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Sortie to Dunkirk


On the morning of 2nd June 1940, I was in some difficulty. I was a Pilot Officer flying in a Spitfire over the North Sea trying to return to my base in very poor visibility, having been shot up by a Messerschmitt 109 high above the Dunkirk beaches. I was getting low on fuel and had not been able to make any radio contact. I was very isolated. At 4.30 am I had left Digby in Lincolnshire flying with my Squadron, No. 611, to Martlesham Heath near Ipswich. After refuelling at dispersal and receiving the inevitable and always welcome mug of tea, we met up with No. 92 Squadron led by Flight Lieutenant Stanford Tuck, with whom we were to fly on patrol over the Dunkirk beaches.


This was to be our first squadron operational patrol to attack the enemy. It was decided that as Tuck had flown patrols over Dunkirk before, his squadron should lead. We had no briefing about anything; we just took off and followed in convoy. Finding Dunkirk nearly 70 miles away was not difficult. From a long distance the smoke from the burning oil tanks could be seen as a column in the sky rising to over 10,000 feet. After patrolling as the second squadron for some time at 15,000 feet without seeing anything, suddenly, without warning, the sky was full of yellow-nosed Me109s above us, and diving down. We had been well and truly bounced. This often happened with fighter units in combat with Me109s for the first time.


A pilot’s first four or five operational flights were always the most dangerous. Two of our pilots were immediately shot down and killed, and four of us received damage from the Me109s. I could feel the bullets hitting my aircraft and I knew that death was very close. It was a moment of truth! After evading the Me109 I looked around the sky and, from being full of aircraft, there was not one in sight. I decided to climb up to 15,000 feet again and patrolled on my own over the beaches for about 15 minutes. In retrospect a very unintelligent thing to do but so important to me at that time.


I then saw a large formation approaching and, remembering that my aircraft had been damaged I decided it was time to go home. I set a course that I thought would take me back to Martlesham Heath. The visibility over the sea was very hazy and I could only see a mile or so ahead. I knew I had been hit many times, and hoped that the aircraft and the engine would hold together. If my course was too far to the east, I would continue flying over the North Sea until my fuel ran out, and no one would know where I had baled out to send help. I tried several times to make contact with Control by radio but without success. After what seemed an eternity, I finally sighted land at Foulness Point in Essex. I turned to the west, and within a few minutes I was over Rochford Airfield at Southend. At last I was safe, or so I thought.


I lowered the flaps and undercarriage, which fortunately came down and locked without difficulty, and knowing my aircraft had been damaged, I tried for as gentle a landing as possible. Immediately the wheels touched down my Spitfire swung badly to the left; a bullet through my port wing by the Me109 pilot had burst the tyre. Fortunately, it was a grass airfield and I managed to prevent the aircraft from ground looping and rolling over. After I taxied in, the flight sergeant counted the bullet holes. When he reached 30 he stopped and said very firmly ‘You won’t be going anywhere in this aircraft today, Sir.’


I had been bounced and shot up, my flight had lasted for two hours, I had just managed to reach land, and I had survived a landing with a burst tyre. I had been well and truly blooded. I do not remember suffering any emotional after effects, only chagrin at being beaten up instead of shooting down an Me109.


In one special way the fighter pilot is different from any other fighting men. Once the action has started he fights alone. He decides when to break off the combat, if he can, and whether to search for a second aircraft to attack, or to set course for home. If he is hit by enemy bullets, he decides whether to bale out, tries to force-land or attempts to reach base and save his aircraft. If he is killed he dies alone.


* * *


I have started the book with a recollection of Dunkirk because I believe that the battle over Dunkirk was the beginning of the Battle for Britain. By getting our men back to England we were still in the fight and still ready to fight.




Dedication


This book is dedicated to the people of Britain who stood alone against the threat of Nazi invasion and occupation, and sacrificed so much to protect the freedom of our great country in 1940 and for future years. They include wives and mothers, sons and fathers, our fighter pilots and aircrews, Air Chief Marshal Sir Hugh Dowding, our Commander-In-Chief of Fighter Command, Winston Churchill our great leader and Prime Minster, our well loved King George and Queen Elizabeth, and the newspaper vendor in the Strand in London who showed me how to stand firm in the face of danger.


* * *


Also to my brother Sergeant Freddie Brown RAFVR, who was killed in action as the navigator of a Wellington bomber, with all his crew companions on a raid over Viareggio, Italy on 1st November 1943. He was 21 years young.
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Prologue


This book tells of a great event and great people. It is about one of the most important happenings in Western Civilisation – the victory of the British people over Nazi Germany, with its threat to engulf Europe and with it the destruction of democracy and human decency.


In the year 1940, in the skies over Britain, a great aerial battle was fought against the German Luftwaffe. It was not only the greatest battle in the air, but it was one of the most significant battles in the history of the Western World. It changed the course of history for all the European nations.


The Battle was won by the British nation standing alone, and by our young pilots fighting against overwhelming odds. We were greatly supported by our friends from the Dominions of New Zealand, Canada, Australia, and South Africa, and by pilots from other nations including Poland and Czechoslovakia, who joined us in our fight to maintain our Heritage as a free nation.


After the German ‘blitzkrieg’ swept across Northern France in May, our British Expeditionary Force army had retreated back to the port of Dunkirk, the last Channel port available to them, in the hopes of being evacuated back to England. Against all the odds, and with the help of Fighter Command Hurricanes, Spitfires and Defiants overhead, more than 300,000 British and Allied troops were brought back across the Channel by our Royal Navy and civilian sailors to the safety of England’s shores.


By June 1940 the military machine of Nazi Germany had bulldozed its way through Europe, and now occupied the Western European coast down to the Atlantic approaches. Czechoslovakia, Poland, Norway, Denmark, Holland, Belgium, and northern France had been occupied by the German army and were destined to be enslaved by the terrors of the Nazi doctrines of the Third Reich. Minority persecution would soon be a harsh fact of life. Only Britain was left to challenge the Dark Goliath.


We faced the military might of Germany which now extended from the Arctic Circle down to the Bay of Biscay. As a precursor to their plans for the invasion and occupation of Britain, the German Luftwaffe, only 15 minutes flying time across the Channel from its new air bases in France and Belgium, had to achieve air supremacy over London and the southeast of England. To do this they had to destroy the Hurricanes and Spitfires of Fighter Command or reduce them to an ineffective force. Only our fighter pilots could prevent this and save Britain from defeat.


To enslave our people and to complete his domination of Western Europe, Hitler had to occupy Britain. He had some 2,500 warplanes in northern France, Belgium, the Cherbourg Peninsula, and Norway, ready once again to prove the superiority of the ‘Master Race’. When their major attacks started, in Britain we had some 750 operational Hurricanes and Spitfires in 47 squadrons, ready to defend not only London and the south-east of England, but also 1,000 miles of our vulnerable coastline.


Although the official British date of the beginning of the Battle of Britain is recorded as 10th July 1940, the massed aerial assault on this Country was started by Reichsmarschall Hermann Goering, Commander-in-Chief of the Luftwaffe, on 13th August 1940 and named by him as ‘Adler Tag’ or ‘Eagle Day’. The world watched and waited for the inevitable defeat of our once great nation. All countries, except those of our fighting friends, expected us to be overwhelmed quickly, and to become a vassal of Nazi Germany.


On 15th September 1940, after five weeks of daylight raids in overwhelming numbers, the Luftwaffe made two major raids on London. Their bomber crews and pilots had been led to believe by Luftwaffe intelligence that Fighter Command had been effectively destroyed, and that these were merely ‘mopping up’ actions.


To their dismay the German formations were beaten back with such ferocity and by so many British fighters, that their pilots and their leaders knew that the tide had turned, and that the German offensive in the air had failed. There could be no invasion of England in 1940. With this triumph the occupied countries of Europe could now see that the flame of freedom was still burning brightly in Britain. It gave hope to them that one day, as was proved, they would be free again, although at heavy cost in lives to the invading Allied forces.


We owe this great victory to our fighter pilots, the young men who daily ‘scrambled’ in squadron units to attack enemy formations of hundreds of aircraft, up to more than 900 aircraft on one raid. A total of 544 of our pilots and aircrew gave their lives, fighting in the sky. In addition many of our pilots were wounded or suffered from burns, but still came back to fight again. Our leader in the Battle was Air Chief Marshal Sir Hugh Dowding, C-in-C of Fighter Command. Behind us were the ground crews who served us and our aircraft, even when under airfield attack.


But of course the great strength of Britain was its people, the ordinary people, and by today’s standards, the extra-ordinary people, who gave to the world and to the military strategists a new axiom: ‘aerial bombardment can destroy a great city but it cannot destroy the spirit of a great people’. We all knew for certain that Hitler and his generals would never march down Whitehall. It just couldn’t happen. We wouldn’t let it happen.




Introduction


This is the story of the Battle of Britain as I saw it as a young fighter pilot in 1940, and as I review it today with 65 years of hindsight. I will try to give the atmosphere of the time, which proved to the world that Britain was a united country, ready to defend freedom at all costs. Led by Prime Minister Winston Churchill this was indeed to be ‘their finest hour’.


I am writing this book now as I believe that the young and middle aged citizens of our Country should know more about the Battle of Britain and the great sacrifices made by our young men and our people to save the sovereignty of Britain in 1940, and giving hope to the occupied countries of Europe.


I have presented Honour Restored in two parts which, although both are vitally concerned with Honour Restored in the Battle of Britain, are quite different in content. The first tells of the great victory of the British people of which we can be proud, but the second, restoring honour to Lord Dowding, is a sad reflection on the behaviour of certain senior RAF Officers at a time of great crisis with the threat of invasion by Nazi Germany. This has enabled me to write each study in the style most suited to it and for the formats to be different, although the whole story is dependent on the two being linked together. To restore honour to Lord Dowding it is first necessary to prove that it was a great victory and that he and his pilots won the battle. In making this presentation of two separate studies there will be occasional duplication for greater clarity of these two aspects of the Great Battle, for which I ask your tolerance.


* * *


As a peacetime officer in the Royal Air Force, trained to be a fighter pilot, when war was declared I was posted to No. 611 Fighter Squadron in September 1939, and I continued to fly Spitfires operationally until well after the Battle was over. I flew mostly as Red 2 or Yellow 2 but was never an ace – not even nearly. But I was at readiness throughout the Battle either in No. 12 Group covering the Midlands, or in No. 11 Group protecting London and the south-east of England. I saw action against German bombers and fighters. I was shot up twice, and flew with the Duxford Wing in the defence of London. I flew at 30,000 feet in -40C. temperatures and I learned that Luftwaffe bullets and cannon shells treated us all the same whatever our rank and experience. I think I can fairly claim that ‘I was there’.


Hundreds of thousands of homes throughout the country were destroyed or damaged, and our people endured many hardships. These brave citizens paid a very high price for the ultimate victory, which we achieved with our Allies five years later. I hope that with my experience as a pilot in the Battle, my wartime memories and my research, that I shall be able to take you back to the Britain of 1940 to meet the indomitable men and women of that time.


Part One of the book is titled ‘A Great Victory’. It tells the story of the Battle of Britain, beginning as I believe, with the escape of the British Expeditionary Force from Dunkirk under the umbrella of Fighter Command in May and June 1940, through to 15th September, the day of Nemesis for the Luftwaffe, and on to the final battles with high flying Me109 fighter/bombers dropping bombs at random.


I shall introduce you to that special breed of young men who flew in their Hurricanes, Spitfires, Defiants and Blenheims, who faced death daily and dealt with their fears by replacing them with their special brand of self-effacing humour.


Over the years there have been those who have tried to diminish Britain’s achievements in the Battle. In the book I have refuted some such misrepresentations of the reality. This is a challenging book with some new approaches to understanding facets of the battle. How crucial was the weather in enabling us to beat back the German massed formations? Was it a close-run thing? Did Hitler’s decision to bomb London save Fighter Command from defeat? Was there really a Big Wing Philosophy or was it merely a Myth?


Part Two of the book, titled ‘Dowding, A Man of History’, is presented in three sections. In the first I deal with the Big Wing Controversy in which I have always had a special interest and have researched for many years. The Controversy was essentially a battle between RAF factions as to whether we should have changed to using enhanced wings of up to 60 aircraft to intercept the large Luftwaffe formations, or whether we should have continued with the well-tried single and sometimes pairs of squadrons used during the first two months of the Battle. Fortunately I am helped in my assessment by operational experience with both types of defence.


The conflict on this issue at Command level was both tactical and political and is a contentious issue even up to the present day. What might have been considered as a conflict in tactics in a battle already fought and won, became a political issue to be resolved at Air Ministry level. Even in times of great crisis the personal ambitions of some leaders blind them to the realities of the conflict with its day-to-day fighting and the sacrifices of their young men.


This leads naturally on to the second section, which exposes the attack on the competence of Air Chief Marshal Sir Hugh Dowding as Commander in Chief during the Battle. There was a Cabal at Air Ministry that was antagonistic to Dowding who was due to be retired before the Battle, but as there was no other officer in the RAF who knew the whole of our defence structure and its operation, the Air Ministry delayed his retirement. By the middle of October it was clear that the Battle had been won and the invasion averted.


The Cabal did not want Dowding to have the credit for his great victory and a meeting was called on 17th October 1940 to challenge his tactics in the Battle. As a result, his professionalism was challenged in front of officers many ranks junior to him. This bizarre meeting at the Air Ministry and its preparations and conclusions are presented in detail with supporting evidence. It was attended by 10 officers of air rank and must always be held to the shame of the Air Ministry at that time.


Soon after, Dowding was removed from his position as Commander-in-Chief without public honour for his great achievement in winning the Battle. I now present in Part Two what I believe is the truth of the machinations leading to the dismissal of Dowding, and I am now able to name some of those involved. Dowding’s pilots have never forgiven the Air Ministry of 1940 for their actions at a time when Britain faced the greatest challenge in its history. I trust that this book will be a contribution to restore honour to all those who stood firm and kept Britain, our island bastion of democracy for centuries, safe from Nazi invasion.




Part One


A Great Victory





CHAPTER 1


The People


Those who have the least give the most


In September 1939 Britain faced up to the awful realisation that, in an attempt to save Poland from the Nazi invasion, together with the French nation we had declared war on Germany. Throughout the country on September 3rd at 11.15am we had all sat by our wireless sets to hear the solemn words from Mr Neville Chamberlain, our Prime Minister:




This morning the British Ambassador in Berlin handed the German Government a final note stating that, unless we heard from them by 11 o’clock that they were prepared at once to withdraw their troops from Poland, a state of war would exist between us. I have to tell you now that no such undertaking has been received and that consequently this Country is at war with Germany.





We were not certain what offensive military action we could take, but we all expected that very soon we would be bombed by the largest air force in the world. We already knew that our young men would be conscripted into one of the services. They would leave home, some not to return for a long time and some never to return. Although naturally everyone hated the thought of war, there was a kind of understandable inevitability about what was happening, with an acceptance that we were making the great sacrifice because the evil of German Nazi tyranny had to be fought and halted no matter what the cost.


Among the ordinary people of Britain there were very few dissenters and pacifists. The British Communist Party denounced and opposed the war as a capitalist war to benefit the arms manufacturers and they organised factory strikes. Later, in June 1941, within a very few days after the announcement that Germany had attacked Russia, the Communists then proclaimed that our war against Germany had changed and was now a war for democratic freedom. They then outlawed strikes.


There was no feeling of panic, but rather as happened later when France surrendered in June 1940, there was a feeling of a nation bonding together to fight the problem. This bonding stayed with the Country throughout the war and was a major factor in our continued determination to carry on the fight. Britain’s forces were already at readiness and air raid precautions had been prepared and were put into effect.


Many declarations of war have been challenged as being needless or even evil. I have never heard such statements made about the decision by Britain and France to take up arms against Nazi Germany, not even by the most ardent pacifist.


Even if we had not declared war against Germany, our Country would still have been in grave danger. It would have meant eventual acceptance of German Nazi domination over Europe with the ending of democracy. We would sooner have gone down fighting.


I believe that a crucial factor in this attitude was that prior to the war, the people in Britain could volunteer to take an active part in its defence. They could join the reserves of the Army, and the Royal Navy, and for young men there was a wonderful opportunity to train at weekends to become Volunteer Reserve pilots or aircrew. There was auxiliary training for the fire brigades, ambulance services and air raid defence in which women could also take a part. Above all we would be fighting to defend our own Country of which we were proud. It would be easy to refer to it as the ‘people’s war’.


Britain was to be the first country to prove that determined citizens cannot be bombed into surrender. The effect of the raids is first to make them angry, and then to make them even more determined to fight on. Another factor was that we had had time to make preparations for the war. Air raid shelters had been built, the blackout had been rehearsed, emergency services had been planned, and the Government had ensured that everyone, even the babies, had been supplied with a personal gas mask to be kept close at all times.


I think it is important to understand that, having with a heavy heart entered into a state of war in order to save the freedom of another country hundreds of miles away, our people believed in the cause and were united. But after this grand, sincere and defiant gesture, the Country began to pay the price. Our food was rationed. No one would go hungry but the standard two ounces of butter, four ounces of margarine, and a meat allocation equal to two chops per week would be incomprehensible to us today. People formed long queues for food that could not be obtained with a ration card, and vegetables soon became the staple diet.


I felt that the rigidly enforced blackout, especially in the winter, was one of the worst aspects of the war. It was depressing and dangerous. In our cities our young children were taken from their mothers and, equipped with their gas masks, a label on their coats, a sandwich for the unknown journey, and a bag or small case with pyjamas and personal possessions were entrained to some unknown family many miles away. The alternative was to keep them at home to risk the dangers of the air raids.


Clothes rationing followed and civilian travel was almost impossible. And then came the bombing. There was the awful stomach-sinking warning of the air raid sirens sounding the alarm, and eventually the wonderful and uplifting sound of the ‘all clear’ with the coming of dawn. I know that, with my two brothers in the fighting Services as well, the greatest trial for those waiting at home was the knowledge that a father, brother or son, hundreds or thousands of miles away, could be in great danger every day. The separation could last for months and years, and was only made bearable because a similar anguish was shared by so many friends and neighbours. The awful unspoken fear was of the arrival of the Post Office messenger boy with his yellow telegram to notify ‘missing in action’. There were no professional counsellors to give comfort to the bereaved.


The radio or ‘wireless’ was a vital link for all members of the nation, and the people listened to the ‘Nine o’clock’ news in the evening almost as a ritual. The numbers of enemy aircraft shot down in the day, which we know now were generally rather optimistic, were a great boost to morale.


The radio speeches of Winston Churchill, who had replaced Neville Chamberlain as Prime Minister, uplifted the nation, and are just as moving for me to hear today as they were then. Churchill led the nation, cajoled and encouraged our citizens, defied the enemy, moved us and was moved himself. At all times he gave the Nation the confidence that we would win through. A very great man.


King George VI and Queen Elizabeth enjoyed a unique relationship with the people. It was a combination of great respect and affection. They toured the country and met the servicemen and women and visited the factories and hospitals. This increased the affection felt for them and led to a more personal relationship. They visited the bombed sites and met the injured and homeless. This was made even more personal when Buckingham Palace was bombed. Princess Elizabeth, their elder daughter and now our revered Queen for more than 50 years, joined the ATS (Auxiliary Territorial Service) as a subaltern soon after she reached her 18th birthday. Princess Elizabeth served as an Army truck driver later in the war, confirming the growing and important role played by women as the war progressed.


Although cinemas and theatres and other places of entertainment were closed for a while, they were soon re-opened. In the summer of 1940 cricket was still played at Lords, and the Amateurs walked to the pitch down the Members’ steps from the pavilion and the Professionals came out from a side gate. The great social changes occasioned by major wars had not yet started.


In spite of the rationing, the heartrending evacuation of the children, and the misery of the blackout, followed by the night bombing, the aim of the population was always to carry on as usual, with the determination to get to work each day at all costs. Those who were there will remember the part played by the ever present British sense of humour in their dealing with these harsh conditions. Knowing and understanding such people confirms why the Battle of Britain must be called ‘A Great Victory’. In October 1940 I had planned to spend my day-off from the Squadron in London, and to stay the night at the Strand Palace Hotel right in the heart of the Metropolis. In the evening as I left Covent Garden Underground station, the nearest to the hotel, the night bombing had already started with explosions and anti-aircraft guns firing with shrapnel coming down. With several hundred yards to go I decided to make a run for it. As I arrived at high speed at the entrance of the hotel in my RAF officer’s uniform, a cheerful voice called up to me ‘Evening paper, Sir?’ I stopped in my tracks and saw a man sitting at the entrance, his regular ‘pitch’ probably for many years, carrying on with his life as usual without any protection, selling evening papers in the middle of an air raid. I was supposed to be one of our brave Spitfire pilots, and I felt ashamed. I bought a paper from him, thanked him, and then walked the last few paces into the hotel with rather more dignity than when I had arrived. How could I better typify the courage and refusal to be beaten by the ordinary people of our Country in 1940, than with this reminiscence of the defiance shown to the enemy?


The war for us in 1940 was inevitable, and to an extent, as a country we were emotionally and physically prepared for it. There was little panic and unless you were very rich there was nowhere to hide. Before the war my generation grew up accepting that hardship was a fact of life, and misfortune had to be accepted and dealt with so that we could get on with our lives. Counselling, or rather comforting, was done by the family or close friends. In the main, and by today’s standards, people were poor and survival was the real objective for most. Apart from the bombing and the loss of life, they could manage to survive by sharing with neighbours.


People today are different. Affluence tends to shelter us from the ups and downs of life. We now have a culture of compensation; we have demanded rights and have abandoned responsibilities. In the event of disaster the fittest have the best chance of survival. I wonder if today our Nation could unite and fight a Battle of Britain to save our democracy. We are the products of our generation and our environment. And yet there are times when I feel that, should another great leader arise, the British Lion could be aroused again to defend our country and our way of life and our freedom.





CHAPTER 2


Hitler and German Ambitions 1938


By 1938 Hitler, supported by 80 million citizens of Nazi Germany, had started on a plan to enslave Europe, and to build up a new German empire for Aryan people – the Master Race.


In 1938 Czechoslovakia had been occupied by the Germans; then in 1939 Poland was attacked. At this stage Britain and France finally decided to halt the German aggression, and gave Hitler an ultimatum to withdraw from Poland or to be at war. Russia and Germany had by then signed a non-aggression pact which resulted in the sharing and occupation of Polish territory. The decision of Britain and France in 1939 to declare war on Germany to save the freedom of the people of Poland was a very noble one, but in the cold light of day it would be a war which we had little chance of winning. We would pay a very high price for that decision.


Hitler carried on with his programme of invasion, but the following eight months of the so called ‘phoney war’, without serious action over Britain, gave the RAF valuable time to build more fighters, train more pilots and install more of the secret Radio Direction Finding equipment. On the 10th May 1940, after Norway and Denmark had been occupied, the Nazis marched and drove across the French and Belgian borders, side-stepping the much vaunted Maginot Line – a fixed concrete defensive system stretching for hundreds of miles across France, but not across Belgium.


With their Blitzkrieg, the ‘Lightning War’, the Germans sped their armoured divisions across France and drove the British Expeditionary Force back to Dunkirk. The Luftwaffe, the largest and most experienced air force in the world, gave close support to the German army, as was their planned function. The French Army and Air Force were unable to hold the German onslaught and were forced to retreat, finally capitulating on the 22nd June 1940.


Within two to three weeks of the start of the attack, realising that the battle on the mainland was lost, the Government decided to evacuate the British and Allied forces from Dunkirk to the Channel ports in England, abandoning their heavy guns, transport and mechanised fighting vehicles on the Continent.


With the surrender of France, Hitler was jubilant. He had almost accomplished his primary aim of the enslavement of Western Europe. Now there was only Britain to be dealt with. It is reasonable to accept that Hitler did not want a war with Britain, a country that he admired. But he needed to have Britain neutralised or occupied before he attacked Russia, his ultimate challenge. Following the return of the defeated British Expeditionary Forces from the beaches of Dunkirk, Hitler may still have hoped for a treaty with Britain. If that failed then he could decide on a Blitzkrieg invasion. Time would tell.





CHAPTER 3


The Dunkirk Spirit


26th May–4th June 1940


The evacuation of British and Allied personnel from Dunkirk began on 26th May 1940, and lasted for 10 days with the last vessel leaving on 4th June.


In view of the close proximity of the German forces, senior commanders in the Royal Navy believed that not more than 30,000 troops could be taken off the jetties and beaches and transported back to England. In fact, with the combined and heroic help of destroyers, paddle steamers, and pleasure cruisers from moorings in the south of England, many crewed by civilians, some 338,000 Allied troops were rescued and brought home.


Back in Britain, squadrons were called in from all Fighter Command groups to land and refuel at 11 Group airfields, where they operated under 11 Group control. Hurricane, Spitfire and Defiant formations took off to give protection over the Dunkirk beaches and surrounding areas at 10,000 to 15,000 feet. At that height they were unseen by the troops on the ground waiting for hours and even days to embark, while enduring attacks by German bombers and fighters. Our squadrons had to fly 60 to 90 miles to Dunkirk and then home again, limiting their time of protection for the beaches. They generally flew in pairs of squadrons and sometimes in three-, four- or even five-squadron wings. This concentration of strength could be operated over Dunkirk as there was time to assemble the formations, and we could choose when to go into action. Such large formations could not have played a significant part in the Battle of Britain, which needed the flexibility and speed of single or pairs of squadrons to provide a defensive shield. What a pity that this integration and co-operation could not have been repeated in the Battle of Britain two months later.


One of the problems for Air Vice-Marshal Keith Park, Commander of 11 Group who orchestrated the Fighter Command squadrons, was the tactical decision of whether to put in large formations at intervals or smaller wings as a continuous umbrella. The action was taking place 100 miles from his control centre with little effective RDF assistance.


In the 10 days over Dunkirk 80 of our pilots were killed or captured, and 106 aircraft were lost – some 25% of those engaged. The very high losses illustrate the intensity of the fighting against the Luftwaffe. These pilots and aircraft were lost from our squadrons which were desperately needed for the defence of Britain. Some of the rescued soldiers abused RAF personnel in the streets and public houses back home, quite wrongly believing that the RAF had not provided any air defence. But it is quite obvious that if Fighter Command had not been there to give protection, then there would have been little chance of saving even 30,000 men. The German Luftwaffe could have bombed all the boats out of existence at their leisure.


The fighting was very hard for many of the squadrons. For most of them it was the first time they had been in a major action and the first time they had met Me109s. The Me109 pilots were the masters of the ‘bounce’ and their battle experience of three previous spheres of air fighting was of great help to them. Many of our squadrons were blooded with quite high casualties. This was the first time that Me109 pilots had ‘tussled’ with our Spitfires and they must have viewed future operations against them with some trepidation. To my surprise they were less worried about the Hurricanes they met, believing that they were a lesser aircraft. There was nothing ‘lesser’ about the Hurricane pilots however as many of the Germans soon discovered. The two-seater Defiant fighters took part in the action with good results at first but with heavy casualties later on.


When France surrendered to the Germans after the evacuation from Dunkirk, Britain was completely on her own. The whole world believed that we too would have to surrender to the irresistible might of the Nazi war machine and come to an agreement with Hitler, or be invaded and occupied like the rest of Europe. In England US ambassador, Joseph Kennedy, advised President Roosevelt that Britain would be lost within six weeks, and that there was no point in sending any help.


Most of the British forces were now safely evacuated from the Continent and Hitler would need to consider an attack on England. The British accepted the challenge. In those days in 1940, as for many centuries previously, we were still an ‘Island Race’ with all that implied.


When the soldiers disembarked at Dover and other British harbours, they were defeated, demoralised and felt disgraced. But then, to their great astonishment, they were received by the English people as heroes. They were cheered, fed and clothed. This was the birth of what I call the Dunkirk spirit – a bonding of the people in defiance of enemy plans to attack and destroy us. While the French capitulated, some later to collaborate with the Germans, British morale rose to the heights. We all felt ‘Thank God, at last we are alone; now we can fight our own battles our own way’. There was no thought of surrender, except perhaps among the intellectuals. As far as the ordinary British people were concerned, the only German troops that would ever march past the Houses of Parliament in London would be as prisoners of war under guard.
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Our wartime leader Winston Churchill said: ‘It was not I that defied the military might of Germany, it was the British people. I was just the lion that gave the roar.’ It is an interesting thought that if the evacuation had been halted or failed, with over 200,000 British soldiers and airmen then held as prisoners of war on the Continent and with others captured elsewhere, perhaps our resolution would have faltered and we might have negotiated a peace settlement. Perhaps with their brave and costly action over Dunkirk, the RAF fighters had already won the first battle in the defence of Britain.


In June, when the French were close to surrender, Churchill loyally planned to send a number of our home-based Spitfire squadrons over to France to help in their fight against the Luftwaffe. After our serious losses over Dunkirk, Air Chief Marshal Sir Hugh Dowding realised the great danger to our own defence, and opposed Churchill’s plans in a letter to the Air Council explaining vividly the threat to Britain. He stated that if any more Fighter Command aircraft were sent to France he could not guarantee the defence in the air of our Country. Reluctantly Churchill heeded Dowding’s message and changed his mind; the squadrons so desperately needed were kept back and helped to defeat the Luftwaffe three months later.


Some historians have expressed the view that Hitler never seriously intended to invade England, but of course they weren’t with us in 1940. I can assure you that everyone in England believed that they would invade if they could. So did the captured Nazi German fighter pilots, who confidently expected to be freed within a few weeks of being shot down, as they were after the Battle of France. If these writers were correct then Hitler needlessly wasted more than 1,800 of his finest warplanes and more than 2,600 battle experienced aircrews, merely to try to frighten the British people into surrender, and in so doing lost valuable months which delayed his attack on Russia with disastrous results.





CHAPTER 4


Fighter Command and the Commanders


In 1936, at the age of 54, Air Marshal Sir Hugh Dowding was appointed Air Officer Commanding-in-Chief of Fighter Command, responsible for the Air Defence of Great Britain. During the following three years he was responsible for the introduction of the Radio Directional Finding (RDF) defence system, and brought into service the new eight-gun Hurricane and Spitfire fighter aircraft just in time for the outbreak of war with Germany in 1939. Prior to this, he had been Air Member for Research and Development responsible for the design and introduction of new aircraft and technology. He was promoted to Air Chief Marshal on 1st January 1937, and was the most senior officer on the active list in the RAF – senior in service to Air Chief Marshal Sir Cyril Newall, the Chief of Air Staff. He had a quiet, dour personality, which may explain his nickname of ‘Stuffy’. He was stubborn, always so in his fight for aircraft for Fighter Command – demanding the best machines and equipment for his pilots. There was a special bond between Dowding and his pilots; he deserved and received their affection and respect. He was not only an officer but he was always a gentleman, sometimes to his disadvantage. One criticism levelled against him was that he was slow to change direction in his defence tactics. Events proved him to be right in refusing to be swayed by over-rated and under-assessed Big Wing Philosophies.


In Fighter Command Dowding had one officer whom he knew he could trust to carry out his policies – his SASO Air Commodore Keith Park. With wisdom, in 1940 he appointed Park to be Air Officer Commanding 11 Group, with promotion to Air Vice-Marshal. Unfortunately Dowding had enemies at the Air Ministry and in Fighter Command. He was fighting a war on two fronts, in the air against the Luftwaffe and on the ground against air marshals and politicians. Fortunately for Britain, and indeed Europe, his fighter pilots gave the dedication and made the sacrifices that enabled him to win the battle. Dowding was charged with the defence of the Realm and it was to be a battle to defend Britain against the aerial might of Hitler’s Germany. If he lost, nothing else mattered and a thousand years of our heritage and democracy would be gone forever.


In 1939 Fighter Command had been trained and organised to meet bomber attacks from Germany over the North Sea, possibly escorted by twin-engine fighters. Fighter Command was equipped with short-range, single-engine fighters, Hurricanes and Spitfires, but these were purely defensive. They flew in squadrons of 12 aircraft, flights of 6 aircraft, and sections of 3 aircraft. The squadron was identified by its own call sign and each section was identified by its colour – red, blue, yellow or green. Individual aircraft were numbered according to their position in the section; I often flew as Red 2. The German bombers flew in units of three or five aircraft. We rehearsed attacks against RAF bombers using Fighter Command parade ground techniques with attacks numbered 1–9. With the new RDF stations being completed we could plot enemy formations up to 100 miles out over the North Sea, giving us adequate warning to get our squadrons in the air to intercept them over the coastline.


Air Chief Marshal Sir Hugh Dowding had planned and built up this defence organisation over several years. The system was the only one of its kind in the world. The country was divided into groups mostly directed at Germany and across the North Sea from where, prior to 10th May 1940, the bomber threat was expected. Each group controlled several sectors, which each in turn controlled up to 4 squadrons. The map on page 26 shows the location of the Group and Sector Stations.


* * *


The largest and most important group was 11 Group commanded by Air Vice-Marshal Keith Park, a New Zealander and a WWI fighter pilot of some distinction. At the age of 48, Park flew regularly in his personal Hurricane aircraft, visiting his fighter stations. He had the heart and instincts of a fighter pilot. After controlling the Fighter Command squadrons in pairs and wings over Dunkirk, he was easily the most experienced man in the RAF in the disposition and control of fighters in action. He had 21 squadrons for the defence of the south-east of England, and London, the Capital, and a crucial target. His group had 13 Hurricane squadrons and 6 Spitfire squadrons for the brunt of the day defence. There were also 2 Blenheim twin-engine night fighter squadrons, which battled on with inadequate speed and unreliable interception equipment to fight the night raiders with great courage in all kinds of weather. We were, of course, in the early days of working with this new, exciting, exasperating and highly secret equipment. Operating in the blackout made aircraft servicing and flying even more difficult for them.


At the outbreak of war in 1939, 12 Group had the important responsibility of defending the industrial Midlands against bomber attacks from Germany across the North Sea. It was commanded by Air Vice-Marshal Leigh-Mallory, 48 years old and a very ambitious senior officer who by 1940 had already enjoyed a successful climb up the ladder of promotion to take command of his Group in 1938. During WWI AVM Leigh-Mallory had been a specialist in army co-operation and continued with this specialisation in the Royal Air Force. In character, he was the opposite of Keith Park. He enjoyed the administrative side of his duties and was listed by the German Intelligence as the ‘Flying Sergeant’, more interested in administration than operational work. He commanded 11 day-fighter Squadrons, but had no previous fighter experience. The Group was equipped with 5 Hurricane and 6 Spitfire squadrons for day operations, and 2 Blenheim squadrons ready to defend the crucial Midlands industrial territory at night. It also had 1 Defiant squadron.
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No. 13 Group in the North was commanded by Air Vice-Marshal R E Saul, also a WWI pilot, with 7 Hurricane squadrons, 3 Spitfire squadrons, 1 Blenheim squadron and 1 of Defiants for the defence of the north-east of England, Scotland and the Naval anchorages. A vital attribute of the Group was that it received battle tired squadrons from 11 Group and restored and rebuilt them up to 11 Group standards for return to the south. The Air Officer Commanding loyally accepted this role, and Park reported on the quality of the refreshed squadrons that came back to him again into the real war from this Group.


No.13 Group could have expected to have been in action against Luftwaffe bomber formations coming over the north sea from Norway and Denmark. However, with the German blitzkrieg in May resulting in the surrender of France, and with the need for Luftwaffe bombers to have Me109 protection, the possibility of major bomber attacks over the territory was greatly reduced. In fact, after the heavy defeat on 15 August of a major raid, the Luftwaffe never attacked again in full force again in the north of England and Scotland and the defence of our naval anchorages still remained. With the limited number of squadrons to cover their streched territory, the RDF system was crucial for effective defence.


Just in time for the Battle in 1940, 10 Group commanded by Air Vice-Marshal Sir Quintin Brand, a WWI night fighting specialist, was formed to cover part of the south coast, south-west England and Wales. It was equipped with 3 Hurricane squadrons, 4 Spitfire squadrons, and 1 Blenheim squadron for night defence. Later on in the Battle, facing the common enemy across the Channel, 10 Group battled shoulder to shoulder with 11 Group, giving one another a natural and invaluable support. Because of the distance of their sectors from the Luftwaffe across the Channel, the pilots would normally expect to meet Me110 long-range fighters defending the German bombers, rather than the Me109s as faced by 11 Group squadrons.


In the early days most of the battles with the Luftwaffe were near the southern coasts of Britain, where in the main the 11 Group duties were convoy patrols over the Channel, which were very tiresome, flying over the sea at 2,000 feet in continuous circuits, but which was vital work for the protection of our shipping. Other Groups had similar convoy duties and also gave protection against small coastal raids.
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