They Have Sown the
Wind

ir historians trace the earliest roots of the area offensive

against Germany to the events of May 10, 1940. Prior to

this date, aerial attacks had been delivered by

the Royal Air Force only against capital ships, bridges,
or gun installations, more from respect of the superiority of the
German Luftwaffe than from considerations of international law.
Warships in the Kiel Canal had been attacked as early as September 4,
1939 but it was not until the night of March 19—20, 1940 that the
R.A.F. dropped its first bombs on German soil, bombing a seaplane
base on the island of Sylt; three days earlier the Luftwaffe had raided the
Orkney Islands, killing a British civilian. ‘Up to that time, the Air Min-
istry noted in June 1943, ‘the R.A.E. had avoided the bombing of
targets which might have involved the civilian population.”

The Royal Air Force had continued to restrict its operations over
Germany to ‘nickelling'—dropping leaflets on the Reich, a pursuit
which continued up to the evening of May 10, 1940, the day when
Hitler’s invasion of France and the Low Countries began; it was also the
day on which Neville Chamberlain, a pronounced opponent of the use
of the bomber as a weapon of terrorisation, was replaced by a less
inhibited British prime minister.

Just before four p.m. on that warm but cloudy afternoon three
twin-engined aircraft flying at an altitude of around five thousand feet
appeared out of the cumulo-nimbus clouds over Freiburg-im-Breisgau
in south-western Germany; each dropped a stick of bombs and
departed swiftly. Most of the hundred-pound bombs exploded very
wide of their original aiming point, the fighter airfield: only ten fell on
the airfield, while thirty-one, including four which did not explode, fell
within the city limits to the west; six fell near the Gallwitz barracks, and
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eleven fell on the Central Station. Two of the bombs fell on a children’s
playground, in Kolmar-Strasse. The Polizei-Prasident—the official
responsible for civil defence in every German city—reported fifty-seven
fatal casualties, comprising twenty-two children, thirteen women,
eleven men, and eleven soldiers.?

The German propaganda ministry was swift to exploit this incident.
The official D.N.B. news agency stated that night: “Three enemy aircraft
today bombed the open town of Freiburg-im-Breisgau, which is
completely outside the German Zone of Operations and has no
military objectives’; the agency added that the German Air Force
would answer this ‘illegal operation’ in a like manner. ‘From now
on any further systematic enemy bombing of the German population
will be returned by a five-fold number of German planes attacking a
British or French town.”

The Freiburg raid was surrounded in immediate mystery. The
French, accused of having executed the attack, insisted that they
were innocent, although a Potez 63 aircraft had been seen in the
area; satisfied by this plea, the British Foreign Office published a
clear warning that they regarded the German allegation as ‘menda-
cious’; they suspected an attempt at prefabricating a justification for a
Luftwaffe (German air force) assault on allied towns: while recalling
that on September 1, 1939 they had given an assurance to the President
of the still, nominally, neutral United States that the Royal Air Force
had been given orders prohibiting the bombing of civilian popula-
tions—an assurance which it must be stated the British prime minis-
ter up to May 10, 1940 had scrupulously observed—the British
government now publicly proclaimed that it reserved the right to
take whatever action it considered appropriate in the event of
German air raids on civilian populations.*

Thus the Cabinet on its very first day of office under Mr Winston
Churchill, the new prime minister, was able to dispose of Mr
Chamberlain’s public guarantee to respect German civilian lives, a
guarantee which could well have proved embarrassing in the offensive
against Germany that was to ensue.

* * * * *

Four days after the Freiburg affair, the Luftwaffe launched one of its
most ill-famed air raids of the Second World War, during the critical
land battle for Rotterdam. While, like the mysterious attack on
Freiburg, this raid does not fall within the concept of an area attack,
any account of the prelude to the bombing war would be grossly
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incomplete without a sober description of the Nazis’ Rotterdam
raid, given the role it played in forming British public opinion towards
the later overwhelming attacks of the Royal Air Force on German
towns.” Mr Churchill himself afterwards referred in his memoirs to ‘the
long prepared treachery and brutality which culminated in the mas-
sacre of Rotterdam, where many thousands of Dutchmen were
slaughtered, and in subsequent official documents he claimed that as
many as thirty thousand had died in the attack.

His statistics were less than exact, as historical research has
proven. Although many of the most important Luftwaffe records
were destroyed in an accidental fire at Potsdam on the night of Feb-
ruary 27—-28, 1942, the origins and nature of the Rotterdam attack of
May 14, 1940 can be clearly reconstructed.

By May 13, 1940, three days into Hitler’s invasion of Holland, his
22nd Airborne Division with four hundred troops were encountering
severe difficulties at the position where they had landed on the
tenth, to the north-west of Rotterdam; reinforcements from the gth
Panzer Division and the 16th Infantry Regiment had penetrated the city
as far as the Maas bridge—captured on the very first day of the
offensive by Nazi paratroops in the face of Dutch attempts to de-
molish it; the bridge was a Dutch defence keystone. At 4.00 p.m. on
13th May Lieutenant-Colonel von Cholchitz—later commandant of
Paris, but in 1940 still commanding the 16th Infantry Regiment’s
troops, sent a deputation to the Dutch city’s commandant, to
demand its immediate surrender. The latter, Colonel Scharroo,
refused to negotiate, and every indication was that during the night the
Dutch would shell the German positions. The 22nd Airborne Division,
beleaguered on the other side of Rotterdam, appealed for an air
strike against the Dutch artillery before this bombardment could
occur.

In spite of the urgent need for such a tactical air strike, the eventual
orders actually issued for the air operations against Rotterdam
expressed a decidedly different intent: ‘Resistance in Rotterdam is to be
crushed with all means, General von Kiichler, 18th Army Commander,
ordered XXXIX Korps at 6:45 p.m. on May 13. ‘If necessary the
destruction of the city is to be threatened and carried out. Luftflotte 2,
Kesselring’s bomber group, allocated Kampfgeschwader (bomber
wing) 54 for the Rotterdam operation, and on the evening of the
thirteenth a KG.54 liaison officer, Colonel Lackner, was dispatched to
the Seventh Air Division operations room to collect the target map, ‘on
which the Dutch defensive zones which had to be destroyed by satu-
ration bombing were drawn in.*
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On the same evening the 9th Panzer Division’s interpreter was
ordered to frame an ultimatum to the Dutch Commandant in the fol-
lowing terms: ‘The resistance offered to the advancing German
Army compels me to inform you that in the event that resistance is not
ceased at once, the total destruction of the city will result. I request you,
as a man of responsibility, to use your influence to avoid this. As a sign
of good faith, I request you to see an intermediary. If within two
hours I receive no answer, then I will be forced to employ the severest
means of destruction. (Signed) schmidt. O.C., German troops. This
was the bluntest possible threat, but it was apparent that General
Schmidt, the XXXIX Korps Commander, hoped that the Dutch
would see reason and capitulate.

The Dutch commander however saw no reason for such precipitate
action. His communications with his commander-in-chief were
intact and northern Rotterdam was still securely in Dutch hands.

* * * * *

Not until 1:40 p.m. on the next day, May 14, did the German inter-
mediary return, the Dutch having detained him in an attempt to
win time; they had been hoping for a British airborne landing with
reinforcements but this did not materialise. Since Scharroo had
however mentioned that he would send a plenipotentiary at two
p.m. to negotiate, General Schmidt had no alternative but to postpone
the air strike planned for three p.m.: ‘Attack postponed on account of
negotiations, he radioed to the headquarters of Luftflotte 2. ‘Return the
aircraft to Take-off Alert.

On the airfields at Quakenbriick, Delmenhorst, and Hoya in
northern Germany some one hundred aircraft of KG.54 had already
been briefed to attack the areas still offering resistance in Rotter-
dam, flying in two bomber streams. Their flying-time to Rotterdam
would be about ninety-five to one hundred minutes; with the
German intermediary’s return long overdue the coded signal to
attack had been given as early as noon; in the meantime the 22nd Air-
borne Division continued to radio desperately for air support.

KG.54 was instructed to attack ‘according to plan’ unless it saw
red signal flares proclaiming the last minute surrender of Rotter-
dam. At 1:25 p.m. the two formations took off, with the first Gruppe
(squadron) on the left and the second on the right. At the same
time, the Dutch, still playing for time, indicated that as General
Schmidt’s message was not signed and did not indicate his rank
they were not prepared to accept it; the Dutch messenger, a Captain
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Backer, was however instructed to ascertain the German surrender con-
ditions. Forty precious minutes passed while the paratroop general
Student formulated the conditions with Generals Schmidt and
Hibicki, commander of the gth Panzer Division. By then it was five
minutes to the zero hour set for the postponed air strike against
Rotterdam, and it was found to be no longer possible to relay the recall-
signal to the Heinkel bombers as they had reeled in their trailing
aerials on crossing the Dutch frontier. General Wilhelm Speidel dis-
patched a swift fighter aircraft, piloted by Lieutenant Colonel Rieckhoff,
to overtake and head off the bomber formations, but without
success.

As soon as he heard the approaching bombers, Schmidt ordered the
firing of red signal cartridges as pre-arranged to signal that the
attack was ‘scrubbed”.

‘T had been concentrating on looking out for any red lamps, the
commander of the first Gruppe of KG.54, attacking Rotterdam from
the south, later related. ‘My bomb-aimer had clearly identified the
aiming point and was dictating his readings over the radio. When he
reported that he would have to release the bombs if we were not to
overshoot the target—very important with German troops so
close—I gave the order for their release, dead on three o’clock. Just then
I saw two pitiful little red signal-cartridges arching up, instead of
the expected red signal-lamp. We could not hold back the bombs
because the bomb release was fully automatic, nor could the two
other aircraft in my leading flight: They dropped their bombs as
soon as they saw mine go down. But my radio operator’s signal got
through just in time for the other aircraft! Of the one hundred
He.111 bombers, only forty heard the signal to abort in time; the rest
delivered a very concentrated attack on the designated aiming
points in Rotterdam.

Right at the start of the raid, the main water supply was smashed, and
as earlier tactical air raids had largely drained the canal system, the
weak local fire-service proved unable to cope with the spreading fires,
especially as one of the buildings most severely damaged was a margarine
factory, from which streams of burning oil emerged. It is worth com-
menting that the Germans, in keeping with the nature of an air raid on
gun positions, had used no incendiaries. Ninety-four tons of bombs had
been dropped—1,150 hundred-pound and one hundred and fifty-
eight 500-pound bombs—a figure which compares unfavourably
with the close to nine thousand tons of high explosive and incendiaries
dropped on the inland Ruhr port of Duisburg during the triple blow of
October 14, 1944, for example.
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At 3:30 p.m. Rotterdam capitulated, the commandant protesting bit-
terly that the surrender negotiations were in hand before the air
strike had begun. Four hours later General Winkelmann, the Dutch
commander-in-chief, broadcast that ‘Rotterdam, bombed this after-
noon, suffered the fate of total war. Utrecht and other towns would
soon have shared its fate. We have ceased to struggle’

As a tactical, close-support raid the assault had been overwhelming;
as a strategic, ‘terror-raid’ the attack could not have obtained its
objective more dramatically. The German military leaders protested
until the end that the raid had been purely tactical in its aims. At the
Nuremberg tribunal in 1946 there was this brief exchange on the
subject:

SIR DAVID MAXWELL-FYFE: “Was not your purpose to secure a
strategic advantage by terrorising the people of Rotterdam?’

KESSELRING: ‘“That I can deny with the clearest conscience; we only
had one task: to provide artillery support for Student’s troops.”

The German High Command’s communiqué of May 15, 1940
announced with unbecoming effrontery that ‘under the pressure of
German dive-bombing attacks and the imminent tank assault on
the city, Rotterdam has capitulated and thereby saved itself from
destruction’

By war-time standards the casualties were not large: some 980
people had been killed including a large number of civilians in fires
which had ravaged over 11 square miles of the most important part of
the city; the conflagration was still burning in some areas when
hastily organised German fire-fighting regiments under General
Hans Rumpf arrived some days later. The fires had destroyed twenty
thousand homes making 78,000 people homeless.

With the fall of the rest of Holland it remained to Britain and her
allies only to reap what profit they could from the ruins of Rotterdam.
On July 16 the first shots were fired in what was to become a virulent
propaganda war in the air: the Royal Netherlands Legation in
Washington issued a colourful statement, on which Mr Churchill
appears to have relied in his memoirs: ‘When Rotterdam was
bombed, the statement protested, ‘the Dutch Army’s capitulation
had already been handed to the German High Command. The
crime against Rotterdam was a deliberate, fiendish assault on
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unarmed, undefended civilians. In the seven-and-a-half minutes
that the planes were over the city, 30,000 people died—4,000 unof-
fending men, women and children per minute. The statement also
described how ‘the final ghoulish touch to this man-made inferno of
death was that the Germans made aerial motion pictures of their
handiwork.®

Whether the raid against Rotterdam was a tactical operation
or—as was claimed at the post war Nuremberg tribunal—solely
designed to terrorise the civilian population, the blow was not for-
bidden under the terms of Article 25 of the 1907 Hague Convention, to
which both Britain and Germany were signatories: Rotterdam was not
an undefended town. More will be said about this aspect of the area
offensive—the aspect of international law—when we come to
analyse the Dresden raids of 1945.

* * * * *

The commander-in-chief of R.A.E. Fighter Command was con-
vinced that the Luftwaffe could not be defeated over the Continent; the
enemy bomber and fighter formations should, he felt, somehow be
enticed or provoked into daylight battle over the British Isles,
within reach of Britain’s superior short-range fighter defences. With
this requirement in mind, the R.A.E launched its first attacks on
targets east of the Rhine on the evening that the Rotterdam raid was
announced to the world; less than twenty-five of the ninety-six
bombers despatched even claimed to have found their targets.
Hermann Goring did not divert one fighter from operations
supporting the Battle for France. Only after France had fallen, and after
the R.A.E. had repeatedly attacked the German mainland, did the
Fuhrer direct the Luftwaffe’s attention to industrial targets in and
around London.

As the nights drew longer, on the night of August 19—20 a
Blenheim bomber was actually shot down over Berlin. Damage was
minimal. Six nights later Mr Churchill sent a large force of bombers to
attack Berlin, ostensibly as a reprisal for a Luftwaffe raid on London on
the night before.” (After the war it was revealed in the Official
History of the Defence of the United Kingdom that these first
German bombs had been ‘unintentionally’ dropped on the east end of
London, causing no casualties, during a raid on a Thames-side
refinery by the Luftwaffe.) In Dresden the sirens sounded for the
first time in a year of war as the eighty-one British bombers ap-
proached central Germany. In Berlin, after the shock of the first
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bombs since 1918 had ebbed away, the immediate reaction was dep-
recatory; the Berlin correspondent of the responsible New York
Herald Tribune blithely reported: ‘No trace of British Raids in
Berlin* The Times expressed anger that the American correspon-
dents in Berlin had sent ‘only brief despatches, minimising the
effects of the latest raid’ back to their New York offices: ‘All the
really exciting news about the attack was in the London
despatches."

On August 28—29 British bombs killed ten Berliners. In spite of the
failure of the R.A.F. even in the nights following to inflict more
serious injury on the Reich capital, this new air assault provided the
Fiihrer, still fresh from the triumph of his offensive in the west, with the
provocation he had been seeking. Speaking on September 4 at the
Palace of Sports in Berlin he declared, ‘If they threaten to attack our
cities, then we shall rub out theirs’ Undeterred, the R.A.F. launched
more raids on Berlin. On the fifth they killed fifteen people. After
lunching with Hitler on the sixth Goebbels recorded in his diary:
‘The Fiihrer is fed up. He clears London for bombing. It is to begin
tonight”

On the afternoon of September 7, three days after Palace of
Sports threat, and two weeks after the first R.A.E assault on Berlin, the
Luftwaffe appeared in strength over London for the first time in a day-
light raid: 247 bombers escorted by several fighters pounded oil
stores and dock installations along the lower reaches of the Thames
with a total of 335 tons of high explosive and 440 incendiaries.

* * * * *

The dubious evaluations of the R.A.F’s night attacks on Germany
by neutral correspondents actually living within the target cities
should have been recognised by the commander-in-chief of Bomber
Command of the time, Sir Charles Portal; these foreign news
reports were available to him, even if not to the general public in
the United Kingdom, and they were couched unanimously in the
clear and unmistakable terminology of failure.

The Air Ministry itself was, however, apparently undismayed by
these warning signs, even when the enemy Propaganda Ministry
developed the most effective ploy of conducting American corre-
spondents round all the areas ‘destroyed’ in the British commu-
niqués. Thus when the Air Ministry’s news service intemperately
claimed that Hamburg was ‘practically in ruins’ in August 1940,
Goebbels sent two planeloads of neutral journalists to see for them-
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selves that Hamburg was undamaged.” The New York Herald
Tribune ran a telling headline, ‘Nazis call Hamburg “Pulverisation”
False: Exhibit City to Foreign Writers to Prove it.” In the same
month Goebbels arranged similar tours of inspection for Kiel and Wil-
helmshaven, both ‘smashed’, and thirty six major oil-dumps and
Krupps, ‘bombed disastrously, (still August 1940). The month
ended with the R.A.F. attacks on Berlin which attracted the con-
temptuous coverage in the New York newspapers to which reference
has already been made.

Convincing though these reports from inside Germany were,
they found currency neither with Sir Charles Portal as commander-in-
chief of Bomber Command, nor with Sir Richard Peirse, then
Deputy Chief of Air Staff and soon to become commander-in-chief on
Portal’s appointment as Chief of Air Staff. Peirse on the contrary
had the utmost confidence in the efficiency of R.A.F. Bomber
Command, as he wrote to the Prime Minister on September 5: ‘I
think there is little doubt that the reason for the effectiveness of our
night bombing is that it is planned and relentless until the particular
target is knocked out or dislocated, he suggested, ‘whereas German
night bombing is sporadic and mainly harassing’

One of the few senior officers at High Wycombe who did not
share this boundless optimism was Sir Robert Saundby; he was pro-
foundly sceptical of the claims made by bomber crews. At the head-
quarters of Bomber Command, he has described, there was a map
covered with red and black squares, the former being known oil
plants in existence, the latter, black squares being those that the
R.A.E had ‘flattened’ On an inquiry from Saundby, the officer in
charge of the map explained that as statistics had demonstrated that
one hundred tons of bombs would destroy half an oil plant, each of
these plants marked in black, having received two hundred tons,
must have been destroyed; the officer knew that they had been hit, he
added, ‘because those were the orders of the aircrews’ To this, Sir
Robert Saundby replied caustically, ‘You have not dropped two
hundred tons of bombs on these oil plants; you have exported two
hundred tons of bombs, and you must hope that some of them
went down in Germany’."

In these, the early days of Bomber Command, this remark must
have deeply shocked the officer concerned; but it illustrates clearly the
realistic attitude which Bomber Command’s senior officers would
have to adopt if the Command was to survive.

A typical ‘black square’ would have represented the Ilse Bergbau
Synthetic Oil Refinery at Ruhland, close to Dresden, attacked by
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Bomber Command on the night of November 10-11, 1940: ‘The
great plant, identified by its six tall chimneys, was showered with
incendiary bombs by the first arrivals, and the red glow of the many
fires they started aided following raiders to pin-point their objec-
tives. Direct hits with high-explosive bombs were scored among the
refinery buildings, and across the base of the chimney stacks,
causing violent explosions, the force of which could be felt in the
aircraft thousands of feet above. At the end of an hour’s attack,
great fires giving off dense clouds of black smoke were blazing in
the refinery area, and could be seen by the last of the raiders for
twenty minutes after they turned on their 500 miles’ flight back to
England. All this was in spite of cloud ‘rising unbroken to more
than 18,000 feet” Dresden itself was ‘also bombed for the first time;
with large fires in the city’s main railway junctions, and heavy
damage to the gas, water and power installations, in an attack
lasting from 9:15 until nearly eleven p.m. Although Dresden’s sirens did
sound at 2:25 a.m., in fact no bombs fell.

* * * * *

If both Portal and Peirse cherished unrealistic illusions about the
ability of their rank-and-file airmen to navigate accurately by the
stars to distant, pin-point targets, German scientists harboured
none. As early as March 1940 documents captured from crashed
German bombers had shown that the aircraft had been relying on a
device code named Knickebein, radio-beams for accurate navigation by
night; when the R.A.F’s No 8o Wing, an ad hoc Radio Counter
Measures organisation established under Wing Commander E
B Addison, developed means of deflecting these beams, the Luft-
waffe aircraft switched to a new system on the night of November
14-15, 1940, involving a new beams system code named X-Geriit, by
means of which fire-raising aircraft could release showers of
incendiaries accurately over the aiming point, setting the city on
fire—in this case Coventry—followed by the main force of bombers
which then had little difficulty in identifying the target. The final
development by the Germans in the early radio-beam war was the
introduction in February 1941 of Y-Geridt: A radio signal beamed
out from a German ground station was picked up by the bomber’s
equipment and transmitted back to the ground station; the time-
lapse provided an accurate measure of the aircraft’s exact location over
England. Introduced as Oboe in R.A.F. Bomber Command
squadrons two years later, this technique was to provide one of the
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most powerful target finding weapons in its arsenal from the Battle of
the Ruhr onwards.

The deployment and technical equipment of the German
pathfinder squadron known as Kampfgruppe 100 was in every way an
object lesson for Bomber Command. By the light of the fires started by
the Heinkels of K.Gr.100, navigating by X-Gerit beams, the remaining
bomber squadrons were more easily able to find their targets and
aiming points: thus in the rather unrealistic target-assignments for the
Coventry raid of November 1940 1./LG.1 was allocated the Standard
Motor Company together with the Coventry Radiator and Press
Company; II./KG.27 was to attack the Alvis aero-engine works;
I./KG.51 the British Piston Ring Company; II./KG.55 the Daimler
Works; and K.Gr.606 the city’s gas holders. Out of 550 German aircraft
despatched, 449 arrived over Coventry and dropped 503 tons of
high explosive and 881 incendiary canisters.

The raid cost three hundred and eighty lives among the city’s
population, far fewer than in Rotterdam. But there was a second
object lesson which R.A.F. Bomber Command learned from Coven-
try—that by far the greatest long-term damage to industrial pro-
duction was occasioned by the destruction of water and gas mains and
electric power supplies. True, the raids had severely damaged
twenty-one important factories, of which twelve were directly con-
nected with the aircraft industry; but it was the paralysis of public ser-
vices caused by incidental bomb damage elsewhere which resulted in
the total stoppage of nine other vital factories which would oth-
erwise have been operating very soon after the raid.

This unexpected phenomenon was to become the fundament of
R.A.F. Bomber Command’s future area offensive. The equivalent of
thirty-nine days’ industrial production had been lost in Coventry,
not so much by direct damage to factories as by the collateral
damage to the city centre. Moreover, experts advised the British
government that if the Luftwaffe had repeated its attacks on two or
three consecutive nights, the city would have been more easily
identified with the fires from the previous attack still burning, and it
might have been put out of action permanently. Like the British the
Germans were however still finding their wings in the air war; thus they
deliberately extenuated the Coventry attack from 10:15 p.m. until
nearly six a.m. next morning; while conversely the R.A.E. reduced
the average length of its most successful raids on German towns to only
ten to twenty minutes by the end of the war, resulting in an over-
whelming of the target areas with fire bombs which the German
fire-services were unable to master.
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There is in fact little doubt that, had the 449 German bombers
attacking Coventry been charged with predominantly incendiary
loads, and had they been routed over the target area in close concen-
tration like the great No 5 Group attacks on Brunswick, Dresden, and
other cities, and had moreover the attack been aimed, as was the
case with Dresden, solely at the medieval centre of Coventry rather
than at arms factories on the periphery, then a fire-storm might
have been generated in the British Midlands city with at least a
comparable loss of life; this was, however, one opportunity which
the Germans missed. Only once, recalled Sir Arthur Harris later, did a
Luftwaffe raid ever approach fire-storm conditions: during an
unusually heavy fire-raid on London, when the Thames was
running a neap tide, the hoses of the London fire brigades had been
unable to reach down to the river surface. ‘So often the factor which
converted an otherwise routine attack into a major catastrophe was just
a freak of nature, he observed, alluding perhaps to the heatwave
which had sealed the fate of Hamburg in the summer of 1943.

For the time being the air ministry, faced with catastrophes like
Coventry, when the ground defences could claim only one bomber and
the fighters none at all, could only hope for better times, and
publish comforting reports for the British population like that
which appeared as the main story in all leading London newspapers
five days later: ‘Krupps SMASHED BY R.A.F. BoMBs, the headlines ran;
and the year of 1940 was still not at an end.



