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THE STRATEGIC AIR WAR 
AGAINST GERMANY, 1939-1945: 

Report of the British Bombing Survey Unit/with 
forewords by Marshal of the Royal Air Force Sir Michael 
Beetham and Major General John W Huston, and an 
introduction by Sebastian Cox. (London: Frank Cass, 
1998). 

It was the Gotha summer of 1917, and the public horror 
of German bombing raids on London, that propelled 
Britain into the far reaching decision to establish the 
Royal Air Force, the world 's first independent air arm. In 
his historic report on Air Organisation of August 1917 
that signposted the way, General Smuts noted: 

And the day may not be far off when aerial 
operations and their devastation of enemy lands 
and destruction of industrial and populous 
centres on a vast scale may become the principal 
operations of war ... 

This thesis grew over the next two decades, 
championed in Britain by Sir Hugh Trenchard, the first 
Chief of Air Staff, and abroad by Guilio Douhet in Italy, 
and Bill Mitchell in the USA. In 1932 Stanley Baldwin 
famously warned: 

I think it is as well for the man in the street to 
realise that no power on earth can protect him 
from being bombed. Whatever people may tell 
him, the bomber will always get through. 

Air bombardment was thought of in much the same 
way as we regard Weapons of Mass Destruction today, 
and although Air Power remained largely untested, 
when it was used during the thirties, by the Japanese at 
Shanghai and the Germans at Guernica, its awesome 
potential seemed to be proven. 

But the real test was yet to come, and in the Second 
World War those who pinned their hopes on the 
strategic bombing weapon were to have their theories 
tested almost to destruction. The Strategic Air War 
Against Germany, the official Report of the British 
Bombing Survey Unit, now published by Frank Cass, 
was the evaluation of that strategy, which had placed 
over a million tons of British bombs on the enemy, at a 
cost of over 55 ,000 aircrew lives. The Report weighs 
carefully almost every aspect of the bomber offensive, 
and seeks to quantify the results in terms of the 
contribution to final victory. Although quite separate 
from the far larger United States Strategic Bombing 
Survey, it also includes much detail of the activities of 
the VI II and >N United States Army Air Forces, that 
played such a significant role in the Combined Bomber 
Offensive. 

By the middle of 1944 the RAF was keen to analyse in 
detail its strategic air campaign, There was much at 
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stake: the validation of decades of Air Power theory, 
and the justification of an enormous financial and human 
investment, as well as lessons to be learnt for the future. 
It is, therefore, surprising that the process of conducting 
the survey was almost stifled by Prime Minister 
Churchill , who, it seems, considered it a waste of 
money! In the event the Air Staff and Secretary of State 
were able to circumvent the Prime Minister's wishes, 
and the survey was completed , albeit with far fewer 
resources than first proposed. Significantly though , Sir 
Solly Zuckerman, a man who had played a key role in 
the twists and turns of the all important targeting 
debates during the war, was appointed to a crucial post 
within the British Bombing Survey Unit, and his strong 
personal views clearly mark the final product. A product 
which, incidentally, has greatly influenced the various 
Official Histories, which have drawn heavily on its 
content, and so shaped the views of generations of 
subsequent historians and scholars. 

The newly published Report is prefaced by forewords 
from two distinguished veterans of the Combined 
Bomber Offensive, Marshal of the Royal Air Force Sir 
Michael Beetham, and the accomplished USAF air 
historian Major General John W Huston. Most 
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importantly it also includes a substantial commentary 
from the Head of the Air Historical Branch, Sebastian 
Cox. It is this retrospective analysis which is of particular 
value, questioning as it does some of the conclusions of 
the Report in the light of modern scholarship, and 
alerting the reader to the occasional error, and the 
particular prejudices of some of those who compiled it. 
Cox's careful analysis and meticulous scholarship takes 
the reader through the document step by step and will 
be of inestimable value to the serious student of the 
campaign, and add fresh fuel to what has already been a 
protracted and controversial debate. 

It can, therefore, be seen that the Report occupies a 
pivotal point in the historiography of British Air Power, 
evaluating the theories of the past, and setting the 
direction for the generations of scholars that came after. 
It is remarkable, therefore, that this important document, 
which has been available for close on three decades, 

has only now been published, and so made available to 
a much wider audience. It is a handsome volume, 
measuring an old fashioned 13 inches by 8 inches, in 
order to accommodate a complete facsimile of the 
original Air Historical Branch document. Comprising 28 
Chapters, and with over 100 figures and tables, there is 
also the addition of a modern photographic section. 
Overall , it is a comprehensive and impressive volume, the 
util ity of which is much enhanced by the excellent 
introduction. 

The Frank Cass team are to be commended for this 
latest edition to their Studies in Air Power series. After all 
these years, readers should be reassured to note that 
the Report reads very well , and the subject material 
remains as compelling as ever. Other books may be 
larger or glossier or have coloured photographs, but this 
is the very stuff of history, and has filled a surprising gap 
in the historiography of the Combined Bomber Offensive. 
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"OVER & OUT" 

- A History of Royal Air Force Locking told by the people who 

served. Written by Squadron Leader Ray Tillbrook and 
sponsored by The Royal Air Forces Association and Rolls Royce. 

As the title implies, this is not just another boring station history 
listing a catalogue of events in strict chronological order. It is the 
story of a station told in a most readable way by the people who 
lived and worked there. Between them they have covered the 
essential historical development of RAF Locking, but the telling of 
so many interesting and often hilarious anecdotes has brought 
the whole story alive. Many of us have forgotten those wartime 
hardships and the contrast between service life then and now is 
well illustrated. The reader will be intrigued at the ingenuity 
employed, often in a most amusing way, by young Boy Entrants 
to overcome these hardships and I now know there are more 
crafty ways of skiving off parades than I ever believed possible. 

The excellent relationship between Locking and the community is 
justly portrayed and the station's considerable contribution to 
service and local charities is plain to see. Naturally, the ever 
popular station donkey mascot, 281 Sparky McDougal, has his 
part in the story and we learn how he was only promoted to 
Acting Corporal (unpaid) after passing his hay levels! 

This softback A4 sized book of 139 pages has a striking front 
and back cover in colour. It is well produced and practically every 
page of the text is illustrated by interesting black and white 
photographs, diagrams or entertaining cartoons. I thoroughly 
enjoyed reading this book - and so did my wi fe! You must buy it 
if only to read the "Parable of the Erkites"! 

"Over & Out" is published by Forces & Corporate Publishing Ltd 
and is available through the Station Warrant Officer at RAF 
Locking for £:12.95 plus Post & Package for £1.95; all proceeds 
will be donated to the RAFA. 
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