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            ‘War  is  a fire  struck  in  the  Devil’s  tinderbox’ 
– James Howell, 1655, writing in the Fleet, where he had been imprisoned for his Royalist politics. 
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            Foreword

         
 
         DRESDEN was a famous massacre from the start. At that time I was a soldier with the 1st Canadian Army; I entered Germany in March 1945, about a month afterwards. In the spring and summer, when I was with the British 2nd Army in the Rhineland and Ruhr, I heard the first whispers. Something very terrible had happened over there in the East near the war’s end, I was told, but no one could explain why it had been so much more cruel than the fate which had engulfed most of Europe, burnt with fire from heaven or tornadoed into rubble by the passage of the armies.
         
 
         The Blitzkrieg, theirs and ours, had spared some tracts of countryside and all the Western capitals. Paris, Brussels and Rome were almost untouched; even London was only lightly damaged. But seen from the air, most of the great cities of Europe were jagged scars on the landscape, with the survivors gone to ground, huddled in cellars under the wreckage, coughing. The bones of dead cattle lay in the meadows by the Channel coast and the towns of Normandy were fields of debris. The Dutch dykes had been bombed and broken, and the sea had conquered Holland. The cities of the North German plain were husks. Warsaw was a pile of bricks and bodies. From the Channel coast and on into Russia, to Kiev, to the Don and the Volga; from the Bay of Naples through Cassino to the Baltic and the Gulf of Finland – the ‘red hot rake’ of total war had passed over them all. Not with fire and sword as in the old tales of the Thirty Years War, but with thermite bombs, blockbusters, multi-barrel mortars, massed artillery and the stabbing rash of small-arms fire.
         
 
         The master had read the lesson, and the pupils had learnt it well.
         
 
         In some towns, such as Emmerich and Arnhem, I was present while their final destruction took place. In Emmerich I saw no building whatever intact, although here and there the gutted shell of a house, one wall of a church tower, still stood. And it was German artillery fire now which vied with the British and Canadian guns in ploughing over the ruins. This process, when the town was an Allied one, we referred to with bitter mockery as ‘Liberation’. When you said that such-and-such a place had been ‘liberated’, you meant that hardly one stone still stood upon another.
         
 
         But on 8 May 1945, or thereabouts, the guns fell silent, more or less. Officially, peace had been declared, according to the writers of history books, who were not there, or too remote to know the real state of things, or would prefer to forget.
         
 
         It was a strange peace and, in the great cities, very terrible. In July I was driven through Cologne. We all fell silent as mile after mile we drove through nothing but ruin and still only ruins lay ahead. ‘In all that devastation,’ I wrote:
         
 
         
            I only saw about a dozen buildings which were intact, though several hundred had been damaged and repaired, and still stood. The destruction and damage in the very considerable area of Cologne through which we toured must have been in the neighbourhood of 98 per cent. All through these streets there was a peculiar smell, similar to that borne on the breeze between Elst and Arnhem after the battle, so long stationary, moved on; it was fainter but quite recognisable. The smell of human flesh, long dead, decomposing in the heat.
            

         
 
         But in that barren moon-world there was life in spite of death. If you looked closely, you could see that there were narrow paths newly trodden through the heaped hills and mountains of rubble, and when winter came, there was smoke from fires. Men and women were living there, sheltering in caverns excavated in the hillocks of ruin which had been their homes. Apart from a few favoured cities, Europe had been reduced to a continent of cave-dwellers. Against such a background, what could possibly have been so special about Dresden?
         
 
         The British Zone of Germany, in which I was to work for the next seven years, had an area approximately the size of Ireland and a population far greater – some 18 million people. In 1939 the population had been housed in 5½ million buildings. By May 1945, 1½ million had been totally destroyed and a further 1½ million severely damaged. The German population were starving and many millions of Hitler’s former slave workers, ill-treated and armed, were on the loose. The bureaucrats, prim to the last, called them ‘displaced persons’, but truly, most of them were Russians, Ukrainians and Poles, forcibly uprooted from their homes in the East. War material of all kinds, from Tiger tanks in drivable condition to guns and ammunition, littered the countryside. The sounds of shooting began at nightfall and continued until dawn. Martial law was in force and was enforced. The apocalyptic prewar visions of H. G. Wells and other pacifist prophets had come true, although even they could have hardly imagined the tragic plight of the Ukrainians and Russians, freed from the Nazi slow-death camps only to be sent back, whether they willed or no, to the USSR of Stalin and the Siberian gulags.
         
 
         It was in these surroundings that I heard those whispers of something unimaginably dreadful having been done at Dresden.
         
 
         Even when I left the Ruhr and Rhineland and came to Hamburg in the north, even there they spoke of what had occurred in Dresden as having been something cruelly apart. Hamburg was a very great city indeed. Every morning we drove to work through some five miles of almost total devastation, past landmarks such as the collapsed department store under which still lay, they said, some 400 bodies, mainly of children. Out of some 556,000 homes in Hamburg. 455,000 had been destroyed or severely damaged; but there was more beyond that, for the port area lay in ruins also and out of the water reared the wrecks of 55 ships, 3,500 barges, 16 floating docks. It was difficult to compute the area of total destruction, almost impossible to count the dead. Only if nothing much has happened, can reasonably accurate casualty figures be produced (and even those are sometimes suspect). In Hamburg, it took six years of painful detective work to arrive at what was called an ‘estimated minimum’ figure for the dead. This was not a complete head count, utterly impossible, but included a matching of known previous inhabitants before the raids with present population, taking into account those who had merely moved away. In a fire-storm, people simply vanish into dust and ashes; others again were still under the uncleared areas of rubble. After six years of counting and calculation, the estimated minimum figures were at last arrived at: 48,000 dead in the raids of July 1943, and a total for the whole war of not less than 55,000 killed. In one German city alone, nearly as many killed as in the whole of Great Britain during the entire war – British losses are more precisely known at 60,595 over 5½ years.
         
 
         The proud people of Hamburg did not ask for sympathy or pity. They accepted that there had been some reason for the Allies to try to level the city to the ground. But for Dresden, they said, there had been no excuse at all.
         
 
         This was unusual. I can recall nothing like it in southern England, where we tended to be naïvely boastful. Your bomb was always bigger than the next man’s, or nearer, or more spectacular. ‘X’ had taken far more of a pasting than ‘Y’, because naturally it was far more important to the war effort; Hitler obviously realised that (and anyway, you lived there). This is the reason why the London ‘blitz’ looms large in many histories – it was the home of press and radio, the people who were telling the stories. People were proud, not cowed as they should have been, according to the theories of the RAF bomber marshals who, undismayed, looked on and decided to ignore the facts that did not suit.
         
 
         When for the first time you see and hear – hear because the flames roar and hiss – a city burning apparently from end to end, a great and terrible spectacle in the night, it seems the end of the world; nothing can be worse. Yet, when days later the smoke pall has lifted, although the acreage of ruin impresses, it can be seen that only a shopping centre has been destroyed, a dozen or so unimportant streets turned to blackened skeletons and hills of rubble. Not much mileage for Hitler in that. Hardly worth Goering’s petrol bill. That was what I saw at Southampton in November and December 1940, and at Portsmouth in January and March 1941. The civilian casualties in such typical night blitzes tended to be around 100 killed, a little less or a little more. Coventry, with 554 people killed and great damage done to twenty-one aircraft production and other war factories, was exceptional. A combination of circumstances had led to an intense concentration of the bombing, with remarkably effective results. This was to be noted by the RAF bomber marshals, then almost impotent because their small force of defenceless, inefficient aircraft still bombing by ‘Stone Age’ techniques was not then a factor to be reckoned with in the war.
         
 
         Goering’s Luftwaffe, designed as a force for precision bombing in daylight of targets designated by an army, had not the weight to make much impact on the war economy of the British Isles. When, as sometimes happened, the night bombing went wrong and fell on mainly residential rather than mainly industrial or port areas, the results were unimpressive, particularly where shopping centres were concerned. Burning Woolworths to the ground during the night is unlikely to win anyone a war. The civilian casualties ran at a rate rather less than double that inflicted normally in road traffic accidents.
         
 
         The difference between these few fire-blitzed streets and a great city which has been almost totally destroyed is titanic, and not to be apprehended by the intellect; it is a matter of emotion. And yet the survivors in the fire-stormed cities of Germany which had been between 75 and 95 per cent erased from the earth, spoke after the war of what happened in Dresden as if it had been infinitely worse.
         
 
         I wondered why. My qualifications for asking the question were various. I came from a Service family – navy, army, and connections with the Royal Flying Corps and RAF – and was brought up with the array of values normal to such a background then, but which may need explanation now. One aspect certainly does. A professional soldier, sailor or airman went to war as ordered by his government, presumably in the national interest, regardless of his own opinions and with no distinction made between aggressive or defensive war. His professional contemporaries on the enemy side not only did the same but were expected to do so. The people on the other side were probably splendid chaps. The fact that you happened to be fighting them was purely a matter between your two governments; there was nothing personal in it.
         
 
         This was the basis of what used to be called ‘chivalry’, which started to go out of fashion when war came to be waged by mass, conscript armies backed by a vast labour force in munitions factories. To make the masses eager to fight, ‘hate’ propaganda was widely employed: the entire enemy nation (with whom you had previously been allied, and might be allied again in the war after this one) were devils, fiends incarnate, right down to the babes in the womb. Hitler’s antisemitic propaganda was simply a variation on this evil theme. That is, the enemy are not people, they are monsters: destroy them all, utterly.
         
 
         I learned to fly at the age of fifteen and wanted to become a fighter pilot because I felt that air power would be vital in the war which was almost certainly coming. I wanted to fly fighters partly because I was an individualist but partly also because I was morally soft. I assumed that bombing would be directed only at the key points of an enemy’s army or industrial system, but I was aware that the inevitable near-misses must kill women and children, and from this I flinched. Selfishly, I did not want their blood on my conscience.
         
 
         I was interested in the books of the air power theorists, which I still have on my shelves; but I was [image: ] Re-reading them now is like browsing through a British Mein  Kampf.  The horror to come is all there between the lines. What they are really advocating is an all-out attack on non-combatants, men, women and children, as a deliberate policy of terror.
         
 
         I made then and I make now a distinction between non-combatants killed so to speak by accident – as in a road crash – from the ‘overs’ and ‘unders’ aimed for military or industrial objectives, and a policy of making the civil population the actual target of attack. Moreover, I did not then and do not now believe that the latter policy is an efficient method of making war.
         
 
         Failure to pass an RAF aircrew medical (half-vision in one eye) ensured that I would fly neither fighters nor bombers. I therefore escaped the dilemma of those who volunteered for bombers, believing that they would be serving their country’s military aims, and found themselves carrying out mainly massacres of civil populations.
         
 
         Instead, I was to amass almost five years’ experience of air raids in five different countries, topped by seven years’ residence in postwar Europe. I didn’t just tour the ruined cities, I lived in them, albeit in semi-privileged conditions. My experiences on the receiving end began in May 1940 and continued into March 1945, with the last fling of the Luftwaffe against our Rhineland offensive – the German air force defending Germany itself from invading armies. In between I had witnessed the daylight Battle of Britain, including high-level pattern bombing and Stuka attacks; and also the night ‘blitzes’ in Southampton, Portsmouth, London and Bristol during 1940 and 1941; sporadic South Coast bombing in 1942 during which my own home was hit; the last London raids of late 1943 and early 1944 (in one of which I was blown twenty feet through the air by a bomb); the first V.1 flying bombs into London in June 1944; and the first V.2 stratospheric rockets into Antwerp in October 1944.
         
 
         My reactions were purely personal, and probably bound up with my background. I was unmoved by the interior of a Heinkel bomber drenched with the blood of the bomb aimer – a young man in uniform had died doing his duty to his country, as millions had before him, and millions would in future. And shortly after, seeing two RAF men lying dead on a balloon barrage site which had been dive-bombed and strafed, my reaction was the same as it had been to the Luftwaffe youth. That was the way we would all go. They had just gone a little before us.
         
 
         When my own house was bombed and my father injured, I felt real rage for the first time. For a week, I hated the Germans, then I went back to normal. (The stick of bombs which did the damage were an undershoot, aimed for a troop train and missing by 150 yards.)
         
 
         I must confess an apparent illogicality which I shared with many people. During that part of the war when Britain’s survival was in doubt, I actually preferred that enemy bombs should fall on shops and offices and houses and kill non-combatants rather than destroy military or industrial targets vital to our ability to resist. This distinction would not have been clear to the air power theorists because they did not accept the judgement that bombs falling on the innocent were simply wasteful. I thought so, however; and still do.
         
 
         I had no idea of what Bomber Command was doing in Germany (and elsewhere), and would not have believed it had I been told. I believed (mistakenly) that the damage done by the Luftwaffe in Britain represented the high peak of destruction by air power and I told bomb stories with the best of them until in September 1944 I was in an army vehicle bumping over roadways bulldozed through the rubble of Caen in Normandy. I saw what massed heavy bombers could do to a city containing the women and children of our friends. Three Germans had been killed, and 5,000 French, we were told. The figures may have been amended since, but what I will never forget is having to look into the faces of the survivors, standing on the pavements as we drove past, knowing that it was our  side which had done this.
         
 
         And in Lisieux shortly after, the same scenes again and on an even greater scale, 90 per cent destruction instead of 80 per cent, with some fire damage in addition to the high-piled ploughed wasteland of stone produced by high explosives in mass; and in the market place the burnt, red-brown remains of a British bomber. For the airmen at that moment, it was difficult to feel sympathy.
         
 
         Here we stopped and talked to some of the victims and I recorded in my notebook:
         
 
         
         
 
         
            Lisieux and Caen are examples of the inflexibility of the four-motor heavy bomber: it cannot block a road without bringing down a city. I’m not surprised that our troops advancing between Caen and Lisieux were fired on by French civilians. No doubt many Frenchmen found it hard to be liberated by a people who seem, by their actions, to specialise in the mass murder of their friends.
            

         
 
         This reaction from British soldiers was by no means unusual; it even alarmed the British government, or so one heard. In the battles for the Channel ports, now about to begin, an artillery officer closely related to a future British prime minister refused to obey the fire order on the grounds that the shells were bound to kill many French civilians. This was a brave gesture but had no immediate, practical effect: the officer was removed from his command, court-martialled and sent to serve a spell in an English prison. Someone else fired the guns.
         
 
         The type of deed causing such a reaction did not have to be on a large scale, as far as I was concerned. The next emotional impression, following a natural progression from these earlier ones, registered when we reached Belgium a few days later and I learned how the Gestapo had actually operated; in one prison they had gutters in the floor to let the blood flow away. This was not a newspaper story; I was told so by someone who had seen it. I think it was the partial insight this gave into the true nature of the Nazi system which was chilling. With it came the realisation that one essential aspect of efficient modern interrogation methods was to take away the dignity of the victim as a first preliminary. I found this horrible, utterly vile. It echoed my violent rejection of the stories we heard of women’s heads being shaved in public by so-called Resistance groups.
         
 
         I thought then and think now that such acts are barbaric, far worse than killing the victim outright. There is a case in British history where the same value judgement was made by a mass of men. In the naval mutiny at Spithead, 1797, an officer was about to be summarily hanged by the mutineers, when a few of the rebels started to jeer at and insult the wretched man. Almost instantly, they were shouted down by the majority. Executing him for his crimes was all right; insulting him at the moment of death was not. These were anything but sophisticated men acting as a result of long deliberation. They spoke from some instinct of what was right and what was not.
         
 
         I had seen the slaughter-sites of the innocents in Caen and Lisieux during September 1944, had heard about the torture of individuals in the Gestapo prison of Breendonck soon after, and had loathed all these manifestations of the twentieth century. In October 1944 I was in a British military hospital in Antwerp, and still young and impressionable. Yet another V.2 rocket, with its sonic double-boom, thunderclapped into the city so close that most of the windows fell in and the walls, floors and ceilings exuded choking clouds of dust. The rocket had exploded in front of a girls’ school 300 yards away, and a few minutes later the first, huddled, blood-stained child was carried into the hospital by a soldier. I found myself trembling, for the first time in an air raid. I was full of hate and the desire to hit back. Although I knew the rockets were intended for the docks and was aware of the vital importance the Antwerp port area had for the entire Allied war machine in northwest Europe, I could not forgive this atrocity inflicted on the individual. Given the wide range of error associated with the V-weapons, how could anyone justify such a deed? That was my reason, or so I like to think. It may be, however, that my reaction had no rational base, and that it was an emotional response to having been helplessly on the receiving end for so long, because I had not then pressed a trigger in earnest. It may have been that I was, after five years, sick at seeing the results of explosive assaults on cities. There was a wounded German soldier in our ward, along with the Canadians and British, but I did not blame him, nor did anyone else; he was far below the level at which such decisions were taken.
         
 
         Of the battle area experience I was later to gain, the most horrible by far was the discovery in and around a shattered farmhouse on the Dutch-German border of the long-dead, ruined bodies of Canadian and German soldiers probably killed the previous year. One body at least was booby-trapped, the entire place and the surrounding fields were mined, and there were snipers in the area; I think why I remember this incident above all others was the thought of being shot down or mutilated and left to lie amid this pollution. Like so many, I feared mutilation far more than death. Here was the final degradation, not only to be denied a decent death, but to be used, putrefying, to further the obscene ends of war.
         
 
         I did not see inside a concentration camp until after it had been cleaned up, but a few weeks before the end of the war the Canadians to whom I was attached interrogated two unusual prisoners
         
 
         a camp doctor and a high-grade cipher operator. I entered the results in my diary:
         
 
         
            The Doctor explained that the concentration camps came under a ministry for the elimination of persons unfit to live. A painful injection, causing death only after several minutes, was the method he used. He had injected 17,000 persons, and ordered the injection of about 100,000 after he had been promoted to chief doctor in the camp. Before injections could take place, the victims had to be passed by a board of doctors as fit to die (or rather, as unfit to live). He remarked, casually, that they could deal with about a hundred a day.
            

         
 
         A number of different categories might be considered: those of Jewish blood, of course; but also slave labourers no longer able to work – many nationalities involved, but most were probably Russian; Germans, too – mental defectives, confirmed criminals, homosexuals, pacifists, defeatists, political and religious opponents, people guilty of ‘careless talk’, and so on. All to be eliminated by injection, or by gassing or by shooting. It was difficult to think of a parallel to this conception, even in the technological twentieth century; the Russians had a similar machine (later to become widely known as the ‘Gulag’), but its aims were more old-fashioned and inefficient.
         
 
         The final rounds of destruction which I witnessed included as much artillery as aerial bombardment, at the Rhine crossing near Emmerich and in the capture of the Dutch town of Arnhem in April 1945. Arnhem, too, seemed to be on fire from end to end under the hammering of the guns, but like parts of the Rhineland it had been sanitised – there were no civilians there at all.
         
 
         These forced evacuations of key fighting areas, the one carried out by the Germans, the other by the British and Canadian armies, reflected the orthodox military view – civilians were a damned nuisance but you couldn’t very well kill them off. A totally different attitude prevailed at times in some air forces, particularly RAF Bomber Command and in the war’s closing stages, the USAAF. Rarely did they apologise for or excuse what they had done, but in the case of Dresden they made an exception. At once, almost everyone connected with it at a decisive level politically or militarily was trying to prove either that he was entirely innocent or entirely right. Some of the documents were classified for up to thirty-three years afterwards. Amid the categories of common horror, there certainly had been something very special about Dresden.
         
 
         During the years I was in Germany it was impossible to visit Dresden and ask questions on the spot. The city was 170 miles inside the Russian Zone of Occupation near the postwar borders of Poland and Czechoslovakia. I was able to visit in the West places as diverse as Strasbourg and Heligoland; I was able to see over the remains of Belsen–Bergen concentration camp; I was able to get into Berlin along the Autobahn the Christmas after the Russian blockade was lifted; I even got back to Normandy to revisit Caen and the beaches where we had landed. But Dresden proved impossible until I was a civilian again and back in England. I was then writing freelance feature scripts for the BBC and in 1956 I put up the idea of a documentary programme on the Dresden raid. It was turned down.
         
 
         In 1958, this time considering the idea of a book, with my wife I visited Dresden for the first time. Little of the city had then been rebuilt but much of the rubble had been cleared away – ten million cubic metres of it – and so it was possible to look across miles of rough grassland intersected by cracked road surfaces still scarred by the bombs of 1945. This vast, empty space was what remained of the Altstadt, the mainly non-industrial ‘Old Town’ area of Dresden. Destruction here had been total. The acreage at a guess was less than that laid waste in Hamburg, but Hamburg was by far the larger city. Guidebooks later were to give the area of total destruction in the centre of Dresden as fifteen square kilometres. It was difficult to compare directly with Hamburg because the distinction between total destruction and severe damage was less clear-cut in the Hanseatic seaport; for Hamburg the two grades lumped together amounted to an area of about 22 × 18 kilometres (say 14 miles × 12 miles of perhaps 80 per cent destruction). But it was not the actual area of devastation which had marked out Dresden as special.
         
 
         In 1958 rebuilding had begun along the sides of the Altmarkt, the Old Town Square, and this too was still scarred, the flagstones bearing the marks of their disturbance. It made me shudder a little to look at it, for I now knew what had happened on this spot during the raids and in the following week. I had talked to people who had seen it thirteen years before. No one then knew what the casualties had been. I was given a number of estimates, each one accompanied by a statement as to how it was arrived at; they varied widely and it was obvious that certain peculiar circumstances would make a firm figure impossible ever to attain. In any case the actual figures, even if known, would not have been very important. The massacre at Dresden was marked out by other factors as a special event. However, it seemed that I had wasted my time, as I could not in 1958 interest a publisher in a book on the subject.
         
 
         Then in 1963, five years later, 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. 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. Yet there were some who welcomed the raid – to them, because of their special circumstances, the tragedy was a personal good fortune. Others, again, saw it as their revenge. To many airmen, flying four miles above, the burning city was just a spectacle of awe-inspiring beauty; it was hard to conceive of the loveliness as being a furnace fuelled by people.
         
 
         The story of Dresden can be told only in the testimony of survivors. Barely half of those who lived through the raids were residents; they consisted mainly of women, children and old people. As many again were refugees trekking in from the overrun lands in the East. There were Allied prisoners of war, also on the march towards the city, or actually working in Dresden for their German masters. And there were wounded soldiers from the battlefronts, some helpless and immobile, directed to one or other of the hospitals in Dresden, many of which were in newly-requisitioned buildings all over the city, such as schools. All these people, together with the crews of the bombers who would attempt to destroy them, were either in or converging on Dresden at the material time. That time was the evening of Tuesday, 13 February 1945. In Dresden it was Fasching night – Carnival Night – when in normal times children dressed up and the adults took a holiday. The Russians were still seventy miles away from a graceful and as yet virtually intact city. It was winter and very cold.
         
 
         For the Allied war leaders what was plotted for that night and the following morning was to be one of a series of terrible blows struck against German cities on the Eastern Front. Appropriately, the scheme was code-named Thunderclap.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            1 Thirty-Five Years
            
 
            CHRISTMAS 1944–CHRISTMAS 1980

         
 
         
            
               Maikäfer flieg’,
 
               Mein Vater ist im Krieg,
 
               Meine Mutter ist in Pommerland,
 
               Pommerland ist abgebrannt,
 
               Maikäfer flieg’.

            
 
            
               Maybird, fly away,
 
               My Father’s gone to war,
 
               My Mother she’s in Pomeria,
 
               Pomeria with lance and brand,
 
               Is burnt,
 
               There’s no hope here.

            
 
            
               – Song of the Thirty Years War

            

         
 
         MARIANNE had been twelve years old that last Christmas of the war, a white Christmas then in Breslau, the capital of Silesia, as it was now in Bergisch-Gladbach near Cologne, where she lived with her husband and family in their new house out in the country. We were staying with them for a few days on our way into what I had still to drill myself into calling the ‘DDR’ (short for German Democratic Republic). It was 1980, and thirty-five years had passed since that Christmas Eve, which was cold, with continual falls of snow. To a child’s eyes, Silesia had been still untouched by the war. This was the last normality Marianne was to know.
         
 
         She was taken to church that day by her parents. It was crowded. She sensed that the grown-ups were subtly different; there was something in the air which she couldn’t understand. No one in England would understand it, because nothing like this has been known there since 1545, and even then the events were on a limited scale and confined to parts of the South Coast. One would have to go back 900 years for anything like a parallel and 1500 years for a more exact one.
         
 
         Marianne’s father was a businessman and they were well off. Nevertheless, there were certain constraints even in the home. Her father was not a member of the Party, and used some of his many contacts to help Jews. In Nazi Germany, that put him on a knife edge all the time, having to watch every word. Marianne was of course in the Bund  deutscher  Mädchen  (BDM), the compulsory Party organisation for schoolgirls, where any incautious phrase might be heard by the wrong people.
         
 
         After Christmas, her feeling of childhood security disappeared. On Sunday morning, 21 January 1945, she had to leave her home for what proved to be the last time. A bitter cold of minus 23 degrees Celsius locked in the countryside. As her father drove out of Breslau to the house in the country where her aunt and a grandmother lived, she saw that many people were leaving, in trucks, in carts, on foot. The climate was not kind to the weak. Beside the road already were many dead people and animals. After he had delivered his children to their relatives, her father had to return to Breslau, which Gauleiter Hanke had declared to be a ‘fortress’ in the path of the Russian advance. Two days later, Marianne in her new home outside the city heard the growl and thunder of the Russian guns. Then she too, with the old ladies, became a refugee, moving south and west before the oncoming Red tide.
         
 
         It was different thirty-five years later, for my wife and I were moving in the opposite direction, towards Dresden, which is on the direct routes by road and rail to Breslau. But we could not have reached Breslau even if we had wanted, because the frontiers of Europe had been redrawn by Stalin, Roosevelt and Churchill at the fateful conference held at Yalta in the USSR between 4 and 11 February 1945. Breslau was now a Polish city, renamed Wroclaw (and the eastern third of Poland was now Russian territory). And the new Polish border with East Germany was closed, not just to Western visitors but to Poles and East Germans alike. The conflict between the Polish government and the free trade unions had just begun and the Western press was full of speculation as to a possible invasion of Poland by the massed Russian armoured divisions stationed both in Russia and in the DDR. In one of the ‘war maps’ printed in a prominent Sunday newspaper, the rear end of a Russian tank marked ‘1st Guards Tank Army’ was square across the location of the town near Dresden which we were headed for.
         
 
         I had judged that military action was unlikely during the period we would be in Germany, nearly three weeks covering Christmas and the New Year 1981. But one couldn’t be sure, and if one is wrong in a guess of this magnitude, one is bound to be very specially wrong. However, the only trouble we had was on the second day in the DDR when a Russian officer tried (unsuccessfully) to barge past us to the head of the money-exchange queue in the bank.
         
 
         The tension brought about by the internal Polish crisis was extremely useful for my research, however. I am as keen as the next man on unearthing dusty documents, but I wanted much more than that. I had decided to stay, not in Dresden – which has been rebuilt in a way which, although acceptable, gives no idea of what it was like before the RAF erased it – but in a nearby town which had survived the war with its old Saxon and Slav buildings intact. Nothing could rival the Dresden which had been lost, for that had been a showpiece of Europe, a ‘Florence on the Elbe’, but to live in a similar old town still more or less preserved might give some of the essential atmosphere, and one would get to know the people – I found the Saxons very likeable. A second factor was climate and weather. We were making our visit at about the same time of the year as when many of the important events connected with the decisions to bomb Dresden had taken place, and within about five weeks of the anniversary of the raid itself. The weather pattern did repeat itself, surprisingly warm around Christmas, but with bitter cold marked by heavy snowfalls in January. This was exactly the weather, and very close to the place, where that terrible ‘Frostbite March’ of the refugees and prisoners-of-war had begun thirty-five years before. Above all, because of the fear at the back of the mind, that the crisis might result in one’s being trapped deep inside the Iron Curtain, a factor one tends to forget was made personally plain. The Nazi regime had ruled only partly by fanaticism and clever propaganda; it had also ruled through fear. One needed to understand that by experiencing it.
         
 
         All this had come about merely because of a change of fashion in the media. In 1980, and subsequently in 1981, everyone in Britain was doing air raids. Books, radio, TV, museum exhibitions – all recalling air raids. It was not a bad idea, because the world was now peopled largely by youngsters who had never experienced an air raid and could hardly imagine what it was like. Twenty years before, one could rely on there being a great deal of background knowledge available to your audience. But in the 1980s, most would be innocent; they would have to be told everything, including the awesome fact that while bullets and bomb splinters bounce off the cast-iron-and-cardboard characters who re-enact the war nightly on their screens, in real life those shining heroes would be little heaps of bloodied rags in the gutter.
         
 
         Quite early, a publisher asked me to keep my eyes open for an air raid subject: either a ‘new’ one which had never been done as a book before, or an old one which had been indifferently done or could be treated in a different way. As I was then in the middle of writing something else, this was an irksome chore, but dutifully I labelled a file ‘Bombers’.
         
 
         The story I really wanted to write was Dresden. It wasn’t just an air raid. It had shape and inevitability. Everything appeared to conspire against the doomed city. It was like one of those old-fashioned films in which you see the heroine tied, screaming, to the railway track while the great big engine thunders nearer and nearer. Only, in this case, there was no hero to dash out and cut her bonds at the last moment. Instead …
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            2 ‘Frostbite March’
            
 
            THE ARMIES AND THE REFUGEES:  DECEMBER 1944–FEBRUARY 1945

         
 
         
            ‘The icy days pass slowly, sometimes it’s cold, and at other times it’s very cold. The world seems to have been forever under a carpet of snow and ice, gripped by winter for all time. The skies are sullen and snow-laden; the mail doesn’t come through for days, sometimes weeks; but always the Doodlebugs go over, headed for Antwerp.’  
 – Entry for 23 January 1945 in author’s diary, Holland
            

         
 
         REICHSMINISTER SPEER, Hitler’s architect and now head of German armament production at the height of the Allied bomber offensive, was riding in the car of a diesel train headed away from Berlin towards Bonn in the Rhineland. It was 16 December 1944, and what he and most of the leadership regarded as Hitler’s last card, not a good one, had been played that morning in the mist-shrouded hills and vallleys of the Belgian Ardennes. Along ninety miles of what the Americans rated as a quiet and unimportant front, three German armies, apparently conjured out of nowhere, had attacked. They were the 6th SS Panzer, the 5th Panzer, and the 7th Infantry. They constituted virtually the last mobile reserve that Germany had, the only force that could hold up the imminent Soviet offensive in the East or block the impending British, Canadian and American attacks to gain the banks of the Rhine. Speer’s task was to help Marshal Model, the reluctant commander of the German offensive, with improvised armaments, for everything from bridging material to fuel was either in short supply or blocked by chaotic traffic conditions.
         
 
         Speer knew that Hitler dared not fail with this gamble, that it was in truth the last sensational card he had to play. If his mobile reserve, his three intact, unengaged armies, were dissipated without a decisive victory in the West on the scale he had achieved over the French and British in 1940, then nothing could stop the enemy from flooding into Germany from both sides. The Russians would overrun the Silesian coalfields, the Americans would neutralise the Ruhr. At that point, Germany would cease to be a major power, and three genuinely major powers would dismember her. As armaments minister, Speer could work out better than most how long that might take. Somewhere between four and eight weeks after the loss of the last coalfields.
         
 
         So, as they came forward through the dawn mists, creeping through the woods, seeping around and between the sparsely-manned American forward posts in small parties of thirty or forty, Model’s soldiers carried their Führer’s last hope with them.
         
 
         That same morning, Field Marshal Montgomery, commanding the British and Canadian 21st Army Group, published an appraisal of the military situation which began: ‘The enemy is at present fighting a defensive campaign on all fronts; his situation is such that he cannot stage major offensive operations. At all costs he has to prevent the war from entering on a mobile phase; he has not the transport or the petrol that would be necessary.’
         
 
         That day, five-star General Eisenhower (who had been promoted to that rank the day before) had an important engagement in Paris – he had to attend the wedding of his chauffeur, Micky, to a WAC.
         
 
         Meanwhile, the advance elements of some 200,000 Germans had ruptured the American Front and penetrated deeply. The 106th Infantry Division, which was just out from the States and had never been in action before, lost two of its three regiments. Many of its soldiers were cut off well behind the German spearheads and eventually rounded up. Among them was a young German-American infantry scout called Kurt Vonnegut, who had a destiny as a novelist. When he wanted to write a book on the bombing of Dresden and inquired of the US Air Force for details as to who had ordered it, why, and with what result, he was brushed off by a statement that the raid was still top secret. Mr Vonnegut wondered from whom the secret was being kept, because part of his destiny as a writer had been to witness the massacre at first hand. Nevertheless, he wrote his book and called it Slaughterhouse-Five,  because that was where he was during the raid – in the Dresden slaughterhouse just northwest of the great Friedrichstadt hospital complex.
         
 
         Vonnegut’s path to Dresden had led first through a POW camp, Stalag IVb at Mühlberg on the Elbe. Claus von Fehrentheil’s road to Dresden had begun on the same day as the attack in the Ardennes, 16 December. But his unit, a heavy reconnaissance company of a Waffen-SS division, had been fighting the Russians near Pasto in northern Hungary. As commander of the company, he had been holding an ‘Orders’ group when Russian shells began to fall. They took shelter behind a wrecked Russian tank, but Claus was wounded by splinters. The wounds were comparatively light, so he was able to get into his car to be driven to the nearest first aid post. On the way there, the Russian put in a surprise attack, and the car went into the ditch. Claus’ right hip was now torn open and his spine broken. He was completely disabled, and after a spell in a field hospital he was evacuated to Dresden.
         
 
         He did not know the city at all, nor could he see out of the window, but the nurses told him that he was in a converted school, the Vitzthumschule, which had been turned into a temporary military hospital, like many more. He assumed that it was in the centre of Dresden, because the nurses said one could see the Frauenkirche from the window of the room he was in. Claus took their word for it. It would be a long time before he would walk again.
         
 
         By Christmas Eve, everything had been decided on both fronts. In Hungary, the German counter-attack to relieve Budapest had failed; the Hungarian capital had been encircled by Soviet forces. In Belgium, the German offensive had stalled about three miles short of the Meuse and its key bridges; the projected drive for the Allied main supply port of Antwerp would now never take place. The year, after all, was  1944  and not 1940, as Hitler had hoped.
         
 
         As Speer noted, he had great good fortune with the weather, which to begin with was so bad that it grounded the Allied air forces. But there was a severe petrol shortage and traffic chaos on the narrow, badly-graded roads. After three years of Hitler as commander-in-chief, the German army had lost its famous talent for organisation, he wrote. On 23 December, Field Marshal Model told Speer that the offensive had definitely failed. In spite of that, Hitler had ordered its continuance, but Speer knew for certain that the war was over; all that resistance could produce now was a slight delay in the date of enemy occupation.
         
 
         Next day, 24 December, the American counter-offensive began. And on 8 January 1945, Hitler ordered that the last German salient won at such cost in the Ardennes should be withdrawn.
         
 
         On 12 January 1945 the long-awaited blow fell in the East. The head of German intelligence for the Soviet Front, General Gehlen, had accurate information on the build-up of the opposing Red Army formations. He had reported that the Germans would be outnumbered in tanks by seven to one, in infantry by eleven to one, and in artillery by twenty to one. On some parts of the front, the Russians had been able to mass 380 guns to the mile and bring forward adequate ammunition supplies. The Soviet generals were learning how to organise mass movements of men and material. With Stalin looming behind them, waiting for the results he needed to bargain with at the Yalta Conference in a few weeks’ time, they would use them ruthlessly, at terrible cost in Russian lives.
         
 
         Hans B, a major in a Panzer Grenadier division which had fought at Salerno against the Americans and British as well as on the Eastern Front, gave his Knight’s Cross and gold watch to his fiancée to keep, telling her that no one who resisted could survive. The Russians would attack again with boys as young as thirteen in their assault waves, unarmed and ordered to pick up the rifles of the fallen as they went over them, and women and girls, too, in their teens, also unarmed; all coming on in mass ‘human sea’ advances to overwhelm the Germans, but being mown down in their thousands first. A deeply convinced Catholic who thought of Hitler as Antichrist, this slaughter of the innocent on the Eastern Front made him sick. War was one thing; killing unarmed children another. It was an offence against God. But he would have to do it, not for Hitler, but for Germany. His premonition was right; he did not return.
         
 
         The Russian group of armies called the First Ukrainian Front, commanded by Marshal Konev, already had a bridgehead over the Vistula at Baranov. After a colossal bombardment, Konev burst through the German 4th Panzer Army in a matter of hours, and let loose the 3rd and 4th Guards Tank Armies towards Breslau and Dresden. Then, to the north, other human tides were loosed. Marshal Zhukov’s First Belorussian Front crashed forward in their drive for Berlin. Northwards again, the Second Belorussian Front took the rolling tide of battle as far as the shores of the Baltic sea at Swinemunde. From the Baltic almost to Czechoslovakia, the Red fronts rolled into Germany.
         
 
         The three German armies which, held centrally, might have slowed or halted that onrush had been wasted in the Ardennes, from which their remnants were now withdrawn. General Hasso von Manteuffel, who commanded one of them, concluded that the American and British new year offensives had not been halted, merely delayed, and that there was no longer any chance of holding the decisive Rhine front against them. On 8 February, a few weeks later than planned, the combined British-Canadian attack began.
         
 
         The end was now in sight, and it was against this background that terrible events were ordained and brought about by high authorities. The purpose of all the parties was political: they were manoeuvring to win the peace for themselves. Stalin had refused to suggest a date for the next ‘Big Three’ Conference until just before Christmas 1944, when he knew that his armies were almost ready to sweep through Poland into the German homeland. He suggested the end of January 1945, and the period finally agreed was 4–11 February.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Among the consequences of the Russian offensive was the expulsion from Silesia of some 4 million people. To those who were engulfed by the event, the tragedy seemed to be on so great a scale as to be unbelievable. There was no precedent, it was unheard of, impossible. And yet it was real, and happening to them.
         
 
         Walter Thiel was a Wehrmacht officer married to a Breslau girl, Hilde. He had served in the First World War and also in the Polish campaign of 1939 and the French campaign of 1940 as an artillery officer. But in 1941, owing to deafness, he had been down-graded ‘GV’ and transferred to the Standartbattalion, Breslau. This unit was made up of war-wounded men unfit for the rigours of life in a field unit.
         
 
         The Thiels had three young children. In addition, they were also looking after Hilde’s father, nearly eighty years of age, and her mother, who was also elderly and semi-crippled. This group of people among many, many others, felt the impact of the battle wave from the East, driving the refugees before it through dark winter days and nights. Walther Thiel recollected:
         
 
         
            Until 1944 Breslau had been spared any kind of war activity, and this fact gave it the nickname – ‘Air Raid Shelter of the Reich’. When on 12 January the Russians broke out of the Baranov bridgehead, which was the last line of defence on Polish soil, turned up a week later on Silesia’s borders, the war became bitter reality for Breslau. From mid-January onwards, overcrowded trains jammed to the roof by confused, totally exhausted masses of women and children from the conquered lands in the East, entered Silesia. Along the iced-up roads many other refugees were moving in cars, with sledges, and other vehicles towards Breslau, which they believed to be safe. The anxious questions of the townsfolk themselves, about whether Breslau would be declared a fortress or an open town, was answered by an order from the Gauleiter, Karl Hanke, that all civilians, with the exception of men capable of bearing arms, should leave. ‘Breslau has become a fortress and will be defended to the last house,’ he declared.
            
 
            On all roads leading to the railway stations masses of people were in flight, panting and sweating under the loads of their emergency packs. Train after overcrowded train moved off, at first going only as far as western Silesia, later as far afield as Saxony and Bavaria. But there were still hundreds of thousands of people in the town when the ground began to tremble with the distant drumfire of the enemy guns. Then on 20 January, to the horror of the entire population, the street loudspeakers blared out: ‘All women and children are to leave the city on foot in the direction of Opperau-Kant.’
            
 
            We were in the middle of a severe winter. The Oder was completely frozen, the temperature was now down to 20 degrees below zero, and yet thousands of young and old women with prams, sledges and little carts were moving along the snow-covered streets into a freezing winter’s night. The human cost of this unprepared exodus has never been counted. For towndwellers the ordeal was especially severe, and in particular it was women and children who died. The ditches on both sides of the roads were choked with corpses, mainly of children who had frozen to death and been abandoned there by their mothers. The horror of those nights can be matched only by what happened at the same time in East Prussia. Roughly two thirds of the population followed the orders of the Gauleiter to leave the city. I obeyed, too, as far as my family was concerned.
            
 
            
                

            
 
            Hilde Thiel recalled:
 
            
                

            
 
            On the morning of 20 January we could already hear the dull growling of the Russian guns and from nine o’clock onwards the loudspeakers were busy urging all women and children to leave the town. I hurriedly dug through all the contents of the cupboards, filling rucksacks and suitcases with the most necessary items. Silver and other valuables were no longer important. In 20 degrees below zero we loaded the luggage on the sledges. There wasn’t a word of protest from the children, but the oldest girl went back into the house and fetched her warm featherbed. Grandpa, nearly eighty, groaned. An uncle shook his head at this exodus of ours into uncertainty. To my dear dressmaker I said: ‘Take from our cupboards what you can use yourself,’ and then we left to catch a tram to the station.
            

         
 
         Luckily, her husband was able to help with the journey, for there were milling crowds at the station, mostly countryfolk, who were standing, sitting or lying around in spite of the bitter cold, too far gone to care. There were no trains to be seen – the tracks between the crowded platforms were empty and bare in the bright moonlight. The waiting thousands looked anxiously at the sky for the first sight of enemy planes. Instead, there came an unscheduled train which stopped. Walter Thiel literally forced his family and their luggage on to it, fighting a way through the press of people. A bitter parting followed, for Walter was one of the defenders of Breslau and could not go with them.
         
 
         Hilde had intended to seek sanctuary with relatives in the Riesengebirge, but when she got there found that no ration cards would be issued if she stayed; refugees had to keep moving. So they continued, having to change trains amid terrific crowds many times, once getting a lift on an army field kitchen drawn by oxen driven by two soldiers. Always there was the problem of accommodation for the night, for it was death to stay outside in the bitter weather. Always they were kindly received, and once they were invited to share the hosts’ marriage bed. Other people were worse off – Hilde saw one poor mother with nine children to control while changing trains amid the milling, frightened crowds pushing and shoving; she had tied them together with a rope, so that none would get separated or lost. Her grandfather found the strain too much and was beginning to lose his reason; an unpleasant incident with some Japanese may have helped. He was very weak indeed, and Hilde was advised to find some village where food could be had more easily than in the towns, in which to wait out to the war’s end. One village in particular was recommended to her – Rosendorf. In spite of attacks by low-flying aircraft which she thought were British, Hilde at length reached this place and was taken in by an Elbe-skipper. The village was not far from the capital of Saxony – Dresden.
         
 
         Meanwhile, in beleaguered Breslau, soon to be encircled by the Russians, Walter Thiel had been given command of a half-battalion of fortress troops. He now had 400 men under him. 200 were German soldiers and all of a low medical category because of wounds or some natural affliction; the other 200 were Italian soldiers who had been forced into the German army when Italy changed sides. All the entrances to the town were barricaded with overturned trams, railway sleepers, large slab stones, even cobblestones; and whole streets were supposed to be blown up to give good fields of fire, on the orders of the Gauleiter. An artillery officer in two world wars, Walter Thiel judged the proceedings somewhat dilettante: ‘It was obvious the barricades could easily be overrun by enemy tanks, but the Party wanted to do something. They felt they were in competition with the army. Gauleiter Hanke, who was as ambitious as he was faithless, wished to impose his will upon the officer who was Town Commandant at that time.’
         
 
         As a measure to achieve this, he ordered a red poster to be put up throughout Breslau, announcing that the Burgermeister, Dr Spielhagen, was to be shot without trial on the Ringstrasse in front of the statue of Frederick the Second, for trying to leave his post without orders. ‘Whoever is afraid of an honourable death must die in shame!’ declared the Gauleiter. The two men had known each other for years but there had been serious disagreements between them. Now they were ended.
         
 
         Reichsminister Albert Speer was touring the Eastern Front at this time, and spoke to Hanke before the Soviet troops closed in. Hanke said emotionally that he was prepared to see Breslau destroyed, if he thought it would fall into enemy hands. Six months before that, with equal emotion, he had warned Speer never to inspect a certain concentration camp in Upper Silesia, for he had seen something there which he was not permitted to describe and which was simply indescribable. This camp must have been Auschwitz, one of the extermination centres.
         
 
         In the testing time which was coming, three of the Gauleiters were to gain an infamous reputation. The conduct of the three men was to be almost identical, suggesting that the Party produced a certain type of brute at the top, and in some numbers. The trio on the East Front were Erich Koch in East Prussia, Karl Hanke in Lower Silesia, and Martin Mutschmann in Saxony. The latter had his headquarters in Dresden.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Not all the testimony of what happened in those days consists of the recollections of survivors. Sometimes there are letters and even postcards from the dead. In that chaos, the public services should not have functioned, but they did. The K family, living at Wiesbaden in the Rhineland, received a letter from their war-widowed daughter Erika, who was away in Silesia looking after the motherless children of a landowner. It had been written on 7 February and described how they had been fleeing before the Russian tanks for the last ten days. This was followed by a postcard date-marked Dresden, 12 February. On 13 February Erika’s brother Udo was taking an evening walk in Wechmar and became aware of a continuous, distant roaring which seemed never to end – the sound of the bomber stream heading for Dresden. ‘I didn’t know that this had meant the hour of death for Erika,’ he commented. Later on, he was able to fit bits of the jigsaw together, for she had not died alone. But it was to be twenty years before the last piece of that puzzle fell into place.
         
 
         Erika’s story began with the words: ‘At last a written sign from me that I am still alive after ten days of wandering around and suffering.’ She had lived on a large farm which employed a good many workers, and ran the household, which included a nanny and a children’s nurse as well as the ordinary servants. On the day before they had come running into the house, blurting out an alarming story: ‘We’re surrounded by the Russians! All the roads have been cut! We can’t get away now. Tomorrow will be the day we die!’ Erika wrote:
         
 
         
            At that moment, we all gave up hope. I cleared my conscience and together with everyone in the house, prayed halfway through the night. As I was the centre of all this, I was surprised to find how calm I was and fully prepared to see the Russians arrive at any moment, for their tanks were already rattling along the main road. But I was desperately sorry for the children.
            

         
 
         In her anxiety to save them, other people’s feelings and fears were ignored, and the farmworkers went on strike. They refused to bring in the horses which Erika required to pull the carts in which she and the farmer’s family and their luggage would ride. All she managed to find were some carthorses which were too light for their task and she even had to harness a riding horse to one wagon. While she and her family were doing this, she wrote, the farm people were shouting in unison: ‘Make them bite the dust! Shoot them dead! Don’t let them go!’ She went on:
         
 
         
            Nobody offered to load the suitcases. Everybody wished the plague on us. The reason being that we were going to save our things rather than the people of the farm, a feeling for which one cannot really blame them. The whole thing was a disgusting mess, and in all this haste and darkness – for the Liegnitzer power station was already in Russian hands – I could not explain it all clearly to them. But to calm the people down, I eventually agreed to take one family and their children. And thus we left with the curses of the naturally desperate farm people following us, while the rolling enemy tanks were shooting around us with a loud, crashing noise, and the sky was dark red because of the fires of Lüben (we learned afterwards that it was the Germans who had fired the aerodrome).
            

         
 
         Erika was still able to lament in her letter: ‘What a lot we had to leave behind because we were in such a hurry and the cart so heavy and we so helpless, for there were no men to carry the heavy boxes we had packed.’ More important for their survival was that the angry farmworkers had not loaded any oats or hay for the animals, the three horses and two ponies which pulled the wagons. Then, during a halt outside a town, their driver left them, vanishing without a word. A timely German counter-attack, which retook Lüben from the Russians, gave them time to get clear.
         
 
         Having begun their trek on 28 January, Erika was able to write on 7 February:
         
 
         
            And so now we have been moving through the country for ten days, like gypsies, going west. We overcame great difficulties, for we were without a driver for our five horses. The roads are hopelessly blocked. We begged for oats and hay at the farms we passed, a task which was mine and which so far has been reasonably successful, but the horses kept falling because of the snow and ice on the roads and are exhausted to the point of death. We have to have constant halts. Each evening, as far as sleeping quarters are concerned, so far we have been lucky. Very kind farmers took us in with loving care and sometimes put us into minute little rooms. I felt deeply moved by the kindness of those many dear people and it is only because of this vagabond life which I lead at the moment that I have got to know and really like our German farmers. It would be unthinkable to accept that these decent people should be destroyed by the Russian hordes.
            

         
 
         Their party consisted of two men, one elderly, two big boys and four small children, a nanny, a children’s nurse, and Erika herself. Shortly after the date of Erika’s letter, they split up, having reached a town with a main station. On a postcard dated 12 February, Erika wrote her last message:
         
 
         
            In [the town of] G, after we had listened to the latest Wehrmacht bulletins, the ground got too hot under our feet, and as the trekking in the cart is desperately horrible, three adults and four of the smallest children travelled by train, that is a slow train, towards Thuringia. They were half-squashed by the masses of people and there was no question of any scheduled departures. B, with his two big boys, will follow on with the cart, and that will probably take him two to three weeks. I hope we will reach our goal alive and please write soon. I am dying of homesickness for some post from you. God bless. Kiss. ERIKA.
            

         
 
         The party which reached the refuge of Dresden, travelling in unheated coaches with broken windows, consisted of the weakest: the four small children, the three women, and the oldest man, Nikolaus B. Later inquiries by a relative established that it was Nikko B who, unwittingly, prevented their leaving Dresden on 12 February. All refugee trains were carefully combed for males apparently capable of fighting, and Nikko was whisked away to a barracks. It took him only one night to get free, for he had excellent papers, and so on 13 February 1945 he arrived at the home of the family who were acting as hosts to this particular party of refugees. Their daughter, by great good fortune, actually worked as a railway guard and she was able to get them a separate compartment on a train due to leave Dresden main station that evening. She went herself and put them safely on the train, ready for their escape to the West, when the preliminary air raid warning was sounded. It was about 9.45 pm German time.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Other refugees who had reached Dresden intended to stay there rather than move on. One of these was Maria Rosenberger, who had fled from Breslau together with her employer, Herr Riedel, and his wife and children. They were heading for Dresden because Frau Riedel had worked for a family called Braune, who lived in Bergstrasse and might take them in. Maria decided to go with them because she herself had a sister living in Dresden. On the evening of 13 February, Maria and her sister had arranged to meet at a restaurant in the centre of the city. They were just preparing to leave when the sirens began to wail. With no further warning, the streets outside were lit up as if it were daylight. ‘Ah,’ said Maria’s sister, ‘they are setting up their Christmas Trees!’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Some of the refugees who arrived were sent straight to hospital. Annemarie Waehmann, who worked in a Dresden photographic laboratory and had contracted a skin disease, had been sent to the Friedrichstadt hospital complex not far from the main station, and made friends at once with a fifteen-year-old refugee girl, Hilde, who had been in transit with her mother, her two sisters and an aunt. They, however, had now been put into a refugee camp near the station, to wait until the doctors had diagnosed Hilde’s illness. There were four girls in the sickroom, and they were all playing cards that evening when the chilling howl of the sirens began. The nursing sisters began to run along the corridors shouting: ‘Get dressed! Get dressed! Quickly, down to the cellar!’ There was a great deal of hurrying and scurrying, as bedridden patients were helped into push chairs.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         In the Vitzhumschule, a boys’ school converted to an emergency military hospital, the lights had already been put out and the patients were trying hard to find a comfortable sleeping position. Claus von Fehrentheil, the SS Panzer officer wounded in Hungary in mid-December, found it particularly difficult. The wound near his right hip had become infected and inflamed, his spine had been fractured, and he had one leg in plaster. Nevertheless, he was drifting off to sleep when the sirens wailed the alarm. Russian prisoners of war who had volunteered for the work came into the sickrooms and began to carry the bedridden down to the small air raid shelter. The other patients had to stand or sit on the ground floor and the stairs leading down to it. There was no room in the shelter for them all, and in any case front-line soldiers instinctively disliked confined spaces. Their experiences made them value the ability to dodge dangers in the open.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         That night, a Polish soldier who had fought the Germans in Warsaw at the war’s beginning in September 1939 and had witnessed the Luftwaffe’s bombing of the Polish capital, was trying to sleep in a barn somewhere north of Hanover. The Germans were evacuating all the prisoner-of-war camps in the East, so that hundreds of thousands of ill-fed POWs were on the march westwards. This particular group of Polish officers had come from an Oflag in Pomerania. Now, chilled and starving, they could not sleep. Above them was an endless, vibrating roar as formation after formation of Allied bombers passed over towards some target in eastern Germany. The prisoners had a secret radio with them, and when they tuned to the BBC next morning, they learned that the target had been Dresden. They had no sympathy for Germans or German cities. To them, Dresden was a place to be knocked down because of its railway stations.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Jack Myers, who was a lot nearer to Dresden that night, had no sympathy either. He had been in the evacuation from Dunkirk in 1940, the retreat through Greece in 1941, had been wounded in Crete before that island fell to the Germans shortly after, and had been captured in June 1942 while with 64 Medium Regiment, R.A., in the Western Desert. After a period in Italian POW camps, he ended up at Stalag VIIIb at Lamsdorf near Breslau. ‘There are two sorts,’ he recollected. ‘Those who survive and those who don’t. And I’m a survivor. I intended to live.’
         
 
         He promoted himself to a local NCO rank, to avoid being sent out on work parties which sapped a man’s strength. Even so, he was down to 8 stone by February 1945 (his present weight is 13½). Myers explained:
         
 
         
            There was a feeling of perpetual hunger. We were badly fed, but I don’t blame the Germans; they were a beaten nation then. We were kept alive only by the Red Cross. The Russian prisoners in and around our camp had no Red Cross parcels; they were in a very bad state. They told us about the concentration camps and because I was Jewish, I was worried about this. But I knew I was to live; I intended to.
            

         
 
         Some time in January 1945 the camp was evacuated before the advancing Red army and the ‘Frostbite March’ began. Jack started off by pulling a small sledge with his kit on it – spare boots, a blanket, a few tins of food. The German guards stabbed the tins to let air in and make sure the food would have to be eaten soon and not hoarded for an escape attempt. It seemed to Jack that they marched for weeks.
         
 
         
            A lot of blokes fell out, frozen by the sub-zero temperatures, or shot. I was afraid to take my boots off in case I was unable to put them on again. We looked for barns to shelter in. We fed on roots, grass, tulip roots perhaps. We boiled snow for water to drink. One spoonful of tea made a drink for fifty people. The weather cleared and my foot turned septic. A South African doctor put a drain tube in my heel, and I had to sit on a trolley pulled by a horse. I was taken to a railway siding, possibly Gorlitz or Jauer, I don’t really remember. I wasn’t so bad as I was making out to be. I remember my old sergeant-major saying: If you can sit down, sit down; if you can lie down, lie down. So I found a corner of the cattle truck to lie down in.
            
 
            Nobody came near us. The truck moved a little, then it stopped, then moved again. It was closed, unheated, unventilated, with only a bucket at one end for sanitation. There were not three fit people in that truck. I personally was not really conscious most of the time. We’d not had too much to eat for a long while. And for the last few days we’d not been fed or watered at all. Even the biggest lead-swingers were really sick now. It was freezing cold, no food, people dying. We didn’t dehydrate because we could suck the snow and ice which entered the truck, although it was enclosed. We stacked the dead at one end, with a bit of no-man’s-land in the middle near the doors. There were about eighty in all, of mixed nationalities, and I suppose about twenty or thirty died. The rest huddled together for warmth.
            
 
            I heard bombs falling, getting bloody near, but didn’t realise it was a colossal raid. The Poles and the Russians were in a bit of a panic. The British don’t panic. But there was a bit of bad language from them. We were in marshalling yards. Somebody said it was Dresden, although there were no signs to say so, nothing to recognise; and nothing to do in the truck when the raid begun, but count bombs.
            

         
 
         Like Jack Myers, Rex Wingate too had been in Crete, but he was captured there a year before Jack went into the bag in the Western Desert. It made little difference in the end, for he also arrived at Lamsdorf and eventually passed through Dresden. But his experience was worlds away. As an optician, he was sent with another prisoner, Doctor Frank Haine, from Lamsdorf to the civilian internment camp at Kreuzberg, south of Breslau. The prisoners included Russians, Jews (with British passports, which protected them), a shipping director from Copenhagen, a violinist and a couple of chess-players. When the sound of the Russian guns could be plainly heard, a convenient breakdown in communications prevented Rex Wingate and Doctor Haine from being sent back to Lamsdorf to join the Frostbite marchers. Instead, they managed to be evacuated with all these special civilians. While being marched to Kreuzberg station, Rex noticed groups of girls standing on the street corners weeping, and he wondered if it was from fear of the Russians.
         
 
         Doctor Haine’s diary shows that the date was 24 January, and that although it was a goods train they boarded, they were given seats in a third-class carriage (not second-class, as Rex had remembered it). Their immediate destination was Breslau, where they spent the first night. It was then only five days since Gauleiter Hanke had ordered the women and children and old people of the city to march out on foot, so that they left their dead in the ditches for all the miles towards the West. The civilian internees spent the night in a gymnasium, before catching a train next morning for Austria. Dr Haine was confronted with an unusual case:
         
 
         
            It was interesting for me, medically, as a man in his seventies developed acute retention of urine while we were in Breslau. The Commandant let me go out into Breslau to try to get a catheter. I finally found a busy T.P., who was packing up to evacuate further west, and he lent me a catheter for an hour. I relieved the old boy, returned the catheter, and we set off by train. When we reached the outskirts of Chemnitz (on 25 January, I suppose) the acute retention was worse then ever, so I persuaded the Commandant to let me go with a guard and orderly in search of a catheter in Chemnitz. We bought a catheter at a chemist, and went to the main station to pick up the train, but it had not stopped on its way to Dresden.
            

         
 
         Then followed what might pass for comedy in an early Hollywood film. The orderly got Dr Haine on to another train, then they both got off at a level crossing and the orderly spoke to the signalman, who said that their train had certainly gone on to Dresden. Dr Haine was now distinctly unhappy – marooned in the open in sub-zero weather with only the clothes he stood up in. The medical orderly then said: We will walk down the line after the train! After plodding along the track for a little while there ahead, sure enough, was the train, stopped for some reason, and they both got back on board.
         
 
         As they neared Dresden, Rex Wingate saw flatcars covered with tarpaulins and speculated that they might be V.2 rockets on their way from the factories. In Dresden, there were some signs of bombing, but not much (the Americans had made several daylight raids on railway targets). He remembered principally the huge main station of Dresden with its high, curved roof vaulted far above. This was to be the scene of events so terrible that witnesses find them eluding their powers of description. Rex Wingate escaped being involved in them by some nineteen days, by which time his train had reached Austria on its ten-day journey. But his reaction to news of the raid was that it had been vindictive, done out of desire for revenge. Jack Myers, on the other hand, was to write in 1967 that: ‘It gave great pleasure to a group of POWs who were imprisoned in a cattle truck outside the city and who hadn’t been fed for five days. Good luck to the raiders and the organisers of the raid.’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Eva Beyer was seventeen years old, the eldest of four children. They were a one-parent family, and both she and her mother had to go out to work. It had been a very poor Christmas. For decoration, three candles. For food, a few scones baked from bits and pieces. Chocolate was unknown, but there was a kind of sugary sweet. There was no coal for heating, only coaldust. But there was still gas. Eva only came home about once a week, because she worked at Junghanns bakery, some distance from the Old Town, and it was her job to get up at half past three every morning to deliver the bread. The baker was in prison, because he had given some of his bread to Polish prisoners of war. His place as the only man in the establishment had been taken by a crippled ex-soldier called Kurt. After she had delivered the early bread and rolls, Eva would clean the shop, dress the baker’s children and give them breakfast; then make the beds, do some housework, cook the midday meal, and occasionally help in the shop. In her spare time, she had to give up so many hours per month to the Red Cross. And in January 1945 her Red Cross work had to be done at Dresden Hauptbahnhof, the city’s main station.
         
 
         
            There were so many refugees from Silesia and Wartegau. My task was to give them soup, bread, coffee and milk. What I saw there of suffering and misery can hardly be described. There were women, old men and children in a condition which was not human any more. After my first day of duty I couldn’t eat for two days afterwards and I had nightmares, for I had never seen anything like that in my whole life, or thought that things like that were possible.
            
 
            As I walked along the train to distribute food, a woman came and begged me for milk for her child. I asked her where her child was, and she unfolded her apron and showed me the child. I wasn’t a doctor but I could see that the child was dead; it was stiff and blue and must have been dead for several days. When I told her that her baby was in heaven and wouldn’t need any more milk, she replied: ‘No, my baby is only sleeping. Please give me milk for my baby.’ When we tried to take the baby away from her, so that we might bury it, she turned wild and screamed: ‘My child is not dead! It’s only hungry.’
            
 
            We had many women like that. The children died of hunger and cold, and we buried many old people also, who could not stand the stress. For many days the refugees had to travel in goods trains with only a little straw on the floor. For days they didn’t get any warm food or an opportunity to wash, so everything they wore was filthy and full of lice. After we had given them some food, we sent them to the showers and that was followed by a delousing action from head to foot. We also gave them clothes from the Winter Help organisation. They cried for joy. Many said: ‘Thank goodness, at last a warm meal and cleanliness again!’ For many, we also had to bandage their feet, for almost all of them were suffering from frostbite. They had wrapped old rags and sacks round their feet in order to get a little protection from the cold. There were also women who gave birth on the journey. In most cases, the babies were dead or in very poor condition. After we had taken care of these people they were either put back on to the same train or put into a Nissen hut camp.
            
 
            Once in mid-January I was on duty and the train which drew in had been bombed on the way. What I saw there was worse than horror. Not only were the people squeezed together in a goods train, but they had to suffer hunger and thirst and the bombs, too. There were so many injured on that train that we didn’t know where to start. The screams and cries for help were almost unbearable. We could bandage their wounds and satisfy their thirst and hunger, but not their emotional suffering. Many died from their injuries, because our help came too late.
            
 
            I bent down to a woman who had a baby at her breast, to see if I could help, for she was smeared with blood. She was dead but the child was alive. Beside her lay an old man. He was her father. He called: ‘Annie, come and help me!’ His arm was torn to pieces. When we told him that Annie was dead, he broke down completely and sat crying: ‘What is going to happen to us? My son-in-law in the war, my daughter dead, a two-months-old baby, and an eight-year-old boy.’ The old man clung to me, asking: ‘What can we do next? We have lost our homes, our possessions. Oh God, what have we done, that we are being punished like this? Can there really be a God who allows such things?’
            
 
            The wounded could only be given minimum bandaging, we were so short of supplies. The doctors were too busy. The hospitals were so overcrowded that we had to use schools to accommodate the refugees who had been injured. Children were searching for their parents, parents were searching for their children, there was constant calling and asking.
            
 
            A boy of about nine years of age, holding his little four-year-old sister by the hand, asked me for food. When I asked him where his parents were, the boy said to me: ‘Grandma and grandpa are lying dead in the carriage and Mummy is lost.’ The children had no tears any more, they had reached the lowest point of human suffering. They now doubted the adults who could bring them so much grief and pain.
            
 
            In one compartment we found a woman. She had twenty-three children with her, and not one of them was her own. She had buried her own child three weeks ago. Her child had died of cold and tonsillitis. I asked her where all those other children came from, and she told me that all these were children whose parents were lost or dead. ‘After all, somebody has got to take care of them,’ she said. These children were between  the ages of seven months and thirteen years. You must see this in order to believe, but those children’s faces were not the faces of children any more. They were the faces of people who have gone through hell. Starving, wounded, lice-ridden, in rags. And the most treasured thing they had, security and the love of their parents, they had lost. And that was their worst loss. This is something that I would not wish on my worst enemy.
            

         
 
         For Eva Beyer, February the 13th had started a day like any other. Get up at 3.30 in the morning, do the last washing-up at 7 o’clock at night, and in bed by 8.15. In the building which housed the bakery lived five other families. In all, there were eleven women and six children, with the wounded soldier, Kurt, the only man. This was fairly representative of the city’s population in general, for most of the able-bodied men were away at the war. It was Eva who gave the alarm that night, and woke them all up.
         
 
         
            I couldn’t go to sleep straight away. I must have had a hunch. I can’t tell exactly the time when I had to go to the toilet. This toilet was off the staircase outside the flats and had a window. Then I saw a green light shine through the window. What was this? When I opened the door, I could see what it was. The ‘Christmas Trees’ were in the sky. As I went to warn the other people in the building, the full alarm sounded without the preliminary warning. I ran through the whole house, calling out: ‘Alarm! Alarm!’ and waking everyone up. The bombs were already falling.
            

         
 
         The refugee trains had continued to come in from the East. The main station was packed with them, the platforms swarming with haggard and hungry people. Dresden’s normal population of about 600,000 had now swollen to at least one million. One could hardly move in the streets without falling over wretched ‘trekkers’ sitting hopelessly on their suitcases and packs, too tired to go on. And they, too, in the main were the women, the children, the old and the weak. The men were at the front or in the factories, and there were hardly any factories in the centre of Dresden.
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