe last month!.554 

The broadcast went on to report that,  

                                                             
554 BBC news bulletin script, 26 May 1943, 9pm, 2. This broadcast was listened to by 47.3 
percent of the whole adult population. 
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Mr. Stokes (Labour) said that meant six-hundred-and-ninety-nine 
bombers had been lost over Europe, since the 1st of January this year. 
He asked if the Minister was satisfied that some of them could not have 
been put to a more useful purpose, by being sent to help in the western 
approaches. Sir Archibald Sinclair, replied, amid cheers: “Absolutely 

satisfied.555  

 

The broadcast also featured information released by the Ministry of Economic 

Warfare that highlighted what RAF bombing was achieving. This included that,  

The enemy is being forced to disperse his industries more and more to 
the south-east of Europe. It’s known that for a month after the daylight 
raid on the Focke-Wulf factory at Bremen, there was no sign of repairs or 
clearance work having been attempted. The damage at the Renault 
Works hasn’t been repaired; and it’s a question whether the Germans will 
attempt it because if they do they’ll only provide targets for the Allied air 
forces again.556  

 

This was a day of skilful publicity for the Air Ministry. As Bomber Command 

were raiding targets in Germany throughout this period, the public would have 

expected to hear reports on a raid in BBC news broadcasts throughout the day, 

so the Directorate had to release something. Furthermore, as reports were 

readily coming out of Germany about raids undertaken, the public were going to 

hear about the raid on Düsseldorf from the international press via the British 

newspapers. It is clear that the Directorate struggled to create a communiqué 

on this occasion, as the raid was so unsuccessful. Cue Sinclair’s speech in the 

House of Commons and the announcement by the Ministry of Economic 

Warfare. For a Department who were fearful of missed publicity opportunities 

they were very effective on this occasion. 
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Reporting on the 29/30 May raid on Wuppertal followed the same pattern 

as was common, very little in the morning broadcasts, with more detail in the 

later broadcasts. As with earlier broadcasts in this period and earlier in the 

conflict, the afternoon and evening broadcasters read verbatim the early Air 

Ministry communiqué, which outlined that the attack was heavy and 

concentrated. Much of the rest of the broadcast gave a history of Wuppertal and 

its industrial significance. The 6pm 30 May broadcast was significant as it 

concluded with a two and a quarter page list of places that had, “won their 

Wings” because of their contribution to the Wings for Victory Week.557 The 

savings campaign, which ran between March and May 1943, with the first week 

in May as its peak, was intended to emulate previous campaigns. These 

included War Weapons Week in 1940, Warship Week in 1942 and the 

continued campaign, Dig for Victory, which had launched in 1941. Counties had 

targets set and then divided between districts. For every target achieved, a 

white plastic plaque was awarded to the district depicting a nude St Michael the 

Archangel holding a sword to a three-headed snake. Alongside the award of the 

plaque, which would be displayed in halls and churches, a plane would be 

named after the town or county that had raised the money.  

 

The list, broadcast at 6pm on 30 May, included over 130 districts, all of 

whom had raised funds for the Wings for Victory campaign. The following pages 

listed the districts who had secured their Wings in Scotland and Northern 

Ireland. The broadcaster read that,  

In Edinburgh’s Wings for Victory the total of the free gifts exceeded five-
thousand pounds. A prisoner from Saughton Prison sent fifteen-shillings; 
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the George Watson’s Boys’ College set out to purchase a Spitfire and did 
it, and the Craigentinny Social Centre sent fifty pounds as a “ reply to the 
blitz.” 13 children of the senior primary class of St Giles School raised a 
pound by making and selling toy furniture, and a similar sum was sent as 
“a very small appreciation of one of who has been ill, in grateful thanks 
for safe and peaceful days and nights.”… This week’s gifts to the 
Chancellor of the Exchequer amount xxxxxxxxx/ to more than forty-
seven-thousand pounds, making a total of twenty-one-million-four-
hundred-and-forty-four thousand since the war began.558  

 

This was a vast sum of money, raised and donated to the campaign by the 

British people. Today that total would amount to £985,126,983. This huge 

amount of money, voluntarily donated by districts and communities across the 

UK, indicates how important the RAF were in the eyes of the public.  

 

In previous chapters, however, the evidence has shown that, thus far, 

aside from a small minority of diary contributors, most ordinary people in Britain 

during the conflict had little interest in the role of the RAF and Bomber 

Command. Mass-Observation diary submissions have indicated that the interest 

of the public was, for the most part, elsewhere in each period of the war. 

However, the enormous amount of money raised for the RAF in 1943 as part of 

Wings for Victory casts doubt on previous conclusions drawn about the interest 

of the public in RAF operations. Not only was the nationwide response to the 

campaign remarkable but in London at Trafalgar Square the response was 

overwhelming. More than a million visitors went to see the Lancaster and 

Stirling on display in the capital. The Daily Express wrote about the event, 

referring to, “the biggest crowd since the Coronation”.559 The high point of the 

events was a parade through London, with a march past by the Lord Mayor. 
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Despite other saving campaigns coming before it, this was the biggest event in 

London since the war began. British Pathé captured the parade and it was 

broadcast in cinemas around Britain as well as free Europe, in the newsreel, 

‘‘WINGS FOR VICTORY’ WEEK OPENS IN LONDON’. The footage showed 

shots of the crowds in Trafalgar Square and the opening speech made by Sir 

Robert Kindersley, the Director of the Bank of England and Chairman of the 

National Savings Committee. He declared to the crowds in the square,  

This campaign will give every free citizen of this free land an opportunity 
to express their admiration of, and gratitude to, the men of that superb 
force to whom the many owe so much. These "Wings for Victory" weeks 
are the nation's salute to the gallant men of the Royal Air Force, of the 
Fleet Air Arm, and of the Allied Air Force... In announcing the opening of 
the "Wings for Victory" Campaign I shall release thirteen hundred 
pigeons each bearing a message to one of our thirteen hundred savings 
committees throughout the country. These winged messengers, many of 
whom have seen war service, will I feel sure, prove to be harbingers of 

complete and outstanding success in this great Campaign.560  

 

The newsreel then shows footage of the participants of the mile-long parade, 

including, the Royal Navy, the Wrens, the Merchant Navy, the Army and finally, 

the RAF. In the voiceover, the narrator lists the roles undertaken by the RAF for 

which Britain should be thankful. The role of the bomber was noticeably absent. 

However, the parade did close with a display of bombs used by the RAF and 

the narrator stated it was the part of the parade that most excited the watching 

crowd. Chalked on to the side of one of the bombs is, “Hitler’s Easter Egg”, a 

reminder that throughout much of the conflict most references to targets in 

Germany referred to leading Nazi officials, most notably Hitler and Göring, 
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rather than the civilians of Germany, who were actually under direct attack from 

Bomber Command.  

 

The 6pm broadcast on 30 May closed with a ‘News Letter’. It outlined the 

importance of the air war and RAF in securing victory. The script spanned four 

pages and opened with praise for Bomber Command and their recent increase 

in raids and tonnage dropped on Germany. The broadcast glorified the 

sacrifices made by the crews of the RAF and suggested their operations should 

be called battles and not raids as they were more significant than a humble raid. 

It read,  

For five out of the last seven nights Germany has been raided - four 
times raided very heavily indeed. But raid is no longer the right word. The 
last of the first hundred-thousand tons of bombs on Germany and the 
first of the second hundred-thousand have been dropped on a nightly 
scale eclipsing everything in the grim record of air warfare. Many 
thousands of our fighting lads have been in action this week in Germany. 
It is as much an understatement to call what they have been doing a raid 
as to call Waterloo or the Somme a skirmish… British fighting men have 
not made their strength so felt on German soil for nearly two-hundred-
and-fifty years…We’ve known for a long time in our minds that air 
warfare against munitions factories is an instrument of victory. Now we 

feel it in our bones.561 

 

 The broadcast goes on to quote Churchill as saying, “opinion is divided as to 

whether the use of air power could by itself bring a collapse of Germany or in 

Italy. The experiment is well worth trying”.562 The rest of the broadcast sets out 

to remind listeners of the destruction meted out by the Luftwaffe, how German 

civilians had felt full of pride at their success, and how now the tide had turned 

and Germany was on the receiving end of the air war, and rightly so. Of all the 
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BBC broadcasts to date this is the most stirring and emotive. It does not just 

contain a communiqué read verbatim or list figures or industrial damage, it is an 

emotive speech designed to encourage the public to support the RAF, Bomber 

Command, and the war in the air. The number of donations received during 

Wings for Victory indicates that the content of the broadcast was a view shared 

by the many, not the few. 

 

Reporting on the raid on Hamburg on 27/28 July followed the same 

pattern as previous raids, little reported in the morning broadcasts and extracts 

read verbatim from the Air Ministry communiqué in the afternoon and evening, 

along with information about the target (how many times it had been bombed 

before, what industry it housed etc.) The 9pm broadcast was the most explicit. It 

referred to Hamburg as the most heavily bombed place on earth and reported 

that crews were convinced that the raid was more destructive than the one that 

had taken place three nights earlier. The broadcast reported that bombers 

hundreds of miles away could see the cloud of smoke over the city and the glow 

of the fires in the distance. The paragraph subsequent to this emotive 

description of a city destroyed, details the industrial significance of Hamburg 

and how RAF crews obtained photographic evidence of fires and damage to 

specific industrial sites. The raid on Berlin reporting on 15/16 February 1944 

was also the same, little to report in the morning broadcasts and more detail as 

the day progressed, including reports from a correspondent at a bombing 

station, who interviewed crews after the raid, who reported it as a successful 

raid lasting only a few hours. The reports on the 19 March 1944 raid on 

Frankfurt were also the same, except that by the 9pm and midnight news 
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reports of events in Russia took precedence and Bomber Command raids were 

not reported as the lead story. 

 

The broadcast at 7am on 23 March 1944 after another raid on Frankfurt 

broke the usual pattern. Whilst the newsreader was unable to give details on 

the raid to the listening public, the BBC had received information from a 

correspondent at a bomber station who was able to give some particulars about 

the raid, including the fact that Lancasters had taken part as well as some new 

Halifax Mark IIIs. The script also contained a brief exchange with a pilot of one 

of the planes on the operation, but this was crossed through and not read out. It 

did not feature in broadcasts later that day either. The comments by the pilot 

included a story of a tail-gunner in a Halifax who caught a German night-fighter 

in the light of its own flare and shot it down in flames. The 1pm broadcast kept 

up the normal service and highlighted the significance of Frankfurt as the, 

“centre of German Chemical Industry and one of the important railway junctions 

of the Reich. It has a population of a million and produces among other things, 

aircraft and electrical apparatus and railway rolling stock”.563 The 6pm, 9pm and 

midnight broadcasts followed with information from the Air Ministry 

communiqué, including the length of time of the raid, the tonnage dropped and 

any difficulties faced by bomber crews. However, unlike the 6pm broadcast, the 

9pm and midnight broadcasts gave a timed breakdown of operations Bomber 

Command were involved in during that 24 hour period. It detailed raids between 

9.45pm on 22 March and the evening of 23 March. The unease at the 

Directorate over USAAF obtaining a greater share of the publicity can be seen 
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as a fear often realised, as the 9.45pm to 11.45pm accounts, which were 

concerned with RAF raids, took up only half of a page. The following two full 

pages from 2am to “this evening” were focused predominantly on American 

operations over Germany.564  

 

Alongside regular BBC news bulletins broadcast in this period an 

extraordinary broadcast was made on 3 September 1943.  In 1943, the RAF 

contacted the BBC with a unique offer - they were willing to send a two-man 

radio crew on a bombing raid over Berlin. The BBC selected BBC 

correspondent Wynford Vaughan-Thomas and recording engineer Reginald 

Pidsley for the mission. So, on the night of 3rd September 1943, Vaughan-

Thomas recorded for the BBC live from a Lancaster Bomber during a bombing 

raid over Berlin. They flew to Berlin on board Lancaster EM-F for Freddie of 207 

Squadron, then based at RAF Langar in Nottinghamshire. The recordings were 

edited and broadcast within 12 hours of returning to Langar. The running order 

of the tracks on the original transcription disc is as follows: (1) take-off; (2-4) 

crossing coast (intercom); (5) oxygen test (intercom); (6) over sea, description 

of crew; (7) crossing enemy coast; (8) searchlights seen (intercom); (9) 

approaching Berlin; (10) bomb run, fighter attack (intercom); (11) Junkers 88 

shot down; (12) leaving target (intercom); (13) one hour to Berlin; (14) last 

glimpse of Berlin; (15-16) homeward flight; (17) first sight of English coast; (18) 

crossing coast (intercom); (19) homeward journey, petrol checked (intercom).565 

The recording over Berlin shows their remarkable courage, literally under fire, 
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and Vaughan-Thomas’ description of the bombing and the views from the plane 

are rich indeed.  

 

Public Response 

The reach of broadcast media between May 1943 and March 1944 

continued as it had done throughout previous periods. A February 1944 BBC 

Listener Research Report detailed that, “the universality of news bulletin 

listening is brought home, by the fact that nearly 80% of the whole adult civilian 

population heard some news every day. If people without access to a wireless 

set are ignored, the proportion who heard some news each day rises to 

83%”.566 The same report found that 54 percent listened to the 9pm news 

bulletin and 44 percent to the 6pm bulletin. Thus, as with previous periods it is 

evident that more than half of the public were listening to daily news bulletin 

updates about the actions of Bomber Command.  

 

With regard to the public’s perception of the news service in this period, a 

Mass-Observation File Report dated 15 September 1943 testified that when 

news was good the public were more inclined to be satisfied with news 

reporting than if the news was bad. It also reported that, “feelings about the 

news service in this country have so far remained remarkably steady. The 

number of people who are satisfied or dissatisfied with the news service has 

hitherto fluctuated in the region of 50% for both”.567 Furthermore, a record figure 

of 82 percent satisfaction at news reporting was recorded in June 1943. The 

                                                             
566 BBC Listener Research Report, 3 March 1944, Listener Research Department, LR/2440, 
British Online Archive. 
567 ‘Mass-Observation Bulletin’, 15 September 1943, FR1914, MOA. 



206 
 

report also found that the majority of people questioned, despite expressing 

some dissatisfaction, did believe the main facts. The same was true with BBC 

news bulletins. The report noted that, “people do not differentiate much between 

the newspapers and the B.B.C. Some think it more reliable; some think it less 

reliable. All seem to be aware that the same censorship operates over both.”568 

Whilst attitudes towards the media in this period were similar to previous 

periods of the conflict, one difference was the access war correspondents had 

to battle zones, including greater access to seats on aircraft taking part in 

operations over Germany and occupied Europe. An April 1943 BBC Listener 

Research Report concluded that,  

The majority of listeners, though they would not employ these terms, do 
want broadcasting to exploit to the full the possibilities peculiar to its 
medium. They want the “real thing” - the voice of the War Correspondent 
himself, the noises which he hears, his immediate impressions of what 
he sees. The minority which is believed to be an older group, prefer 
broadcasting to provide what is more a spoken newspaper despatch - to 
them the actual voice of the War Correspondent is irrelevant, the sounds 
of battle may be harrowing. They feel that it is better for the war 
Correspondent to recollect his emotion in tranquillity, and only then to 

write his despatch.569  

 

For the first time a divide in listeners was evident. The BBC believed older 

listeners did not want to hear the realities of the conflict whilst younger listeners 

preferred to do so. However, a Mass-Observation File Report penned in 

September 1943 found differing results. It concluded that, “a surprising number 

of people of all kinds mention their dislike of personal stories and eye-witness 

reports, which they regard as “padding””.570   
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A further BBC Listener Research Report, specifically focused on the RAF 

in news bulletins in this period, was conducted in May 1943 and had over 500 

local correspondents take part. It was the third of its kind, with the previous two 

undertaken in 1940 and 1941. The latest report found that, whilst 60 percent of 

correspondents did not think that RAF exploits were over-done, a large minority, 

40 percent, believed they were broadcast so often that listeners became 

impassive about their content. There is an element of truth to this finding, as 

throughout the conflict Mass-Observation contributors repeatedly did not include 

Bomber Command exploits as a feature of their submissions. Perhaps this is 

because, as the BBC report suggests, listeners had become impassive about 

RAF actions and instead focused their interests elsewhere. Mass-Observation 

File Report 1914, from a comment made by an aircraft woman, supports this. 

She stated, “B.B.C. news is excellent on the whole except for the news of the 

R.A.F. raids which is given in such a form that is doesn’t attract interest, and 

people consider it monotonous”.571 Furthermore, with reference to the selection 

of aircrew to be interviewed or to tell their stories in news broadcasts the public 

response was not as favourable as the Air Ministry had hoped. Many BBC 

Listener correspondents felt it invidious to select individuals to tell their stories 

when all concerned were deserving of credit.572 This view contradicts the view 

held at the Directorate, where the inclusion of aircrew for interview and 

broadcast was actively encouraged, evidence that perhaps the Air Ministry were 

not always in touch with the desires of the listening public. 
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The success of the Wings for Victory campaign in 1943 would suggest 

that the actions of Bomber Command featured more widely in the thoughts and 

writings of the public in this period. However, as in previous chapters, the 

number of submissions to Mass-Observation were limited. Between May 1943 

and March 1944, a total of 154 diaries were submitted by respondents to Mass-

Observation. Of that number, only 13 wrote with reference to the bombing of 

Germany, with each diarist submitting, on average, six entries. A number more 

wrote about Operation Chastise specifically. As with previous periods of the 

conflict, the public’s attention was elsewhere, most often on domestic issues or 

the changing political situation in Europe, most notably in Italy. The 13 diaries 

that were submitted can be divided into categories. Firstly, those who were 

supportive of Allied bombing. Secondly, those who opposed Allied bombing, 

Thirdly those who had to compromise their views regarding Allied Bombing and 

finally those who took, as the BBC and Mass-Observation File Report testified, 

a more impassive attitude towards the bombing.  

 

The most frequent submitter was Diarist 5004, a 35 year-old male, ARP 

Worker and Food Packing Manager from Surrey, who submitted nine months of 

diaries concerning the bombing of Germany. He also submitted several entries 

referencing his work fundraising for Wings for Victory Week. His first entry 

pertaining to RAF raids on Germany was at the start of the period, May 1943. 

He wrote on 14 May,  

Our latest air-raids on Germany show a further heavy increase in lethal 
power, for again it is the “biggest ever”. The Germans do not say very 
much about last night’s attack, but it is clear from the communiqué that 
the enemy have experienced something London has never had to 
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endure. I wonder how the attack will compare with the efforts we shall be 

making by the end of the war.573  

 

He submitted again on 18 May regarding Operation Chastise, the Dam Buster 

raids. He wrote of his satisfaction,  

The aerial photographs published to-day of the results achieved by the 
bursting of the dams are amazing in the first place for the destruction 
they show, and secondly because of the technical excellence they show 
as photographs… Water unleashed is a terrible enemy, and there is little 
any man can do about it. Even when the floods subside as they 
ultimately will, there is the additional danger of disease – and with 
depleted labour the Nazis will have much trouble in combating it.574   

 

Reference to the dam raids featured more heavily in diaries submitted to Mass-

Observation than other raids that had taken place. This is explained in a diary 

submitted by Diarist 5088, a 41 year-old chemist living in Manchester, who 

wrote, “the story of the two German dams and their blowing up fills the 

newspapers this morning”.575 Clearly, the extensive media coverage 

encouraged conversations. He went on to write that,  

Opinion in the canteen is divided. One set do not think it quite a 
legitimate means of making war. “leaves a nasty taste in the mouth” as 
H. put it, the rest think that although civilians will suffer more than 
combatants, the effect upon the German war industry machine will be 
well worth the loss of aircraft, and anyway, Hitler never bothered about 
our non-combatants, when he bombed us, nor of the non-combatants of 

the of the conquered countries when he starved them.576  

 

Diarist 5429, a 44 year-old secretary in London, wrote of a similar turmoil. She 

noted,  
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There seems no doubt that we have pulled off a big thing by destroying 
the Ruhr dams. I hope it has not/ caused too great a loss of life. One has 
to try to keep a sense of proportion, and remember how many millions of 
homes and lives have been destroyed by the Nazis, when they invaded 
all these countries. One can see the justice of it, that the German’s 
should experience some of these horrors – yet all the time there is a 
conflict in my mind through abhorrence at having to do such things.577  

 

Another diarist to write about the agitation surrounding the Dam Buster raids 

was diarist 5307, a 35 year-year old stenographer from Birmingham. She 

submitted her diary to Mass-Observation but, interestingly, did not write about 

war news until page 13. She recorded that,  

I haven’t said anything in this instalment about the actual War news. But 
of course one is still feeling pretty good about the end of the Africa 
campaign and the bombing of the Ruhr dams. It is queer about this last. 
Most people I have talked to about it feel, as I do, that it was a very 
satisfactory and brilliant affair, horribly destructive but somehow less 
horrifying than bombing and burning. That’s quite illogical, I suppose, but 
personally I would far rather cope with floods than with H.E. or fire. But 
one or two take quite a different view. Someone said to me he didn’t 
think anything could justify such a dreadful act of vengeance and 
destruction… Of course it is vile from the human and civilised point of 
view, but it is effective, and since this thing has got to be put through to a 
finish, for God’s sake let us make it as quick a finish as we can.578 

 

A pattern emerged in the diary submissions concerning the Dam Buster raids. 

Every diarist notes the conflict people found themselves in in response to the 

destruction caused by the operation. This conflict was not exclusive to the Dam 

Buster raids, however, and was replicated in other social survey responses to 

bombing operations of the period. 
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Diarist 5132, a 37 year-old buyer from London, also wrote about the dam 

raids. He wrote on 17 May 1943, “the breaching of three of Germany’s biggest 

dams by the RA.F. early today was indeed a remarkable piece of news and it is 

a blow which is likely to have devastating results”.579 Like Diarist 5004, Diarist 

5132 submitted, for the most part, factual references to Bomber Command 

operations. Of a raid on Hamburg at the end of July he wrote, “Hamburg seems 

to be getting a terrific hammering from the RAF and it looks as though the RAF 

intend to liquidate entirely this important city”.580 Whilst they use emotive 

language such as, “lethal power” and “liquidate”, they both refrain from offering 

emotional commentary on the impact of such damage. This is similar in style to 

much of the newspaper press of the period. Whilst they use language which 

suggests the annihilation of a town or city, they refrain from commenting on 

their response to the likely outcome of such annihilation. 

 

Diarist 5004 made a more emotive entry on 24 May when he wrote of the 

heaviest raid ever on Dortmund. His emotion, however, was directed at the loss 

of bombers. He wrote, “I suppose the loss of 38 bombers is a reasonable price 

to pay, although it appears grievous to me”.581 His support of RAF bombing 

continued with diary submissions throughout summer 1943. On 12 June, he 

wrote of an attack on Düsseldorf as the heaviest ever and again commented on 

the “blow” of 44 bomber losses.582 On 23 June, he once again commented on 

Bomber Command losses but also noted his pleasure at the resultant 

destruction of Germany through targeting towns of moderate size, taking them 
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off the map with concentrated plastering.583 This tone is similar, once again, to 

that expressed in the press at the time who often wrote of the total destruction 

of towns and cities in Germany. On 27 June, he wrote again of mass 

destruction,  

Still more bombs on the Ruhr, and each time a new target. The moaning 
and threats coming from Germany tell most clearly of the efficiency with 
which we are systematically destroying the war potential of Hitler’s 
legions. The reports of neutral correspondents although they must be 
accepted with reserve, show a terrifying picture of what life in the 
bombed areas is like.584  

 

Once again, reference is made to the impact the continued bombardment by 

Bomber Command must be having but no remorse expressed about its effect. 

On 8 August, he made specific reference to the bombing of women and children 

in Germany and applauded the German efforts to evacuate women and children 

from the target areas. He wrote,  

It is good to read, the Germans in a panic rush from the main cities which 
are taking out the women and children… the R.A.F. in their thousand 
bomber raids cannot avoid the killing of women and children – nobody 
pretends that they can. Therefore the removal of these people is xxxxx 
calculated to make every bomb we drop much more effective.585  

 

This entry aligns with exactly the tone the Air Ministry, aside from Harris, were 

hoping to achieve; unfortunately civilians were victims of bombing raids but the 

targets were always industrially focused.  
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On 4 September 1943, Diarist 5004 wrote of his delight at listening to a 

BBC report made from an aircraft over Berlin.586 Discussed above. This 

corroborates the findings of the April 1943 BBC Listener Research Report that 

the majority of the listening public were keen to hear war correspondents 

broadcasting from the battlefront, casting doubt on Mass-Observation File 

Report 1914. 

 

 Diarist 5004 reinforces the allegation that the listening, and certainly the 

reading, public could not avoid knowledge of the destruction meted out over 

Germany by the RAF. In a January 1944 diary submission, he refers to Berlin 

being, “destroyed almost street by street”.587 On 17 February, he wrote of his 

delight at a large raid on Germany, “the biggest ever on Berlin last night – 

That’s the stuff to give ‘em’”.588 However, later that month he took a different 

tone after finding out a friend had his house destroyed in a raid on London. He 

wrote about questioning the ethics of bombing. This seems in stark contrast to 

the views he had held in previous months. However, he closed his entry with a 

comment that quickly counters his ethical questioning of the raids. He wrote, 

“what good has been done to the German war effort that a man’s house and 

personal property has been destroyed?”589 Rather than questioning the raids on 

ethical grounds because of the death and destruction to Germany, he was more 

concerned with the failure of Bomber Command in preventing Luftwaffe raids on 

Britain.  

                                                             
586 D 5004, diary for September 1943, MOA. 
587 D 5004, diary for January 1944, MOA. 
588 D 5004, diary for February 1944, MOA. 
589 D 5004, diary for February 1943, MOA. 
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Diarist 5132 also wrote in support of raids on Berlin. He wrote on 24 August,  

Great news about the monster raid on Berlin last night, that is to say for 
us, not Berliners, for I should think they were scared stiff. Perhaps after 
so much waiting and expecting they are glad that it has at last arrived, 
yet they can hardly seek consolation in this fact, because last night was 

only the opening round in the Battle of Berlin.590  

 

He further commented in November that the, “heart must have been knocked 

out of Berlin”.591 In the same entry, he referred to media coverage of the event. 

He wrote, “accounts of these raids in today’s papers are nearly as glowing as 

Berlin’s fires”.592 Once again, it is clear that the reading and listening public 

were exposed to the realities of RAF raids on Germany, Berlin specifically, and 

on occasion were able to comprehend the impact such raids were having. 

 

Diarist 5261 wrote of RAF bombing in submitted diaries but more in the 

category of those who might disapprove of the action. The female 27 year-old 

Mancunian factory clerk wrote on 17 and 18 May 1943,  

News that the R.A.F. have destroyed the German Dams. Everyone is 
excited about it. It is a terrific feat but an appalling disaster for the 
Germans… More details about the dams. It makes me cringe to think of 
what is happening to the people in the path of the water. It is the children 
I keep thinking of, but then the pity I feel is countered by the news of the 
sinking of a hospital ship by the Germans.593  

 

                                                             
590 D 5132, diary for August 1943, MOA. 
591 D 5132, diary for November 1943, MOA. 
592 D 5132, diary for November 1943, MOA. 
593 D 5261, diary for May 1943, MOA. 
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Whilst she clearly shows distress at the impact of RAF raids, she is quick to 

explain away the operation as if Germany deserved it as a response to a 

heinous act they had committed. She wrote at the end of May of the raid on 

Dortmund that, “it is dreadful & doesn’t really bear thinking about”.594 On 23 

June she wrote, “everybody seems appalled by our bombing raids on the axis. 

The general opinion is that this job is a very necessary but terrible one for us to 

do”.595 In July she wrote,  

Hamburg raided again. My goodness! It is appalling to think of the 
damage we must have inflicted on that town. Nobody exhults [exults] 
over, these raids, rather does everybody seem awestruck at the terrible 
power we now seem able to wield.596  

 

In a previous July submission, she had gone so far as to write that those who 

supported the bombing of Rome should be shot! Diarist 5261 sits comfortably in 

the group of Mass-Observation submitters who were opposed to Allied bombing 

because of the destruction it caused to Germany, but her entries are, more 

often than not, tinged with a retaliatory tone. However, as with Diarist 5004, 

some of the shock of the bombing was directed towards Bomber Command 

losses, rather than completely at the damage and destruction caused to 

Germany. She wrote of the loss of bombers over Berlin in August, “58 bombers 

lost over Berlin… It does make one gasp…Mother said she nearly fainted when 

she heard the news”.597 

 

                                                             
594 Ibid. 
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A Mass-Observation directive questionnaire, which was distributed in December 

1943, included the question, “what do you feel about the recent bombing of 

Germany?”598 The directive was part of a series of questionnaires distributed 

between 1937 and 1955 to members of the national panel of volunteer writers 

who responded to the regular Mass-Observation 'directive' or open-ended 

questionnaires on a variety of subjects. There were 288 responses to the 

December 1943 questionnaire. The majority of which did offer, even if 

sometimes only briefly, an answer the question regarding their feelings towards 

the bombing of Germany. There were, as always, those who were enamoured 

with the operations. Directive Respondent 2684 for example, who wrote, “a very 

easy question, and summed up in two words “Damn pleased”… I say bomb, 

bomb and continue to bomb until they have had enough”.599 Respondent 1048 

also wrote of his approval. His answer read, “I feel glad about this, + I cannot 

conjure up any compunction… I am glad too that Germany is feeling what war 

means at home for the first time…”600 However, very few other submissions 

were as forthright in their support. At the opposite end of the spectrum were 

those who expressed a deep dislike of the raids. Respondent 1211 for example, 

wrote how he felt, “horror & intense sympathy with German, men, women & 

children, whenever I hear or see pictures of bombing in Germany”.601 

Respondent 1093 shared a similar sentiment. He wrote quite a detailed 

response to the question. Writing,  

I feel in one sense guilty about our bombing policy, I wish it were 
possible to make some effective protest, not just a gesture calling 
attention to myself and of not the remotest benefit to the victims… I knew 
that if the war went on long enough we would do all those barbarities that 
the enemy did if they were of any military effect. But what strikes me as 

                                                             
598 Directive Questionnaire, December 1943, MOA. 
599 Directive Respondent 2684, December 1943, MOA. 
600 Directive Respondent 1048, December 1943, MOA. 
601 Directive Respondent 1211, December 1943, MOA. 
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amazing is the grotesque way our church leaders (Crusades against 

barbarism) turn their conscience over to the military authorities...602   

 

Despite these extremes, the majority of those who submitted a response found 

themselves having to compromise. A large number of respondents used terms 

such as “necessary” in their answer. Respondent 1066 wrote, “I feel that the 

bombing of Germany is an appalling necessity”.603 Respondent 1069 called it, 

“terrible, but necessary” and Respondent 1070 wrote that it made her feel, “sick” 

but she felt that it was “necessary all the same”.604 A similar sentiment was 

shared by respondent 3089 who reported it as, “disgusting, sickening – but 

necessary”.605 There were hundreds more submissions expressing the same 

feeling to varying degrees. The reason they gave for the, “very necessary evil” 

was that it was likely to end the war more quickly. 606 A large proportion of 

respondents expressed their dislike of Allied bombing but accepted it as a way 

to bring an end to the conflict. Respondent 1176 wrote, “I believe the constant 

bombing of German war production centres will hasten the end of the war”.607 

Respondent 1109 wrote a similar answer, but one which raised the question of 

the legitimacy of the targets. He wrote, “let them have it – but let it be definitely 

as far as possible on targets which reduce war production”.608 Respondent 3501 

summarised the view of many when he wrote, “how do I feel? I want to win the 

war, so I say, “yes, go on and bomb”. But I remember what we said and how we 

felt when we were bombed, when we, as Mr Churchill cleverly put it, stood 

alone against the might of Germany, saviour of the world and the hypocrisy 

                                                             
602 Directive Respondent 1093, December 1943, MOA. 
603 Directive Respondent 1066, December 1943, MOA. 
604 Directive Respondent 1069; 1070, December 1943, MOA. 
605 Directive Respondent 3089, December 1943, MOA. 
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makes me despair”.609 It is evident then that, at the critical moment of 

committing an answer to paper, the vast majority of the panel considered the 

work of Bomber Command essential, despite finding the acts themselves 

“appalling”, “horrible” and “evil”. 610 

 

As with previous periods, the Bombing Restrictions Committee continued 

tirelessly in their campaign to garner public support and force the government to 

reconsider bombing policy. Throughout this period, the Committee continued to 

lobby government via the national and local press as well as through the 

printing of posters and pamphlets, but, as with previous periods, many media 

outlets and senior spokespeople were reluctant to show support for the 

Committee’s campaign. They attempted to place advertisements in newspapers 

but of the 47 newspapers approached, only 27 agreed to run them.611 However, 

by the end of this period, the Committee had published eight leaflets. They were 

often sold cheaply in bulk, most costing five shillings per 100. Stop Bombing 

Civilians! was published in 1943 in an edition of 5,000 copies. A few months 

later, however, it had to be reprinted to meet demand. 612 The Bombing 

Restrictions Committee issued the pamphlet, with a preface by Stanley Jevons 

and Corder Catchpool, as a protest. It included writings on, “what evidence has 

the Committee that bombing by the R.A.F. is not restricted to military 

objectives?”, “what has the Christian Church to say?” and “what does this 

Committee propose?”613 A second pamphlet was published in 1943, titled, 

                                                             
609 Directive Respondent 3501, December 1943, MOA. 
610 Directive Respondent 3437; 1190; 3035, December 1943, MOA 
611 Hughes, W, ‘Indomitable friend,’ 79-80. 
612 Overy, R, “Constructing Space for Dissent in War,” 613. 
613 Stop Bombing Civilians! Bombing Restrictions Committee, Temp. MSS 448, box 1, file 2.3, 
Foley Papers, The Library of the Society of Friends, Friends House. 
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Bomb, Burn and Ruthlessly Destroy. The pamphlet focused predominantly on 

Bomber Command’s raid on Hamburg in the summer of 1943. It detailed the 

damage caused by the raid, documented in Swedish and Swiss reports, and 

urged the Government to admit it had altered its policy to incorporate bombing, 

“centres of population”.614 Hamburg was also the focus of another pamphlet 

titled, What happened in Hamburg.615 It was formulated from reports from Swiss 

newspapers on the physical damage caused in Hamburg. In another pamphlet 

published in February 1944, titled, Sear, Scar and Blacken, the Committee once 

again outlined the horrors of Hamburg but also detailed the impact of bombing 

on Berlin and other German cities. As with pamphlets published in 1943 the 

Committee strove to encourage the Government to declare the true intentions of 

their bombing policy. They wrote, “if, as the responsible authorities claim, there 

is no indiscriminate bombing, the only conclusion possible is that these 

thousands of civilians and their homes are being deliberately destroyed”.616  

 

Alongside the movement of the Bombing Restrictions Committee, there 

were individual campaigners who publically opposed Allied bombing policy. 

William Temple, the Archbishop of Canterbury, wrote to the Air Ministry in July 

1943 claiming that he was under bombardment from statements that Britain had 

altered its bombing policy. In a response drafted by Peck, Sinclair assured 

Temple that the RAF only targeted military objectives, “dotted about in built up 

areas, which placated him”.617 Another figure to feature in the movement 

                                                             
614 Bomb, Burn and Ruthlessly Destroy, Bombing Restrictions Committee, Temp. MSS 448, box 
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against area bombing was Bishop George Bell who had previously written a 

letter to The Times calling the bombing of women and children ‘barbaric’ and 

had spoken in the House of Lords in February 1943 urging the House to resist 

the War Cabinet’s call for area bombing. On 9 February 1944 he spoke again,  

To ask His Majesty’s Government whether, without detriment to the 
public interest, they can make a statement as to their policy regarding the 
bombing of towns in enemy countries, with special reference to the effect 
of such bombing on civilians as well as objects of non-military and non-

Industrial significance that are attacked.618  

 

Despite continuing to distance himself from the Bombing Restrictions 

Committee, Bell did maintain correspondence with the Committee in order to 

use their materials for his own purposes. The debate in the House of Lords in 

February 1944 being one such occasion. In their correspondence, Bell informed 

Foley that positive letters he had received after the debate outnumbered the 

critical ones, indicating the growing number of opponents of area bombing, 

even if they were unwilling to go public with their opposition.619 These letters 

included one from a woman on fire-watching duty at St Martin-in-the-Fields, 

which said, “heaps of people all over the country will be grateful for your 

courage”. One clergyman revealed that, “quite a number of R.A.F. boys are 

seriously perturbed by what they have to do in this matter of district or area 

bombing”. Another reported that, whilst visiting a local factory, workers stood up 

to defend Bell’s views despite disagreement from the shop floor.620 Bell was 

also lauded in the publication, The Christian Pacifist in March 1944. The 

newsletter, a monthly periodical of high intelligence with a limited circulation of 

                                                             
618 Hansard Parliamentary Debates, House of Lords vol. 130 (1944). 
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around 8,500, operating out of Red Lion Square in London, featured a two-page 

article rebuking the response Bell received in the House of Lords.621 Evidence 

of correspondence with Bishop George Bell and the reprinting of Bombing 

Restrictions Committee pamphlets is evidence of the growth in support for such 

campaigns. Even if very few acted on their opposition, or committed their views 

to social survey organisations, it is evident that there were people who identified 

with the causes espoused by the Committee and other like-minded public 

speakers and writers. Despite growing support, as with their reaction in 1942, 

MI5 realised that to prosecute such organisations would only lead to them 

posing as “martyrs to the cause of humanity” and in April 1943 MI5 concluded 

that the movement had made no “headway”.622 

 

The most well-known opponent of the bombing campaign was, Vera 

Brittain. She campaigned as a pacifist in her own right, working closely with the 

Peace Pledge Union but it was her work with the Bombing Restrictions 

Committee that secured her the greatest attention.623 Initially Brittain was 

reluctant to create a pamphlet on behalf of the Bombing Restrictions Committee 

due to her commitments elsewhere, most notably to the Food Relief Campaign 

of which she had become Chair in March 1943. When she did eventually agree, 

she completed the manuscript, Seed of Chaos, in two months. The book was to 

be published by New Vision Press on 19 April 1944.624 Prior to its publication in 
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Britain, it was released in America under the title, Massacre by Bombing, where 

it received harsh reviews. 

 

When Seed of Chaos was published in Britain, Catchpool had hoped the 

publicity in America would cause greater interest in the pamphlet. This was not 

to be. Once again, George Bell had declined to work publicly with the Bombing 

Restrictions Committee, refusing to speak at a Committee meeting or even 

compose a letter to be read at the event. Furthermore, The British Weekly 

reprinted the journalist and war correspondent William Shirer’s criticism of 

Brittain’s work but refused to allow her the opportunity to respond, despite 

protest from the Committee, who took full responsibility for the pamphlet’s 

content. The writer George Orwell also penned a damning criticism, although, 

unlike critics in America, he recognised Brittain’s desire to win the war via 

legitimate means, avoiding the area bombing of civilians. The failure of her 

critics, bar Orwell, to distinguish between her acceptance of bombing and 

rejection of saturation bombing, ostracised Brittain from both camps. Not only 

did critics oppose her stance by mistaking her opposition for outright distain for 

bombing but those at the other end of the spectrum, who were pacifists, also 

opposed her for accepting bombing in any capacity. Both the Peace News and 

the Quaker journal, Friends, covered Brittain’s campaign in very little detail due 

to their absolute pacifist stance. Therefore, despite the notoriety achieved by 

Brittain and her campaign against area bombing, as with much of the work 

undertaken by the Bombing Restrictions Committee and other anti-bombing 

campaigners, little was actually achieved in the way of support for the 

movement. In the introduction to Seed of Chaos Brittain wrote, “the purpose of 

this book is to inquire how far the British people understand and approve of the 
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policy of “obliteration bombing” now being inflicted upon the civilians of enemy 

and enemy-occupied countries by ourselves and the United States”.625 From the 

evidence of social survey material of the period the conclusion can be drawn 

that the public did understand and to some extent approve of the policy of 

obliteration bombing. But, for the most part they either accepted the bombing as 

unavoidable or, as with previous periods, were so apathetic that they failed to 

comment on the raids in Mass-Observation diary submissions. 

 

BIPO survey data from the period also reinforced the view that there was 

a variety of opinion amongst the public. In June 1943 the question, “what do you 

think is the most important thing we have to do to beat Germany?” was asked. 

The response with the largest percentage was, “continue/increase bombing of 

Germany”. This response was given by 22 percent of 1,915 asked. The next 

largest response was, “open a second front in Europe”, which obtained 18.91 

percent of the total number asked.626 Interestingly, however, a survey 

undertaken in July the same year found that in response to the question, “do 

you think we can defeat Germany by bombing alone?”, only 19.16 percent of 

the total 1,802 sample asked, said “yes”. The same survey asked, “what are 

your feelings when you hear that there has been a heavy air raid on a German 

city?” The largest scoring response was, “very pleased, glad, give them more”, 

with 34.57 percent of the sample. The second highest scoring response was, 

“justice, retribution, getting their deserts, grim satisfaction, recalls blitz on us”, 

with 14.57 percent of the sample. One of the lowest scoring responses, with 

                                                             
625 Ibid, 95. 
626 Liddell, I, Hinton, J, Thompson, P, (1996). British Institute of Public Opinion (Gallup) Polls, 
1938-1946, [data collection]. British Institute of Public Opinion, [original data producer(s)]. 
British Institute of Public Opinion. SN: 3331, http://doi.org/10.5255/UKDA-SN-3331-1, No. 99, 
June 1943. 

http://doi.org/10.5255/UKDA-SN-3331-1


224 
 

1.40 percent, was, “pity, sorrow – but they deserve it”.627 The final BIPO survey 

of this period to include questions on Bomber Command was in December 

1943. The 1,773 sample was asked, “how do you feel about the bombing?” 

46.70 percent reported, “satisfaction, getting some of their own medicine. We 

ought to keep it up”. The smallest percentage response, 1.64 percent, was “only 

bomb industrial plants and communications as far as possible”.628 The findings 

of these BIPO surveys reiterate the variety of responses amongst the public 

towards RAF bombing in this period.  

 

Home Intelligence Reports contained similar findings to other social 

survey material of the period. The impassive attitude was reported in a weekly 

report dated, 18 May 1943. It found that little interest was shown in attacks on 

specific industrial targets, unless they were of a spectacular nature, such as the 

destruction of the dams in May 1943; a fact corroborated by diary entries to 

Mass-Observation at the time.629 Home Intelligence Reports in this period also 

found evidence to support the claims made in BIPO survey material. It was 

found by Home Intelligence that the public linked their pleasure at heavy raids 

to its effect on morale rather than the effect on heavy industry or the war effort 

more broadly.630 There were occasional expressions of sympathy for the 

German people in Home Intelligence Reports, much like there were in Mass-

Observation diary submissions. A report in January 1943 found that there was, 

“some feeling against the bombing of Berlin, on the grounds that there are 

targets of military importance which do not involve so much bombing of 
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civilians”.631 Another commented that they felt, “a tinge of pity” for the women 

and children and horror at their suffering, but acceptance that, “civilians must 

suffer”.632 Generally, the findings of both BIPO and Home Intelligence are 

somewhat in line with the findings of Mass-Observation. Some members of the 

public were in full support of the raids and showed little emotional response. 

Some were opposed, but also willing to accept that Germany deserved 

retribution and others demonstrated impassiveness unless a raid of particular 

impact had taken place. 

 

Conclusion 

What is evident in public opinion in this period is that, there was a greater 

variety of responses than in previous periods. Whilst the vast majority of the 

public continued to maintain an impassive response to Bomber Command 

operations a group emerged who, despite being in support of raids, felt some 

discomfort over them taking place. However, as with all previous periods the 

largest group was made up of submitters who demonstrated their 

impassiveness towards Bomber Command operations. Diarists who fell into this 

category included, Diarist 5013, a male telegraphist living in Doncaster, Diarist 

5275, a 53 year-old, female, film strip producer living in London and Diarist 

5457, a 57 year-old, housewife living in Ware. Within this group, a number of 

other topics were written about far more frequently, in more detail and with more 

emotion than RAF bombing. These included, most prominently, the war in Italy, 

specifically the fall of Mussolini, events on the Eastern Front and the recapture 

of land by the Russians and events in North Africa. Home front subjects, unlike 
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in previous periods where issues could consist of rationing and the impact of 

unemployment, were far more light-hearted in this period and included trips to 

the theatre and cinema as well as numerous entries regarding the weather.633 

Thus it is clear that, although the extremes of the spectrum did indeed exist, 

alongside spikes in support recorded in BIPO data, most people maintained a 

detached attitude to the operations of Bomber Command throughout the period 

May 1943 to March 1944.  
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Chapter 5 

The Return to Germany and Final Victory 

September 1944 to April 1945 

 

Introduction 

By September 1944, the war had been underway for five years and yet 

the Air Ministry were still unable to agree on how RAF publicity should be 

managed. Alongside this inner turmoil, the Ministry also continued to suffer 

anxiety at being over-shadowed by SHAEF and the USAAF in the battle for 

publicity. The evidence suggests this was a well-placed anxiety. The Directorate 

faced the closing months of the conflict still somewhat unsure of how Bomber 

Command should be presented to the public, alongside having to compete for 

coverage. Throughout this period, coverage of Bomber Command raids was 

evident in most of the press and BBC on an almost daily basis; however, 

coverage usually consisted of small repetitive articles that featured little more 

than the contents of the Directorate communiqués. The BBC was similar in that 

the scripts were often verbatim repetitions of the communiqués. The BBC was 

also under added pressure due to the vast number of raids taking place within a 

24 hour period.  

 

 As was common throughout the conflict, for most of the last stages of the 

war, public attention was mostly elsewhere. Public attention that had been 

directed towards Luftwaffe bombing of Britain and the Blitz in the autumn of 

1940 and the spring of 1941 was repeated again in the closing stages of the 

conflict, when V2 rockets began to target the South East of England. However, 

is it not to be expected that the public would be far more concerned with the 
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targeting of towns and cities close to home rather than towns and cities in 

Germany? When their attention did turn to the targeting of German towns and 

cities, though, the majority of the Mass-Observation diary submitters were more 

concerned with the architectural damage to the baroque buildings so often 

found in German cities than loss of human life. Once again, however, the 

general view of the public towards the actions of Bomber Command was chiefly 

impassiveness. Whatever the cause of that impassiveness, and despite the 

tireless work of those at the Directorate, the public still maintained the apathy 

that had begun to take root earlier in the conflict. 

 

Role of the Publicity Department 

 The fear that began in 1943 at the Publicity Department of being 

overlooked by SHAEF continued into 1944. With all Allied public relations 

coming under SHAEF jurisdiction from D-Day onwards and with many of the 

final battles of the conflict being fought on land from June 1944 onwards, the 

Department were right to be concerned. They were once again locked in a 

battle for publicity.  A rather blistering letter, sent directly from Harris to the 

Chief of Air Staff, summarised his feelings about Bomber Command’s position 

in the summer of 1944. He wrote,  

In sum, therefore, both in military effort, and certainly in casualties, the 
subscription towards the invasion made by the Air Forces has far 
exceeded that made so far by the Ground Forces. Nevertheless both the 
official credit and certainly the story as the public gets it does not lend 
anybody to suspect that the Air Forces have played anything but an 
ancillary part in the whole campaign… There are 10,500 aircrew in my 
operational squadrons. In three months we have lost over half that 
number. They have a right that their story be adequately told, and it is a 
military necessity that it should be.634  

                                                             
634 Harris to Portal, 1 July 1944, Air 20/3344, TNA. 



229 
 

 

Admiral Sir William James noted a similar sentiment at the Admiralty. As he saw 

it, “the three Services were willy-nilly being welded into one Service for the great 

offensive”.635 

 

 Whilst the SHAEF Public Relations Division did an admirable job of 

representing the Services and nations of the organisation as equally as they 

were able, it is evident from Air Ministry documentation that those in command 

were still unsatisfied. Their dissatisfaction began to manifest itself not with 

SHAEF but with practices at the Air Ministry itself. Air Marshal Douglas Evill, 

Vice Chief of Air Staff, wrote to Portal on the matter at the beginning of July 

1944. He stated: 

I suggest… the Air Staff should take a more constructive part in publicity 
than... at present. I do not mean to suggest that we should in anyway 
encroach upon the S. of S.’s responsibility for publicity policy, but that we 

should be able to provide him with :- 

(i) considered and consistent advice as to the doctrines that 
we need to put over. 

(ii) a long term plan worked out in consultation with our 
commanders to this end. 

(iii) day to day (though not daily) contributions written up on a 
basis of current events in illustration of our Service 

doctrine. 

Implementation of this plan would be effected at the direction of the S. of 
S. and by means of the existing Public Relations Staff.636 

 

Once again, Peck was thrust to the forefront of Air Force Publicity. However, 

recent reorganisations within the Department limited Peck’s scope to make the 

alterations suggested. Evill argued that changes were being made but, “not 
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being done successfully. There is too great a measure of unanimity in the 

criticism of Commanders and other more detached authoritative opinions to 

permit us to be satisfied with the present state of affairs”.637 Evill identified two 

distinct difficulties caused by the previous restructuring at the Department. 

Firstly, the attempt to give ACAS(G) a greater share of responsibility for Air Staff 

direction had negatively affected his effectiveness in publicity. Secondly, there 

was also a lack of provision, 

For the development of a publicity plan and for the writing of articles 
using current or recent operations to illustrate the principles of air 
warfare. Air news is used piecemeal; we get ample news space but there 
is too much repetition of incidents which in the absence of elucidation, 
tend to lose value through their very profusion.638  

 

Evill also identified how exaggerated the Department’s lack of coherence in 

publicity appeared in comparison to the USAAF and SHAEF. Despite his 

mounting criticism, however, Evill also believed these difficulties could be 

overcome. He proposed, “strong senior and professionally knowledgeable staff 

at the centre from whom DPR can readily obtain decisions”.639 For this strong 

senior and knowledgeable staff member, the Department once again turned to 

Peck. It was agreed that Peck would be released from his other responsibilities 

to focus exclusively on military aspects of publicity policy. Admiral James was 

undertaking similar responsibilities at the Admiralty, representing the military 

rather than civil service perspective on events. 
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Strategies had already been discussed after D-Day about how public 

knowledge and understanding of the RAF’s contribution to the war could be 

increased once the changes outlined by Evill had been put in place.  A letter 

written from the Personal Secretary to the Secretary of State outlines several 

concerns with RAF publicity. Most notably the impact it was having on aircrews. 

He wrote with reference to a letter received by Sinclair from Harris, which had 

stated, “the large part which the R.A.F., and Bomber Command particularly, 

played in preparing for, and sustaining, the invasion of Normandy has not been 

recognised by the Press with consequent detriment to the morale of 

aircrews”.640 There was even a fear at the Ministry that the successes achieved 

by the RAF earlier in the conflict were at risk of being forgotten. Evill urged staff 

to focus publicity on the early stages of the conflict, such as the Battle of Britain, 

to prevent the overshadowing of the organisation in the second half of the 

conflict.641 This overshadowing was evident in a comment made by Rear-

Admiral Sir Murray Sueter, Member of Parliament for Hertford, in a debate in 

the House of Commons on the 6 March 1945. He stated,  

We have not a very good publicity staff. We ought to know more about 
what is going on. Only last night on the wireless a talk was given by Mr. 
Chester Wilmot, who talked about the wonderful work of the Army. 
Undoubtedly they are doing grand work but he did not once mention the 
Royal Air Force. Therefore, I ask the Minister whether he cannot get 
more experienced men on his publicity staff, so that news of the work of 
the Air Force can be circulated among our people a little more.642 

 

 Despite the best efforts of staff at the Department, there were external 

forces which limited the publicity attributed to the RAF and other Service 

                                                             
640 Letter from R. C. Chilver to Sir Douglas Evill, 9 September 1944, AIR 20/2955, TNA. 
641 Notes of meeting on Tuesday 11 July 1944 on Air Force publicity, AIR 20/2955, TNA. 
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Departments at this time. Firstly, in comparison to the USA, there was a limited 

budget afforded to RAF publicity. They were not on, “millionaire standards”.643 

Secondly, the USA were able to work more effectively with the resources 

available to them. For instance, they exploited to the full the creation of wireless 

links from Europe to the USA for the relaying of press traffic. Furthermore, they 

had no difficulty in securing manpower. This allowed them to provide an 

abundance of equipment and staff in each theatre of the conflict for the 

transmission of press traffic.644 The stronger presence of USAAF reports over 

Bomber Command reports is evidenced in the speech made by Rear-Admiral 

Sir Murray Sueter. He informed the House that,  

A point was made in my constituency the other day about bombers. One 
constituent said they were always hearing about the American bombers 
on the wireless. They knew that those bombers were doing great work 
but this constituent asked whether they could not occasionally hear the 
words “British bombers”. Many people think that our bombers are not 

doing anything.645  

 

Other independent sources verify the USA’s effectiveness at making use of the 

resources available. Henderson, working for the Sydney Morning Herald, 

attributed British inability to obtain credit for actions carried out by their Services 

to inadequate communication facilities between Normandy and London and 

then London and Australia.646 Equally restricting was the limit placed on 

correspondents attached to British forces of a maximum daily count of 400 

words.647  

                                                             
643 Report by Lord Burnham, DPR War Office, undated 1944, CAB 120/223, TNA. 
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By the closing months of the war the consequences of British Services 

failing to obtain the credit so many felt they deserved was becoming evident. 

Halifax wrote a telegram to the Foreign Office in which he expressed his anxiety 

about what could happen to the Royal Navy if it continued to be under-

publicised. A similar fate could also have been in store for the RAF. Halifax 

wrote of his concern that the United States’ role was so routinely perceived as 

being more significant than that of the Royal Navy. He closed with,  

I hope you will do anything you can to impress on Service Departments 
the political importance of making comprehensive and efficient 
arrangements for publicity. No plans, however well laid, can be 
successful however, without the wholehearted assistance of 
headquarters and fighting commands on land and sea. The American 
Army and Navy have large public relations departments staffed by men 
of wide experience in the different kinds of publicity who receive ample 
support from fighting commands. If we are to get good results, they can 

only be obtained by the same method.648  

 

However, there was often little unity within Service Departments let alone 

between them.  

 

This unity between Service Departments was not to materialise. Despite 

routine protestations from all of the Service Departments to the Government 

about a need for an increase in publicity, it did not come. In fact, a note from 

Lord Cherwell to Churchill on 29 March 1945 highlights the Prime Minister’s 

desire to reduce the Publicity Departments further still.649 On top of the 

obstacles the Publicity Departments had faced in previous months, they now 
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also faced being limited by the Prime Minister himself.650 By the end of the war, 

first in May 1945 in Europe and then August 1945 in the Far East, the RAF, as 

well as the Army and Navy Publicity Departments, had faced mounting 

opposition to their ability to function in the way they so desired. Many of these 

barriers were operational in nature.651 However, alongside operational barriers, 

Publicity Departments also faced a mounting lack of facilities for coverage, 

competition for publicity against each other but most detrimental of all was 

competition for publicity with US forces. A further issue was the constant battle 

against traditional views amongst Government and civil servants regarding the 

uncouth nature of self-publicity, a battle that had been raging for many years 

and was set to continue throughout this final period of the conflict. 

 

These issues, despite constant review and subsequent protestations 

from the Services Departments, were never addressed and thus RAF Publicity, 

despite many successes, did not fully achieve the credit it so rightfully deserved. 

 

Operational Activities of Bomber Command 

Many of the issues faced by the Publicity Department in this period were 

born out of the vastly different operations Bomber Command were requested to 

undertake. After the pivotal role played in the lead up to D-Day in the spring of 

1944, Bomber Command began autumn at a crossroads. They had returned to 
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Air Ministry control in September and aside from the order to remain ready to 

answer any requests for direct assistance to ground forces in Europe, Bomber 

Command were left for a short time unsure of how to proceed. As requested, 

bomber forces targeted German garrisons in the Channel ports, cleared the 

approach to Antwerp and, towards the end of 1944, targeted German towns 

before ground troops moved in. However, this only took a small percentage of 

Bomber Command resources. There was much debate at the Air Ministry about 

how the rest of the force should be used. The discussion was over whether 

bomber forces should target synthetic oil production, the German transport 

system or Harris’ preferred option, the bombing of German cities. A key 

directive issued both to Bomber Command and the US Eighth Air Force on 25 

September indicated that the targeting of oil had won out, much to Harris’ 

disapproval. The directive stated: 

In accordance with instructions received from the Combined Chiefs of 
Staff, the overall mission of the Strategic Air Forces remains the 
progressive destruction and dislocation of the German military, industrial 
and economic systems and the direct support of land and naval forces. 
Under this general mission you are to direct your strategic 

attacks…against the following systems objectives. 

First priority 

(i) Petroleum industry, with special emphasis on petrol 
(gasoline) including storage. 

Second priority 

(ii) The German rail and waterborne transportation 
systems. 

(iii) Tank production plants and depots, ordnance 
depots. 

(iv) M.T. production plants and depots’.652 

 

                                                             
652 Directive by Air Marshal Sir Norman Bottomley, Deputy Chief of Staff, and General Carl 
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The targeting of German cities was mentioned much later in the directive under 

the heading “General Attack”. This new directive was reinforced in another 

directive addressed to Bomber Command, released 1 November 1944. This 

directive stated:  

‘Sir, 

I am directed… to inform you that, in view of the great contribution 
which the strategic bomber forces are making by their attacks on 
the enemy petroleum industry and his oil supplies, it has been 
decided that the maximum effort is to be made to maintain and, if 
possible, intensify pressure on this target system’.653 

 

The comments in the margins of this directive indicate Harris’ disdain for 

operations involving bombing specific targets.654 His view was that, because of 

the weather and tactical limitations, Bomber Command would be best directed 

to the continuation of targeting industrial production in large cities and the 

morale of their civilians. Even into this final period of the conflict, Harris still held 

the view that bombing could cause the collapse of Germany and therefore avoid 

the need for Allied armies on the ground, which was a view shared by very few 

in this later period of the conflict.  

 

Harris had been known to refer to operations that targeted specific 

objectives as, “panacea targets” and has often been accused of failing to 

commit to these targets fully.655 He wrote to Portal on 12 December and pointed 

out his objection to attacking specific industrial targets when he felt more 

                                                             
653 Air Marshal Sir Norman Bottomley (Deputy Chief of the Air Staff) to Air Chief Marshal Sir 
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success could be achieved with broader attacks on German cities. In his letter, 

Harris highlighted the previous overestimations by the Ministry of Economic 

Warfare, and accused the oil plan of displaying similar failings. He wrote,  

MEW experts have never failed to overstate their case on “panaceas”, 
e.g. ball-bearings, molybdenum, locomotives etc., in so far as after the 
battle has been joined and the original targets attacked, more and more 
sources of supply or other factors unpredicted by MEW have become 

revealed.656  

 

Portal penned a reply on 22 December in which he referenced his 

disappointment in Harris at seeing the oil plan as another ‘panacea’. He 

responded,  

I must say that I should have hoped that you would on the contrary be 
eagerly seeking opportunities to attack all or any of them [Central 
German plants] whenever there is a chance of doing so, in order that the 
RAF might play as large a part as possible in what is by far the most 

immediately profitable policy we have yet undertaken, in this war.657  

 

This war of words continued throughout winter 1944 and into early 1945. 

Despite several lengthy letters, Portal could not convince Harris of the potential 

for success in targeting specific objectives and in January 1945, Harris even 

questioned whether he should remain at his post. Eventually, at the end of 

January, Portal wrote stressing his failure to convince Harris of the significance 

of targeting oil plants and offered that they agree to disagree. Harris 

immediately informed Portal that he regretted that there been any disagreement 

and vowed that he would continue to follow the policy that had been directed. 

Harris and Portal both sidestepped this disagreement in their post-war writings. 
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Harris did not refer to the elongated disagreement at all but did write that he had 

launched an attack against oil, which had been a complete and indisputable 

triumph. This would appear to be Harris acknowledging the directive set out in 

the second half of 1944 as a well selected order, rather than the ‘panacea’ to 

which he so often referred. However, he goes on to write, “the difficulty was that 

we had no means of finding which were the general panacea targets at any 

given moment, whereas anyone could see for himself that such targets as 

Essen and Berlin contained a vast number of vital war industries”.658 This 

offered somewhat of a backhanded compliment to Portal and the Air Ministry 

whilst insisting his own operational preference would have been better suited.  

 

However, regardless of the obvious opposition Harris had to bombing 

specific targets, of the 300 largest raids between 15 September and May 1945, 

90 were against oil targets, 60 against transportation targets and 25 on targets 

listed for land operations, including Calais, Boulogne, Goch and Kleve.659 Harris 

was true to his word and continued to follow Air Ministry policy to the end. 

Because Harris lacked the necessary security clearance to know about Ultra, he 

had been given some information gleaned from Enigma but not informed of the 

source. This directly affected Harris' attitude concerning the effectiveness of the 

1944 directives to target oil installations, as Harris did not know the Allied High 

Command was using high-level German sources to assess exactly how much 

Allied operations were impairing the German war effort. Although Harris was 
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persistent, if information regarding Enigma had been shared with him, perhaps 

he may not have disagreed with Portal quite so doggedly.660 

 

 Notwithstanding the disagreements, Bomber Command’s performance in 

the final months of 1944 was remarkable. In October, they dispatched 17,562 

sorties and dropped 61,204 tons of bombs; in November, they despatched 

15,008 sorties and dropped 52,022 tons of bombs.661 In December, despite 

being hampered by the weather, Bomber Command were able to carry out 

15,333 sorties, dropping 49,040 tons of bombs. The new year followed a similar 

pattern for Bomber Command. Very little changed in terms of directive or 

operations and, even though Portal and Harris failed to find a resolution to their 

operational quarrel, Harris remained in control of Bomber Command beyond the 

end of the conflict. Although the war was almost all over by March, most of 

Bomber Command’s targets throughout April and into the beginning of May 

were military ones. The increase in tonnage did not decrease though. In March, 

Bomber Command dropped 67,637 tons.662 This amount was more than the 

Command had dropped in the first 34 months of the conflict combined!663 

 

 During this final chapter of Bomber Command operations, where very 

little changed, came the raid on Dresden in February 1945. An event, which 

was no different operationally, but one that had vast ramifications for both 

Bomber Command and the British Government, most notably Churchill himself. 
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Operation Thunderclap had materialised in mid-1944, as the code name for a 

heavy attack on Berlin, designed to disrupt the morale of the Berliners. It was 

shelved and instead the Combined Air Staff agreed to target towns and cities in 

Eastern Germany in a modified version of Thunderclap, designed to support the 

Soviet offensive in the East. Dresden was included on this list. According to the 

RAF, Dresden was Germany's seventh-largest city and the largest remaining 

built-up area not targeted in a raid. The operation should have begun with an 

USAAF raid on 13 February, but bad weather prevented this. The first raid, 

therefore, fell to Bomber Command on the night of 13/14 February. In the first 

raid, 796 Lancasters and nine Mosquitoes were dispatched and dropped 1,478 

tons of high explosives and 1,182 tons of incendiary bombs. The second raid, 

which came three hours later, saw 529 Lancasters drop more than 1,800 tons of 

bombs. Dresden’s historical commission estimates that 25,000 were killed in the 

two raids. For Bomber Command it was the most effective fire-inducing raid 

since Hamburg in July 1943. The first raid was incredibly effective. Strong winds 

powered the fires begun in the first raid so that, by the second, large parts of the 

city were engulfed in a firestorm. In many areas more than 75 percent of houses 

were completely destroyed and many people died of suffocation.664 Dresden 

marked a turning point in what was otherwise an uneventful run for Bomber 

Command from September 1944 to the end of the war in May. It sparked such 

revulsion at the nature of terror bombing that it was as though all that Bomber 

Command had achieved previously was now insignificant. Fury and 

consternation were felt in Government at the actions of Bomber Command over 

the city. Dresden marked the point at which Churchill began to distance himself 
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from the actions of Bomber Command and it was regarding this event that he 

penned his popularly quoted memo. In it he wrote,  

It seems to me that the moment has come when the question of bombing 
of German cities simply for the sake of increasing the terror, though 
under other pretexts, should be reviewed… The destruction of Dresden 
remains a serious query against the conduct of Allied bombing. I am of 
the opinion that military objectives must henceforth be more strictly 
studied… I feel the need for more precise concentration upon military 
objectives, such as oil and communications behind the immediate battle-
zone, rather than on mere acts of terror and wanton destruction, however 

impressive.665 

 

The document caused confusion amongst the General Staff most notably 

because, only eight weeks before, Churchill had been personally involved in the 

selection of targets for Bomber Command, comprising eastern German cities, 

including Dresden. To refer to bombing as, “simply for the sake of increasing 

the terror, through other pretexts’” when the official government and Directorate 

public policy had been to deny such undertakings was quite a shock for the 

Chiefs of Staff Committee. Deputy Chief of Air Staff, Norman Bottomley wrote to 

Harris requesting his opinion.666 Harris’ response was in his usual bullish 

manner. He considered the accusations of terror bombing an insult to the Air 

Ministry and Bomber Command and insisted that the destruction of German 

cities had contributed to Germany’s inability to continue to wage war effectively 

and had created the opportunity for swift Allied land advances. With reference 

to Dresden he wrote,  

The feeling, such as there is, over Dresden could be easily explained by 
a psychiatrist. It is connected with German bands and Dresden 
shepherdesses. Actually Dresden was a mass of munitions works, an 
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intact government centre, and a key transportation centre. It is now none 

of those things.667  

 

Following this exchange, a number of meetings took place amongst the Chiefs 

of Staff. When they met at 11am on 30th March, it was noted that Churchill had 

instructed his minute on bombing policy should be withdrawn. On 1 April, the 

Chiefs of Staff formally accepted a redrafted version of the memorandum. It no 

longer contained the word terror or Dresden. However, it did make the same 

points. It read, “we must see to it that our attacks do not do more harm to 

ourselves in the long run than they do to the enemy’s immediate war effort”.668  

The Chiefs of Staff constructed a reply and the order was issued to Harris on 6 

April. It was from this series of events onwards that the government initiated 

their campaign of disassociation from the actions of Bomber Command and its 

Commander-in-Chief. 

 

The final attack on Germany by Bomber Command was on 2 May when 

126 Mosquitos targeted Kiel where it was feared Germany was preparing to 

ship troops to Norway to continue the fight. For the remainder of their service 

Bomber Command were responsible for returning Allied prisoners of war and 

dropping aid relief to those most in need.669 

 

Media Coverage 
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The role of the media in this period was not dissimilar to the role of the 

media in previous periods of the conflict. However, further restrictions on the 

printed press continued to make publication difficult. By 1944, more than a third 

of British journalists were in the forces and consequently a skeleton staff often 

operated newspaper offices. Furthermore, the restriction on the number of 

pages to be printed continued to be an issue in the later stages of the conflict. 

Despite this, the conflict created a burst in newspaper sales. In the ten years 

between 1937 and 1947, the circulation of the national daily press rose from 

under 10 million to over 15.5 million. Circulation had risen so rapidly during the 

war that by 1946 the leading popular newspapers barely needed advertising 

revenue to create a profit.670  

 

 The first raids reported in the press during this period were on Essen on 

23/24 and 25 October 1944. The raid on 23/24 October was the heaviest raid of 

the war on Essen so far and the number of aircraft dispatched was the greatest 

of the war. 4,538 tons of bombs were dropped with more than 90 percent of 

them being high explosives.671 The 23/24 October raid was reported in five of 

the leading newspapers whereas the 25 October raid was reported in only one, 

The Times.  The 23/24 October raid was reported in the Daily Mirror in a very 

small four-and-a-half-line comment on page eight of the newspaper. It had the 

headline, “5,000 tons on Essen”. The piece read, “more than 4,500 tons of high 

explosives and incendiary bombs were dropped on the great industrial city of 

Essen on Monday night”.672 The raid was also featured in the Daily Express but 
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this time on page one. The headline read, “4,500 tons and off again”.673 The 

article was larger than that in the Daily Mirror but the content was the same. 

One difference was that the article referred to reports from Achtung Radio. 

Obtaining information from overseas reports was something that had become 

more frequent in the later stages of the conflict. The raid also featured in a 

similarly very small article on the front page of the Daily Mail, which read, “RAF 

‘HEAVIES’ OUT For the second successive night a great force of  R.A.F. heavy 

bombers crossed the east coast last night”.674 More detail was included on page 

four with a slightly longer article with the headline, “4,500 Tons Pour on Essen”. 

The content of the article was the same as the other articles reporting the raid.  

 

The raid on Essen on 25 October was featured only in The Times with an 

article on page four with the headline, “2,200 BOMBERS STRIKE AT 

REICH”.675 As with the articles published on the 23/24 October raid, much of the 

article reported on the industrial and military significance of Essen, as had been 

commonplace throughout the conflict. 

 

The next raid to feature in the daily press was to Cologne on 30/31 

October. The raid consisted of 905 aircraft dispatched, with local reports 

confirming enormous damage.676 It featured as the lead story on the front page 

of the Daily Express with the headline, “COLOGNE DYING AS WAR BASE – 

Daily Express reporter who flew twice over Duisburg in a day, watched Cologne 
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last night in Stage Two of its knock-out”.677 As in the previous period, 

newspapers and the BBC were, with the encouragement of the Directorate, 

sending reporters on bombing raids themselves. One such reporter wrote the 

article featured in the Daily Express on the Cologne raid. He wrote, “we dropped 

our bombs – from incendiaries to four-tonners – by skymarkers… Cologne city 

of 700,000 is only 40 miles from the front where German troops face the 

Americans. It is a vital rail artery for war supplies, and it is a vast repair base for 

the front”.678 Despite the dramatic headline that Cologne was, “dying” the rest of 

the article makes very clear the reason why Cologne was targeted so 

persistently - its military and industrial significance - and even goes on to state 

that even though the city is the, “most devastated city in the Rhineland… the 

destruction must be on an even greater scale”.679 The article reiterates in each 

paragraph the military significance of the target. The Daily Mail also highlighted 

the military significance of Cologne, but not before making the controversial 

comment, “the R.A.F., over Cologne in very great strength last night, went a 

stage farther in their objective – the destruction of the city”.680 As with previous 

articles of this nature, the reading public would not be able to avoid the 

implications of what this would mean for the civilians of Cologne, unless of 

course, they chose not to acknowledge them. The Times, unsurprisingly, went 

with a far more subtle headline to describe the Cologne raid. It read, 

“COLOGNE HIT AGAIN”681 The rest of the article was almost identical to the 

coverage reported in other newspapers but reported in a far more rational tone. 

It is clear that the press, with the exception of when a reporter joined a raid and 
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could report at first hand, were reverting to the traditional methods of reporting 

the actions of Bomber Command, which was to repeat the Directorate’s 

communiqués verbatim and focus heavily on the industrial and military 

significance of the targets, despite the startling headlines. 

 

The raid on Düsseldorf on 2/3 November was to be the next raid featured 

in the daily press and it involved 992 aircraft; destroyed or damaged 5,000 

houses and killed 678 people.682 It was reported in nearly all of the leading 

newspapers. The first was the Daily Express. The headline read, “AIR FURY: 

208 down, then 1,000 bombers over Dusseldorf”.683 The rest of the article ran 

from top to bottom on the right-hand side of the front page. As with articles 

earlier in this period, much of the content was taken directly from the 

Directorate’s communiqués. The Daily Herald also featured the raid on the front 

page but it was beneath an article with a more dramatic tone. The larger article 

had the headline, “Greatest Air Battle: Germans Lose 208 Planes”.684 The 

article opened with the most dramatic phrasing; it read, “great clouds of planes, 

hundreds at a time, swirled like gnats in the autumn sky over Central Germany 

yesterday in the greatest air battle the world has ever seen”.685 The raid on 

Düsseldorf then featured beneath the article noted above, with the headline, 

“Dusseldorf’s Heaviest”.686 As with the Daily Express, the article was very 

matter of fact and similar in content to the Directorate communiqué. It detailed 

the number and types of aircraft committed to the raid as well as the precise 

timings but lacked the emotive language used in the article preceding it. The 
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raid on Düsseldorf also featured in the News Chronicle. Similarly on the front 

page but, once again, not the lead story. It had a parallel headline to the 

previous newspapers with the title, “DÜSSELDORF GETS ITS HEAVIEST 

BOMBING”.687 As with the earlier articles, the News Chronicle ensured it was 

clear at the outset of the article how vital Düsseldorf was as a railway and 

industrial centre. It also repeated the types and numbers of aircraft committed 

as well as the timings of the raid. Unlike the other articles, however, it closed 

with the sentence, “a large part of Düsseldorf is already in ruins, but in the 

outskirts there are still important industrial areas”.688 An interesting comment, 

which could only be interpreted as a juxtaposition by the reading public. Up to 

this point in the conflict, the public had repeatedly been told that Bomber 

Command and the USAAF were only targeting industrial and military 

installations. Yet, as this article highlights, the areas of Düsseldorf that were in 

“ruins” were not the important industrial areas after all. This statement should 

have led the public to question what areas of Düsseldorf had been ruined in 

previous raids, if it was not the industrial and military installations Bomber 

Command were supposed to be targeting. 

 

 The next noteworthy raid was to Duisburg on 30 November/1 December 

1944. It involved only 576 aircraft and the weather limited Bomber Command’s 

ability to carry out a concentrated attack. Some damage was still caused 

though.689 The raid was not featured in many of the leading newspapers, with 

the Daily Mirror choosing to feature a report on USAAF raids on the front page 
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instead. The article read, “2,250 PLANE RAID ON OIL PLANT. More than 1,250 

bombers of the U.S. Eighth Air Force, escorted by over 1,000 fighters attacked 

synthetic oil plants in Germany yesterday”.690 This indicates that, once again, 

the anxiety felt at the Air Ministry about the eclipsing of Bomber Command 

operations by USAAF action was rightly placed.  As with the Daily Mirror, the 

Daily Herald did not feature the raid on Duisburg specifically, but rather an 

article, which outlined the successes of previous raids, and raids that were to 

come. It had the headline, “5,000 PLANES WILL BOMB REICH DAILY”.691 The 

article went on, “Germany may expect to be hit by at least 5,000 Allied planes 

every 24 hours if the present spell of flying goes on… The 5,000 figure was 

given to me with the usual modest caution. But it is a safe bet that new records 

will be set up if the weather holds good”.692 The Daily Mail featured an article 

that did reference the raid on Duisburg specifically. It was still only small but did 

feature on the front page. The headline read, “GERMAN OIL IS BOMBED NON-

STOP”.693 As with the Daily Herald article, it detailed successful raids that had 

taken place on previous days but also did directly reference the latest raid on 

Duisburg. Stating, “mosquitoes attacked an oil plant near Duisburg with 4,000lb 

bombs”.694  

 

 The next important raid was on 7/8 January with 654 aircraft targeting 

Munich. Bomber Command claimed a successful raid, with severe damage to 

industrial areas.695 The raid featured in nearly all of the leading newspapers. 
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The first, the Daily Express, featured the raid on the front page but only in a 

very small, twelve-line article with the small headline, “Munich twice last 

night”.696 As with reports in previous periods, the details were unembellished. 

The Daily Mirror featured the raid in a similar style, a small limited lined 

paragraph, this time even without a headline. It had instead a smaller 

subheading, “THROUGH SNOW TO PLASTER MUNICH”.697 Unlike the Daily 

Express, the Daily Mirror featured the story in the bottom corner of the front 

page rather than the centre. It also followed a report on deaths caused by a V 

bomb, including the impact the bomb had on a two-day-old baby and the 

mother, the wife of a gunner.698 It is no coincidence that the raid on Munich was 

reported beneath the details of an attack on civilians in Britain.  

 

The Daily Mail reported the raid in an even more succinct manner. It still 

featured on the front page but read, “RAF HIT MUNICH TWICE IN NIGHT. 

R.A.F. bombers carried out two heavy attacks on Munich last night. The first 

raid was made at 8.30 and the second, the heavier of the two, at 10.30”.699 

Interestingly, only two newspapers featured the raid in any detail. The News 

Chronicle reported the raid on the front page and, although the article was not 

as long as other features on the front page, it was still considerably more 

detailed than coverage in the rest of the press. It began with a similar headline, 

“Munich hit twice last night” but then went on to detail the damage caused by 

RAF raids on the city as well as its significance to German industry and 

transport.700 The Telegraph featured their article on the front page, in the same 
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fashion as the News Chronicle, except that it detailed further the significance of 

the raid in light of raids that had taken place previously, as well as the 

importance of the raid in relation to the supply of resources to the German front 

line.701 Despite the differences between coverage in the News Chronicle and 

The Telegraph in comparison to the rest of the press, it is evident across all of 

the newspapers that they reverted to repeating content directly from Directorate 

communiqués with little emotional language. The public were once again 

receiving very unsentimental reporting. This is most likely because, as in the 

early stages of the conflict when this style of reporting was common, there was 

much to cover in the press rooms with land battles and fronts ever-changing. In 

the interim period where little was happening, other than RAF bombing, the 

press had more time and opportunity to elaborate on communiqués provided by 

the Directorate.  

 

 The raid to Dresden, on 13/14 February, came next. Not only was it 

notable for the huge firestorms and consequent damage but, as discussed 

previously, it marked a shift in the British Government’s attitude towards 

bombing and their relationship with Bomber Command. The coverage of the 

Dresden raid is of great interest as, although the raid became synonymous with 

anti-bombing sentiment in the decades following the war, during the conflict the 

raid was reported in exactly the same fashion as all previous raids. The Daily 

Express featured the raid front and centre of the first page on the 14 February 

with the headline, “DRESDEN GETS NIGHT RAIDERS”.702 It contained very 

little detail besides that. The report was from a Daily Express Staff Reporter 
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working in Stockholm so the details were available to the British press in 

advance of a Directorate communiqué – as had happened many times before. 

However, the content was extremely limited. It read, “achtung radio reported 

early today that bombers were over Dresden. This may have been R.A.F. 

support for the Red Army drive”.703 The Daily Mail and The Telegraph were the 

only two other newspapers to feature Dresden on 14 February. The Daily Mail 

also featured the raid on the front page with the headline, “Double Raids on 

Berlin and Dresden”.704 As with the Daily Express, the article referenced limited 

news from international sources in Stockholm. The Telegraph had slightly more 

detail, reading, “the probability that Dresden itself was the target for last night’s 

raid is indicated by a German radio warning which said: “The first raiders over 

the Dresden area are beginning to leave in a north-westerly direction””.705 

Therefore, although the raid was covered in the immediacy of the event, a lot of 

the reporting was speculative. It was not until 15 February that more details 

were available.  

 

The raid featured again in the Daily Express, on the 15 February when 

more details were known. Many of those details still came from international 

sources, however. The raid featured on the front page and was in a small, thin 

column in the centre of the page. It had the headline, “GREAT RHINE – 

DRESDEN BLITZ”.706 The article went on to read, “the war’s greatest air 

offensive was being kept up this morning according to enemy reports. German 

radio indicated that most of the Reich was covered, and at one o’clock today the 

                                                             
703 Ibid. 
704 Daily Mail, 14 February 1945. 
705 The Telegraph, 14 February 1945. 
706 Daily Express, 15 February 1945. 



252 
 

Dresden area was again mentioned.707 Dresden only featured once more later 

in the article as part of a list of raids that had taken place over Germany in 

recent days. Thus, even though the reporting came a day later, the style of the 

article in the Daily Express was very much like those published on the 14 

February. The Daily Mirror took a different approach. It ran the story of the 

Dresden raid as the front-page lead story. It led with the headline, “DRESDEN 

IS A MASS OF FLAMES”.708 The article itself referenced the industrial and 

transport significance of the city as well as including information from 

international sources. The opening paragraph read, “troops of Marshal Koniev’s 

advancing armies, seventy miles away, can see the vast columns of smoke 

rising over the city”.709 Reports were also included from pilots involved in the 

raids, “returning pilots could still see the fires when they were 200 miles away, 

as factories and supply dumps blazed”.710 Once again press reports gave the 

public the impression that Bomber Command had the technical capability to 

bomb specific targets within a city, so the fact that fires in Dresden were visible 

over 200 miles away was a cause for jubilation, as the raid had only targeted 

sites contributing to the war effort. That the headline read, “DRESDEN IS A 

MASS OF FLAMES”, however, did give the reading public some indication of 

the true damage caused.711 The headline in the Daily Herald had a similar 

message about RAF precision. It read, “9,000-PLANE ATTACKS ON CITIES, 

TROOPS, SUPPLIES”.712 Despite referencing Dresden in the sub-heading, 

“650,000 Incendiaries on Dresden in One Raid” and the event featuring as the 

main story on the front page, the rest of the article, once again, referenced 
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Dresden in a list of other raids that had taken place in previous days. The raid 

featured on pages one and two of the News Chronicle. The front page ran the 

story in a similar style to the Daily Herald and Daily Express, detailing the raid 

on Dresden as part of a wider campaign. The headline read, “GERMANY’S 

HEAVIEST BOMBING OF WAR Allies launch 9,000 sorties in 24 hours”.713 The 

content in the rest of the article was the same as previous newspapers, 

detailing the industrial significance of the target and its contribution to troops 

and supply lines. One difference was that the News Chronicle did include some 

details on the raid on Dresden specifically. The closing paragraph on the front 

page read,  

Nearly 650,000 incendiaries, together with 8,000lb. high-explosive 
bombs and hundreds of 4,000-pounders were dropped on Dresden by 
the two all-Lancaster forces. Photographs showed accurate bombing and 
extensive fires. Smoke rose 15,000ft’.714 The Daily Telegraph featured 
the raid on the front page as the lead story with the headline, ‘NON-

STOP AIR BLOWS AID BOTH FRONTS.715  

 

As with the other newspapers, the raid was reported in the context of previous 

raids that had taken place as well as the contribution it made to battles taking 

place on land. Once again, the industrial and transportation significance of the 

city was reinforced. The Times report featured the same content, with the 

headline “SMASHING BLOWS AT DRESDEN” but this time the raid was not 

featured until page four, despite containing the same content. The press 

message regarding Dresden was clear; the raid had been a success both in 

terms of the contribution it had made to the battles taking place on land and to 

the destruction of vital war industries, transportation links and troop movements. 
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The press reports indicated that the Dresden raid had been one raid amongst 

many, all of which were similar in style and impact. 

 

 The raid to Cologne on 2 March involved 858 aircraft.716 Coverage was 

not as widespread as previous raids but it was reported in some newspapers. 

The Daily Mirror reported the raid in a small article on page eight, which only 

referenced Cologne in a sentence. The rest of the article listed other targets the 

RAF had hit. The raid was covered in more detail in The Daily Mail, firstly in a 

more general article about successful Allied air blitzes on Germany on the front 

page and secondly in an article specifically regarding the raid on Cologne itself. 

This article featured on the final page, page eight. The headline read, “RAF 

TRAP PANZERS IN COLOGNE BY “PERFECT BLITZ””.717 The article included 

detail on the raid with the first two paragraphs outlining the specifics. It 

announced: 

More than 700 Lancasters and Halifaxes made the attack, dropping 
nearly 3,000 tons, and a few hours later the R.A.F. intervened in the 
battle of Cologne for a second time. Then upwards of 150 British heavies 
blasted the still blazing ruins of the city. The master plan was to make it 
impossible for the Germans to move their tanks, guns, and troops out of 
Cologne and to block the escape route from the battleground west of the 
Rhine… The morning attack made in perfect weather, was described by 
veteran pilots as the “finest piece of daylight bombing yet made”… And 
last night above the smouldering ruins, Cologne Cathedral was standing 
clear, and apparently undamaged. A Canadian navigator summed-up the 
raid with the comment: “When the Yanks get to Cologne they won’t find 
much of it left”. These two attacks on Cologne were only part of what was 
probably the greatest day’s air offensive of the war.718  
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It also featured prominently in the Daily Telegraph. The raid featured on the 

front page with the headline, “R.A.F. DOUBLE ATTACK ON COLOGNE 

BRIDGES”.719 The article ran the full length of the front page and contained 

similar detail to that reported in the Daily Mail. One difference, however, was the 

Daily Telegraph did not include emotive comments such as those in the Daily 

Mail. To say “when the Yanks get to Cologne they won’t find much of it left”, is 

not a statement that the public would be able to interpret in any way other than 

as intended. The public were, in this instance, being informed that Cologne had 

been destroyed, not just the military or transport centres of the city but the city 

itself. Once again the only way for the public to fail to understand the true 

impact of RAF raids was to feign ignorance. The only other newspaper to detail 

the raid on the 3 March was The Times. It did not feature as a lead story, 

however, and only appeared on page four. The article detailed the specifics of 

the raid in a similar style to the Daily Telegraph but with limited details beyond 

the specifics of the aircraft and tonnages involved, as was common for The 

Times in their reporting. 

 

 The raid on Chemnitz on 5/6 March was reported across almost every 

daily newspaper on the 6 March. The first, the Daily Mirror, covered the raid on 

the front page with a very small seven-lined paragraph, predominantly 

concerned with raids on Berlin. The paragraph closed with the sentence, “a 

great force of bombers pounded Chemnitz to aid the Russian armies”.720 As 

with the other raids that took place in this period the raid on Chemnitz was 

again reported as a supporting raid to land armies. The Daily Herald reported 
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the raid as aid for Koniev. As with the Daily Mirror, the article featured on the 

front page but in a very small paragraph. It read, “ANOTHER big blow in 

support of the Russian advance into Germany was dealt by the RAF last night. 

Bomber Command planes, out in very great strength, had Chemnitz, the 

communications centre opposite Marshal Koniev’s front as their chief 

objective”.721 The Daily Mail covered the raid in an even briefer style with a very 

matter of fact five-line statement. Likewise, The Telegraph covered the raid of 

Chemnitz as part of a wider report on raids that had taken place in recent days. 

With regard to Chemnitz it read, “railway yards at Chemnitz, 40 miles south-

west of Dresden”.722 Coverage in the Daily Express was similar: brief and direct. 

One difference, however, was the reference to Chemnitz’s location in relation to 

Dresden which the newspaper referred to as, “obliterated”. This should have 

rung alarm bell’ for the reading public if they had chosen to notice them. 

 

 The penultimate raid to take place in this period that was featured in the 

press was to Essen on 11 March. It involved 1,079 aircraft, the largest number 

sent to a target in the war so far. The Daily Mirror featured the raid on the front 

page but, as with most other raids in this period, it was given no more than a 

couple of paragraphs, with most of the content referring to other raids that had 

taken place in the preceding weeks. It had the headline, “Big RAF day-raid on 

Essen: Berlin’s 20th in 20 nights”.724 The article reported the specifics of the raid 

- number of aircraft committed as well as total tonnage dropped on Essen in the 

conflict. It also contained a quote from a crew member who commented on the 
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size of the force committed. The report in the Daily Herald was far more 

affecting than that of the Daily Mirror. It began with the headline, “RAF WRITES 

OFF ESSEN”.725 The rest of the article contained phrases such as, “an 

obliteration battering”, “there can’t be much of Essen left now”, “coventration” 

and “Essen must be finished”.726 The language used in this article was explicit 

and even referred to the ‘coventration’ of the city, a reference to the language 

used to describe the destruction of Coventry by the Luftwaffe in 1940; a 

comparison the press had used to describe raids on Germany before, but not in 

this recent period. The Daily Mail article contained similar language but did 

make more of the significance of the city as an important war hub. The article 

referred to Essen as, “an arms centre, German advanced base and vital 

communications point on the Western Front”.727 The Daily Telegraph used 

similarly emotive language but described the raid as specifically targeting the 

Krupps plant. The headline read, “1,000 PLANES BLAST ESSEN IN BIGGEST 

DAY RAID, R.A.F. WIPE OUT KRUPPS PLANT”.728 The special correspondent 

referred to Essen as, “a city of fires and smoking ruins”. The article continued 

on page six with a chronological account of raids that had taken place over 

Essen since the war began. The Times reported the raid only on page six with 

details of the raid, including number of aircraft involved and bomb tonnage, as 

well as previous damage the city had faced from Bomber Command raids. The 

article also listed other raids that had taken place in the previous days and 

nights, as other newspapers had done.  
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 Dortmund was the location for the final raid to be recognised in the press 

in Britain during this period. The raid took place on the 12 March and involved 

1,108 aircraft. This was now the largest number of aircraft committed for the 

entire war period. This raid included another record, the largest tonnage of 

bombs dropped, 4,851 tons in total. The raid featured in almost all of the leading 

newspapers with them all printing the Directorate’s communiqué almost word 

for word. The raid featured in the Daily Mirror, but only on the back page, page 

eight. The article was detailed and, despite being featured late in the 

publication, still took up a lot of space. The raid was also featured in the Daily 

Mail. It was more emotive than the Daily Mirror, referring to the raid as an, 

“obliteration onslaught”.729 The article featured on page one of the paper, but 

only took up a couple of small paragraphs in the centre of the page. The same 

was true for the story’s positioning in the Daily Telegraph, although it was more 

detailed. It had the headline, “R.A.F. BLAST DORTMUND IN BIGGEST RAID 

OF THE WAR”.730 The content of the article in the Daily Telegraph was similar 

to that of the other newspapers that ran the story. It detailed the number of 

planes committed to the raid and the tonnage of bombs dropped, as well as the 

intended damage, “high explosive bombs were used to crater roads and 

railways and bring down on them those buildings still standing”.731 This quote 

from the Directive featured in each of the newspapers that included reports on 

the raid, including The Times. Interestingly, The Times was the only newspaper 

to print the quote in full. It actually read, “high explosive bombs were used to 

crater roads and railways and bring down on them those buildings still standing, 

making the coal route from the Ruhr, at least for the time being impassable”.732 
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This is a significant difference, as the other newspapers presented this aspect 

of the raid as though Bomber Command were targeting roads, railways and 

buildings for no military purpose; it was only The Times that highlighted the 

military significance of the targeting. Thus, the readers of the different 

newspapers might interpret the raid in different ways. 

 

The coverage of raids, which took place between January and May 1945, 

varied considerably from press coverage in previous years of the conflict. In 

preceding periods, almost every key raid had some coverage in the printed 

press, even if it was a small, few-lined paragraph on a later page in the 

newspaper. However, in this period, a number of significant raids received very 

little press coverage at all and some received none. The first largest raid on 

Hanover since 1943, on 5/6 January, consisting of 664 aircraft was not reported 

in any newspaper.733 Whilst the number of newspapers the raid could be 

featured in was limited to the Sunday press, it was still not featured in either The 

People or The Sunday Times. The largest raid on Stuttgart on 28/29 January, 

consisting of 602 aircraft, was also not reported, despite the raid taking place on 

Sunday night into Monday morning and therefore being available for reporting in 

all of the daily newspapers on Monday 29 January.734 The two final raids of this 

period, Kiel on 9/10 April, involving 600 aircraft and Bremen on 22 April, 

involving 767 aircraft, were also not featured in the daily press, despite both 

taking place on a day/night when coverage in the daily press would be possible. 

Instead, much of the press coverage was of advances made in land battles as 

the end of the conflict drew closer. 
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BBC reporting followed the same pattern as it had in all previous periods 

of the conflict. There was little to report in the morning broadcasts other than the 

fact that a raid had taken place. This was followed by repetition of the morning 

broadcasts into lunchtime and the afternoon. Then, later in the afternoon and 

evening, came more details, most frequently directly from the Directorate 

communiqués. The first raid to take place was not reported in the press but did 

feature on the BBC. It was to Duisburg during the day on 14 October and the 

evening of the 14/15 October 1944. The raid on the 14 October was reported 

throughout the afternoon in BBC bulletins. The first mention of the raid was in 

the 1pm broadcast, which reported that information had been obtained from the 

Germans that raids had taken place over Duisburg and Dusseldorf. The 6pm 

broadcast opened with reference to Bomber Command activities and featured 

the raid on Duisburg as the lead story. The reporter read at the opening of the 

broadcast, “the British and American Air Forces each sent more than a 

thousand escorted bombers over Germany today for attacks on enemy 

communication centres ahead of the Allied armies”.735 As with much of the 

press, reports focused on the significance of raids based on the contribution 

they would make to the advancing armies on land. The full details of the raid 

featured on page one. The broadcaster read that,  

Heavy bombers’ have been over the Ruhr and Rhineland today attacking 
enemy communications less than 50 miles behind the Siegfried 
defences, and other targets in Western Germany. Bomber Command 
sent over a thousand of their heavies to attack the great inland port of 
Duisburg; they went for the port itself and railway targets and war 
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industries in the area… In spite of some cloud all the targets were clearly 

identified and first reports show that great damage was done.736  

 

The 9pm news broadcast also opened with the raid as the first story and 

featured it on page one. The content was, for the most part, identical to the 

content at 6pm; however, it contained a few extra details. For example, the 

newsreader announced that, “they delivered the biggest single attack ever 

made on a German industrial target”.737 The midnight broadcast followed the 

same pattern but included commentary from Richard Dimbleby. It read, “as our 

correspondent, Richard Dimbleby, who flew with the bombers, said in tonight’s 

War Report, a year ago it would have been suicide to appear over the Ruhr in 

daylight; even a trip by night was something to remember uncomfortably for a 

long time”.738 The suppression of the Luftwaffe, chiefly by United States fighter 

aircraft, had allowed this change to take place. 

 

The raid on the 15 October also featured throughout the day in BBC 

bulletins. The first reference was in the 7am broadcast. Whilst it was the 

opening story on the headline page it just read, “Royal Air Force bombers were 

out again last night in very great strength, after yesterday’s record daylight 

assault on Duisburg”.739 It was not until the 9am broadcast that more details 

were available. Again, the report opened with the raid as the lead story. The full 

story featured on page one. The newsreader announced that, “Duisburg, the 
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great Rhineland port, so heavily battered by over a thousand of our Lancasters 

and Halifaxes in daylight yesterday, was attacked again last night by another 

very strong force of Bomber Command”.740 This report marked a shift in BBC 

reporting. Throughout the conflict the printed press had, on occasions, used 

emotive language to describe a raid. The BBC had always been very formal and 

descriptive, avoiding controversial language. To describe Duisburg as, 

“battered” marked a change in BBC reporting of raids. It is of great interest then, 

that in all later broadcasts that day the word, “battered” was not used. It can be 

concluded that it is most likely that emotive reporting of that nature, not usually 

found at the BBC, was removed for that very reason; it did not suit the style of 

reporting used by the BBC. The broadcasts at 1pm, 6pm and 9pm instead 

detailed the specifics of the raids with analysis of the impacts. In the 6pm 

broadcast the page one script read,  

In the whole history of air warfare there’s been nothing to compare with 
the fury unleashed over Germany during the past twenty-four hours. 
Thousands of Allied bombers have set up new records and then 
shattered them with their own bombs... Last night our Lancasters and 
Halifaxes went back to the important communications centre of 
Duisburg… They sent down more than five-thousand tons of high 
explosives and incendiaries on this great inland port which was still 
burning from yesterday morning’s four-thousand-five-hundred ton attack. 
This staggering total of nearly ten-thousand tons of bombs in a day and a 
night, set up a new bombing record. Here are some comparative figures: 
the weight of bombs dropped on Duisburg since yesterday morning is far 
in excess of the seven-thousand-five-hundred tons sent down on London 
during the 11 months of the Blitz (and greater Duisburg is, of course, only 

a small fraction of the size of London).741  

 

The 9pm broadcast contained similar content. Whilst the later broadcasts on the 

15 October did not include the phrase, “battered”, the comparisons of the raids 
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on Duisburg to the raids on London by the Luftwaffe in the earlier years of the 

conflict would be telling enough for those in Britain who had suffered in the Blitz. 

 

The next raids to feature with any import were to Cologne at the end of 

October 1944. The raids on 30/31 October received the most coverage in both 

the press and in BBC news bulletins. The 7am and 8am broadcasts on 31 

October were the first to feature details. It was the lead news story on page one 

in both broadcasts and the content was the same. The script read, “at nine 

o’clock last night the R.A.F. struck another very heavy blow at the great Rhine 

industrial and rail-centre of Cologne some forty miles from the German western 

battlefront”.742 The rest of the report goes on to reaffirm the possible military 

significance of the city, despite the fact that half of the built-up area of Cologne 

had already been destroyed. The raid featured in the 1pm broadcast on page 

three. It had little new detail on the raid itself but did have more information on 

the significance of Cologne. The newsreader read that,  

One of the most important advanced bases for the Western Battlefront – 
Cologne – is being systematically neutralised. So long as a single factory 
is left standing there, weapons can be turned out or repaired. It takes a 
great weight of bombs to destroy all these war plants, and put out of 
action the many railway lines to and from the city.743  

 

The 6pm and 9pm broadcasts had more specifics relating to the raid itself. The 

broadcaster announced from the script, on pages three and six respectively, the 

tonnage of bombs dropped and the rate at which they were dropped, as well as 

the number of aircraft committed to the raid. The coverage of the raid on 

                                                             
742 BBC news bulletin script, 31 October 1944, 7am, 1. This broadcast was listened to by 12.3 
percent of the whole adult population. 
743 BBC news bulletin script, 31 October 1944, 1pm, 3. This broadcast was listened to by 34.7 
percent of the whole adult population. 
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Cologne at the BBC was in stark contrast to the inflammatory reporting in the 

press. 

 

The raid on Düsseldorf on 2/3 November that featured heavily across the 

printed press was also featured throughout the day in BBC news bulletins on 3 

November. The 7am and 8am broadcasts opened with a description of 

Düsseldorf set on fire. The raid was, once again, the lead news item in the 

bulletins and featured on page one. The reports talked of the size and 

significance of the raid, referring to it as, “a new high”.744 The 1pm broadcast 

contained the same content except it opened with a more emotive statement 

than was usual. The newsreader announced that,  

Yesterday was a great day for the Allied Air Forces operating in this 
country. The highlights of operations which were practically continuous 
from morning till nightfall were the smashing of German oil plants and 
armament works, and a great air battle over Germany, in which the 
Luftwaffe were thrashed.745  

 

The term, “smashing” has similar connotations to the terminology used in the 

9am broadcast on the 15 October in which Duisburg was referred to as having 

been “battered”.746 The 6pm broadcast contained similar emotive language. The 

script read, “now that Essen and Duisburg have been devastated”.747 The rest 

of the report read almost like an adventure book and was different in style to the 

                                                             
744 BBC news bulletin script, 3 November 1944, 7am, 1. This broadcast was listened to by 9.5 
percent of the whole adult population. 
745 BBC news bulletin script, 3 November 1944, 1pm, 3. This broadcast was listened to by 33.1 
percent of the whole adult population. 
746 BBC news bulletin script, 15 October 1944, 9am, 1. This broadcast was listened to by 28.1 
percent of the whole adult population. 
747 BBC news bulletin script, 3 November 1944, 6pm, 3. This broadcast was listened to by 24.6 
percent of the whole adult population. 
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professional and formal reporting the BBC usually undertook. The newsreader 

announced that,  

The attack was carried out in the brilliant light of an almost full moon, and 
there was no cloud in which our bombers could hide… Jet propelled 
Messerschmitt 163s and 262s streaked across the sky like comets, with 
a tail of whitish flame. But in spite of their terrific speed – they’re twice as 
fast as a bomber – one group of Halifaxes alone shot down at least five 
of them. Four other fighters were destroyed before our bombers set 
course for base and left the burning ruins of Dusseldorf to the German 
Rescue Squads and Fire Fighters.748  

 

The use of a simile to describe the Messerschmitts and the image of the 

bombers leaving the, “burning ruins of Dusseldorf” in the distance as they flew 

back to base is like something one would find in a copy of Biggles. The 9pm 

and midnight broadcast contained a slightly edited version of the same heroic 

content. The midnight broadcast opened the report on the raid with the rather 

sinister statement, “the cloak of Essen and Duisburg has fallen on 

Dusseldorf”.749 

 

The raid to Duisburg on 30 November/1 December featured throughout 

the day in BBC news bulletins. It was, as usual, very brief in the morning and it 

was not until the 1pm broadcast that further details were revealed. The report 

stated that, “last night R.A.F. Lancasters and Halifaxes made a heavy and 

concentrated attack on Duisburg, the great inland harbour and main centre of 

communications at the western end of the Ruhr”.750 As with previous BBC 

bulletins in this period much of the report was concerned with the damage 

                                                             
748 Ibid. 
749 BBC news bulletin script, 3 November 1944, midnight, 3. This broadcast was listened to by 
4.7 percent of the whole adult population. 
750 BBC news bulletin script, 1 December 1944, 1pm, 4. This broadcast was listened to by 32.7 
percent of the whole adult population. 
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previously done to the city as well as its military significance. It was not until the 

9pm and midnight broadcasts that more specific details were included. The raid 

featured as the lead story, which began on page four at 9pm and page six at 

midnight.751 

 

The reporting of raids, which took place between the end of 1944 and the 

beginning of 1945, such as to Hanover, Stuttgart and Munich, followed the 

same pattern as other BBC bulletins in this period: limited content in the early 

morning broadcasts, with more details released later in the afternoon and 

evening broadcasts. The next, most significant raid, and certainly the most 

infamous, was to Dresden on 13/14 February 1945. Reporting of the raid was 

limited in the printed press, with most coverage featuring on 15 February rather 

than the 14 February and most coming from international sources. The BBC, 

however, were able to cover the raid throughout the day on the 14 February; 

something the printed press were unable to do. The first references to Dresden 

were in the 7am and 8am broadcast, but only on page five and, like the printed 

press, the broadcaster made a lot of the industrial significance of the city. The 

script read,  

It’s just been announced that last night Bomber Command had fourteen-
hundred planes out. The main objective was Dresden, a centre of railway 
networks and a great industrial city which has become of the utmost 
importance for conducting any defence the Germans may organise 
against Marshal Konyev’s armies.752  

 

                                                             
751 BBC news bulletin script, 1 December 1944, 9pm, 4. This broadcast was listened to by 39.3 
percent of the whole adult population. 
752 BBC news bulletin script, 14 February 1945, 7am, 5. This broadcast was listened to by 9.9 
percent of the whole adult population. 
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As always, more details were available by 1pm and the raid increased in 

significance, this time featuring on page one. The script detailed the raid with a 

description of each stage. The script read:  

The first planes got over there soon after ten o’clock last night: the 
second lot went in soon after one. Dresden has become very important 
to the Germans lately as a control point for the enemy’s defence system 
against Marshal Konyev’s armies… It’s [sic] telephone system and other 
means of communication must also be highly valuable to the German 
system of defence; and its buildings are desperately needed for troops 
and administrative services evacuated from the Eastern Front. Dresden’s 
factories include large munitions plants and a great number of light 

engineering works of all kinds.753  

 

The 6pm broadcast had further details still and opened on page one with the 

context of the bombing in Allied strategy, as well as setting the scene. The 

script read, “one of the ‘more powerful blows at the heart of Germany’, which 

the Allied leaders promised at Yalta, was struck last night and this morning by 

British and American heavy bombers”.754 The newsreader then went on to 

explain the events of the raid, in a similar style to the 1pm broadcast. He read,  

During darkness, the R.A.F. sent eight hundred aircraft to Dresden… It 
was Bomber Command’s first big attack on this great industrial city, 
which is about the size of Sheffield, and is the centre of a great network 
of railways. The raid was made in two waves and our pilots report that as 
there was little flak they were able to make careful and straight runs over 

the target.755  

 

As with earlier reports of raids, the industrial significance of Dresden was 

heavily reported, but perhaps the most interesting part of the broadcast was the 

statement that pilots reported they were able to make careful runs over the 

                                                             
753 BBC news bulletin script, 14 February 1945, 1pm, 1. This broadcast was listened to by 33.6 
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755 Ibid. 
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target. The listening public would believe that Bomber Command were able to 

target Dresden’s railway and industrial centres specifically. The disagreement in 

Government over the damage caused to Dresden in the days after the raid 

would suggest these ‘]”careful runs’]” were not entirely possible; something that, 

once again, was withheld from the listening and reading public. The 9pm 

broadcasts contained the same details and reiterated the specificity of the 

targeting. Alongside this, the 9pm broadcast also contained further definite 

details of the raid itself. The broadcaster read from page two, that, “last night 

the R.A.F. sent eight-hundred Lancasters to Dresden… They dropped nearly 

six-hundred-and-fifty-thousand incendiaries, as well as eight-thousand-pound 

high explosive bombs, and hundreds of four-thousand-pounders”.756 The only 

addition to the midnight broadcast was that fires could still be seen burning at 

lunchtime on 14 February. 

 

In a routine afternoon press briefing at SHAEF headquarters in Paris, a 

British Wing Commander of the Public Relations Division gave a positive 

overview of recent air attacks. This was similar in style to the newspaper and 

radio coverage of raids in this period. Raids were reported as part of a series of 

operations that each built upon the previous raid. It was also routinely made 

clear that all raids were specifically designed to target industrial and military 

centres. The Wing Commander went on to detail the significance of Dresden as 

the route for the main line of supplies to the front. As previously stated, the 

coverage of the raid on Dresden, certainly in the printed press, was limited on 

14 February, but on the 15 February the press printed stories that stressed both 
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the power of the raid against Dresden and, more importantly, the contribution it 

made to front line engagements. Thus, in the immediacy of the raid, reports 

from SHAEF, the Directorate and in both the printed press and BBC news 

bulletins, Dresden was a routine raid like many others before it. 

 

On 16 February at another briefing, Air Commodore Grierson of the RAF 

Press Office gave reporters details of developments in Allied air strategy. When 

asked to explain the reasons for the targeting of Dresden and other such cities, 

his initial response fulfilled Directorate policy; his response to a follow up 

question did not. He was asked whether the “principal aim of such bombing of 

Dresden would be to cause confusion amongst refugees or to blast 

communications carrying military supplies”. He responded, “primarily 

communications… to prevent them moving military supplies. To stop movement 

in all directions if possible – movement is everything’” So far, so good. What 

came next was an unconsidered remark from Grierson about also attempting to 

destroy, “what was left of German morale”.757 Howard Cowan, an Associated 

Press reporter, seized upon the comment and immediately wrote a piece. 

Cowan’s report passed the censors and, on the afternoon of 17 February, his 

report, which stated,  

Allied air bosses have made long awaited decisions to adopt deliberate 
terror bombing of great German population centres… More raids such as 
British and American bombers carried out recently on residential sections 
Berlin, Dresden, Chemnitz Cottbus are in store for Reich… All out air war 
on Germany became obvious with unprecedented daylight assault on 
refugee crowded capital two weeks ago and subsequent attacks on other 
cities jammed with civilians.758 

                                                             
757 Cited in Taylor, F, Dresden, 361. 
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 Whilst the report was circulated in the American press and in Paris, it was not 

circulated widely in Britain. It did, however, make its way to the newspaper 

offices of the leading press in London, where, unsurprisingly, it caused unease. 

A senior executive at the Daily Mirror, Cecil King, wrote, “this is entirely 

horrifying… it gives official proof for everything Goebbels ever said on the 

subject”.759 Whilst on the surface King’s interpretation appears correct, the 

report was not in fact proof of terror bombing at all. Air Commodore Grierson did 

not use the phrase in his comments and the Press Department at SHAEF 

moved swiftly to counter Cowan’s report. A Reuters correspondent was primed 

to write a denial and a report went out just before midnight, the same day as 

Cowan’s original piece. It read, “the Dresden raid was… designed to cripple 

communications and prevent shuttling troops from eastern to western front and 

vice versa. The fact that the city was crowded with refugees at the time of the 

attack was coincidental and took the form of a bonus”.760 However, by this point 

it was too late. The damage was done and the view that the RAF, in a terror 

bombing attack, had targeted Dresden could not be unheard or unread.  

 

Whilst Cowan’s report did not reach the British public, some of the 

leading daily newspapers picked up a report released by the German Overseas 

News Agency on 4 March 1945. The report featured in the Daily Mail and the 

Daily Telegraph on 5 March alongside a number of regional newspapers that 

also covered the story. The headline in the Daily Mail read, “Dresden a City of 
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the Past”.761 The Daily Telegraph headline was similar, it read, “DRESDEN IS 

WIPED OUT”.762 The regional newspapers had comparable headlines, 

including, “DRESDEN IS OBLITERATED”763, “GERMANS NOW SPEAK OF 

DRESDEN “IN THE PAST TENSE””764 and “Dresden Wiped From Map of 

Europe”.765 All the articles, regardless of whether they were national or regional, 

quoted extracts from the German report with very little additional details of their 

own. The articles left little to the reading public’s imagination. They all opened 

with the statement, “Dresden was completely wiped out by the massive air 

blows on February 14 and 15… Not a single building remains, and tens of 

thousands of people are buried under the ruins”.766 The rest of the report spared 

little detail. It read,  

The raids caused the greatest destruction a big urban area has ever 
suffered… In the inner town not a single block of buildings, not a single 
detached building, remains intact or even capable of reconstruction… 
The town area is devoid of human life… The raging fires which spread 
irresistibly in the narrow streets killed a great many from sheer lack of 

oxygen.767   

 

This was the first time the public were exposed to such graphic details of the 

impact and consequences of Bomber Command actions and the coverage of 

the Dresden raid in social survey material will be telling of how the public 

responded. 
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After the Dresden raid, a number of further raids took place. The first in 

this spring period was to Chemnitz on 5/6 March. Along with wide coverage in 

the printed press, the raid featured in BBC news bulletins. As was common, the 

7am and 8am broadcasts were identical. Both announced that a raid had taken 

place over Chemnitz and the newsreader detailed the industrial significance of 

the town. As was customary, the 1pm broadcast contained more details. The 

script read,  

Bomber Command had more than eleven-hundred aircraft over Germany 
last night, the main targets were the big industrial towns of Chemnitz… 
The marshalling yards there were one of yesterday’s targets… the after 
dark attack started large fires which will have added to the devastation 
caused by Bomber Command raids of three weeks ago.768  

 

The 6pm broadcast did reference the raid on Chemnitz but it was in 

amalgamation with details of other raids that had taken place across the 48 

hour period. Unlike on previous occasions, no further details were released as 

the day progressed and, by the 9pm and midnight broadcasts, the raids were 

not mentioned at all. Coverage of raids that had taken place during the day on 

the 6 March were given precedence. The raids to Essen and Dortmund, the 

final two raids of significance in this period, were reported in BBC news 

bulletins. The raid to Essen on 11 March featured on the BBC on the 12 March 

in a similar style to the reporting of the raid on Chemnitz on 5/6 March. There 

was, as always, little detail in the early morning broadcast. Then, whilst more 

details were included in the 8am broadcast, after that time there was little 

reference to the raid at all, with other raids that had taken place taking 

precedence. Details in the 8am broadcast included,  

                                                             
768 BBC news bulletin script, 6 March 1945, 1pm, 3. This broadcast was listened to by 38.8 
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R.A.F. Bomber Command had one of its biggest daylight forces of the 
war out over the railway yards at Essen. Ten thousand supply wagons a 
day could be handled in this Ruhr communications-centre before well 
over a thousand Lancasters and Halifaxes covered by two-hundred 
fighters, sent down four-thousand-five-hundred-tons of high explosives in 

a lightning attack concentrated into half-an-hour.769  

 

The raid was covered in the 1pm broadcast in a sentence, which referenced the 

total number of aircraft lost that day and at midnight as part of a wider overview 

of raids that had taken place. By this point in the conflict, not only were battles 

on land taking priority for coverage in both the press and on the radio, but 

Bomber Command and the USAAF had taken control of the skies over Europe. 

This meant that the number of raids to report on amounted to more and more as 

the day progressed. Therefore, within a 24 hour period before the details of one 

raid could be fully explained, a second and possibly third raid had taken place. 

 

Public Response 

As with the earlier periods of the conflict public attention was, for the 

most part, elsewhere and understandably so. In the first months and years of 

the conflict German advances through Europe took priority in the public’s minds. 

By the end of 1944 and beginning of 1945 the same thing occurred, though this 

time it was Allied advances through Europe and into Germany that took the 

public’s focus. Furthermore, in the early periods of the conflict air raids on 

Britain took much of the public’s attention. The same was true in this period; 

however, this time the concentration was on the damage and fear brought about 
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by V2 rockets specifically. The war had come full circle and, with it, topics of 

public opinion had shifted once again. 

 

Concerning the popularity of the news media in this period, reports 

indicate that radio continued to prove popular with somewhere in the region of 

50 percent of the population routinely listening to BBC news broadcasts.770 As 

well as this, newspaper readership remained high throughout the period. The 

circulation of the Daily Express in the period July to December 1944 was the 

highest it had been since 1935. By the end of 1944, it had a circulation of 

3,065,291.771 The Daily Mail had a similar increase going from 1,595,073 

between January and June 1937 to 1,702,934 between July and December 

1944.772 The press in the 1940s addressed and appealed to a readership 

across many levels, including age, sex, income, leisure interest and class. The 

popularity of the press is evident in the aggregate circulation of the national 

press, which tripled between 1929 and 1947.774 Because of this popularity 

across all national newspapers, presentation and style were designed to appeal 

to a wide spectrum of readers.775 It is clear, therefore, that in this period the 

public were exposed to a variety of newsprint and nearly half of all British adults 

heard at least one BBC news bulletin broadcast each day. 

 

Throughout the earlier years of conflict, the public’s contributions to 

Mass-Observation via diary submissions remained stable. This period was no 
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exception. Between September 1944 and April 1945, there were 132 diary 

submissions. However, as in all previous chapters, a very limited number wrote 

concerning Bomber Command raids on Germany. Of the 132 diaries submitted, 

only 17 wrote about the actions of Bomber Command. Of those submissions, 

the majority were documenting the sympathy they felt for Germany. The next 

largest proportion of diaries were those that maintained the impassive attitude 

expressed in diaries submitted throughout the conflict. The third largest group 

were those who were against the actions of Bomber Command and the smallest 

group were those who were in support of the bombing.  

 

The first group of diarists, those who felt sympathy for the suffering 

brought about by RAF raids, was made up of nine contributors. The first was 

Diarist 5176, a 40 year-old male office worker living in Birmingham. He wrote,  

The American raids on Berlin must be devastating affairs. I suppose 
that/if they can shoot [sic] the Luftwaffe out of the sky, as I hope they do, 
it will mean a shortening of the war, but I cannot help a feeling of horror 
when I think of the poor devils who have to receive the bombs. There are 
lots of planes passing over now as I write this, and the same feelings are 

produced in me.776  

 

Diarist 5239, a female 28 year-old aerodynamist, civil servant and housewife 

living between Monmouth, Hampshire and Lancashire offered a similar 

sentiment. She wrote, “how I hate the destruction that we must do in order to 

win the war. I feel sad that we have had to wipe out Cologne”.777 Diarist, 5337, a 

63 year-old housewife living in Oxfordshire, expressed a comparable view. She 

wrote, “tremendous raid on Duisberg, the heaviest there has ever been. What a 
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ghastly world we do live in”.778 As with previous diarists, the general view 

amongst this group was that, whilst they felt some degree of sympathy for the 

German civilians, the actions undertaken by Bomber Command and the USAAF 

were necessary in order to end the war swiftly, as well as to ensure victory. A 

small sub-group of these sympathetic diarists consisted of three submitters 

who, like previous writers, expressed sympathy, not for the German civilians but 

for the architecture and beauty of the towns and cities raided. The first of these 

was Diarist 5272, a 61 year-old female, musician and farm worker living in 

County Durham. She wrote of the raid on Dresden, “poor Dresden such a 

peaceful place – I am very sorry, as it was a city of spectacular charm…”779 

Diarist 5338, a 53 year-old female civil servant living in Morecambe, also wrote 

about Dresden. She wrote, “I can’t help being sorry about the heavy bombing of 

Dresden. I know it has to be because of its industrial and traffic importance. But 

it is such a beautiful city and I have so many happy memories of it”.780  

 

Diarist 5338 submitted an entry in May 1942 with a similar sentiment. She wrote 

that she was simultaneously pleased about the strength of Bomber Command 

but also fearful of it. Diarist 5376, a 45 year-old female teacher living in Sussex, 

submitted a similar entry in March 1945. She expressed concern at the severity 

of the raids on Germany, not because of the suffering it might cause the 

German civilians but because of her fears about how it might influence the post-

war world. She wrote, “I hope the Allies won’t bomb to disintegrate Germany 

beyond a point where it can’t recover + so will start up some awful 1918 type 
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epidemic or insoluble economic problem”.781 As with previous diary 

submissions, the focus of the sympathy of the diarists is primarily for the beauty 

of the city. The suffering of the inhabitants of the city comes second. Diarist 

5376 is slightly different in that her concern is for how Europe may function after 

the conflict, but she still fails to offer any sympathy for the victims of the raids 

themselves. Whilst on the surface it appears as though the largest group of 

diarists felt sympathy for those suffering because of Allied bombing, in reality, 

their sympathy was often bound up in an acceptance of the necessity for the 

raids themselves (as in Chapter 4) or directed more at the architectural damage 

the raids caused.  

 

The next largest group, made up of five diarists, were those who 

expressed an impassiveness towards the raids. Diarist 5275, a 55 year-old 

female strip producer, wrote in October 1944, “great air raids on Germany, 

biggest numbers yet….”782 Diarist 5132, a male working as a buyer in 

Birmingham wrote, “this clear weather is first reight [rate] for bombing and I 

don’t doubt Germany has been getting a fare old packet in the past 12 hours or 

so”.783 Both submissions refer to the bombing of Germany but fail to express 

their views of the action. Both diarists had also submitted entries in earlier 

periods of the conflict. Diarist 5275 previously writing with little comment on the 

actions of Bomber Command beyond that they had taken place. Diarist 5132 

had previously submitted an apathetic diary entry but in the later part of 1943 
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was beginning to display some pleasure at the impact of the raids, unlike his 

entry in this later period. 

 

 Diarist 5230, a 49 year-old male shopkeeper living in Leeds, wrote, 

“Berlin again visited by the R.A.F. last night”.784 Diarist 5173, a 43 year-old 

electrician living in Blackburn, Lancashire wrote a similar entry, “what colossal 

damage at Duisburg, according to our radio more bombs (in weight) were 

dropped on Duisburg in one night than in the eleven months on London”.785 

These diarists reported the raids in a very matter of fact manner and recorded 

that raids had taken place rather than offer an emotional commentary. Even 

Diarist 5004, a regular contributor to Mass-Observation on his positive reaction 

to bombing raids, submitted diary entries that fit into this category of 

impassiveness in this period. With regard to Dresden he wrote, “Germany has 

had to-day the biggest blitz of the war, if the reports that over 6,000 machines 

have been bombing and strafing to-day are correct”.786 Thus, as had been 

prevalent throughout the war, a proportion of Mass-Observation diarists 

continued to lack specific interest in the raids beyond documenting that one had 

taken place as part of the wider war news. 

 

Despite some of Diarist 5004’s entries appearing to be impassive, which 

was also true of his style in May 1943, much of what he wrote throughout the 

later stages of the conflict was in support of Allied bombing. Between 

September 1944 and April 1945, he submitted five entries, which indicated his 
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appreciation of Bomber Command actions. In November 1944 he wrote, ““The 

death of Cologne” runs a headline, and this after the heaviest bombardment 

ever. If we have to destroy all German cities in this way, the problem of German 

industry after the war will have solved itself!”787 Later in November he wrote, 

“the R.A.F. and American fighters have been making rings around the German 

defences, and losses for the latter have been heavy with 110 down 

yesterday”.788 Other writers to submit approving entries include Diarist 5103, a 

36 year-old bank clerk and RAF Flight Officer living in London and 

Cambridgeshire. He wrote in early October, “a record day for ops with 2 

maximum efforts in one day against Duisburg it looks a most successful 

attack”.789 He wrote again, in late October, “a big daylight attack on Essen 

appears to have gone well”.790 Whilst neither entries are gushing with 

sentiment, they both indicate the writer’s approval of the raids and delight at 

their success. Although, given his role as an RAF Flight Officer this is hardly 

surprising. Diarist 5338 also appears in this group with an entry, again regarding 

Dresden, but this time she referred to the raid as, “very cheering”.791 

 

The final group explored here are those who submitted diary entries 

detailing their opposition to the bombing. Diarist 5198, a 27 year-old 

woodworking machinist living in Enfield, was the most emotional in his 

commentary on the raids. In an entry submitted in October he wrote, “more 

news of murder raids on Germany. When will it stop. Those people are human 

beings such as ourselves. This sadistic exhibition can only but sow the seeds 
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for another war of hatred later on”.792 Diarist 5376 who wrote about her 

concerns about post-war Europe also wrote about her displeasure at the raids. 

She wrote in October, “stepped up bombing of Duisburg etc with bigger “better” 

bombs no doubt of military value + may shorten the war all the same disgusting. 

I wonder how it will look in the light of history or even say 40 years hence and 

what quite unforeseen results may occur”.793 Diarist 5338 who wrote about her 

upset at the destruction of Dresden’s architecture wrote of the raid on Cologne 

in November,  

I am grieved today over the absolute destruction of Cologne. I know 
we’ve got to destroy if we can anything of military value but by the tone in 
which the reports were given they seem to expect us to gloat or rejoice 
over it instead of regarding it as an unfortunate necessity. Cologne holds 
many precious memories for me and I loved it.794  

 

This diary submission is of interest, not only because she once again reflects on 

the personal significance Cologne holds for her (as she did with Dresden) but 

also because in the final sentence she refers to Cologne in the past tense. She 

writes, “I loved it”.795 This is noteworthy because it is clear the message that the 

public were receiving from the media was being absorbed. Many reports in the 

press referenced Cologne in the winter of 1944 as being a city destroyed and a 

city that was dying. Thus it is evident the reports in the press were having an 

influence on the views and opinions of the public. Diarist 5176 who expressed 

sympathy for the Germans also wrote a diary submission in which he praised 

the some members of the church for speaking out against the bombing. In 

February 1945 he wrote,  

                                                             
792 D 5198, diary for October 1944, MOA. 
793 D 5376, diary for October 1944, MOA. 
794 D 5338, diary for November 1944, MOA. 
795 Ibid. 
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Was glad to see that a couple of the clergy had something to say in the 
Lords yesterday about the bombing. I’ve no love for the clergy at any 
time but at the present it amazes me how they can reconcile preaching 
creed or dogma that exhorts one to love one’s enemies, with the 
conducting of total war.796  

 

In this closing period of the conflict the most expressive diarists were those who 

were, despite their reason for being so, those in opposition to the targeting of 

Germany by Bomber Command. 

 

Despite diarists writing about the actions of Bomber Command making 

up only 12 percent of the total number of diaries submitted between September 

1944 and April 1945 there was a spectrum of opinion offered in how the public 

responded, but the largest group was still those members of the public who 

were impassive towards the actions of Bomber Command. It was evident that a 

large proportion of the public had gone, bombing blind. They had read 

numerous reports in the press, heard them in BBC news bulletins, and 

consequently bombing had become normalised. The constant exposure, 

especially in the closing months of the conflict when the allies had control of the 

skies over Europe, desensitised many people. In comparison, the number of 

diarists submitting entries containing details on the new V2 rockets launched 

against the South East of England between October 1944 and March 1945 

numbered 32. This is almost double the number of those who submitted entries 

about the actions of Bomber Command. Evidence of an increase in the interest 

in land battles as the Allies recaptured Western and Eastern Europe comes in 

the number of diaries submitted concerning this topic. Between September 
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1944 and April 1945 70 diarists wrote about the gradual liberation of Holland 

and a staggering 109 wrote about the liberation of Poland.797 The lack of 

interest in the actions of Bomber Command is also evidenced in the number of 

diarists who wrote about the battle of Aachen in October 1944. The battle lasted 

two weeks and five days but the number of diary submissions that included 

commentary on it was 21. Whilst this does not seem many more than the 17 

that were writing about bombing raids, it is important to consider the period in 

which the events took place. Two weeks and five days is a very short time in 

comparison to the eight months that Bomber Command were operational in this 

period.  

 

Home Intelligence reports from the period also highlight the public’s 

attitude towards the bombing. The weekly reports created between 10 October 

and 27 December 1944 contained almost identical content apart from a spike in 

interest in October. For example, in the 10 October report it was noted that,  

There is tremendous satisfaction at the bombing of the Dortmund-Ems 
Canal, the renewal of heavy raids on Germany and, to a lesser extent, 
the bombing of the Tirpitz. Raids by 5,000 planes, it is felt, must “shake 
the confidence of the most optimistic Nazi”. The flooding of Walcheren is 
both applauded and regretted.798  

 

Likewise, the 17 October report stated that, “awe and great satisfaction are 

reported at its increasing intensity; also hope that such onslaughts will hasten 

the end”.799 On the 24 October, the weekly report noted with regard to bombing 

that, “widespread approval of the speed-up. People think it must affect German 
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morale and will shorten the war. Some are amazed at the way the Germans 

stand up to bombing; a few are sympathetic”.800The awe and satisfaction felt 

about the raids undertaken in October 1944 soon drifted towards a level of 

disappointment when it was evident that the onslaughts did not “hasten the 

end”. The findings of the 21 November report indicated that, “approval 

continues, as also does wonder at the Germans’ capacity to stand it. A few, 

however, doubt the real effectiveness of heavy bombing, since by now they 

think German industry should have been obliterated”.801 Reports throughout 

December contained similar content. The report dated 5 December stated that 

there was, “much satisfaction; and continued amazement at the way the 

German people stand up to it”.802 The 12 December report was almost identical. 

It read, “there is considerable satisfaction with the “stepped-up” offensive 

against Germany, and continued amazement at the way the Germans are 

standing up to it”.803 Home Intelligence reports indicate similar findings to Mass-

Observation. For the most part, the public were satisfied that Allied air forces 

were raiding Germany but increasingly became disenchanted at the monotony 

of the raids as well as their lack of obvious impact on the Germans’ ability to 

wage war. This was reiterated in a debate in the House of Commons on 6 

March when the Member of Parliament for Nuneaton, Francis George Bowles, 

asked the Secretary of State for Air, Sinclair,  

The point is that people would like to know why this great resistance is 
being put up by the German people. Are their factories, to a large extent, 
below ground; or have they been moved farther West; or have they 
shelter such as we never had in this country? I am just asking for 
information. I think the public would be interested to know why they are 
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able to put up with this tremendous thrashing, which is taking place 

almost every hour of the 24.804  

 

Bowles then went on to question the continuation of the blackout in Britain so, in 

his response, Sinclair avoided reference to the original question and responded 

only to the point raised regarding the blackout. The disenchantment felt 

amongst the public was partly born out of the disappointment brought about by 

Bomber Command’s inability to end the war. The public had received the 

message that, “the bomber will always get through” since the early 1930s when 

Stanley Baldwin, Lord President of the Council, used the phrase in his speech, 

A Fear for the Future, delivered to Parliament on 10 November 1932.805 For the 

first four years of the conflict the British Army were rarely engaged in combat 

and thus the responsibility fell to the RAF and more specifically, Bomber 

Command. When the early victory that was expected failed to materialise public 

opinion towards Bomber Command was notably impacted and as the war 

dragged on and Bomber Command failed to bring about victory the 

disenchantment felt was reinforced. 

 

The raid on Dresden on 13/14 February 1945 is often regarded as the 

turning point in the public’s perception of Bomber Command and more 

specifically the role of Harris. However, this assumption is misplaced. The 

evidence has shown that the public were either sympathetic to the plight of the 

cities under the bombs, but accepted that it was a necessity in order to end the 

war, or displayed a lack of interest or impassiveness. Dresden did bring about a 
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turning point in opinion but it was not that of the public but of those within the 

Government itself. Churchill’s attempts to distance himself from Bomber 

Command have already been discussed but he was not the only leading figure 

to express dismay at the work of Bomber Command. In the House of Commons 

on the 6 March 1945 Richard Rapier Stokes, a Labour bank-bencher and 

Member of Parliament for Ipswich, took the opportunity to launch a strong attack 

on the Coalition Government’s actions concerning bombing. Since 1942, he had 

been amongst a small group of public figures who opposed what they 

considered the indiscriminate bombing of Germany. A discussion on bombing 

had not taken place in the House since February 1944 when the Bishop of 

Chichester had spoken in the House of Lords. As Stokes stood to speak, 

Sinclair left the chamber; this was the first issue raised by Stokes. He 

expressed his displeasure that the Secretary of State for Air had left when he 

had hoped to direct his address specifically to him. He then began his 

statement,  

My hon. Friend, who spoke before me, above the gangway, asked the 
right hon. Gentleman some very pertinent questions on the accuracy of 
the bombing of the Rhine bridges and the passages of the Rhine, 
whether by ferry or by road transport. I should have thought, if the 
accuracy is such as we are led to believe, that the Cologne railway 
bridge would have been down a long time ago. Of course, I do not 
believe in this humbug. I do not believe there is anything like the degree 
of accuracy, which we are led to suppose from the newspaper reports, 
the communiqués, and the announcements over the wireless… The 
question is whether at this period of the war indiscriminate bombing of 
large centres of populations, full of refugees, is wise. One reads the most 
ghastly stories of what is going on in Dresden. I know it is a German 
report, but I am going to read what was in the “Manchester Guardian” of 
yesterday: “Tens of thousands who lived in Dresden are now burned 
under its ruins. Even an attempt at identification of the victims is 
hopeless. What happened on that evening of February 15th?806 There 
were 1,000,000 people in Dresden, including 600,000 bombed out 
evacuees and refugees from the East. The raging fires which spread 
irresistibly in the narrow streets killed a great many from sheer lack of 
oxygen.” I agree that that may be an over-statement, but one has only to 

                                                             
806 The 13 February was meant but it appears in Hansard as 15 February. 



286 
 

read our own correspondents' reports about Cologne to see that this 

account is probably not far removed from what is the case.’807  

 

Stokes then went on to read, in full, Cowan’s Associated Press report 

released on the 17 February and, in doing so, committed it to the public record 

in Britain, where it had previously been unreleased. Stokes followed up his 

reading of the report with this statement,  

I did not want to read that to the House without taking some trouble to 
verify its authenticity. It was published very widely in America, it was put 
over the Paris Radio, and released by the censor at 7.30 p.m. on 17th 
February for publication in this country. It was objected to by some 
people and at 11.30 on the same night it was suppressed from 
publication in this country. It was said it was put out so as to get it abroad 
but the people here were not to be told. That is the usual way the 
Government treat people in this country. It was widely broadcast in 
America, broadcast on the Paris Radio to Germany, but not 
communicated to people in this country, who are, at least, supposed to 
be responsible for what is going on. If the people think it is true let them 
protest if they want to protest and let them endorse it if they want to 
endorse it, but this agreeing to put the policy out and then suppress it 

several hours later is not good enough.808  

 

Later in the debate, an undersecretary from the Air Ministry, Commander 

Brabner, replied on behalf of the Government. He stated that,  

The hon. Member for Ipswich (Mr. Stokes) read to the House a statement 
from an Associated Press war correspondent at S.H.A.E.F., in which he 
said that the Allied commanders had adopted a policy of terror bombing. 
This is absolutely not so. This report was received in this country, I think I 
am right in saying, at 8 o'clock, and denied at 12 o'clock. Although the 
message appeared in some papers, the immediate denial by S.H.A.E.F., 
did not appear in many papers. I should like to have an opportunity of 
denying it here. We are not wasting our bombers or time on purely terror 
tactics. Our job is to destroy the enemy. That is what we are doing, I 
hope in an ever-increasing and more efficient way. It does not do the 
hon. Member justice to come to this House and try to suggest that there 
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are a lot of Air Marshals or pilots, or anyone else, sitting in a room, trying 

to think how many German women and children they can kill.809  

 

The debate ended with little agreement other than the decision that there would 

be no further discussions on the policy of bombing within Parliament before the 

war ended.  

 

Stokes was not the only senior politician to question the policy of 

bombing. Sir Cuthbert Headlam, a former minister and Conservative Party 

figure, wrote in his diary on 16 February,  

Dresden is being smashed to pieces – it is abominable business – but it 
cannot be helped in these enlightened days and no one now seems to 
have any compunction in killing crowds of civilians, so long as they are 
Germans or Japanese. It is not surprising in view of all that has been 

done by these two nations – it is nonetheless hateful to me...810  

 

Thus, Dresden did mark a turning point in attitudes, but not of those of the 

public but of a small number of Members of Parliament, none of whom were 

important enough to feature in Churchill’s cabinet. 

 

Whilst by late 1944 and early 1945 the Bombing Restrictions Committee 

had seen its peak there was still life in the movement, certainly amongst 

individual factions and members. The Christian Pacifist published an article in 

April’s edition titled Obliteration Bombing. The article questioned who was 

responsible for the bombing and went on to comment on the coverage of the 
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raids in the press. The article outlined that the Pacifist Council of the Christian 

Church had created a memorandum on ‘the Cost of Obliteration Bombing’. The 

memorandum began,  

It is claimed for obliteration bombing that it has prevented heavier air 
attack on this country, has smashed the enemy’s war potential, has 
smoothed the path of the Allied armies invading Germany, and has 
meant an immense saving in Allied casualties. But the cost to life and 
livelihood for millions of men, women and children all over Europe in 
friendly as well as enemy countries, and our own share in the moral 

responsibility for all that has happened, must be faced.811  

 

A correspondent had a letter published in the December 1944 edition, 

concerning precision bombing and the coverage of raids in the media. He wrote, 

It is not for nothing that the B.B.C. attempts to palliate the horrors of 
Allied air raids over Germany by borrowing the vocabulary of sports to 
enliven its news reports. So far as the majority of the population is 
concerned, the extinction of Essen and Hamburg, the “final attack” on 
Cologne… arouse no more interest than the football scores; it was 
symptomatic, in fact, that one widely circulated Sunday newspaper 
published next to one another a report of a football international and an 
account of the attack on Duisburg… The fact that the RAF has 
abandoned its once vaunted accuracy in attacking “military objectives” 
has practically escaped notice, or at least been dismissed with a 
nonchalant shrug of the shoulders and a remark that, “After all, we’ve got 
to beat them somehow!812  

 

This letter is of great interest as not only does it emphasise the sentiment many 

Christian organisations continued to publicly espouse throughout 1944 but it 

also reinforces the conclusions drawn from Mass-Observation diaries. The 

public had become uninterested in the actions of Bomber Command and saw 
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news reports on raids as part of their daily news content, alongside sports 

results, rather than as significant news items to be pondered in depth. 

 

Conclusion 

 The impassive attitude that had surfaced earlier in the conflict, once 

Britain had settled into the routine of war, did not alter throughout 1944 or into 

1945. Whilst the topics that the public were interested in differed throughout the 

conflict, the common stance was that people were generally not interested in 

the operations of Bomber Command. One key difference in this period, 

however, was that the majority was not completely made up of those who 

expressed impassiveness but by those who felt sympathy towards those 

affected by the impact the RAF bombing was having on Germany. This would 

appear to be an admirable response and a response that one might have 

expected to have come earlier in the conflict. However, upon examining the 

evidence, the sympathy was rarely felt for the civilians suffering under the 

bombing but was in fact felt for the architectural damage caused to the towns 

and cities selected for raids. This sympathy was felt no more strongly than 

amongst Britain’s élite, especially after the raid on Dresden. Dresden and cities 

like it meant so much more to Britain’s high society than cities such as 

Dortmund or Chemnitz ever could. Many of them had visited Dresden as 

tourists or spent periods living there. It is alleged that the daughter of Herbert 

Henry Asquith, the British Prime Minister during World War I, Violet Bonham 

Carter, rushed to 10 Downing Street upon hearing of the raid on Dresden and 

demanded to speak to Churchill. She proceeded to harangue the Prime Minister 

for the raid, citing the fact she had attended finishing school there in the city’s 
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prime before World War I 813. Closely behind this group who expressed their 

sympathy for the architectural damage caused by raids, came the members of 

the public who remained uninterested in actions of Bomber Command. This 

ever-present crowd continued to show a lack of interest right through until the 

end of the conflict when they were then, to some extent, overtaken by those 

who, as Home Intelligence reports of November and December 1944 highlight, 

were satisfied that the raids were taking place but could not understand why the 

conflict was not being brought to a swifter end by them. Overall, it is evident that 

in this period, despite the Air Ministry and Directorate continuing to do all that 

they could to increase and enhance Bomber Command’s image, little had 

changed in the way the public viewed their operations. 
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Conclusion 

 

 

The aim of this thesis was to identify the views of the British public 

between 1939 and 1945 towards the RAF bombing of Germany and to attempt 

to understand why such views were held. The preceding chapters have shown 

that public attitudes towards Bomber Command operations fluctuated 

throughout the war and, remarkably, not in line with media reportage. This 

thesis has shown that the PPB and Directorate were unremitting in their release 

of publicity to the media, but that at the same time there were incessant 

disputes at the Air Ministry over how and what RAF publicity should be shared 

with the public. Despite the changing views of the public and the changes in 

media representation, as the war progressed one element that did not alter 

were the clashes at the Air Ministry.  

 

The first conclusion to draw is that the machinery responsible for Bomber 

Command publicity faced a number of operational challenges throughout the 

conflict, all of which had a detrimental effect on the release of information to the 

public. One considerable challenge was the nature of aerial warfare and the 

difficulties of reporting it. Aerial combat by nature is repetitive and is therefore 

difficult to report on in a way that keeps the public interested. Alongside this 

dilemma is the issue of being able to show directly how aerial warfare was 

winning the war. In comparison to more obvious successes reported in the 

media, such as recapture of land by ground forces or the sinking of enemy 
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ships by naval forces, it was difficult for the PPB and Directorate to exhibit the 

success secured by Bomber Command. Throughout most of the conflict, the 

challenges faced at the PPB and Directorate came from within but by 1944, the 

Directorate was also facing challenges from publicity agencies overseas, most 

notably in the US. In demonstrating the PPB’s and then, from 1940, the 

Directorate’s inability to exploit publicity opportunities in the early stages of the 

conflict, the first supposition to draw is that there were too many administrative 

and organisational disagreements in the Service Department for the RAF to 

obtain the attention it deserved. The PPB and Directorate were ineffective at the 

beginning of the conflict at releasing information to the press and the public on a 

day-to-day basis as was required at such a crucial time. That is not to say the 

Directorate did not deserve its reputation as a publicity-conscious organisation. 

However, that reputation was more for slow news output, such as the HMSO 

publications on the bombing war, rather than the fast news that was actually 

required after a raid had taken place. A lot of this was caused by fear at the 

Ministry of revealing security information that might be of benefit to the enemy, 

as well as the selection of inappropriate staff to roles. Whatever the cause, it 

was debilitating to the Service Department and directly affected their output and 

publicity.  

 

The impact of unsuitable staff appointments throughout the conflict had 

an alarming influence on RAF publicity. Mistrust of civilian employees by Staff 

Officers often prevented information from being freely shared which, in turn, 

made it even more difficult to maximise publicity opportunities. For example, for 

much of the conflict the Air Ministry took the decision to forbid press 



293 
 

correspondents from accompanying bomber crews on operational missions.814 

Editors complained that, “the public are bored with the same old dreary 

phrases”.815 Reiteration of this is evident in a note to Peck, which commented 

on the disproportionate use of clichés in communiqués,  

There are certain expressions which are either hackneyed in themselves 
or become so through repetition. One might say indeed that there are 
several Marks of cliché. Mark I might cover those which should never be 
used again: Mark II, those which should not be used more than once a 
fortnight and Mark III, those which may be used generally with discretion. 
A complete ban on the cliché would, I am afraid, be an end to 
communiqués so long as the existing security restrictions are 
maintained.816  

 

Throughout this thesis, it has been shown the PPB and Directorate 

communiqués were repetitive in content as well as repetitive across media 

outlets. It is little wonder that the public were bored “with the same old dreary 

phrases’”.817 

 

Alongside the issue of repetitive content was the constant problem of 

differences at the Department itself. In refusing to transfer control of publicity 

from civil servants to officers, a number of concerns surfaced. Firstly, news of 

operations was often reported incorrectly because officers had been unable to 

provide official information. Air Ministry officials were the only staff able to 

sustain the Secretary of State’s responsibility to Parliament and public for 

matters relating to the RAF. This task could not fall to RAF Air Staff who worked 
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on the ground because they were required to devote their attention to the 

planning and conduct of air operations without having to work on daily bulletins, 

arranging broadcasts, writing books or liaising with the Ministry of 

Information.818 Neither could the Air Staff be expected to make decisions on 

how reports should be handled in light of Government policies, which they knew 

little about.819  

 

By the midpoint of the conflict, the constant differences between staff at 

the Directorate showed no signs of abating. However, one change for the 

positive was the relaxation of observance of security. By 1943, the Directorate 

realised securing positive publicity for the RAF, and Bomber Command 

specifically, was key and if ignoring the breaking of security protocol was 

required then so be it. Harris was the biggest culprit in deviating from security 

policy in order to obtain the publicity he believed Bomber Command deserved. 

He wrote to Portal to complain that the Ministry had, “failed” to put the story of 

Bomber Command to “the people who matter”.820 He wrote,  

In the last three months, I have had nearly 500 people to my house of the 
type who should have been educated along these lines by the Air 
Ministry; almost without exception they have exhibited complete 
ignorance of almost everything that has been done in the bomber 
offensive, and utter astonishment when faced with the photographic 
proofs and such other evidence as I placed before them. For instance, 
Eden has been convinced by Continental sources and by me – not by the 

Air Ministry.821  
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Harris was known to hassle junior officers at AI6 and their lack of confidence in 

refusing publicity produced by Harris meant that much of his material was 

released.822 However, affording Harris the freedom to shape publicity material 

was a risk by the Directorate. Harris was unrelenting in his desire to share his 

view of the realities of the bombing war with the public and he made this clear to 

the Air Ministry throughout his tenure as Commander-in-Chief. He routinely 

demanded that publicity revealing “the destruction of houses and lives; the 

creation of a refugee problem on an unprecedented scale and the breakdown of 

morale at home by fear” be made known to the public.823 This was something 

that the Directorate under Peck steadfastly refused to do. 

 

Despite some changes for the better as the war entered its final years, 

there was little evidence of the Directorate settling into a new routine. The 

disagreements between civil servants and RAF staff regarding publicity 

continued unabated and was only exacerbated by Harris’ insistence on more 

revealing publicity. Alongside this elongated dispute was the resurfacing of the 

inter-Services competition for publicity, a factor that was also exacerbated by 

Harris. He wrote in 1943: 

Nobody will believe ex post facto that for 8 months Bomber 
Command was winning resoundly and indeed decisive victories and that 
these were nevertheless deliberately represented as of less importance 
than very minor encounters with the enemy at sea and on land. If we do 
not stake out our claim immediately, we shall appear in the unsatisfactory 
light of attempting to steal credit where it belongs to the Red Army and 
we shall not succeed. To avoid this deplorable result and to give the 
morale of our own crews proper support and encouragement, the 
following policy decisions are urgently required:- a) The aim of the 
Combined Bomber Offensive, and the part which Bomber Command is 
required by agreed British-US strategy to play in it, should be 
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unambiguously and publicly stated. That aim is the destruction of 
German cities, the killing of German workers… and the breakdown of 
morale both at home and at the battle fronts by fear of extended and 
intensified bombing, are accepted and intended aims of our bombing 
policy.824 

 

By 1944, not only was the Directorate competing for publicity with the 

British Army and Navy they were also under the jurisdiction of SHAEF and were 

competing for attention with the USAAF amongst other military departments. It 

was a competition that the USAAF would go on to win. Thus, at every stage of 

the conflict the PPB and Directorate were facing both internal and external 

battles, which delayed the release of publicity to the press and BBC as well as 

altered its content. This, in turn, led to the media looking elsewhere for material 

to publish on the bombing war. As early as 1940 the BBC were using content 

from German reports to fill the pages of news bulletin scripts with details of raids 

because the Directorate were not acting swiftly enough to release information. 

The fear at the Directorate of releasing important security information or a delay 

caused by disagreements between civil service personnel and staff officers 

meant that the Directorate were always on the back foot. This worsened as the 

war progressed and the public were exposed to different battlefronts fought by 

vastly more powerful nations who were far more media savvy. 

 

The second conclusion to draw concerns the representation of Bomber 

Command in the media. Many historians have rightly argued that the Air 

Ministry, aside from Harris, battled constantly to keep the true policies of 

Bomber Command operations hidden from the public. Middlebrook states that, 
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“in some ways, area bombing was a three-year period of deceit practised upon 

the British public and on world opinion. It was felt to be necessary that the exact 

nature of R.A.F. bombing should not be revealed”.825 Geoffrey Best claims that, 

“during the second half of world war two the indiscriminate nature of area 

bombing was systematically concealed from public criticism by the RAF’s 

political spokesmen”.826 Garrett writes,  

Air Marshal Harris may have thought there was nothing to be ashamed of 
with respect to the area bombing offensive, but the only reasonable 
conclusion is that for many in authority there was a considerably greater 
reluctance to submit the details of the offensive for general public 
inspection… For the great majority of those involved in directing the area 
offensive, however, the issue was not any personal moral qualms they 
may have felt about the bombing of German cities but their perception 
that the British people would have such qualms if they knew the full 
details of the area offensive.827  

 

Whilst there is much evidence to support the view that the Air Ministry went to 

great lengths to hide the reality of bombing from the public, throughout this 

thesis it has been repeatedly shown that across newspapers and BBC news 

bulletins from all periods the public were routinely exposed to media content 

that highlighted the horrors of the bombing. From 1940 onwards, the press and 

BBC began to report on RAF raids in a style that would not allow the reading or 

listening public to escape the fact that German civilians were suffering the 

effects of Bomber Command raids. Part of the explanation for this is that, as 

previously outlined, the PPB and Directorate communiqués were often released 

a considerable time after the raids had taken place and consequently, as early 

as autumn 1940, the press and BBC were turning to overseas agencies for the 
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details of raids. What they found did not always align with what the Air Ministry 

wanted known. The 21 October 1940, 9pm BBC news bulletin contained a 

reference to the severity of the raids and how the RAF were hitting - even if they 

were not targeting - suburban areas828. The newsreader asserted,  

The Germans officially admitted that high explosive bombs were dropped 
in the capital, that railway sidings in West Germany were hit, and that 
houses were demolished in residential quarters of Berlin. The Berlin 
newspapers describe last night’s attacks as, “organised British 
terrorism”… One neutral correspondent described a district of Berlin as 
being a “blazing inferno”.829  

 

Whilst much of the press and BBC coverage did repeatedly stress the industrial 

and military significance of targets throughout the war, the public could not 

escape the reality of the raids due to the language used in the reports. The raid 

on Hamburg in July 1943 was reported across the press with headlines such as, 

“BOMBERS ARE WIPING OUT HAMBURG” and “SMOKE, FIRES AND BOMB 

BURSTS IN HAMBURG”.830 The raid on Cologne in October 1944 was reported 

with similar language. One newspaper commented that, “the R.A.F., over 

Cologne in very great strength last night, went a stage farther in their objective – 

the destruction of the city”.831 With the BBC and the press using language such 

as “wipe out” and “destruction of a city” the public, if they wanted to, should 

have been all too aware of the damage being meted out to German targets. The 

conclusion that is usually drawn that the Air Ministry attempted to keep the truth 

about Allied bombing hidden from the public has, in this thesis, proven to be, on 

many occasions, exaggerated. It is also important to consider that the 
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Government acted only once against a newspaper for publishing content they 

considered inappropriate. A cartoon drawn by Philip Zec and published in the 

Daily Mirror on 6 March 1942 faced scrutiny from the Minister of Supply, Herbert 

Morrison, and from Churchill himself. The cartoon featured a Merchant Navy 

seaman lost in rough waters clinging to the remains of a ship that had been 

torpedoed by a German submarine. The caption read, “The price of petrol has 

been increased by one penny – Official.”832 Morrison and Churchill believed that 

Zec was implying that petrol companies were profiteering at the expense of 

British lives. Morrison called it, “a wicked cartoon… worthy of Goebbels at his 

best”.833 He told the Mirror's editor, Cecil Thomas, “only a very unpatriotic editor 

could pass it for publication”. Ernest Bevin, Minister of Labour, argued that Zec's 

work lowered the morale of the armed forces and the public.834 No press report 

or BBC news bulletin regarding Bomber Command operations was ever 

questioned by the Government after release. Thus, the conclusion that is so 

often drawn by historians that the Air Ministry strived to keep the true nature of 

Allied bombing hidden from the public has been proven in this thesis to be 

overstated. If this was the case they would have acted against headlines and 

reports such as those highlighted previously. 

 

The third conclusion to draw concerns the attitudes of the public towards 

Bomber Command operations. It has been shown that throughout the conflict 

the public’s views of Bomber Command shifted, and not always in line with 

media coverage. It is common for historians to claim that views expressed in 
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newspapers are in fact representations of public opinion. Whilst there is some 

evidence for this claim, this thesis has found it to be a naïve method of gauging 

public opinion.835 Thus, whilst there is some evidence that the public looked to 

newspapers for their information it is credulous to believe that public opinion 

was predominantly shaped by the media. Yet this is the stance taken by many 

historians when considering the attitudes of the public towards Bomber 

Command raids. Brett Holman writes, “while the public did not necessarily lift 

their opinions directly from the press, newspapers supplied many of the ideas 

and facts which informed public opinion… Almost necessarily, most studies of 

public opinion in early-twentieth century Britain are ultimately studies of press 

opinion”.836 Connelly comes to a more sophisticated conclusion. He writes, “the 

conclusions the British people came to about the bombing war were connected 

to the information they received about it, and that was largely dependent on the 

newspapers and newsreels they were exposed to”.837 However, in his work, 

Connelly fails to explore the “conclusions the British people came to”.838 This 

thesis is the first to review the representation of Bomber Command operations 

in the British media and then use the richness of social survey material to draw 

conclusions on the attitude of the public at each key stage of the conflict.  

 

In considering media coverage of Bomber Command operations 

separately from public opinion this thesis has identified, unlike other literature, 
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that public opinion shifted as the war progressed and often not in alignment with 

media representation. Noble Frankland reflecting on the Official History 

concluded that, “most people were very pleased with Bomber Command during 

the war and until it was virtually won; then they turned around and said it wasn’t 

a very nice way to wage war”.839 Connelly reaches a similar conclusion, writing 

that the public supported the actions of Bomber Command, “so vigorously”.840 

Both these views prove to be unfounded. The social survey material studied in 

this thesis indicates that, in fact, other than spikes in interest in 1941, as the 

threat of Luftwaffe night bombing decreased, and later in the spring and 

summer of 1942, with the creation of the 1000 bomber raids, the public’s 

attitude towards Bomber Command operations centred primarily on 

impassiveness. In the early stages of the conflict public attention was, 

understandably, elsewhere. The war had only just begun and the public were 

more concerned with land battles taking place in continental Europe. Of the 283 

diaries submitted between September 1939 and April 1941 45 percent wrote 

about the battle for France, 38 percent about the invasion of Poland and 29 

percent about the Blitz.841 These figures are in stark comparison to the six 

percent submitting diary entries about Bomber Command in the same period. 

Whilst there were some calls for reprisals in this period, the public were 

understandably preoccupied with events unravelling on the continent as well the 

impact the conflict was having on their daily lives. In this early period, much of 

the focus was on the effects of rationing as well as Luftwaffe night bombing 

raids on Britain. 
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 Little changed from August 1941 to the beginning of 1942. Whilst there 

was a growth in the calls for reprisals (more often than not from the press), the 

focus of the demands was directed towards the RAF and how they should have 

been doing more to support the British Army, rather than encouraging reprisal 

raids on German civilians. This period marked the beginnings of public 

impassiveness. Freeman Dyson, the renowned physicist, who served in 

operations research for Bomber Command, noted that during the conflict no 

one, “had any feelings of responsibility” and that none of them “particularly 

cared”. 842 Holman wrote in the Airminded blog, Vox Pops III, that there was 

evidence from letters submitted to The Times, The Guardian and The Daily Mail 

that there was a demand from the public for reprisals in this period. However, in 

support of the conclusion that in Britain impassiveness had begun to set in in 

this period, Holman also commented that the demand for reprisals was only 

present amongst those who “cared enough”.843 The number who did care 

enough was still small, with only six percent of diaries submitted in this seven-

month period containing any direct reference to the actions of Bomber 

Command. Whilst the majority of the public showed their lack of interest in the 

role of the RAF at this stage, there were the beginnings of a movement that 

would be staunchly opposed to bombing and the targeting of civilians in 

particular. The Committee for the Abolition of Night Bombing began to take 

shape in August 1941 and was a fully-fledged organisation by the summer of 

1942. Although, as has been seen, their impact was minimal, it is evident that 
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from 1941 the public had begun to settle into the routine of war and as a 

consequence failed to give bombing operations serious attention. 

 

Very little changed as the war continued, bar a slight increase in interest 

because of the 1000 bomber raids in the first half of 1942. That 19 out of the 20 

diaries selected in this period referenced the thousand bomber raids is evidence 

that, if it was not for Harris and the campaign for Operation Millennium, public 

interest would perhaps have drifted further away from the work of Bomber 

Command than it already had. However, this increase in interest was certainly 

of little significance in the overall account of Bomber Command’s popularity and 

public image, with only 11 percent of diaries submitted referencing the actions 

of Bomber Command in the period February 1942 to January 1943. Then again, 

given that interest in previous periods had been so low, a spike in interest of 

any kind is worthy of note. The impassiveness continued into 1943, with most 

social survey submitters writing about pleasurable activities on the home front 

such as cinema and day visits. Those who wrote of the conflict, for the most 

part, wrote about events in Italy and the fall of Mussolini. Interestingly, those 

who did write about the actions of Bomber Command did so with reference to 

the architectural damage done to German towns and cities rather than to their 

inhabitants.  

 

As the conflict reached its closing months, from the autumn of 1944 to 

the spring of 1945, the attention given to the actions of Bomber Command 

remained at a plateau with only 12 percent of diaries submitted in the period 

containing references to bombing operations. The impassiveness that had 
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attended bombing operations for much of the conflict remained in place until 

after the war. One marked difference in diaries submitted in this period, 

however, was the variety of comments made, even if they were only made by a 

few. The sympathy for Germany that had existed previously remained until the 

end of the conflict but it was, once again, directed towards damage done to the 

medieval architecture of German cities rather than damage done towards 

civilians. Alongside these feelings of sympathy was astonishment. 

Astonishment that, despite the actions of Bomber Command, the war had not 

yet been won. Some social survey contributors were incredulous that despite all 

the efforts of the RAF, victory had not been secured. It was as if Bomber 

Command could not win. Public opinion swayed from impassiveness to 

disappointment and back again. However, the biggest shift in attitudes in this 

period took place within the British Government. Dresden is often highlighted as 

the catalyst that triggered a backlash against bombing in Britain and in one 

sense it did, but not amongst the people, who, for the most part, remained 

unemotional, but amongst the Government who began to distance themselves 

from the dirty work of Harris and Bomber Command. Churchill was no 

exception. The Dresden Memo as discussed in Chapter 5 signalled the end of 

Churchill’s previous support for the area bombing policy. It also marked the 

beginning of a continued effort by Churchill over a number of years to ensure 

that any subsequent harm to his reputation or legacy be minimised as much as 

possible - including deliberately obscuring the memorandum itself. Churchill 

devoted just 13 pages of his post-war writing to the strategic bombing offensive 

out of the 3,597 pages that constitute the entire work: almost entirely 

disassociating himself from this aspect of the means of victory while allowing 

Harris to bear the subsequent condemnation for a campaign which the latter 
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executed - as directed - but did not author.844 Eden also shared with Churchill 

his concerns regarding the continuation of bombing for the purposes of 

increasing terror. Yet in April 1942, he had written to Sinclair with the view that,  

The psychological effects of bombing have little connection with the 
military or economic importance of the target; they are determined solely 
by the amount of destruction and dislocation caused… I wish to 
recommend therefore that in the selection of targets in Germany, the 
claims of smaller towns of under 150,000 inhabitants which are not too 
heavily defended, should be considered, even though those towns 

contain only targets of secondary importance.845  

 

Further evidence of the change in attitude amongst the Government came on 

13 May with Churchill’s victory broadcast in which he summarised the hardships 

and successes of the five years of war. In it, he failed to mention Bomber 

Command. Further salt was rubbed into the wound when the men of Bomber 

Command were denied a campaign medal. Much to Harris’ disappointment, his 

men were awarded the Home Defence medal instead. He expressed his disdain 

in his post-war memoirs, writing, “only a Home Defence medal whilst every 

clerk, butcher, baker and candle-stick maker, serving miles behind the fighting 

fronts on the Continent, in Egypt and the East, were to get a campaign 

medal”.846  

 

Further disregard was shown to Bomber Command in Churchill’s 

opposition to the undertaking of a post-war study of the effects of strategic 

bombing. When the British Bombing Survey Unit was established, despite 

Churchill’s protestations, it was given few resources; the United States sent in a 
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team of a thousand to investigate the results of bombing. The British, in 

contrast, sent only twelve. The final report was then marked classified and only 

released 50 years later. Another document, which was not published, was 

Harris’ final Official Dispatch. Unlike other wartime commanders, he was denied 

the opportunity to have his final assessment published in the immediate post-

war period. When it was published three years later it was a limited circulation 

accompanied by a long and detailed refutation from the Air Ministry. The 

accompanying document suggested that during the war Harris’ superiors had 

always regarded area bombing as a temporary strategy until precision bombing 

was feasible, but Harris’ bullish stubbornness had prevented the desired 

change in strategy when it became conceivable. The distancing of Harris and 

Bomber Command from the Government continued into 1946 when the new 

Prime Minister, Clement Attlee, overlooked Harris in the New Year’s Honours 

List, whilst other notable wartime commanders were awarded peerages. 

Montgomery and Brooke were both bestowed the title of Viscount. Additionally, 

in March 1946, the Under Secretary of State for Air, John Strachey, gave a 

presentation to the House of Commons in which he commented on Bomber 

Command’s success in precision air strikes against oil and transport targets in 

the latter stages of the conflict, which Strachey declared, “I shall always 

regard… as the very greatest achievement which Bomber Command made in 

the whole course of the war”,847 with complete disregard for the fact that Harris 

and Bomber Command had resisted precision bombing for most of the conflict.  
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Whilst it is clear that, the demonisation of Harris began with Dresden, it 

was certainly not due to a popular outcry from the media or the public. 

Newspapers and the BBC reported Dresden as nothing more than a successful 

RAF raid. The Daily Express stated that, according to sources in neutral 

Sweden, the attack had, “brought confusion to southern Germany comparable 

only with that in the north after the last big raid on Berlin… Now the Dresden 

artery is severed, temporarily at least, railway stations and yards have been 

demolished, bridges and viaducts blown up, and factories lay in ruins”.848 

Furthermore, the diary entries referenced in Chapter 5 indicate the repeated 

lack of emotion the British public felt towards the bombing of Dresden in the 

same way they felt impassive to almost every other raid that had taken place.  

 

The findings of this thesis are significant. Firstly as they have been 

reached using archival material previously unused for a study of this kind. The 

literature that exists examining public opinion towards wartime military action, 

most notably bombing, uses the press as a method of measurement. All of the 

previously published literature discussed in this thesis holds up the media as an 

indicator of public opinion. Whilst this is true to some extent, it is imprudent to 

claim that the press perfectly represents the views of the public. This thesis 

proposes that the only true measurement of public opinion must come from a 

study of social survey material, including Mass-Observation, Home Intelligence 

and Wartime Social Surveys. The majority of the material presented in this 

thesis is taken from Mass-Observation Online, which offers an unparalleled 

insight into everyday life in Britain during these transformative years. 
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Secondly, this thesis is significant because it disproves many previously 

held interpretations. The first disproved interpretation is that the media hid the 

reality of the actions of Bomber Command. It has been shown that whilst the 

Directorate were keen to withhold information from the public, the media (the 

press in particular) did not shy away from sharing the realities of the bombing 

war with the reading public. Throughout each period of the conflict, there is 

evidence from the media that the impact of Bomber Command was there for the 

public to read about and, later in the war to see in photographs if they were 

willing to process what was presented to them truly. Numerical triumphalism 

was also evident throughout the war. Churchill highlighted it in his City of 

London speech in 1941. He declared, “in the last few weeks alone we have 

thrown upon Germany about half the tonnage of bombs thrown by the Germans 

upon our cities during the whole course of the war.850 In May 1942 a Daily 

Express headline read, ‘Biggest Bombers Out-Coventrate Rhine City’.851 In July 

1943 the Daily Mirror detailed the latest raid on Hamburg with a report reading,  

The latest Hamburg blitz… was even faster than their first attack – the 
2,500-ton-raid last Saturday which lasted fifty minutes. Air Chief Marshal 
Sir Arthur Harris this time planned to save five minutes, and in fact, a 
weight of bombs just over the last record tonnage was dropped in three-

quarters of an hour.852  

 

After the raid on Dresden the Daily Mirror stated that, “Germany suffered her 

greatest air battering of the war in the 24 hours which ended last night. Allied 

planes flew nearly 9,000 sorties to hammer targets in the path of both East and 
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West Front advances”.853 With regard to Dresden, the Evening Standard told 

readers, “Red Army soldiers could see the fires from 70 miles away”.854 The 

media did little to shy away from reports and articles on the damage the 

Luftwaffe meted out to British towns and cities, so it would not take much for the 

reading public to comprehend the damage being meted out to German towns 

and cities by Bomber Command. 

 

If articles and reports highlighting RAF strength over the Luftwaffe in 

tonnage dropped and aircraft committed to sorties failed to inform the reading 

public of the damage being done to German cities and civilians, articles that 

described the reality of bombing by the British would have done so. For 

instance in March 1942 an article in the News Chronicle read, “R.A.F. Night 

Raiders Made a “Torch” of “Baltic Port””.855 An article published in the Daily 

Express quoted a flyer who took part in the first 1000 bomber raid over 

Cologne. He said, “below us in every part of the city buildings were ablaze. 

Here and there you could see outlines, but mostly it was just one big stretch of 

fire”.856 After the attacks on Hamburg in the summer of 1943 the Manchester 

Guardian reported on, “seven square miles of devastation – an area equal to 

almost seven times that of the City of London”.857 The firestorm caused by the 

raid was described in morbid detail. “Reports reaching Washington spoke of the 

“unparalleled horror” of devastation wrought in Hamburg… Reports reaching 

Stockholm say that, “The town, after being paralysed by the preceding raids, 

became a howling inferno on Monday night”, one eye-witness was quoted as 
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saying. “A wind rose during the attack and spread the flames”. A Danish 

consular official interviewed by the Copenhagen correspondent of the 

“Aftonbladet” (quoted by Reuter) said: “District after district was literally razed to 

the ground. When you drive through Hamburg you drive through corpses””.858 

An article in the Evening Standard in February 1944 claimed that Berlin was,  

Dying, slowly and painfully, amid scenes of indescribable destruction’ 
and that ‘the smoke-grimed inhabitants watched their houses burn with 
an air of bitter resignation’ and that ‘Hundreds of bodies are still buried 
under ruins and rubble where streets once stood.859  

 

This thesis has shown that, despite previous interpretations to the contrary, the 

media and the press in particular did little to hide what the raids were doing to 

German civilians and, when the Directorate were not forthcoming with the 

details, the press looked to overseas news outlets for information, which they 

then published without opposition from the Ministry of Information. 

 

Finally, this thesis makes a significant contribution to the field as it 

questions the view that during the conflict the British public were staunchly 

calling for reprisal raids against Germany and saw the nightly targeting of 

Germany as a morale boost in the dark days of war. There were, of course, 

those who did fall into this category but the majority of the British public certainly 

did not. In his chapter, ‘The Allied Bombing Offensive in the British Media, 1942-

45’ Knapp rightly indicates that respondents to Gallup polls expressed support 

for raids over Germany as the war progressed. In October 1940, 46 percent of 

respondents to a Gallup poll approved of bombing German civilians, against 46 
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percent who opposed it. In April 1941, the proportion who supported had risen 

to 55 percent. By December 1943, 47 percent of respondents expressed 

positive satisfaction at the raids and 36 percent considered them a necessity.860 

Similarly a Mass-Observation survey of Londoners, published in the New 

Statesman in February 1944, found that, “six out of every ten respondents fully 

approved of raids”.861 Whilst these statistics are evidence of public support for 

raids, they are countered by the lack of evidence from other social survey 

material. It is one thing for members of the public to respond to a poll where 

they are given multiple choice options and have to select a best fit answer to a 

posed question; it is another when they are asked to submit diary entries 

detailing the topics that are important to them at the time of writing. That 

throughout the conflict the bombing of Germany never featured as one of the 

most popular topics in submitted diaries is evidence that actually the British 

public, despite a number of small spikes in interest, were impassive to the 

actions of Bomber Command between 1939 and 1945. It was not a lack of 

exposure that limited their interest as it has been shown that throughout the 

conflict the media did not shy away from presenting the actualities of RAF raids. 

The reality is the British public were impassive at the outset of the war and 

remained impassive as the war progressed. It is evident that they saw the 

actions of Bomber Command as one piece of a larger puzzle, which, once 

complete, made up the British war effort to defeat Germany. British Army losses 

in World War II were 13 percent. Bomber Command losses were 44 percent. 

This thesis has shown that despite the ultimate sacrifice made by so many in 

Bomber Command the British public, for the most part, were uninterested in the 
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nightly torture the airmen themselves experienced, as well as the nightly torture 

they rained down on German civilians. 
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Appendix I 

 

Tables showing the date and details of each of the raids selected for study 

within each chapter. 

 

Chapter 1 

 

Date of Raid Number of RAF 
Aircraft involved in 

Raid 

Raid Details 

3/4 June 1940 142 Communication and 
industrial targets in 
Hamburg and Frankfurt. 

17/18 June 1940 139 Targets in Northern 
Germany and the Ruhr. 

16/17 August 1940 150 Targets in the Ruhr, 
Frankfurt and distance 
targets in Jena, Leuna 
and Augsburg. 

11/12 September 1940 133 Targets in Germany and 
mine laying in the Rivers 
Elbe and Gironde. 

14/15 September 1940 157 An oil depot at Antwerp 
was targeted and railway 
yards at Brussels and in 
Germany. Also raids on 
barges in the Channel 
ports. 

15/16 September 1940 155 Raids on the Channel 
ports and on many 
places in Germany. 

17/18 September 1940 194 Largest dispatch of 
aircraft in the war to 
date. Barges in the 
Channel ports were 
targeted alongside 
targets in Germany. 

18/19 September 1940 174 Targets in the Channel 
ports and on railway 
targets in Germany. 

20/21 September 1940 172 Targets in the Channel 
ports and on railway and 
canal targets in 
Germany. 

7/8 October 1940 140 Individual targets in 
Berlin as well as many 
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other targets in Germany 
and the occupied 
countries. 

10/11 October 1940 157 Targets in Germany and 
the Channel ports as 
well as Eindhoven 
airfield and minelaying 
sorties. 

20/21 October 1940 139 Targets in Germany, 
Italy and the occupied 
countries with Berlin 
being the largest raid. 

16/17 December 1940 200 Mannheim was the 
target of Operation 
Abigail Rachel; a 
general attack on the 
city centre in retaliation 
for the recent heavy 
bombing of English 
cities, particularly 
Coventry and 
Southampton. It was an 
early forerunner of what 
the RAF would term, 
‘area bombing’. 

1/2 January 1941 141 Industrial and military 
targets in Bremen. 

9/10 January 1941 135 Synthetic oil plants in 
Gelsenkirchen. 

10/11 February 1941 222 Industrial targets in 
Hanover. 

12/13 March 1941 246 Industrial and U-Boat 
yards in Hamburg as 
well as the Focke-Wulf 
aircraft factory in 
Bremen and scattered 
bombing in Berlin. 

13/14 March 1941 139 Industrial targets in 
Hamburg. The Blohm & 
Voss shipyard was hit 
again. Other damage 
included a large fire at a 
timber yard and a direct 
hit on the fire station. 

7/8 April 1941 229 This raid on Kiel was the 
largest raid to one target 
of the war to date. 
Damage was done to 
naval and industrial 
installations as well as 
civilian housing 
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8/9 April 1941 160 The dock areas in Kiel 
were targeted but the 
attack fell more in the 
town than on the docks. 
There was much 
damage to civilian 
buildings, such as a 
bank, a museum and the 
gas works. 

 

 

Chapter 2 

 

Date of Raid Number of 
RAF Aircraft 
involved in 

Raid 

Raid Details 

14/15 August 1941 152 The target was railway 
stations in Hanover. 

28/29 August 1941 118 The target was railway 
stations in Duisburg. 

29/30 August 1941 143 Railways and the 
harbours in Frankfurt 
were the targets. 

2/3 September 1941 126 Target was Frankfurt but 
no further details exist. 

3/4 September 1941 140 Bombed the German 
warships through a 
smokescreen at Brest. 
All aircraft of Groups 1, 
4 and 5 were recalled 
due to bad weather. 
However Group 3 and 4 
aircraft from the recalled 
Groups continued to the 
target. 

7/8 September 1941 197 The target was Berlin 
with bombs falling on the 
Lichtenberg and Pankow 
districts. 

12/13 September 1941 130 The target was 
Frankfurt. Damage was 
also reported in Mainz, 
20 miles from Frankfurt. 

13/14 September 1941 147 The target was three 
warships docked in 
Brest but only 
approximate positions 
were bombed. 
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15/16 September 1941 169 Railways and shipyards 
in Hamburg were the 
targets. 

12/13 October 1941 152 This was the first large 
raid on Nuremburg. 
However, very little 
damage was caused 
with most damage being 
reported in villages up to 
65 miles away. 

20/21 October 1941 153 The target was Bremen. 
No further details are 
known. 

21/22 October 1941 136 The target was Bremen 
with some damage 
being done to housing 
areas and small 
industrial areas. 

22/23 October 1941 123 The target was 
Mannheim. This was 
recorded in the city as a 
very light attack. 

31 October / 1 November 1941 123 The target was 
Hamburg. Hamburg 
reported 14 fires were 
started. 

1/2 November 1941 134 The target was harbours 
in Kiel. 

7/8 November 1941 169 The target was Berlin. 
The general area was 
reached but fires were 
only started on the 
outskirts of the city. 
Berlin reported scattered 
bombing in many areas. 

30 November / 1 December 1941 181 The target was 
shipyards in Hamburg 
and 3 aiming points in 
the city. 

27/28 December 1941 132 The target was 
Düsseldorf but the city 
reported only light 
damage. 

5/6 January 1942 154 The naval docks in Brest 
were the target. 

8/9 January 1942 151 Minor operations to 
Brest. 
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Chapter 3 

 

Date of Raid Number of RAF 
Aircraft involved in 

Raid 

Raid Details 

25/26 March 1942 254 The target was Essen, 
specifically the Krupps 
works, but many missed 
the target, hitting a 
decoy fire site at 
Rheinberg instead. This 
was the largest force 
sent to one target so far 
in the war. 

5/6 April 1942 263 The target was the 
Humboldt works in 
Cologne but much of the 
bombing was scattered 
across the city. 

8/9 April 1942 272 The target was Hamburg 
but the raid was reported 
as a failure. 

30/31 May 1942 1047 The 1000 bomber raid 
on Cologne. German 
records reported 2,500 
fires started and 12,840 
buildings destroyed. 

1/2 June 1942 956 This was the second raid 
carried out by the 
‘Thousand Force’ 
despite the full 1000 
force being unavailable 
on the night. The target 
was Essen. Bombing 
was scattered across the 
city. 

25/26 June 1942 960 The ‘Thousand Force’ 
was reassembled for this 
raid despite the final 
figure not reaching 1000. 
The target was Bremen. 
The results were not as 
successful as in Cologne 
but more so than in 
Essen. The Bremen 
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report at the time 
recorded that only 80 
RAF bombers had 
attacked Bremen. The 
subsequent BBC 
broadcast that reported 
over a 1000 bombers 
had been sent was 
judged to be a 
propaganda bluff and a 
device to explain away 
the heavy casualties 
suffered by the bombing 
force. 

8/9 July 1942 285 The target was the dock 
area of Wilhelmshaven. 

21/22 July 1942 291 The target was Duisburg 
with damage done to 
three war industries. 

25/26 July 1942 313 The target was Duisburg 
with damage not as 
severe as previous raids 
on the city. 

26/27 July 1942 403 The target was 
Hamburg. Damage was 
mostly caused in 
housing and semi-
commercial areas rather 
than on docks and 
industrial areas. 

28/29 July 1942 256 The target was 
Hamburg. 

29/30 July 1942 291 This was the first large 
raid to Saarbrücken. The 
city records show severe 
damage and casualties 
in the centre and north-
western districts. 

31 July / 1 August 1942 630 The target was 
Düsseldorf and most 
parts of the city were hit. 
Neuss, the suburban 
town over the Rhine was 
also hit. 

27/28 August 1942 306 Widespread damage 
was caused to Kassel. 

10/11 September 1942 479 All parts of Düsseldorf 
were hit, as well as the 
neighbouring town of 
Neuss. 

13/14 September 1942 446 The target was Bremen. 
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16/17 September 1942 369 The target was Essen 
and much of the 
bombing was scattered. 

13/14 October 1942 288 The target was Kiel but 
half of the bombing was 
drawn away to a decoy 
fire site operating in the 
open countryside. 

15/16 October 1942 289 The target was Cologne 
but this was recorded as 
an unsuccessful raid as 
the main body of the 
force was drawn away to 
a decoy fire site. 

6/7 December 1942 272 The target was 
Mannheim. 

17/18 January 1943 170 This raid was selected 
not because of the 
number of aircraft 
involved but because 
Richard Dimbleby, the 
BBC broadcaster, was 
an observer of this raid 
on Berlin. He flew in a 
106 Squadron 
Lancaster. 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 4 

 

Date of Raid Number of RAF 
Aircraft involved in 

Raid 

Raid Details 

23/24 May 1943 826 After a nine day break in 
major operations the 
largest raid of the war to 
date (aside from the 
‘Thousand Force’) took 
place in this raid on 
Dortmund. It was a very 
successful raid. 

25/26 May 1943 759 The target was 
Düsseldorf. The raid 
was a failure. Due to 
decoy sites the Main 
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Force scattered bombs 
over a wide area. 

29/30 May 1943 719 The target was Barmen, 
part of the town of 
Wuppertal. The raid was 
a success. The property 
damage in this raid was 
twice as severe as any 
previous raid on a 
German city and the 
number of people killed 
was five times greater 
than any previous city 
raid. 

11/12 June 1943 783 The target was 
Düsseldorf. This raid 
would be the most 
damaging of the war on 
the city. 

24/25 July 1943 791 Window was used for 
the first time on this 
night on a raid on 
Hamburg. Hagenbeck 
Zoo (where 140 animals 
died) was hit. 1500 
people were killed. This 
was the largest number 
of people killed so far in 
a raid outside the area in 
which Oboe could be 
used. 

27/28 July 1943 787 The target was 
Hamburg. This was the 
night of the firestorm. 
Almost all of the burnt 
out area was residential 
and approximately 
40,000 people died. 

29/30 July 1943 777 Hamburg was the target. 
There were widespread 
fires but no firestorms. 

2/3 August 1943 740 The target was Hamburg 
but due to a large 
thunderstorm the raid 
was a failure. Many 
crews turned back or 
bombed alternative 
targets. 

23/24 August 1943 727 The target was Berlin. 
This raid marked 
Bomber Command’s 
greatest loss of aircraft 
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in one night so far in the 
war. The raid was only 
partially successful.  

22/23 September 1943 711 The target was Hanover 
and it was the first major 
raid there in two years. It 
was the first of a series 
of four heavy raids on 
this target. 

22/23 November 1943 764 Berlin was the target. 
This was the greatest 
force sent to Berlin so 
far. This was the most 
effective raid on Berlin of 
the war. 

20/21 January 1944 769 The target was Berlin. 
Unlike other raids the 
Berlin reports show a 
blank for this raid. It is 
unknown whether this 
was because the raid 
missed Berlin entirely or 
the damage was so 
substantial the German 
authorities attempted to 
conceal it. 

15/16 February 1944 891 Berlin was the location 
of this raid. It was the 
largest force sent to 
Berlin and the largest 
non-1000 bomber force 
sent to any target. The 
quantity of bombs 
dropped was also a 
record. 

19/20 February 1944 823 Leipzig was the target 
location with the raid 
being concentrated in its 
early stages but 
scattered later. 

24/25 February 1944 734 The target was 
Schweinfurt, the site of 
Germany’s main ball 
bearing factories. This 
was the first Bomber 
Command raid on this 
location. 

15/16 March 1944 863 Stuttgart was the target. 
Some of the early 
bombing fell in the 
centre of Stuttgart but 
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most fell in open country 
south-west of the city. 

18/19 March 1944 846 The target was 
Frankfurt. The early 
stages of the raid were 
heavy on the eastern, 
central and western 
districts but the later 
phases of the bombing 
were more scattered. 

22/23 March 1944 816 The target was Frankfurt 
with the city suffering a 
heavy raid. 

24/25 March 1944 811 Berlin was the target 
and this was to be the 
last major RAF raid on 
the city. 

30/31 March 1944 795 The target was 
Nuremburg with the 
main raid being a failure. 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 5 

 

Date of Raid Number of RAF 
Aircraft 

involved in Raid 

Raid Details 

14 October 1944 1013 This raid was part of 
Operation Hurricane. A 
directive to demonstrate 
to the enemy the 
overwhelming superiority 
of the Allied Air Force. 
The target was 
Duisburg.  

14/15 October 1944 1005 Operation Hurricane was 
continued in a second 
raid on Duisburg. 

23/24 October 1944 1055 The target was Essen. 
This was the heaviest 
raid on Essen so far in 
the war and the number 
of aircraft dispatched 
was also the greatest in 
the war to date.  
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25 October 1944 771 The target was Essen. 
Bomber Command 
reported that the raid 
became scattered but 
German reports show 
severe damage, 
particularly to the Krupps 
steelworks. 

28 October 1944 733 The target was Cologne 
and the raid was 
conducted in two waves. 
Mülheim and Zollstock 
became the focus of the 
raids and both were 
devastated. 

30/31 October 1944 905 The target was Cologne 
and Bomber Command 
estimated only ‘scattered 
and light’ damage was 
inflicted in the western 
part of the city. German 
reports show however, 
that enormous damage 
was caused in the 
suburbs of Braunsfeld, 
Lindenthal, Klettenberg 
and Sülz. 

2/3 November 1944 992 The target was 
Düsseldorf. The attack 
fell mostly on the 
northern half of the city. 
This was the last major 
raid on this location by 
Bomber Command. 

4/5 November 1944 749 The target was Bochum. 
It was a successful 
attack with severe 
damage being done to 
the centre of the city. 

6 November 1944 738 The target of the daylight 
raid on Gelsenkirchen 
was the Nordstern 
synthetic-oil plant. 

30 November / 1 December 
1944 

576 The target was Duisburg 
and much damage was 
caused. 

5/6 January 1945 664 This was the first large 
raid on Hanover since 
October 1943. Bombs 
were dropped all over 
the city. 
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7/8 January 1945 645 The target was Munich. 
Bomber Command 
claimed a successful 
area raid, causing 
damage to the centre 
and industrial areas of 
the city. This was the 
last raid on the city. 

28/29 January 1945 602 The target was the 
Stuttgart area with two 
raids that were three 
hours apart. The first 
raid targeted railway 
yards in Kornwestheim, 
a town north of Stuttgart. 
The second was against 
Zuffenhausen, a suburb 
of Stuttgart where the 
target was an aeroplane 
factory. This was the 
largest RAF raid on 
Stuttgart. 

13/14 February 1945 805 The target was Dresden. 
This raid was part of 
Operation Thunderclap. 
A directive to cause so 
much damage and 
confusion that the 
infrastructure in 
Germany would collapse 
and the war would end. 
There were two raids 
with three hours 
between them. A 
firestorm burnt out much 
of the city. 

2 March 1945 858 The target was Cologne. 
There were two separate 
raids with the first being 
the most destructive. 
This was the last RAF 
raid on Cologne. 

5/6 March 1945 760 Chemnitz was the target 
in this raid as part of 
Operation Thunderclap. 
Severe fire damage was 
inflicted in the centre 
and south of the city. 

11 March 1945 1079 The target was Essen. 
This was the largest 
number of aircraft 
dispatched to one target 
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in the war to date. The 
attack brought the city to 
a complete halt. This 
was the last RAF raid on 
Essen. The raids left 
much of the city in ruin. 

12 March 1945 1108 Dortmund was the 
target. This raid had the 
largest number of 
aircraft to a single target 
of the war to date. A 
record which would not 
be broken.The attack fell 
mainly in the centre and 
south of the city. 

9/10 April 1945 591 The target was Kiel and 
the raid was accurate on 
the aiming points in the 
harbour area. 

22 April 1945 767 Bremen was the target. 
The raid was part of the 
preparation for the 
attack by British XXX 
Corps on the city. The 
bombing was on the 
south-eastern area of 
the city. 

 

 

Details taken from: Martin Middlebrook and Chris Everitt., The Bomber 

Command War Diaries: An Operational Reference Book: 1939-1945, (London, 

1990). 
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Appendix II 

Summary of Air Ministry Directorate of Public Relations Organisation 

 

PR1: Liaised with the Ministry of Information regarding official films and 

newsreels.  

 

PR2: Responsible for press communication and liaison with the Ministry of 

Information regarding Air Ministry news. They also maintained the official library 

with press cuttings and photographs should they be required for official use.  

 

PR3: Supplied the Ministry of Information with official photographs and were 

responsible for the release of non-news related literature such as pamphlets 

and feature stories.  

 

PR4: Arranged with the Ministry of Information and the BBC the use of RAF 

personnel in broadcasting, including the preparation of scripts. They also vetted 

the suitability of printed material written by RAF personnel for publication.  

 

PR5 and AI5: Air advisors to the Ministry of Information.  

 

PR6 and AI6: Prepared official communiqués along with other government 

departments.  
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PR8: Responsible for press advertising including recruitment and were also 

accountable for exhibitions and publicity displays. 

 

PR9: Arranged press visits to RAF stations and licensed war correspondents.  

 

Alongside these departments the new Directorate also had a number of Public 

Relations Officers (PROs) (a title that was upgraded from Service Press 

Officers in November 1940) and employees working in the Film Production Unit. 
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Appendix III 

Audit Bureau of Circulation 

(ABC) Wartime Circulation Data 
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Appendix IV 

William Ewart Berry, 1st Viscount Camrose,  

British Newspapers and Their Controllers, 

 (London, 1947), p. 158 
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Appendix V 

 

Cartoon featured in Daily Mail on 26 May 1943. 
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