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The German city of Dresden, once hailed as the “Florence of the Elbe” and an 
eternal testament to the architectural beauty of humankind, led a charmed 
life during the Second World War. Its great regard as a cultural center had 
precluded its inclusion as a bombing target for much of the war, and in 

contrast to the rest of Germany, it took on the reputation of being a haven from Allied 
planes who droned over the Third Reich day and night, bombing with impunity, killing 
thousands. To the refugees from bombed-out regions in other parts of the country, the 
city, with its immaculate streets and buildings, took on a vision of lost paradise. For 
Dresdeners on the other hand, the peace had become habitual. But that is not to say 
that the local population was oblivious of the danger of war.
 Allied bombers were a frequent subject of discussion by Dresdeners who 

pondered their city’s immunity from 
the war. One particular rumor was that 
Dresden had been spared from the 
bombing because Winston Churchill’s 
relatives lived in the city. Another rumor 
was certain that Dresden was exempt from 
the bombing because the allies intended 
to establish it as the post-war capital of 
a defeated Germany.1 But already events 
were moving against the city. In October 
1944, American bombers raided the city’s 
Friedrichstadt marshaling yards, killing 
several civilians. 
  Deluded by the myth of their 
own invincibility, Dresden remained ill-
prepared for air attack. It hardly had any 
shelters or air defenses (most of its flak 

PRISTINE SETTING Dresden’s Altstadt district at the heart 
of the city, with its great collection of Baroque architecture.
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guns were on the Eastern Front). Few believed that the city was in any real danger. The 
townspeople pointed out that the city had survived numerous attacks and catastrophes 
in its seven hundred and fifty-year of recorded history, including a devastating siege by 
Austrian troops in 1760. Most believed that Dresden was capable of withstanding allied 
air raids, should they come. Most believed they would never come. They were fatally 

mistaken. 
  In 1945, Dresden became an important objective 
for allied bombers. Not withstanding its immense 
reputation as a cultural storehouse, Dresden also 
possessed 127 factories, and by 1945 ranked as seventh in 
Germany’s list of important industrial cities.2 Unknown to 
Dresdeners, the Nazi leadership in Berlin had also recently 
classified the city as a Verteidigungsbereich (“Defensive 
Area”)3, negating all chances of the war passing them by. 
Furthermore the city was a vital nexus for military troops 
and equipment transporting to the Eastern Front. These 
circumstances allowed Dresden to become a military 
target in the sixth and final year of the Second World War.
   Three massive allied air attacks — following 
close on the heels of one another on 13th/14th February 
1945 succeeded in destroying nearly sixty percent of the 
city or 2.23 square miles of built-up area.4 These attacks, 
executed within a space of just twenty-four hours, sealed 
Dresden’s fate and ensured its ignominious place in 
history, as an altar of destruction.
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CHURCH OF OUR LADY 
Known as “Frauenkirche,” the 
church was built in the 18th 
century (The above etching 
was done during 1749 to 
51). Destroyed during the 
bombing, the site lay largely 
empty for decades after the 
war. After the end of the Cold 
War a painful reconstruction 
process began in the 1990s, 
taking 13 years to finish. Work 
was completed in 2005. Today 
the church stands as a symbol 
of reconciliation between 
enemies.
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POLITICAL MEANS FOR POLITICAL GAINS

 The sequence leading up to the bombing of Dresden became first linked in 
July 1944 when British Prime Minister Winston Churchill commented that: “The time 
might well come in the not too distant future when an all-out attack by every means at 
our disposal on German civilian morale might be decisive.”5 That time came in early 
1945, when the Anglo-American armies were on the threshold into Germany. The 
journey had not been easy. Taken aback by a series of impressive but failed German 
counter-attacks in late 1944-45, allied commanders feared that enemy resistance would 
stiffen in the fight for Germany. Their fears prompted an over-riding importance to end 
the war as soon as possible. 
 Allied bomber commanders saw this as a final opportunity to prove one of 
the air arm’s oldest of maxims: that the demoralization of people by bombing would 
induce the enemy Government to sue for peace, thus obviating the need for a ground 
campaign. 6 So especially vehement was the British belief in this that the Royal Air 
Force (RAF) adopted the indiscriminate bombing of cities or “Area Bombing” as it was 
known, as the cornerstone of its offensive air tactics during the war.7 
 Initially in 1944, the allied air effort had been pointed against Germany’s oil 
industries, one of the few targets that offered a glimmer of hope for affecting an early 
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end to the war. While German armament production actually 
rose at the apex of the allied bombing campaign in 1944, 
allied strategists realized (correctly) that the destruction of 
the oil industries was a relatively easy means of immobilizing 
the German war machine.8 Unfortunately for the allies, 
Air Vice-Marshal Arthur “Bomber” Harris, the chief of the 
RAF’s Bomber Command9, was a fierce proponent of “Area 
Bombing” and argued that the bombing of cities was the only 
significant means of achieving victory. Infuriated with what 
he believed was a waste of time and effort in attacks on oil 
plants, Harris pushed his case for the resumption of the area 
bombing. He proposed bringing Germany to her knees with 
a series of cataclysmic air raids on Berlin, Leipzig and among 
other places, Dresden.10 In a letter to Churchill in September 
1944, Harris argued that as the Germans would be expected to 
fight to their fullest in defense of their homeland, full emphasis 
must be placed to “knock Germany finally flat.”11

 But Harris had promised victory over Germany in 
the past, each time coming up short. As a result he had little credibility left within 
government circles by 1945. Although Churchill was suspicious of Harris’s claims, he 
was also intrigued. In a reply letter to the Bomber chief days later, he wrote:

I agreed with your good letter, except that I do not think that you…can do it at 
all [knock Germany flat]. I recognize however that this is a becoming view for 
you to take … [and] I am for all cracking everything onto Germany.12

 
 But Churchill had far different reasons for encouraging Harris than the 

British bomber leader could have perceived. Already wary 
of Josef Stalin’s post-war ambitions in Europe, Churchill was 
eager to intimidate the Russians with the power of Bomber 
Command.13 A German city would have to be obliterated 
for the Red Army to realize that it had no leverage against 
the might of Allied air power. Accordingly, intelligence 
analysts began their search for an acceptable city (which 
had hitherto escaped the bombing unscathed), and isolated 
the lists of targets to within the planned Russian zone of 
occupation. 14

 Almost immediately, the Saxon capital of Dresden 
topped the list. By January 31, an air attack had been planned 
and perhaps appropriately-christened, “Thunderclap”. 
 Officially, the allies would claim that bombing of 
Dresden was to hamper the movement of reinforcements 
and refugees in Eastern Germany. But it was not merely 
that alone. The allies were confident that a massive air 
attack on Dresden would result in a debilitating blow to 
German morale and an unavoidable aftershock to the 
corporeal unity of the Reich. As evidence of this, one need 
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DOGMATIC LEADER Prime Minister 
Winston Churchill, although an 
extremely  capable commander, made 
the fatal mistake of attempting to blunt 
Soviet territorial ambitions by using 
Bomber Command against a city.

BOMBER CHIEF Arthur Harris was 
a fierce proponent of the bomber and 
remained convinced till the end that 
bombers could win the war alone. He 
remains controversial to this day.
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not go any further than an official study prepared by the British Directorate of 
Bomber Operations. The authors of this report coldly calculated that in an attack 
on a city, “with a daytime population of 300,000, we may expect 220,000 casualties 
… [of which] fifty percent or 110,000 may expect to be killed. It is suggested that 
such an attack…cannot help but have a shattering effect on political and civilian 
morale all over Germany…”15

 It is remarkable to note that even the precision-bombing US Army Air 
Force (USAAF) which normally disdained the British practice of “Area Bombing” 
joined in the fray by amending their original task into a quasi-indiscriminate raid 
on the city.16 This emendation would come back to haunt the Americans decades 
after the war, for although the British were largely responsible for the destruction 
of Dresden, the Americans would earn more than their share of the blame. 

SPARKING THE INFERNO

 Operation “Thunderclap” was set to go in the second week of February 
1945. The Americans were to open the attack on February 13, but a last-minute 
cancellation owing to bad weather put the British on first. The American attack 
might have served to prepare Dresden for the more grievous British raids later that 
night, but fate had intervened against the Germans. 

PRE-OPERATIONS Ground 
crews load an Avro lancaster 
with bombs, including a 4,000 lb 
“Cookie” — the large cylindrical 
object nearest the bomb bay. K
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 The British attack went into action in two waves17 on the night of 13/14 
February. The first wave, consisting of 244 heavy-bombers carrying more 
than eight hundred tons of incendiaries and high-explosives, was scheduled 
to take off at 6 p.m. Aircrews attending the briefing were told that the city 

was being bombed to “block the supply [of troops and armaments] 
to the Russian Front.”18 If that were true, then the raiders would have 
had instructions to bomb the five primary bridges19 that connected 
North and South Dresden over the Elbe River and the city’s three 
train stations. Instead, however, raid leaders were given orders to 
concentrate the bombing in the center of Dresden, the culturally-rich 
Altstadt District.
 Following three hours after the first would be a second wave 
(codenamed “Press-on Force”), consisting of 529 bombers with 
orders to finish the job. That was not all, on the following afternoon 
of the next day; the long-delayed Americans would go into action, 
with 311 American Flying Fortresses striking against the city’s rail-
yards.
 The RAF readied itself for action. Attending the customary 
briefing, the airmen listened to a standard telefaxed message from 
Bomber Command headquarters that few would forget. “Dresden 

is by far the largest un-bombed built-up area the enemy has,” the message read. 
“The intentions of the attack are to hit the enemy where he will feel it the most, and 
incidentally to show the Russians when they arrive, what Bomber Command can do.”20 
Churchill’s influence is easily visible in the text. 

BOMBER COMMAND 
BADGE

No. 8 GROUP 
“PATHFINDERS” 

BADGE

(CROWN COPYRIGHT)
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 At precisely 10.03 p.m., the first British wave struck. Crippled by a chronic 
lack of flak guns and overflowing with refugees escaping the relentless advance of the 
Russian Army, Dresden was in no position to fend off an air raid. City officials had 
their hands full just trying to provide accommodations for the hundreds of displaced 
persons arriving every day. By nightfall, the city’s official population of 625,17421 had 
swelled to over a million.22 Every Dresden family had been ordered to take in guests to 
keep people off the streets.23 Yet, hundreds languished out in the open. 
 Using the light thrown up by “Pathfinders,”24 an elite British group that used 
flares and fire markers to mark a target, the British raiders unloaded their bombs 
on Altstadt and the adjoining Johannstadt, a mixed class suburb boasting elegant 
apartment houses, shops and minor factories.25 Caught by surprise, Dresden’s air raid 
sirens began to wail only three minutes after the arrival of the British — at 10.06 p.m. 
Hundreds of people were caught out on the streets. This was especially true at the city 
main train station at Hauptbahnoff, where thousands of refugees had gathered for the 
night. In the ensuing panic to find shelter, hundreds perished in a stampede before the 
bombs cut down others. Others that made it into the shelter died of asphyxiation. The 
scene was replayed along every major street in central Dresden. 
 The first attack lingered on until 10.28 p.m., by which time the first wave had 
dropped 881.1 tons of bombs. It is interesting to note that a significant percentage of 
these (43%) were incendiaries — a weapon useless for little else except setting fires26 
(For a breakdown of bombs used by the British see Appendix, Table 1). The bombing 



8

left, in the words of British officers, “a fine concentration [of 
bombs], and fires visible for one hundred miles.”27 By eleven, 
much of the Altstadt district was in flames. City rescue services 
rushed into action, only to be caught in the second attack as was 
intended by raid planners.28  
 At 1.07 a.m., Dresden’s air-raid sirens wailed again to 
the anguish of its citizens. Approaching RAF aircrews claimed 
to have spotted the fires of Dresden as far away as Leipzig, 
sixty miles away29. This time the bulk of the bombing fell on 
the predominately residential Hauptbahnoff and Südvorstadt 
districts. Dresdeners scrambled for the supposed safety of the 
Elbe River and the sprawling Grosser Garten (an equivalent to 
New York’s Central park). Unfortunately, the routes to the Elbe 
were often blocked by fires and the Grosser Garten was being 
severely bombed. The famous zoo at the Grosser Garten and 
the majority of its animal population, already mauled in the 
first attack, were virtually wiped out in the second. In what were 
arguably some of the most heart-rending events of the night, 
zoo keepers were forced to put down many of their dearly-
loved charges by pistol and machinegun.30

 As RAF planners had hoped, Dresden’s fire and rescue-
services were caught out in the open as they went about their 
work. The majority of firefighters and rescue personnel out 
that night were killed.31 More than half of the city police and 
fireman’s vehicles were destroyed. The units themselves were 

scarred beyond recognition. One example was a 
volunteer fire brigade that came down from the 
nearby town of Bad Schandau and was absolutely 
destroyed. There was only one survivor.32

 Then the frightful happened, the fresh bombs 
joined the fires left by the old and coalesced into a 
terrifying inferno — in effect a firestorm. Sucking 
in fresh air from the surrounding area, the firestorm 
swept through Central Dresden like a tornado, 
snatching the old and young alike off the streets 
and throwing them into the flames.33 British raid 
planners later denied that their intent had been to 
spark a firestorm, but the concentration of bombs 
had fallen in such a way that every opportunity had 
been presented to that eventuality.  
 By dawn on February 14, the Dresden landscape 
had ceased to exist. Countless bodies lay in streets 
and even more in collapsed shelters and homes. But 
Dresden’s ordeal was not over. At noon, the arrival of 

the American Eighth Air Force threw the smoldering city into 
pandemonium. The Americans had strict orders to concentrate 
their bombs on the city’s marshaling yards34 but many fell into 

BEFORE AND AFTER The Altstadt 
district with the Frauenkirche rising 
prominently in the skyline, before 
the raids. (BELOW) The same area 
afterwards.
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the surrounding areas. Areas of the city that had previously survived the British bombs now 
crumbled under the weight of American munitions. As far as the allies were concerned, the 
raids had been an overwhelming success.

WHAT PRICE SUCCESS?

 Although the attack was a success numerically, its actual results amounted to a total 
failure. The bombing had failed to sever the many “lines of communications”35 running through 
the city. Just one of the city’s five important bridges had been knocked down.36 Although the 
city’s railways had been badly hit, the damage was not permanent. True, an all-important 
line between the Neustadt and the Hauptbahnoff station had been severed, but the Germans 
managed to restore a single line between the two stations within days.37 The Neustadt goods 
station was badly bombed as well, but continued to function.38 If anything, the bombing of the 
Friedrichstadt marshalling yards was the only decisive success of the raid as the Americans are 
credited with having destroyed forty-five tracks in the yards alone, while the British destroyed 
eight hundred coaches and wagons.39 
 As per the RAF’s “area bombing” expectations, any industries caught within the affected 
area were also destroyed. A German report mentioned that forty-one important factories had 
been damaged or destroyed as a result of the raid.40 In large, however, non-military targets such 
as public buildings, residential centers and homes suffered the most. In keeping with Churchill’s 
wish to impress the Russians, German authorities estimated that the bombers had destroyed 
nearly twelve thousand homes. Other lost buildings included:

24 banks, 26 insurance buildings, 31 stores and retail house, 647 shops, 64 storage 
and warehousing facilities, 2 market halls, 31 large hotels, 26 large public houses, 63 
administrative buildings, 3 theatres, 18 film theatres, 11 churches, 6 chapels, 5 cultural-
historical buildings, 19 hospitals (including 
private clinics), 39 schools, 5 consulates, 1 
zoological garden, 1 water works, 1 train station, 
19 postal facilities, 4 tram stations, 19 ships 
and barges.41 (For a list of important buildings 
destroyed, see Table 2 in appendix)

(ABOVE) The Pathfinders were 
instrumental in creating the destruction 
of the city. Their reasonably accurate 
marking allowed for good concentrated 
memory — as per their function.

(LEFT) Destroyed rail yard.
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 Some of those buildings destroyed were the most architecturally beautiful in 
Germany, if not in Europe. The towering Frauenkriche, a grand Lutheran cathedral 

towering three hundred feet over the ground, 
fell on the morning of February 15. Dresdeners 
openly wept at its loss.42 Its rubble lay in an 
unkempt heap until after the Iron Curtain 
fell, when a unified Germany prepared for 
its reconstruction in 1994.43 Other equally 
famous monuments that were denied to future 
generations were the44: Gottfried Semper’s famed 
Opera House, the Zwinger Palace (also designed 
by Semper), the Albertinum, home to a priceless 
collection of sculptures, the Green Vaults art 
gallery (designed by famous Prussian architect 
Karl Friedrich Schinkel), the Dresden Academy 
of Arts and the famous Circus Sarassani.45 
  Even in 1958, when the writer  Alexander 
McKee visited the city, Dresden appeared 
little more than a near-inhabited wasteland 
whose shattered roads and once-plentiful 
neighborhoods had been overgrown by shrubs 
and weeds. As McKee later wrote: “[from the 
center of Dresden], it was possible to see a mile 
or more in every direction uninterruptedly, the 
view obstructed only by bushes, for it was clear 
of buildings.”46

  Yet, Dresden did not become a tragedy 
merely for the destruction of its built-up area or 

the loss of its unique cultural heritage. It is best remembered for its terrific loss in lives. 
Benumbed and angered by the destruction of Dresden, Nazi propagandists initially 
claimed that the city had suffered a death toll of 350,000 to 450,00047. Another report, 
released in March 1945 by the Dresden Police and the SS, known as “Tagesbefehl Nr 
47” (Order of the Day 47), cited a mortality rate of 202,04048. Both were wrong. It is 
widely recognized by historians that the most authoritative figures come from a “Final 
Report” written by a Colonel Jurk at the behest of the Dresden Commander of Police, a 
few weeks after the bombings. Jurk’s extensive report (missing until 1965) showed that 
between 18,000 and 22,000 people had definitely died and about 35,000 people were 
missing49 brings the total casualty rate to at least fifty thousand.50 In comparison, the 
atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki claimed the lives of 66,000 and 39,000 
respectively.51

 The death toll ensured that the allies managed to achieve another objective 
— the demoralization of Dresden. The survivors were almost certainly dispirited and 
there were many recorded incidents of anger directed against Hitler and symbols of 
the Nazi government.52 Yet, to the dismay of allied bomber leaders, the citizens did 
not go the expected extent of pressuring the government to make peace. Off course, 
in a totalitarian government such as the Reich’s, such expectations were completely 
unrealistic. But this last failure shattered the last allied hopes for achieving victory by 

PROPAGANDA UNCOVERED The New York 
Times explains the Soviet attempt to use the 
tragedy to generate anti-western sentiment.
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air power alone. 
 Even less successful was Churchill’s intention to intimidate the Soviets. In 
retrospect, it is inconceivable how the British Prime Minister ever thought that this 
was possible, for the Russians were no strangers to destruction. Few Soviets for one, 
could forget the horror of Stalingrad which had been razed to the ground in a bloody 
and desperate battle in 1942-43.53

 Furthermore, the Soviets actually succeeded in turning the destruction of 
Dresden into a skilled propaganda campaign against the west. For decades after the 
war, Dresdeners were constantly reminded of the terrible Anglo-American conspiracy 
that had laid waste to their city.54 The Russians even forbid the reconstruction of the 
Frauenkirche to serve as a reminder of the allied deed.55 
 Just what had the Allies hoped achieve by bombing Dresden? They had hoped 
to bring a swift end to the war by demoralizing the population, prevent Dresden from 
being a key node on the eastern Germany transport network and show the might of 
allied bombers. Apart from the un-tempered destruction of a city in the final months 
of the war, causing the deaths of thousands, they succeeded in achieving little else.
 Instead, the destruction of Dresden caused the opposite to happen. It cut 
short the meteoric career of Arthur Harris and nearly ruined the reputation of the 
allied air forces, especially RAF Bomber Command.56 It is ironic that while allies used 
overwhelming use of force as solution to a problem, the bombing of Dresden instead 
serves as a lesson of restraint in acts of belligerence. 

PRE-WAR PASTORAL A view upstream of the Corala Bridge. Beyond that is the Friedrich 
August Bridge. The city was a source of unrivaled beauty in Germany, if not Europe.
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56  Harris ultimately resigned from the RAF in 1946. He is still identified today as enemy No. 1 in Dresden.  Furthermore, 

the post-war controversy ensured that RAF Bomber Command was denied a customary campaign medal in recognition 
of its services during the war. (Taylor 388-389, 422)
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APPENDIX

TABLE 1: Break-up of bombs employed by the British. 

Bomb Type First Wave Second wave
8000-lb High-Explosive Mine - 1
4000-lb High-Explosive “Cookie” 174 356
2000-lb High-Explosive Air Mine 26 101
1000-lb High-Explosive 72 94
500-lb High-Explosive 648 728
250-lb Markers ? 90
4-lb Stick Incendiary 128,550 243,873
4-lb Stick Incendiary fitted with explosives charges 8,250 29,727
4-lb Stick Incendiary packed in clusters 68, 628 175,558
Pathfinder Illuminators ? 550

Data source: Frederick Taylor, “Dresden: Tuesday, February 13, 1945” (New York: Harper Collins), 256-257 & 278-279.

TABLE 2: Important buildings and structures destroyed/damaged at Dresden. 

Notes
Industrial AG fur Cartounagunindustrie (paper for munitions) Severely damaged

Anton Roicho AG (moulds & metal plating) Completely destroyed
Balda Werke (Gauges for Luftwaffe aircraft) Seriously damaged
Brauerie Waldschlosschen Partly bombed
Gebuider Bassler AG (Electrical gauges) Destroyed
Goehle Werke Light damage
H. Grossmann (Specialist machines) Badly hit
J.C. Müller Universelle Cigarette Factory (Arms) destroyed
Koch & Storzel AG (X-Ray & electrical equip.) Badly hit
Lehmann AG (AA & Field guns) Heavily damaged
Saxoniawerke (Gears & Differentials) Destroyed
Seidel u. Nauman (Small Arms) Damaged (light)
Zeiss-Ikon (Optical sights & cameras) Four plants destroyed
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Public Buildings The Albertinium Destroyed
Academy of Arts

Bruptsellant

Carola Ministries (Ministries of Finance, Culture & 
Justice)
Central Market House

Central Police Station

Circus Sarassani Destroyed
Dresden City Archives

Dresden Gasworks Severely damaged or destroyed
Dresden Technical University Gutted by fire
Electric Station, Johannstadt

Frauenkirche (“Church of our Lady”) Reduced to rubble
The Green Vaults Art gallery

Hofkirche (Catholic Court Church) destroyed
Kreuzkirche (Church of the Holy Cross) Roof blown in by bomb.
Kungstgewerbe School and Museum

Land Gericht (Court of land Law)

Landfinansant

Law Courts

Johannstadt Hospital Badly hit
Johannstadt Post Office

Municipal Hospital

Municipal Slaughterhouse Where Kurt Vonnegut Jr. took 
shelter

Museum of Arts and Craft

The Opera House Destroyed in firestorm
Rathaus (City Hall)

The Royal Schloss Destroyed (valuable art lost)
Vitzthum High School (turned into a Reserve Mili-
tary Hospital)

Badly hit

Zwinger Palace Destroyed in firestorm
Military Alto-Grenadier-Kaserno

Elbe barracks

Tauschenberg Palace (Army HQ) Destroyed in firestorm
Transportation Augustus Road Bridge Light damage

Carola Road Bridge Holed and unserviceable
Friedrichstadt Marshalling Yards and passenger 
Station

Badly damaged

Hauptbahnoff Main Station Badly hit
Neustadt Goods Station Damaged
Wettinor Street Station

Sources: Document K.3742 (Transcript of Immediate Interpretation Report, 18 February 1945); Interpretation Report No. 
K.4171; Taylor, 310-312.
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