SECRETS OF THE DEAD
“Bombing Nazi Dams”

– Program Explores the Invention and Delivery of an Ingenious World War II Weapon –
This latest installment of SECRETS OF THE DEAD presents a 21st-century profile of one of the most successful missions of World War II: the dropping of the bouncing bomb on Nazi dams and its complex development and inner workings. In candid interviews, airmen who participated in the Allied raid paint a vivid portrait of what happened that day, capturing the exhilaration and fear that pervaded the mission. Powerful archival footage of the actual bomb tests, graphic reconstructions of the elaborate and creative experiments bomb inventor Barnes Wallis performed while perfecting his masterpiece, and step-by-step demonstrations of the weapon’s prowess enhance the colorful documentary “Bombing Nazi Dams,” encoring on PBS Wednesday, November 15, 2006, 8:00-9:00 p.m. ET. 

In the spring of 1943, nearly 150 highly decorated pilots were ordered to report to a Royal Air Force base in England to begin preparations for a top-secret Allied raid. In complete secrecy, the team trained hard to master the dangerous art of high-speed, low-altitude night flying. Day after day, they practiced skimming the surface of the ground, and perfected new methods of bomb sighting and altitude measurement — all without ever being told what their assignment would be.

Then, on May 16, 133 of the airmen boarded 19 modified Lancaster bombers bound for Germany, where their mission was to devastate the enemy’s war machine in a single raid. Each aircraft carried a top-secret weapon — the newly invented bouncing bomb — that was designed to shatter Germany’s major dams, stem the flow of water to the Ruhr Valley’s steel factories and, ultimately, severely hinder the enemy’s ability to produce weapons.  

In a matter of hours, four of the targeted dams were hit and two destroyed, more than 1,000 Germans killed on the ground, and countless factories and homes left in shambles. The raid took its toll on the airmen, killing 53 of them; despite the heavy losses, the mission was deemed a success and boosted morale throughout the Allied forces.

The mysterious weapons that had wreaked such havoc — the bombs that bounced across the water then hugged the sides of the dams as they sunk and exploded — were the brainchild of Allied aircraft designer Barnes Wallis. Four years in the making, its concept and engineering were so unorthodox that military leaders laughed when the idea was first suggested. How did Wallis come up with this unlikely weapon? How did losing his marbles make it all work? What did he go through to make it functional, and what did the elite airmen do to ensure its successful deployment? SECRETS OF THE DEAD delves into these questions and many others in “Bombing Nazi Dams.”
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■ Visit the SECRETS OF THE DEAD Web site at pbs.org for more information on Allied researchers who took on the task of designing a weapon that could cripple the Nazi’s dams. Interviews, additional Web resources and Web activities bring to life the world of aero- and aqua-dynamics.

