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BOMBER HARRIS – HIS LIFE AND TIMES
A preview by the author,
Air Commodore Henry Probert.
‘Bomber Harris’, among the most controversial military
commanders of the Second World War, remains the target of
criticism – even vilification – by many. By others he and his men’s
contributions to victory are seen as grossly undervalued. Yet while
countless authors have written about the campaign he led and his
role in it, so far Dudley Saward is his only biographer. In my view
there is much more to the Harris story. Not only is there
considerable recent research to draw upon, but Harris’s own
extensive papers, some in the RAF Museum and others still held
by his family, have hitherto remained largely unexplored. Based
largely but not exclusively on these sources I try to paint a broader
picture of Bomber Commander’s wartime C-in-C, to answer some
of the unexplained questions about him, and in the process point
out important lessons that this most remarkable commander can
still teach later generations.

My book is not another history of Bomber Command’s war, which
I describe only briefly so as to provide a framework for Harris’s
own role. Instead I have largely concentrated on what I regard as
key themes. How, for example, did he do his job and cope with all
the stresses? How was he portrayed by the media and how did he
try to influence them? To what did he owe his success in leading
his men in face of their appalling casualties? How serious were his
various disagreements with higher authority. What were the nature
and significance of his dealings with Churchill? How close and

important were his relationships with the Americans? And what of
his role in certain specific raids, most notably Dresden for which he
himself so often – and unfairly – carries the blame?

In a 92-year life there is much more. Schooldays, Rhodesia,
Passchendaele, the inter-war years, Harris’s first and second
families, his command of 5 Group all feature. After the war there
are controversial questions. Why did Churchill ignore Bomber
Command in his VE Speech? Why did Harris receive no peerage
and his groundcrews no campaign medal? Why did he exile
himself to South Africa? How did he react to the widespread and
continuing criticisms of Bomber Command and its achievements?
What of his later life at Goring-on-Thames and his activities on
behalf of his ‘old lags’?

Throughout I have tried to provide insights into the life and
character of a remarkable man about whom it is almost impossible
to remain neutral. Obstinacy, inability to see others’ points of view,
a propensity for exaggeration, faulty judgement, remoteness: all
are charges that have been levelled at him, and with elements of
truth. Counterbalancing these are his leadership, his
professionalism, his determination and his decisiveness, coupled
with kindness, compassion, generosity and humour. My own view
is firm. I regard him as one of the great high commanders of
modern history. Not all will agree, but I hope the critics will at least
accept that I have tried to present a full and considered picture of
a man who will always feature large in the history of air power in
the Second World War.
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