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FOCAL POINT

Luftwaffe Hospital
Air Zone Command XVI
(10) Dresden A.24
General-Wever-Strasse.
I think it is February , .
My darling, darling wife,
I doubt that this letter will ever reach you; these are probably the last words and thoughts I shall ever write to you.
Apparently I was brought to Dresden earlier yesterday.
Tonight there have been two air-raids, one after another.
Now everything around me and above me is on fire. The
hospital I’m in has been evacuated, and is empty. Outside I
can hear a fire-storm raging, like the one in Hamburg. The
whole building has been abandoned long ago. Everybody
ran off when it caught fire. I am curious to know how many
of them will survive, and where they’ve gone to. Everything
around my bed is on fire; smoke and sparks are making
breathing almost impossible.
It is peaceful here in the cellar. There is one candle giving
out a little light. It is going to get very hot in here too. At the
moment, I am just lying here in the cellar which is still cool,
smoking my last rescued cigarette, and thinking of all the
things one ought to think of in ones last minutes alive.
There’s nothing I can do but wait, and write these words…
Perhaps you will then sense somehow, even if this letter does
not reach you and you find yourself alone, that my last
conscious thoughts were with you and with my mother.
Yours, V.
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Author’s Preface

N ,’ wrote Alexander McKee, ‘David Irving produced his
book The Destruction of Dresden. This created a tremendous furore. Undoubtedly there were still some sensitive
nerves about. However, Mr Irving’s approach was so historically balanced and precise that I felt he had failed to bring out to the
full the terrible truths of the story as I had understood it. But even so,
some of his many critics accused him of writing at length of horror
for horror’s sake, particularly as regards the aftermath of the raids. To
me, this reaction seemed to show either that the critics had failed utterly to realise what had actually happened in Dresden or, alternatively, that the spectacles it conjured up were simply too shocking to
be borne.
‘What happened there is not for the squeamish to read, although
the worst naturally enough will never be told. The people who could
have told it died that night: not quickly, and not kindly, but in the
most horrible ways…’
My involvement Dresden dated back to March . Having left
London university I was a steelworker in Mülheim, in the Ruhr, working up my knowledge of the Germans and their language; one night,
resting in the steelworks dormitory, I read in an illustrated magazine
an article about how British bombers had killed an estimated quarter
of a million Germans in one fire-raid in . I was dismayed. ‘The
first attack alone,’ the article continued, ‘should have sufficed to destroy Dresden and to murder tens of thousands of unprotected refugees who were camped on the banks of the Elbe. However in the same
night the bombers came a second time… That was still not enough: at
noon the next day the enemy flew against Dresden a third time, completing the work of destruction.’
Until this time I had no knowledge whatever of the atrocity; nor, I
was convinced, had most of my fellow countrymen. A room-mate in
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the dormitory told me it was true; a native Dresdener, he had survived
the air raid. I decided to investigate.
Three years later, on April ,  my book The Destruction of
Dresden was published around the world.
A year after that, I was given a tour of the underground Cabinet
War Rooms from where, on occasion, Mr Winston Churchill had directed the war—his ‘bunker.’ In those days it took a minister’s approval
to see the rooms, still intact as on the day Churchill left oﬃce in July
; Duncan Sandys arranged it for me. I was deeply impressed.
Then I noticed a stereoscopic picture viewer set up in one corner
for wartime VIP visitors; I switched it on—and found that the stereo
pictures that the prime minister had left on display were an aerial view
of Dresden after the February  air raids: row upon row, street upon
street, acre upon acre of gutted, lifeless buildings. He was not ashamed
of it; indeed, he had boasted of his achievement. I do not recall in later
years, as I researched Hitler’s War, one of Adolf Hitler’s staﬀ telling me
of a comparable photographic display at the Berghof or in the Wolf’s
Lair—unless of course we include S.S. Brigadeführer von Stroop’s
leather-bound presentation album for Heinrich Himmler of photographs entitled ‘There aren’t Jews left in Warsaw’.
Is there any parallel between Dresden and Auschwitz? To my mind
both teach one lesson: that the real crime of war and peace is not Genocide—with its implicit requirement that posterity reserve its sympathy for one race—but Innocenticide. It was not the Jewishness of the
victims that made Auschwitz a crime, but their innocence.
Many people may disagree with me. Not all the English were, or
are, ashamed of Dresden. But I am glad to say that more than enough
Englishmen disagreed with Mr Churchill’s pride in having destroyed
Dresden, particularly after Donald McLachlan, the first great editor of
The Sunday Telegraph, chose my book for serialisation. The book, in
consequence, was not ignored. Questions were asked in the House,
and Private Eye ran a cartoon of Sir Winston—who still had almost
two years to live—destroying Dresden in a childish tantrum.
My book generated appreciative reviews around the world, which
contributed to my decision to become an historian.
There were minor disappointments. After Esquire magazine failed
to agree terms with Kimber’s to obtain publication rights to my book
the Rt. Hon. Richard Crossman, a leading politician of the British
Labour party (unofficial motto: ‘What’s Thine is Mine’), accepted the
magazine’s commission and gutted my book for the magazine—my
first bruising encounter with the ethics of the media world.
* * * * *

Author’s Preface

It is now over thirty years since I first set out to gather the threads of
the story behind the attack on Dresden, to unravel the tangled web of
deceit and wartime enemy propaganda spun around the real nature
of the target, and to analyse the historical importance of the scheme
of attacks of February  in which the three major raids on Dresden
found their place. I have tried to reconstruct the exact execution of
the attack, minute by minute, throughout the fourteen hours and ten
minutes of the triple blow which cost the lives of between fifty and
one hundred thousand inhabitants of Dresden, a city swollen to twice
its peace-time population by the influx of refugees from the east, Allied and Russian prisoners, and thousands of forced labourers.
As I was warned when I commenced this project in , my task
was not as straightforward as if the attacks on Dresden had taken place
in the early years of the war.
Many of the papers relating to the execution of the attacks were
quite properly removed by British and American officers—including
the R.A.F.’s own Master Bomber for this raid—as souvenirs at the end
of the war, and never found their way into the archives of the Air Historical Branch or the Public Records Oﬃce (now unattractively rechristened The National Archives).
Again, although for the early part of the war there are series of
captured Luftwaﬀe documents in Washington and London, with the
exception of the Luftwaﬀe High Command’s  war diary many of
the principal German records from those months were destroyed during the days of the final collapse.
Part of my work therefore consisted of tracing the main personalities and airmen involved in the three raids on Dresden, and retrieving
if only temporarily their ‘souvenirs’ for abstracting in this more permanent form.
My thanks were, and are, due to the two hundred British airmen
who provided me with the fragments of information which I required.
Similarly, about one hundred American bomber and fighter-escort
crews provided me with details without which the chapter on the
American attacks would have been impossible.
The narrative of the Luftwaﬀe side of the raids presented greater
diﬃculties. The number of fighter pilots who both took part in the
defensive actions on the night that Dresden was the Main Force target, and survived until , was indeed not great. I relied upon west
German newspapers including the Deutsche Soldatenzeitung and on
the Deutsches Fernsehen to assist me in tracing the Luftwaﬀe personnel on whose statements I was able to base the narrative description
of the paralysis of the defences on the night of February –, .

The material for the description of the target, and of the raid’s eﬀect
on its inhabitants, comes from a wide variety of sources, not least from
about two hundred former Dresden citizens who provided me with
statements on Dresden and answered a questionnaire on the city’s industrial and military significance. At the time of writing the book, I
decided, at the risk of limiting the volume and scope of eye-witness
evidence, to accept only evidence from those then living in western
Germany or elsewhere outside the Soviet Zone of Germany; I felt that
years of Marxist-Leninist propaganda, especially on the Dresden tragedy, would probably not have taught those still living in the city any
respect for objectivity in their accounts, although I did of course consider it proper to consult publications which had appeared in East
Germany.
An American researcher, Elizabeth Corwin, came in  to the
same conclusion after studying forty years of propaganda generated
on both sides of the Iron Curtain by the raids. Like Auschwitz, she
suggested in a  research paper, Dresden captured the imagination
of the post-war generation. ‘An extremely traumatic and controversial
event,’ she wrote, ‘the raid is a perfect vehicle for propaganda. As such,
the destruction of Dresden surely belongs in the propaganda hall of
fame. It has all the necessary characteristics: a high level of emotion,
death tolls of all sizes for every purpose, opportunity for fingerpointing
in all directions—at the Nazis, the Soviets, or the British and/or Americans, or at war in general. It can be used to vilify or to vindicate.’
Dresden became a weapon in the Cold War.
In latter years, revising this work, I relaxed this rule. I travelled
three times to Dresden, meeting the photographer Walter Hahn, whose
horrific photographs, provided to me exclusively for this project, have
often since been pirated and have gone around the world; I also met
the city’s archivist Walter Lange, who provided great assistance, which
I endeavoured to repay by donating to him after  the entire research files which I had collected for this work. They are also available
on microfilm from Microform Academic Publishers, Main Street, East
Ardsley, Wakeﬁeld, West Yorkshire WF AT, England (phone 
  , fax:  ; email: info@microform.co.uk); and at the
Bundesarchiv (German Federal Archives) in Koblenz, to whom I donated a copy of the files at the same time, and which accorded to me
exactly thirty years later the unique distinction of permanently banning me from ever using their files again, ‘in the interests of the German people.’
Professor Donald C Watt, reviewing my biography of Hermann
Göring, would write in  that I was Britain’s most unpopular his-
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torian. A historian has no duty to be popular. It is difficult sometimes
to be true to the historical record and popular at the same time.
* * * * *
In some chapters I drew extensively from the official history by Dr
Noble Frankland and Sir Charles Webster, The Strategic Air Offensive
against Germany (HM Stationery Office, London, four volumes, );
while recording my indebtedness to their work, I wish to emphasise
that any conclusions in my own manuscript (unless clearly indicated
by quotation marks) are entirely my own.
The narrative of the attack would have been incomplete without
the detailed statistics of the composition of the attacking forces which
were supplied to me at the time by the Air Ministry’s Historical Branch,
and which I have since confirmed from air force records in the Public
Records Office. I would also acknowledge here the aid given by the
Wiener Library, London, with their extensive files of literature of National Socialist and allied countries, particularly for the chapter The
Reaction of the World where the violent propaganda which countries
sympathetic to Germany were able to generate is examined, particular
reference being made to the wireless transmissions picked up by the
B.B.C. Monitoring Posts throughout the world.
Among senior air force officers who assisted me from  to 
when writing this history, I was fortunate to obtain the frank co-operation of Sir Arthur Harris, former commander-in-chief of Royal Air
Force Bomber Command, and of Air Marshal Sir Robert Saundby,
who exercised his copious memory in recollecting the story behind
the execution of the R.A.F. attacks, and who patiently checked my
manuscript. As well as talking at length with these two high ranking
officers, I also interviewed Air Chief Marshal Sir Ralph Cochrane, commander of No  Group, and Air Vice Marshal Donald Bennett, the
Pathfinder Force commander; the master bombers of the two raids,
Wing Commander Maurice A Smith and Squadron Leader C P C de
Wesselow, were among those officers who willingly provided their time
as well as access to their personal records of the operation and who
also checked the finished manuscripts for flaws or incorrect emphasis
in detail. Of course, all opinions expressed are my own alone.
The current version of this book benefits from the passage of time.
Not only are we now able to research almost at will in the surviving
papers of R.A.F. Bomber Command housed in the British Public
Records Office, but among the papers which ﬁrst the United States air
force authorities and then, belatedly, the British Government Com-

munications Headquarters, have finally been able to release are the
wartime Ultra intercepts of the frantic, almost hysterical radio messages sent by the Dresden police chief to his superiors after the raids.
It also turns out that the American bombers had the city centre assigned to them as their aiming point, and not the railroad yards.
There is a top secret study by official historian Joseph Warner Angell
Jr., chief of the USAF Historical Division liaison office, entitled: ‘Historical Analysis of the – February  Bombings of Dresden’. The
author of this Paper, who was in the s one of the Division’s senior
historians, had access to a file of correspondence between Stalin,
Roosevelt, Churchill and their operational commanders which no other
historian had examined. Writing the first edition of this book I pressed
Dr. Albert F Simpson, the legendary director of the U.S.A.F. Historical
Division, to obtain the progressive declassification of this Paper from
its original Top Secret grading; but it never made the final grade in
time. I conducted an extensive correspondence with the American
authorities between  and  in an endeavour to persuade them
to release it to me, without success. It is now however finally available.
More recently my New Zealand colleague Stuart Hayward succeeded
in surfacing from the USAF archives internal correspondence which
testifies to the embarrassment caused by my s application. The
air force advised General William F McKee, Vice Chief of Staﬀ, in a
memo dated September , , to fob me oﬀ with a letter indicating
that the study would not be released soon enough for my purposes.
Justifying the need for this evasive reply, the air force stated explicitly:
‘Mr Irving is uncommonly persistent and may continue to plague us
for release of the USAF study.’ The authorities suggested that I be told
that General Carl A Spaatz, the wartime commander of the U.S. Strategic Air Forces, intended to prepare his own account of the Dresden
bombings and that he should have first call on the study. (In the event,
no such letter was ever sent me. To my knowledge Spaatz never published such an article). In fact the U.S. Air Force secretly released the
Angell study on December , , but it was still not provided to me.
‘It appears that the Air Force goofed in not getting a copy of the Joe
Angell historical study to the author of the book The Destruction of
Dresden,’ noted one American general in an internal memorandum in
March , regretting the adverse publicity caused to the air force by
the estimates on the Dresden death roll which I quoted.
After my book was published in Britain I invited General Spaatz to
contribute a foreword for the American edition. He replied however,
in a letter drafted by the USAF Historical Division, that he felt that I
had seemed at times to be judging men’s actions in – by the
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standards and the intellectual and emotional climate of —a fair
criticism; it is reasonable to add that Spaatz commented that my casualty figure for Dresden was twice as high as any other estimate that he
had seen, and that he felt that I had under-estimated the city’s military
importance.
In retrospect, I feel that his comment had much merit.
I have since  beneﬁted from a fuller analysis of one crucial document which surfaced after my book’s publication, the Dresden police
chief ’s March  report on the raids. The police official stated an
estimated death roll, but I am still reluctant to adopt it without question. March , —the status of his death-roll estimate—was still
too early for final figures. Photos of the ruins long after the raids showed
inscriptions chalked on walls: ‘Clara Singer: here beneath the rubble.
Heinrich Singer: alive in Garten-Strasse, Coswig,’ ‘Mother, we’re looking for you.—Ernst and Clara.’ ‘Franz, are you alive?—Yr. Elsie.’ ‘Where
is Mrs Braunert?’ (See the ﬁnal page of this book’s photo section).
Nobody could, or can, be precise about the final figure.
Countless people who were in Dresden that night had vanished
from the human race as surely as the man of whom only a shadow
remained etched into the wall against which he had been leaning at
Hiroshima. Anybody who visited Dresden afterwards will have seen
how even years later both its centre and the suburbs like Striesen were
still acres of unexcavated ruins, crudely bulldozed flat, and in some
cases already built over. Each All Saints’ Day since then these desolate
wastelands are strewn with flowers and wreaths marking the resting
place of families still buried beneath them, and hence not included in
the police chief’s March  statistics.
* * * * *
To trace the surviving air personnel from these attacks I placed advertisements in the personal column of The Times in April ; other
newspapers including The Daily Telegraph, Manchester Guardian, The
Scotsman, The New York Times, The Washington Post, the R.A.F.
Association’s Air Mail magazine, and the U.S. Air Force magazine all
rendered indispensable assistance.
William Kimber, a gentleman publisher in London, was one of the
people who answered one of my advertisements in The Times. He asked
if he could publish the book; we soon agreed terms and thus began a
long friendship. I had the slight misfortune of getting to know him at
a time when he was otherwise totally immersed in defending, and eventually losing, the High Court action brought against him by an

Auschwitz doctor for libels contained in Leon Uris’ historical novel
Exodus. For months he and his staﬀ waded through reams of eye-witness statements from the survivors of the Nazi concentration camps.
All this inevitably rubbed oﬀ on his firm’s editing of my original
Dresden manuscript: some passages were spiked for fear of inviting
libel actions from Sir Winston or even Sir Arthur Harris; some of my
more harrowing descriptions of the horrors of Dresden were erased
from the proofs; and without my knowledge some of my chapter-endings were excised and chapter headings inserted like ‘They Shall Reap
the Whirlwind,’ testifying to Mr Kimber’s sincerely held belief that
perhaps, after all, the Germans had merely been repaid, with interest,
in their own coin. (Yes—but what about the British and American
raids on towns in France, Belgium, Holland, and the rest of occupied
Europe? These raids too killed hundreds thousands of innocents.)
Readers of the original edition will have little difficulty in identifying these modest literary excursions by my publisher. I oﬀer one minor example: to a sentence in my chapter, ‘Dresden the Virgin Target,’
referring to the mass expulsion of six million Germans from their eastern territories in  which led to the deaths of two million of them,
Mr Kimber appended his own commentary ‘though dwarfed by the
Nazis’ genocidal treatment of the Jews’. He even allowed himself the
little conceit of attaching three clunky,
ill-ﬁtting lines to the closing paragraph
of my book. (They have now gone). It
was several years before I noticed these
little modiﬁcations; I have restored
these passages to how they were in
most, though not all, of the cases.
Having said this, let me make clear
that I was proud when The Daily Telegraph invited me to write an obituary
for William Kimber. I never regretted our long association. Halfway
through those thirty years I was thrilled to see his little ﬁrm, which has
long since been engulfed by others, earn the unique accolade of coming out on top in a nationwide poll by the British Society of Authors,
when it asked their members which ﬁrm had treated them with the
greatest honesty.
david irving, , 
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Foreword
by Air Marshal Sir Robert Saundby
K.C.B., K.B.E., M.C., D.F.C., A.F.C.

W

hen the author of this book invited me to write a foreword to it, my ﬁrst reaction was that I had been too
closely concerned with the story. But though closely
concerned I was not in any way responsible for the decision to make a full-scale air attack on Dresden. Nor was my Commander-in-Chief, Sir Arthur Harris. Our part was to carry out, to the
best of our ability, the instructions we received from the Air Ministry.
And, in this case, the Air Ministry was
merely passing on instructions received
from those responsible for the higher
direction of the war.
This book is an impressive piece of
work. The story is a highly dramatic
and complex one, which still holds an
element of mystery. I am still not satisﬁed that I fully understand why it happened. The author has, with immense
industry and patience, gathered together all the evidence, separated
fact from ﬁction, and given us a detailed account as near to the truth,
perhaps, as we shall ever get.
That the bombing of Dresden was a great tragedy none can deny.
That it was really a military necessity few, after reading this book, will
believe. It was one of those terrible things that sometimes happen in
wartime, brought about by an unfortunate combination of circumstances. Those who approved it were neither wicked nor cruel, though
it may well be that they were too remote from the harsh realities of
war to understand fully the appalling destructive power of air bombardment in the spring of .

The advocates of nuclear disarmament seem to believe that, if they
could achieve their aim, war would become tolerable and decent. They
would do well to read this book and ponder the fate of Dresden, where
, people died as the result of an air attack with conventional
weapons. On the night of March –, , an air attack on Tokyo by
American heavy bombers, using incendiary and high explosive bombs,
caused the death of , people. The atom bomb dropped on
Hiroshima killed , people.
Nuclear weapons are, of course, far more powerful nowadays, but
it is a mistake to suppose that, if they were abolished, great cities could
not be reduced to dust and ashes, and frightful massacres brought
about, by aircraft using conventional weapons. And the removal of
the fear of nuclear retaliation—which makes modern full-scale war
amount to mutual annihilation—might once again make resort to war
attractive to an aggressor.
It is not so much this or the other means of making war that is
immoral or inhumane. What is immoral is war itself. Once full-scale
war has broken out it can never be humanized or civilized, and if one
side attempted to do so it would be most likely to be defeated. So long
as we resort to war to settle diﬀerences between nations, so long will
we have to endure the horrors, barbarities and excesses that war brings
with it. That, to me, is the lesson of Dresden.
Nuclear power has at last brought us within sight of the end of
full-scale war. It is now too violent to be a practicable means of solving anything. No war aim, no conceivable gain that war could bring,
would be worth a straw when balanced against the fearful destruction
and loss of life that would be suﬀered by both sides.
There has never been the slightest hope of abolishing war by agreement or disarmament, or for reasons of morality and humanity. If it
disappears it will be because it has become so appallingly destructive
that it can no longer serve any useful purpose.
This book tells, dispassionately and honestly, the story of a deeply
tragic example, in time of war, of man’s inhumanity to man. Let us
hope that the horrors of Dresden and Tokyo, Hiroshima and Hamburg, may drive home to the whole human race the futility, savagery,
and utter uselessness of modern warfare.
We must not make the fatal mistake, however, of believing that war
can be avoided by unilateral disarmament, by resort to paciﬁsm, or by
striving for an unattainable neutrality. It is the balance of nuclear power
that will keep the peace until mankind, as some day it must, comes to
its senses.
sir robert saundby, in April 
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