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PERSPECTIVE

“History of the Second World War : The Strategic Air Offensive against Germany 1939-1945" (4 Volumes)
by Sir Charles Webster and Dr Noble Frankland (HMSO) 8 gns.

The strategic air offensive against Germany
has been the subject of argument since the
day it was launched. There was ceaseless
debate in the War Cabinet, in the Air
Ministry and in the Ministry of Economic
Warfare. When the U.S.A. entered the war,
yet another dissident voice was added.

After the war the controversy continued,
and today there is still considerable interest
in the story of the bomber offensive, par-
ticularly among students of war. The official
history by the late Sir Charles Webster and
Dr Noble Frankland will not completely
satisfy the protagonists, but it will provide
them with enough material to continue
the debate — almost indefinitely.

The official history is four volumes long.
Its length is, in part, due to the controversial
nature of the subject. Every twist and turn
of the great debate is fully documented :
every contention is ably argued. Much of
the evidence is familiar ; but much of it is
new.

In a short, but important, first section the
authors, after defining the terms used in
describing the concept of a strategic air

offensive, outline the doctrines which in-
fluenced that concept as it was built up
during the inter-war years. This section
contains the framework on which the whole of
the study is based. The second world war was
the first in which air power played a decisive
part. The principles of war at sea and on
land were already fully established and
generally accepted. The task of the navy
was to achieve and maintain supremacy
over the seas to facilitate the movement of
men and materials. The task of the army
was to engage the enemy on the land, and,
in so doing, defeat him. Thus the navy fought
the enemy’s navy and the army fought the
enemy’s army. But the task of the air force
was less clear. This was not only because
of its novelty but also because of its flexibility,

The maxim that ‘ the bomber will always
get through,” which was first formulated in
the 1930's, was really as old as the R.A.F.
itself. Indeed, it and the R.A.F. had both
grown out of the Zeppelin and the Gotha
raids on London in 1917. If there were no
defence against the bomber, the R.A.F.
ought to include a large and powerful

bombing force in order to deter a possible
enemy. That was clear enough. But what
that force should bomb was another matter.
Should it, like the other two services, attack
its opposite number ? Or should it attack
the enemy’s navy and army ? Or would it
be better employed in attacking the enemy’s
war industries and in this way weakening
his armed forces ? Or was it possible by
bombing the enemy’s homeland to weaken
not only his power to resist but also his will
to resist ? There were those who believed
that the war could be won solely by an air
offensive against the enemy’s homeland.
This would be an offensive against the
economy and morale of a nation, an offensive
in which the navy and army played no part
except to contain the enemy whilst the aerial
onslaught was Jaunched.

In 1939, there were those in high places
who remembered the first world war with
its Gothas and U-boats and who believed
that Germany would be brought to her
knees solely by an air offensive and a sea
blockade. By 1945, they had been proved
wrong on both counts. The air offensive
and, to a lesser degree, the blockade were
important and decisive factors but they
were not the only factors. Germany had to
be attacked and occupied by the army. The
failure of Bomber Command was its failure
to defeat Germany singlehanded ; its
success was to make Germany's defeat by
the Allied armies possible and assured.

The authors trace this failure and success
in detail. They divide the war years into four
phases — the opening of the offensive and
the transition to area bombing (Sep. 39 to
Oct. 41), the mounting offensive (Nov. 41
to Dec. 42), the combined bomber offensive
(Jan. 43 to Feb. 44), and the culmination of
the offensive (Mar. 44 to May 45).

In such a complex story it is difficult to
decide on the turning points. During the
first phase, the most important turning
point was the realisation that precision
bombing by day was impossible without
adequate fighter cover. The Spitfire and
Hurricane, which had won the first great
victory of the R.A.F., had insufficient range.
There were two alternatives —to build
fighters with a greater range or to bomb at
night. When the Americans were faced with
a similar dilemma in 1943 they chose to
develop a long range fighter. In this way
they were able to establish and keep the

day initiative which was so important during
the last phase of the war. But in 1940 the
British Air Staff chose to bomb at night, as
did the Luftwaffe faced with the same
problem in the same year. It was a choice
of doubtful virtue. Air Commodore Con-
ingham said in 1939 with remarkable fore-
sight that there would be ‘a never ending
struggle to circumvent the law that one
cannot see in the dark.’

Precision bombing at night was a failure.
The crews could not navigate with any
certainty in the dark and, if they reached
the target, they could not bomb it accurately.
It took some time for the Air Staff to realize
how little damage was being done. This was
the second turning point. Precision bombing
was abandoned in favour of area bombing.
This was a negative rather than a positive
decision, but as Kitchener said, ¢ In war you
must do what you can do, not what you
would like.’

Navigational and bombing aids were
essential ; and so was a bomber with a
greater range and bomb load. The new aids
and the new bomber went into action in
1942, under Bomber Command’s new
C-in-C, Air Marshal Sir Arthur Harris.
This was the third turning point. Under
Harris the Command was to grow in author-
ity and size. The bomber offensive was much
criticised in 1942 ; Harris determined to
assert the Command’s authority by a
demonstration of its growing power. This
he did by the Thousand Bomber raid on
Cologne. At that time the Command had
29 Lancasters ; in 1945 it had 1087 —
sufficient for a Thousand Bomber raid by
Lancasters alone !

Harris was persuaded by personal con-
viction and by the situation in which he
found himself that area bombing was the
only strategy open to him. In his battle for
the aids and the resources he so desperately
needed, he overstated his case.  Victory,
speedy and complete,” he said ‘awaits the
side which first employs air power as it
should be employed.” It was true, as his
critics have conceded, that strategic bombing
was the best, and, in fact the only, con-
tribution that could be made at that time
towards winning the war. But the claim
that bombing alone could win the war was
never tested by events. Harris was never
given a free hand or the resources which he
deemed necessary.
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But the evidence contained in ‘The
Strategic Air Offensive against Germany ’
points to the conclusion that he would have
been proved wrong. There are three reasons
for believing this. First, although the Battles
of the Ruhr and Hamburg in 1943 went to
Bomber «Command, the Battle of Berlin
undoubtedly went to the Luftwaffe. The
absence of a long range fighter to protect
the night bomber force was the determining
factor. In March 1944, Harris conceded the
Battle of Berlin to the Germans. Whether
the growth of the German night fighter
force from 665 aircraft in 1943 to 1047
aircraft in 1944 could have been prevented
by precision bombing or more intensive
area bombing is a difficult question — and
the crux of the problem which faced the Air
Staff and Harris. The Air Staff were moving
more and more towards precision bombing
whilst Harris stoutly defended area bombing.

Second, the German war economy, as
can be seen from the figures above, was
far from exhausted by the continuous on-
slaught during 1943 and 1944. The product-
ion of armaments continued to rise until the
last quarter of 1944. This increase took
place in spite of, and almost as a result of,
the attacks on the Ruhr and Hamburg.
The British Ministry of Economic Warfare
failed to appreciate the resilience of the
German economy. The truth was that it
was never fully extended ; there was a
great deal of slack which could be taken up
to offset the effects of bombing and even to
increase production. The idea that the
German economy was under such strain
that it would fall apart by the slightest
pressure at any point was incorrect.

Third, there was a grave misconception
that German morale would be affected by
bombing. The citizens of Solingen and Berlin
were just as heroic as those of Sheffield and
London. Morale was not seriously affected

_until the spring of 1945 when, with Germany

caught between the advancing Allied armies,
defeat and occupation faced the German
population.

The final turning point came when Harris
was persuaded, one might say forced, to
switch his attention to precision bombing,
first in preparation for the invasion of
Europe and then in support of the Allied
armies. To his surprise, he found that
precision bombing at night was now possible
and effective. Oil and communications,
which had always been on his list of targets
but which had always been studiously
ignored in favour of the area bombing of
city centres, proved sensitive target systems.
Whether an earlier attack on these systems
would have shortened the war is open to
debate. The earlier attacks on the ball-
bearing industry at Schweinfurt had proved
difficult and ineffective ; it was those failures
which had encouraged Harris in his sus-
picion of ‘ panacea ’ targets.

Professor Medlicott has said in his book
‘The Economic Blockade,” ‘ Thus in the
last phase of the war the full range of
economic weapons was at last being used
with the deadly effect that the early economic
planners had postulated ; and the German
fuel disaster had proved that there was after
all an Achilles heel. But it had been struck
by the bomber and not by the blockade.’

The authors conclude their history with
a brilliant survey in which they say strategic
bombing ‘ made a contribution to victory
which was decisive. Those who claim that
the Bomber Command contribution under
different circumstances might have been yet
more effective disagree with one another and
often overlook basic facts.” In spite of this
warning, the argument will doubtless con-
tinue. As Sir Charles Webster and Dr Noble
Frankland say in their final paragraph,
¢ Hind-sight contributes powerfully to
wisdom.’

THE JOURNAL

The Royal Air Force College Journal is published three times a year, at the end of the Spring, Summer

and Autumn terms. Contributions are invited of articles, poems, photographs and drawings. These need not be

confined to Royal Air Force and flying topics, but should be of general rather than technical interest. They

should be addressed to ‘ The Managing Editor of The Journal, Royal Air Force College, Cranwell, Sleaford,

Lincolnshire.” Unsuitable material will be returned. The Managing Editor, Editor and staff will be glad to
advise intending contributors.



