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(11 .2 per cent), and of these four came from No 434 Squadron - whose crews 
were on time and on track - and three from No 427.10 5 

Although most interceptions took place in the vicinity of the target, the 
Germans also had considerable success against bomber crews who, because 
of icing and thick cloud and haze en route, had gone off track and were not 
protected by Window. In that respect, having to battle the weather longer and 
not yet fully equipped with H2S, No 6 Group crews had more difficulty than 
some of their colleagues in maintaining their course, and that may well 
explain why their losses were so much higher than the Bomber Command 
average. ' o6 

Harris had reason to be satisfied despite the losses, however. Although the 
weather en route to Kassel had been difficult, the skies cleared over the 
target and the markers there were both accurate and well concentrated. The 
incendiaries took hold in the city centre, a small firestorm was created, and 
at night's end Bomber Command had produced the most destructive raid 
since Hamburg. 

The bulk of this attack was concentrated in the highly built-up central part of the city, 
and ... the entire area was practically destroyed. It is estimated that 65 per cent of the 
weight of bombs over the target fell in an area of seventeen square miles in and 
around the centre of the town .. . [and] that 50 per cent of the buildings in the zone 
of bombfall caught fire immediately and fired the adjoining buildings. The H[igh] 
E[xplosive] bombs loosened roof tiles and opened up windows so that buildings which 
were not hit were easily ignited by flying sparks and radiant heat ... 

Communications and essential services were disrupted, as fires were of such propor
tions that no firefighting agency could cope with them. The firemen devoted them
selves to saving lives and trying to check the fires at the perimeter. It was impossible 
to do any fire-fighting in the centre of the fire zone .. . '07 

Almost half of Kassel's houses and apartment blocks were damaged or 
destroyed, leaving upwards of roo,ooo homeless; as many as 8500 were killed. 
The railway network around the city was heavily hit, and 155 industrial build
ings, including the three Henschel locomotive, tank, and gun plants, were 
smashed or badly damaged. '08 

The interpretation of these results quickly became the source of bitter con
troversy. Since September the Air Ministry's public relations branch had been 
increasingly emphasizing the industrial damage done by Bomber Command as 
an integral part of the CBO. The stories released about the Kassel raid were no 
exception. 'A great force of RAF and RCAF heavy bombers fought their way 
through many Nazi fighters last night,' the Associated Press reported, 'to deliv
er a concentrated attack on the German war industrial centre of Kassel in the 
ninth - and costliest - major British raid of the month.' 

The heavy bombers again added their terrific punches at German industry to the night 
and day attacks that lighter RAF and American planes have been conducting against 
Nazi communications and fighter fields ... 
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Kassel, which is one hundred miles northeast of Cologne, is one of Germany's key 
aircraft towns and also site of the Henschel Locomotive Works, largest of its kind in 
Europe. The city has a big assembly works for Messerschmitt 109s. 109 

To Harris, who knew what the aiming points in Kassel had been, such an 
account was a gross distortion and misrepresentation, and he said so. What was 
important about the raid, he told the undersecretary of state for air, was not 
that ' the Henschel locomotive works and various other ... factory premises' 
had been hit, but that 'Kassel contained over 200,000 Germans, many of whom 
are now dead and most of the remainder homeless and destitute.' Besides 
giving the wrong impression to the British people, who might be led to think 
that Bomber Command was primarily concerned with 'the bombing of specific 
factory premises' when its real goal was 'the obliteration of German cities and 
their inhabitants,' these stories also threatened morale within his squadrons. 
'Our crews know what the real aim of the attack is. When they read what the 
public are told about it, they are bound to think (and do think) that the author
ities are ashamed of area bombing. It is not to be expected that men will go on 
risking their lives to effect a purpose which their own Government appears to 
consider at least as too disreputable to be mentioned in public.' Moreover there 
was a risk that, by miscontruing what strategic bombing was actually achiev
ing, others would 'steal credit' when the war was over. 'The fact that bombing 
has won the war and forced the German armies to give in to the Russians will 
never be accepted in quarters where it is important that it should.' 

For a number of reasons, then, the AOC-in-c asked that the purpose of the 
bombing offensive, 'and the part which Bomber Command is required by 
agreed British-us strategy to play in it, should be unambiguously stated.' 

That aim is the destruction of German cities, the killing of German workers and the 
disruption of civilised community life throughout Germany. 

It should be emphasised that the destruction of houses, public utilities, transport and 
lives; the creation of a refugee problem on an unprecedented scale; and the breakdown 
of morale both at home and at the battle fronts by fear of extended and intensified 
bombing, are [the] accepted and intended aims of our bombing policy. They are not 
by-products of attempts to hit factories. 

The successes gained should publicly be assessed in terms of the extent to which 
they realise this policy. It should be made clear that the destruction of factory installa
tions is only a part and by no means the most important part of the plan. Acreages of 
housing devastation are infinitely more important.' '0 

Harris - no mincer of words - was asking his government to confirm one 
of two things: either indiscriminate attacks were all that Bomber Command 
could manage for the moment; or, capabilities aside, they were what the British 
bombing offensive was really all about. 

This posed something of a public relations problem for a government that, 
while acknowledging that 'heavy casualties to the civil population' were un
avoidable, nevertheless desired, in the words of Sir Arthur Street, permanent 
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undersecretary of state for air, '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.' In fact, it had been a 
problem, to some extent or other, since the spring of 1941 when the bishop of 
Chichester had demanded to know (in the correspondence columns of The 
Times) how 'the bombing of towns by night and the terrorizing of non-combat
ants ' could be excused; Dr Cosmo Lang, archbishop of Canterbury, had ob
served that although it was a ' very natural and human' reaction for Britons to 
want to repay the enemy in kind for 'the . . . ruthless treatment' inflicted on 
London and Coventry, 'that view ought not to be allowed to prevail. It was 
one thing to bomb military objectives and to cripple war industries, and in so 
doing it may be impossible to avoid inflicting losses and suffering on many 
civilians; but it is a very different thing to adopt the inflicting of such losses 
and suffering as deliberate policy.' However, looking on the bright side, he did 
not believe that 'the great majority of British folk, even in the bombed areas, 
really want such a policy, and it is to be hoped that the Government, some of 
whose members have been using disquieting language, will resist any pressure 
[and instead] strive so as to be patriots as not to forget that we are Chris
tians.''' ' 

Dr Lang thought too well of his fellow man, public and private. One mem
ber of parliament had asserted in May 1942 that he was 'all for the bombing 
of working-class areas in German cities. I am Cromwellian - I believe in 
"slaying in the name of the Lord," because I do not believe you will ever bring 
home to the civil population of Germany the horrors of war until they have 
become tasted in this way' ; and the secretary of state for air, Sir Archibald 
Sinclair, had replied he was 'delighted to find that you and I are in complete 
agreement about ... bombing policy generally.' 11 2 

Moreover, although the goverment would never admit openly that civilian 
casualties were anything but an unfortunate by-product of attacks on industrial 
areas, there is little reason to believe that the general public would have com
plained had it been told otherwise.' '3 The press accounts of the fire raids on 
Rostock and Lubeck of March and April 1942 left little doubt not only that 
these were not precision raids, but also that the widespread damage caused was 
to be welcomed. A.C. Cummings, a Southam News journalist, had reported 
that 'Rostock is an empty shell of gutted buildings,' and added that he had 
been assured by 'the best-informed source here in London' 

... that such bombings will be spread over a 2,000-mile front in western Europe and 
deep into Germany itself, where every city in any way helping Hitler to victory will 
be left in ruins. 

'The Nazis will get it back,' I was told, 'with a greater weight of bombs, with 
greater accuracy, with greater force, until troops at the front in Russia and the people 
at home wonder what the end of it for them will be.' '4 

Such sentiments were not limited to those intimately involved with the 
bombing offensive. In far-off Ottawa, Mackenzie King noted in his diary that 
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'it was Hitler who started total war and [the] killing of women and children,' 
and he therefore had no sympathy for those suffering under the recent British 
attacks. Nor did most Canadians. A Gallup Poll taken at the turn of 1942 
revealed that 57 per cent of them approved of 'bombing Germany's civilian 
population,' while only 38 per cent disapproved. 'Thus,' announced the Cana
dian Institute of Public Opinion, 'the ordinary citizens of Canada, who have 
never yet been called blood-thirsty, even by their bitterest enemies, give a 
majority approval of bombing civilians in Axis countries., . Interestingly 
enough, there was the usual split along language lines, however. While 60 per 
cent of anglophones approved - nearly 70 per cent in British Columbia - only 
47 per cent of francophones agreed with them. " 5 

Unlike many, B.K. Sandwell, editor of Saturday Night and 'the ears and 
voice of Canadian liberalism,' 116 was worried about what men thought as they 
planned and undertook the business of mass killing. 'Should we go about that 
task in a spirit of vengeance, or of cruelty, or of vainglory and lust for power,' 
he cautioned, 'we shall be lowering ourselves to the level of the enemy and 
losing the right to regard ourselves as the agents of a more than mortal justice.' 
But in the end, like most of his contemporaries, liberal or otherwise, he had 
to side with killing. 'The defeat of Germany can only be brought about by 
killing Germans,' and if 'the object of these raids [is] to kill Germans ... it is 
a perfectly proper object ... The blood of such innocent persons as these is not 
upon us ... The whole German people brought upon themselves whatever 
calamities may issue for them out of this war, when they put themselves under 
the kind of government which was bound to make such a war ultimately 
inevitable. It is our unavoidable task to make Germany suffer.' 11 7 

The politicians' tone changed somewhat as the tempo of bombing acceler
ated in 1943· When asked in the British House of Commons on 6 May 
whether the offensive against the Ruhr marked the end of attempts at precision 
bombing, Sir Archibald Sinclair (who had privately been 'delighted' with the 
idea of 'slaying in the name of the Lord' only a year earlier) flatly denied the 
allegation, observing that although ' it is impossible to distinguish in night 
bombing between the factories and the dwellings which surround them . . . No 
instruction has been given to destroy dwelling houses rather than armament 
factories.' 118 This impression was reinforced three weeks later when, asked the 
same question, Labour MP and deputy prime minister Clement Attlee replied 
emphatically that 'there is no indiscriminate bombing ... The bombing is of 
those targets which are most effective from the military point of view.' " 9 

The Canadian press seems not to have been concerned with such niceties. 
In its editorial of 31 May 1943, the Toronto Telegram declared that, while 
bombing undoubtedly meant 'misery and death for the people of the Axis 
nations ... it is better that they should be blotted out entirely than that the 
world should be subjected to the rulers they have tolerated so long, and there 
are many who hold that they must be made to know in full the horrors of war 

• Fifty-one per cent approved of bombing Italian civilians and 62 per cent approved of 
bombing the Japanese. 
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if a new war is to be avoided.' The Winnipeg Free Press, meanwhile, had 
already belittled the few who demanded limitations on bombing because they 
were asking 'air crews still more to endanger their own lives so that they may 
perhaps save the lives of workers in industrial war facilities or living in the 
immediate neighborhood of those targets.' 120 

The aiming points that were selected for the battle of Hamburg belied 
Attlee's claim but, even though these were not public knowledge, the sheer 
scale of destruction achieved and bragged about was an open indication that 
bombing policy had changed, whether it was admitted or not. So was an 
Association Press report on 7 August which contentedly described the devasta
tion inflicted on Di.isseldorf. Making it clear that civilian casualties were heavy, 
the writer went on to explain that 'official ... totals can be multiplied three or 
four times without inaccuracy since only victims recognized during the most 
urgent salvage work are listed officially as dead. The stench in the streets is 
proof that many are never found and never listed.' 12 1 

However, it was one thing to 'de-house,' maim, and kill German civilians, 
and quite another, as Sinclair protested, to say publicly that 'the principal 
measure of our success' was defined in terms of the number of civilians killed 
and houses burnt and, moreover, that these were the premeditated and willful 
objectives of area bombing. 122 Even 'acreage destroyed' -Portal ' s compromise 
suggestion as the way to measure Bomber Command's effort without upsetting 
public opinion - went too far for Sinclair, who maintained that the government 
must continue to ' lay the emphasis - rightly in my opinion - on the fact that 
our prime objective is German war industry and transport ... and that damage 
to the built-up areas, though inevitable and huge, is incidental.' 123 Perhaps the 
best that could be hoped for, in explaining what were (or were not) the col
lateral effects of bombing, was expressed by Air Marshal Sir Richard Peck 
when he suggested that all would be well once the British public had been 
educated to the point where everyone agreed with Harris that 'an industrial city 
is in itself a military objective.' 124 In that case, of course, the bothersome 
distinctions between civilian and military casualties and between intended and 
incidental damage would be blurred - sufficiently, he hoped, so as to become 
altogether meaningless. 




