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AMERICAN EXPERIENCE “The Bombing of Germany”
Monday, February 8, 2010
9:00-10:00 p.m. ET on PBS

– Allied Bombing in WWII Claimed the Lives of Thousands of Civilians –
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	Bombed out German city 
Credit:  Courtesy of the Mighty 8th Museum


On September 1, 1939 — the first day of World War II in Europe — U.S. President Franklin D. Roosevelt appealed to the warring nations to “under no circumstances undertake the bombardment from the air of civilian populations.” By the time the Axis was finally defeated six years later, British and American Allied forces had carried out an aerial bombing campaign of unprecedented might over Germany’s cities, claiming the lives of thousands of civilians. 

On AMERICAN EXPERIENCE “The Bombing of Germany,” from International Emmy Award and Peabody Award-winning producer Zvi Dor-Ner (FRONTLINE “Israel’s Next War,” “House of Saud”), airs Monday, February 8, 2010, 9:00-10:00 p.m. ET on PBS. Weaving interviews with World War II pilots and historians with stunning archival footage of the bombing and its aftermath, the film examines the defining moments of the offensive that led the United States across a moral divide. 

Before World War II began, Roosevelt, Churchill and even Hitler believed wars were won by destroying the enemy’s fighting forces. Military strategists of the day agreed that civilian populations were irrelevant and therefore to be left alone. But World War II evolved into the first truly total war — one in which whole societies were pitted against each other. As the distinction between combatant and civilian blurred, especially for Nazi Germany, so did the concept of “civilized warfare.”

Like Roosevelt, England’s Prime Minister Winston Churchill had once regarded civilian targets off limits and advocated precision bombing of military targets. But when German bombers attacked London in late August 1940, the Royal Air Force responded in kind against Berlin. “This moves the war into a new phase, into bombing of cities, attacks on civilians,” explains military historian Tami Davis Biddle. 

“When the Americans joined the war in 1941, they were guided by the strategic imperative to bomb only military and industrial targets,” says writer, producer and director Zvi Dor-Ner. “But over time that boundary eroded completely, not only due to the technological limitations of precision targeting, but for tactical reasons as well.” 

Over the course of the next five years, Allied forces would drop more than a million tons of bombs on Germany. Britain’s Royal Air Force raided Germany’s cities at night, having little control over where the attacks would strike. Then, during the day, Americans used precision targeting to drop explosives on strategic military targets. In this joint offensive, the British aimed to destroy the Germans’ will to fight, while the Americans attempted to diminish Germany’s ability to fight. Over time, the strategies began to converge, and the Americans contributed to the destruction of cities and life. Some 500,000 German civilians were killed; another 800,000 were injured. 

“I see this idea of just killing civilians and targeting civilians as being unethical — though the most unethical act in World War II for the Allies would have been allowing themselves to lose,” says military historian Conrad Crane.  

“The lessons we stand to learn from World War II are especially important today, as American troops enter the ninth year of fighting on two foreign fronts,” says AMERICAN EXPERIENCE executive producer Mark Samels. “There is no guidebook on how to fight a war; the past informs the strategies our military commanders employ in the present.” 

■ The AMERICAN EXPERIENCE Web site (pbs.org/amex) provides students, educators and lifelong learners with an ever-growing library of free and trusted American history resources. More than 1,650 features, including primary source documents, video clips, photographs, timelines and bibliographies, are indexed online and connected to dozens of standard U.S. history teaching topics. Each Web page serves as a permanent educational resource, complete with electronic teacher’s guides featuring lesson plans and discussion guidelines. AMERICAN EXPERIENCE’s popular Website for kids, “WayBack” (pbskids.org/wayback), offers engaging resources for pre-teen kids to learn about history. 

 

Don’t miss selected PBS programs streaming free online, the day after broadcast, on the PBS Video Portal (http://www.pbs.org/video/).

 

AMERICAN EXPERIENCE “The Bombing of Germany” will be available from PBS Home Video: ShopPBS.org; 800-531-4727, 24 hours a day, 7 days a week.
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For images and additional up-to-date information on this and other PBS programs, visit PBS PressRoom at pbs.org/pressroom. 
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