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One of the most surprising trends in historical writing in Germany
since reunification has been the remarkable rise of military history
from unwanted step-child to an enticing field for doctoral students.
Although historians of the early modern period have never felt any
need to justify their interest in war and conflict, for those whose
interests were located in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries any
research related to war and the military caused an understandable
feeling of aversion for many years for reasons too obvious to outline
here.1 But if the rediscovery of military history has presented numer-
ous topics for further investigation, historians have usually restricted
themselves to specifically German subject matter. Moving into the
terrain of the history of other European nations has seemed extreme-
ly daunting. For this reason alone, Martin Böhm’s book on the royal
Air Force in the period 1922 to 1945 is to be warmly welcomed.

Böhm’s declared aim is to consider the impact of the concept of
‘air control’ in the early 1920s on subsequent attitudes to strategic
bombing during the Second World War. that the rAF officers were
heavily influenced by their experiences in punitive attacks in Meso -
potamia in the 1920s and 1930s is hardly a new discovery, nor is the
significance of the concept of strategic bombing for their institution-
al fight for survival, which provided the perfect justification for their
independence from the British Army and the royal navy. thus the
attempt to consider ‘cognitive processes’ and ‘personnel continuity’
as one route to understanding the rAF’s approach to the strategic
bombing of Germany presents more than a few challenges in terms
of originality, given the extensive literature on the history of British
air power which already exists in English.

Of course, the whole question of strategic bombing has been given
a huge stimulus by Jörg Friedrich’s deliberately contentious book,
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1 For further thoughts on this issue see ‘Stand der Militärgeschichte: Inter -
view mit Alaric Searle (Salford, UK)’, in Portal Militärgeschichte, 27 (Sept.
2012) at <http://portal-militaergeschichte.de/searle_interview>, accessed
28 July 2016. 



Der Brand, a work of popular, ‘incendiary history’.2 But regardless of
what one makes of its message, and the way in which that message
is conveyed, it has led to a number of scholarly works in the German
language which have been original and innovative. the comparative
study of British and German populations under aerial attack in the
Second World War by Dietmar Süß is probably the most notable,3 but
there have been other books which have considered air warfare from
very different angles, in particular, the monographs by Stefanie
Schüler-Springorum on the Condor Legion and Christian Kehrt on
the interaction between German pilots and their machines.4 hence
there is more than enough justification for a book in German on the
royal Air Force, given that German historians should consider not
just the broader role of air warfare in the history of the third reich,
but also those air forces which bombed German cities into ruins dur-
ing six years of total war. 

Yet therein lies the challenge. On the one hand, it is important that
German military historians range beyond the safety of their own
national history; on the other, this presents considerable difficulties
in attempting to make an original contribution to subject matter
which has already been well excavated by other countries’ own his-
torians. Beyond the practical consideration that few British histori-
ans, for instance, will take note of monographs on British military
history written in German, penetrating beneath the surface of anoth-
er culture can often be extremely difficult. Despite the risks, on bal-
ance it is well worth writing a book in German on air warfare which
makes no apologies for examining the royal Air Force as a military
organization.

Böhm’s study, based on a Ph.D. thesis submitted to the University
of Potsdam, is rigorously researched, making use of government and
service files from the national Archives, Kew, the rAF Museum,
hendon, the Liddell hart Centre for Military Archives, the Imperial
War Museum, and the British Library. Like many German doctoral
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2 Jörg Friedrich, Der Brand: Deutschland im Bombenkrieg, 1940–1945 (Munich,
2002).
3 Dietmar Süß, Tod aus der Luft: Kriegsgesellschaft und Luftkrieg in Deutschland
und England (Munich, 2011).
4 Stefanie Schüler-Springorum, Krieg und Fliegen: Die Legion Condor im Spani -
schen Bürgerkrieg (Paderborn, 2010); Christian Kehrt, Moderne Krieger: Die
Technikerfahrung deutscher Militärpiloten 1910–1945 (Paderborn, 2010).



theses, this work takes great care to provide suitable contextualiza-
tion. As a result, the opening section, which runs to 126 pages, cov-
ers already extremely well-trodden ground. Its main purpose is to
explain the institutional background to his study, namely, that the
rAF was faced with a crisis at the end of the First World War: the
British Army and the royal navy wanted to see the new arm of serv-
ice dissolved, so they could secure its aircraft for themselves. the
rAF required a mission—the most obvious one was strategic bomb-
ing; and the doctrine of bombing to attack the enemy’s morale was
developed by the rAF in Iraq during the period 1919 to 1932. More
or less all the points covered in this section will be familiar to British
air power historians and those working in the field of imperial and
colonial history. While the author has supported his summary of the
secondary literature with a range of primary documents, very little
can be considered new here. Still, for the German reader, Böhm pro-
vides an excellent overview.

Even in the section of the book entitled ‘Kognitionen’, there is
much to be found that has already been dealt with by the English-
language studies of the history of the royal Air Force. What this sec-
ond significant segment of the book does do, however, is to provide
considerable insight into the motivations and perceptions of rAF
officers who participated in Air Control over Iraq during the period
of the British mandate. It emerges from the sources which are
analysed that while the pilots spared little thought for those on the
ground hit by their bombs, there was a gradual shift in the use of offi-
cial language towards terms such as ‘minimum necessary force’,
which sought to mask what was actually taking place. throughout
this period, though, the rAF remained focused on its claim that such
bombing raids exerted a ‘moral effect’ on the opponent. Böhm’s cen-
tral thesis is that this experience in Iraq, based on a perception of the
inhabitants of Mesopotamia as ‘uncivilized peoples’, would later be
transferred to the strategic bombing of Germany. Officers adhered to
the view that the ‘hun’ only understood force, in much the same way
as the people of Iraq needed to be subjected to punitive raids if they
refused to comply with British rule. this rather one-sided thesis is
supported by quotations from lectures and other documents
authored by air force officers.

One of the most interesting sections of this part of the book con-
cerns the ‘Charlton Affair’ (pp. 211–17). Air Commodore Lionel
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Charlton was an rAF officer who had served with the royal Flying
Corps during the First World War and, following a year as an attaché
in Washington, was appointed to the post of Chief Staff Officer of the
Iraq Command at the beginning of 1923. In September 1923 Charlton
sent a complaint about the bombing to his superior. Following his
conscientious objection to Air Policing, Charlton recommended that
local forces needed to be better integrated with those of the British
since he thought that the bombing campaign undermined the posi-
tion of Britain’s main ally, King Faisal. But Charlton’s complaint was
immediately ordered to be kept secret and he was sent back to
England. What had changed his mind was a visit to a military hospi-
tal where he saw for the first time the actual destructive effects of the
bombing on the civilian population. According to Böhm, this was the
only case in which an officer objected to air control on moral
grounds. Lectures at the Staff College were held merely to reinforce
the doctrine of the ‘moral effect’ of bombing upon an opponent,
although he does refer to those civilians who objected to the strategic
bombing of Germany during the Second World War.

In the final section of the book, Böhm seeks to support his thesis
by documenting how many officers who held key positions during
the Second World War had served in Iraq and, thus, were strongly
influenced by the early doctrine of coercive bombing of the rAF. the
reasons for the unquestioning adherence to this doctrine were per-
sonnel continuity, cognitive dissonance, group think, and a peculiar-
ly British form of elitism. As many air power historians would
accept, the actual value of air policing in Iraq was limited, the accu-
racy of the bombing indifferent, and there was an overall failure to
draw the correct lessons from the conflict. Moreover, the Iraq experi-
ence flowed into early field manuals, while it was further cemented
through the study of ‘lessons learned’ at the rAF Staff College, before
being enshrined in directives and the 1940 rAF operations manual.
there is much here which is correct in Böhm’s analysis. 

nonetheless, the argument about personnel continuity is not
entirely convincing. Among the home Command appointments
made between 1920 and 1935, 34 per cent had Iraq experience; from
the home Command appointments between 1936 and 1945, 45 per
cent had been on active service in Iraq. Furthermore, the approach
adopted appears simply to select those documents which best sup-
port the central thesis. to reduce British decisions to launch the
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strategic bombing of Germany simply to the Iraq experience is rather
myopic, as many factors played a role. At the same time, the obses-
sion with calculations as to bomb tonnage, and square miles of hous-
ing and factories destroyed, was a mentality which was as much a
reflection of the dynamics of total war. Indeed, it was a similar story
in the First World War when it came to tonnage of artillery shells, not
to mention ‘body counts’ during the vietnam War. One cannot help
feeling at times that much of the evidence has been ‘cherry-picked’ to
support the main argument, with material which might have demon-
strated that the rAF was competent in other areas, or that other indi-
viduals or forces were driving strategic bombing, conveniently
ignored. While one cannot expect the author to have gone into the
wider dimensions in any detail, one or two caveats to his thesis might
have reassured the sceptical reader.

Yet, despite the somewhat one-sided treatment of the subject mat-
ter, this book is definitely worth reading. It will, hopefully, convince
other German military historians to venture beyond more familiar
national themes. the debate over the air war during the Second
World War should be widened so that it is seen as a question of com-
parative European history rather than merely national ‘cultures of
memory’. this said, German historians of the air war would be
advised to treat some of Böhm’s conclusions with a little caution. 

ALArIC SEArLE is Professor of Modern European history in the
School of Arts and Media at the University of Salford; he is also a
member of the Executive Committee of the Arbeitskreis Militär -
geschichte e.v. he is currently a visiting Fellow on the Oxford
Changing Character of War Programme, based at Pembroke College,
Oxford. his forthcoming book, Armoured Warfare: A Military, Political
and Global History, will be published in early 2017.
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