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Abstract 

As Operation CHASTISE – better known as the ‘Dambusters’ raid – remains one of Britain’s best-
loved legends from the Second World War, it is not surprising that the raid has inspired much 
historiographical interest in this country: 617 Squadron’s spectacular night-time breaching of 
the Möhne and Eder dams, stood at the heart of the Third Reich’s industry, has been frequently 
recounted by this nation’s scholars. Yet a discernible preference of many British historians 
towards documenting the raid’s heroic narrative and operational minutia has led to a chronic 
understudy of its grislier and more tragic aspects. Though much attention has been devoted to 
Bomber Command’s heavy loss of 53 airmen killed during the raid, little research into 617 
Squadron’s immediate struggle to cope with this abnormal loss has been conducted. The last 
surviving British Dambuster still thinks about the ‘ghastliness of the numbers’ to this day, whilst 
even the raid’s leader, Wing Commander Guy Gibson, pondered whether his men’s lives were 
‘just thrown away on a spectacular mission’. From the cruel psychological blow of the raid on 
617 Squadron’s female personnel to the distress of the missing Dambusters’ families, it appears 
that the enduring British celebration of the Dams raid at odds with an historical event which 
provoked much sorrow as well as jubilation. 

What has been even more sorely neglected, however, is the disturbing impact of the Sintflut (the 
‘deluge’) which roared from the breached dams and drowned 1,294 people in the communities 
below. British scholars have often used German historiography on the flood’s devastating 
impact to illustrate the military effectiveness of the Dams raid, rather than to examine the 
stories of the deluge’s victims themselves. These include everyone from those drowned in the 
immediate vicinity - German men, women and children, foreign prisoners-of-war and labour 
workers - to the Jewish populations wrongly condemned by Joseph Goebbels for having 
orchestrated the operation. The underutilization of horrific testimonies from the Sinflut’s 
survivors in British historiography has also enabled a sanitized and simplified interpretation of 
Operation CHASTISE to flourish in this country. This paper, then, seeks to restore the more 
painful voices from both sides of Operation CHASTISE which have been suppressed by the 
patriotic selectiveness of British memory, and to consider how the Dams raid’s dead are now 
remembered and commemorated in both Britain and Germany. Doing this is not a means of 
discrediting or undervaluing the significant achievements of the Dambusters; rather, it is a way 
of administering historical justice to all involved by demonstrating the harsh and complex 
reality of this iconic event. 

 


