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Preface





In 1996 the University of Edinburgh established a Centre for Second World War Studies attached to the Department of History. Designed to stimulate the study and discussion of all aspects of the history of the Second World War, the Centre also had the particular aim of breaking down the barriers between military, social and political history. It was in pursuit of this aim that we decided to organise a conference on the Battle of Britain as the foundation of a book intended to reassess established themes while opening up new ones.


Although so much had been written about the Battle – which by official British reckoning took place between 10 July and 31 October 1940 – we were eager first of all to discover the most recent thinking of the leading military historians on the subject, and to compare the views of British and German authorities. Mindful always of the human face of war we also invited two veterans of the Battle, Hans-Ekkehard Bob and Wallace Cunningham, to give their own personal recollections. Turning to the international implications, we approached historians of the United States, the Soviet Union and Japan with a request to analyse contemporary perceptions of the Battle in Washington, Moscow and Tokyo. With the aim of exploring the role of the Battle in British popular culture, we invited literary and cultural historians to discuss children’s fiction, pilots’ memoirs, feature film, public commemoration, and the conservation of historic sites. We have also added a chapter of our own.


At an early stage in the editing of this book we were fortunate to come across a remarkable documentary source: a complete set of the letters written by a young RAF pilot to his mother and father during the Battle of Britain. They were made available to us by their author, Nigel Rose, who very kindly agreed to our proposal to reprint them. All the other contributions to this book owe much to hindsight: the letters of Nigel Rose were written by a young man who did not know what would happen next or whether he would survive.


Our thanks as editors go firstly to all our contributors. For the financial assistance which made the conference possible we are grateful to Rolls-Royce, the Bank of Scotland, the Faculty of Arts Research Fund and the University of Edinburgh Development Fund. For additional help we are also grateful to the following: Ian Beckett, Bill Bond, Brian Bond, Horst Boog, Terry Cole, Sebastian Cox, Len Deighton, Alison Dick, Frances Dow, Brian Easdale, John Erickson, Jürgen Förster, Ronnie Galloway, Clive Gee, Tony Goodman, Sharon Lee, Michael Lynch, Gus Maclean, Anne McKelvie, David McWinnie, Andrew Newby, Andrew Skinner, David Stafford, George O. Sutherland, Judy Wakeling, and Wing-Commander John Young.


Finally we are greatly indebted to Will Sulkin and Jörg Hensgen of Pimlico for all their encouragement and guidance in the preparation of this book.


For kind permission to reproduce illustrations, the editors, authors and publishers wish to thank the following: Hulton Getty (1–5); Wallace Cunningham (6); Hans-Ekkehard Bob (7); Jonathan Littlejohn (8); Nigel Rose (9); Hodder and Stoughton Limited (11); Michael Fahie (12); RKO/The Kobal Collection (13); Rank/The Kobal Collection (14); United Artists/The Kobal Collection (15–17); Public Record Office (AIR 28/419) (18); English Heritage (19–20); Dean and Chapter of Westminster (21); Jeremy A. Crang (22).


Every effort has been made to trace and contact copyright holders. The publishers will be pleased to correct any mistakes or omissions in future editions.
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High Flight






Oh, I have slipped the surly bonds of Earth,


And danced the skies on laughter-silvered wings:


Sunward I’ve climbed and joined the tumbling mirth


Of sun-split clouds – and done a hundred things


You have not dreamed of – wheeled and soared and swung


High in the sunlit silence. Hov’ring there,


I’ve chased the shouting wind along and flung


My eager craft through footless halls of air.


Up, up the long delirious, burning blue


I’ve topped the wind-swept heights with easy grace,


Where never lark, or even eagle flew;


And while with silent lifting mind I’ve trod


The high untrespassed sanctity of Space,


Put out my hand, and touched the face of God.




   





                                        John Gillespie MacGee




























BRIAN BOND


Introduction





As a small boy I can just recall the dramatic events in the summer of 1940. Living some forty miles west of London I did not witness any ‘dog fights’, but well remember German bombers jettisoning their loads in the fields along the Thames valley near Marlow. An even more vivid impression was made on me by the hectic improvisations to resist invasion: tank traps, pillboxes, signposts removed or blacked out and fields strewn with old farm equipment to make glider landings more hazardous. These were exciting times, indeed more exciting than any event in the second half of the century, but what exactly was the ‘Battle of Britain’ and what was to be its historical and legendary significance? Was an attempted German invasion narrowly averted, as was generally believed at the time? Was this a triumph for the gallant outnumbered defenders against overwhelming odds? And was there even indeed an agreed beginning and end to the Battle?


These and many other issues are discussed in this stimulating and wide-ranging volume, which includes not only historical reappraisals from both sides, but also participants’ recollections and contemporary letters, foreign assessments and the creation of the heroic myth or legend of the Battle through the media of newsreels, films, fighter pilots’ own or ‘ghosted’ memoirs and – a more unusual angle – juvenile literature. There are also contributions on the various ways in which the Battle has been commemorated, and on the progress of schemes to preserve its physical legacy such as the fighter sector bases, control centres and radar stations.


The chronology and epic status of the Battle of Britain were quickly established at home, notably through the media of newsreels, but also by a remarkable essay in near-contemporary history. In March 1941 HMSO published (anonymously) Hilary St George Saunders’s thirty-two-page booklet The Battle of Britain, which sold 300,000 copies on the day of publication and perhaps as many as fifteen million in all. Saunders stressed the glamour of the Royal Air Force and the valiant sacrifices of its young pilots – ‘the Few’. In a graphic yet restrained style he provided a remarkably fair and accurate account of the British side; though without of course mentioning radar or the details of the control and communications system which had made the successful defence possible. But he was necessarily far less informative about the German side; nor could he assess the contribution of the Battle to the broader development of the war. His greatest achievement was surely to imbue the British people with belief in the Churchillian slogan that this had been their ‘finest hour’, while at the same time conveying a sense of the island’s heroic resistance and assured survival in the United States.


Although the RAF had much earlier warning than the Luftwaffe that it might have to play the leading role in the defence of Britain – indeed this had been its top priority since the mid-1930s – neither service was well prepared for the actual battle in the late summer of 1940.


The Luftwaffe, as Klaus A. Maier stresses, was badly suited for this strategic mission since its recent and very successful experience had involved the close tactical support of ground operations. In 1939 a report by General Felmy, commanding Luftflotte 2, concluded that a strategic air offensive against Britain could not be launched before 1942, when his force would possess long-range bombers. If war with Britain occurred before this time, he advocated a pure terror-bombing offensive against London and other cities.


The German conquest of Norway, the Low Countries and France radically improved the Luftwaffe’s geo-strategic position, but since Hitler expected Britain to make peace he issued no planning directive in the critical weeks after Dunkirk. At the end of June, still assuming that Britain’s defeat was only a matter of time, General Jodl recommended a limited air offensive to eliminate the RAF and its aircraft industry to prevent further raids against Germany. A landing was only to be carried out as the final blow when Britain’s war economy had been paralysed and her air force destroyed. Only on 16 July did Hitler issue a directive for the all-out attack on Britain culminating in invasion, but in succeeding days his service leaders, especially Admiral Raeder, cast doubt on the feasibility of amphibious operations, and Hitler himself allowed that other plans might be necessary. As early as 31 July, at his Berghof conference, Hitler gave clear operational instructions for an offensive against the Soviet Union. A week later Goebbels confided to his diary that although the main air assault on Britain was about to begin, ‘Invasion [is] not planned.’ Goering was optimistic that his Luftwaffe could knock out Britain in daylight attacks, but never took any interest in a landing operation. Thus Germany began her first independent strategic air offensive with hastily improvised plans and an incredibly tight schedule, given that after mid-September adverse weather was likely to rule out a Channel crossing.


Germany’s strategic dilemmas and inadequate practical preparations, due largely to Hitler’s procrastination, were little understood across the Channel, where, as Malcolm Smith shows, the island’s vulnerability to air attack was causing profound anxiety. At the outbreak of war Fighter Command had only thirty-five squadrons for home defence – a front line of about 420 aircraft with a further 300 in reserve. Against them the Air Staff reckoned that the Luftwaffe could muster 1,650 medium-range bombers; an exaggeration but still the disparity was alarming. Germany’s conquests in the spring of 1940 transformed the British situation for the worse, giving the enemy bases from northern Norway to the Bay of Biscay, reducing her bombers’ range, and permitting single-engined and twin-engined fighters to escort the bombers in large numbers.


Fighter Command had lost heavily in the Battle of France, but at least the return of its survivors raised the front-line strength to more than 700, the majority of them Hurricanes or Spitfires. Still, the calculation of probable losses against a sustained offensive looked daunting: Fighter Command might lose virtually its entire front-line force every five weeks with the aircraft industry targeted to prevent re-equipment. On the credit side, fighter production exceeded 400 a month for the first time in June 1940 and this output was maintained for the rest of the year. The worst problem, however, seemed to lie in the supply of pilots, in view of the heavy losses in France and the expansion of Fighter Command. The size of the peacetime RAF had been too small to provide a pool of trained pilots to man a 700-aircraft force, and it would take at least eighteen months to build up an adequate reserve. Smith detects ‘a slight smell of panic about this’, but shortage of pilots was indeed to pose an acute problem at the height of the Battle. On the eve of the Battle, in July 1940, Air Marshal Dowding had sufficient pilots to put between 600 and 700 fighters in the air against an attacking force of more than 1,000 bombers, over 300 dive-bombers, 800 single-engined and 250 twin-engined fighters. On this calculation, and leaving aside the unproven factor of Britain’s radar defences, Churchill’s rhetoric about a battle against the odds does not seem exaggerated.


From the German viewpoint, however, Horst Boog’s account suggests that the whole enterprise was a rash undertaking. He also proposes a different chronology from standard British histories, with the first main battle stage from 8 August until 5 September involving an attempt to reduce Britain’s fighter defences in preparation for a possible invasion; and a second general phase from 6 September until May 1941 which consisted of a general bombing operation against the economy and civilian morale. Thus, in the German table of events, 15 September holds no special place as the turning point in the Battle. Boog develops further the point that the Luftwaffe’s leaders, including General Hans Jeschonnek, the Chief of Staff, were sceptical from the start about an invasion attempt and instead issued orders for an attack on the enemy air force, its ground organisation and armament industry as a precondition for a successful air war against merchant shipping and the war economy. But Goering, though also sceptical about an invasion attempt, was obliged to forbid attacks on southern coastal ports because they might be needed by the German landing forces. Hitler’s directive issued on 1 August ordered the Luftwaffe to be prepared to play a full part in a projected invasion (Operation Sealion), but, as Boog shows, the Luftwaffe had loosened its commitment to such an operation even before 13 August by attempting to attack a variety of targets not directly related to securing the crossing of the Channel.


He contends that, despite unexpectedly heavy losses, the Luftwaffe enjoyed considerable success against Fighter Command and its airfields until Hitler, provoked by the British bombing of Berlin, ordered a drastic change of strategy on 7 September in favour of concentration on the destruction of London and other cities. This proved to be a self-inflicted blow or ‘own goal’ which gave a critical advantage to the defenders. This judgement is supported by the pilots’ accounts from both sides in this volume. Ten days later Sealion was postponed, and in effect abandoned, because the Luftwaffe could not establish air superiority.


Boog sees the main reasons for German failure as: poor Intelligence, especially as regards the radar system and its value to the defenders; shortage of trained pilots; the inferior performance of German fighters (the Me 110) or their misuse as escorts to slow bombers (the Me 109); and the bombers’ inadequate loads, ranges and accuracy. In its first, experimental independent mission the Luftwaffe was found to have greatly overestimated the effects of bombing. Failure to achieve any of its objectives dealt a severe blow to the Luftwaffe’s prestige and had fatal indirect consequences, one of which was that Jeschonnek welcomed the planned campaign against the Soviet Union because he believed that the Luftwaffe would repeat its earlier triumphs in close co-operation with the army.


As for the British view, Sebastian Cox stresses that in late August and early September 11 Group came perilously close to collapse with six of the seven sector stations extensively damaged. Pilot losses of 120 per week could not have been sustained. But the strain on both pilots and aircraft was greatly eased by the German decision to switch the weight of attack on to London. These attacks were much easier for Fighter Command to counter and virtually ensured that the Luftwaffe would lose the Battle. He argues that Beaverbrook’s claims to have played a decisive role by speeding up the production of aircraft were inflated and that much credit should go to such unsung heroes as Sir Wilfrid Freeman and Lord Swinton. On the celebrated ‘big wing’ controversy, Cox states that Keith Park’s assessment was tactically correct and criticises Sir Hugh Dowding for not resolving the dispute between 11 and 12 Groups. He also suggests that the Air Council had sound reasons for the dismissal of Dowding in November 1940.


As we should expect, the Soviet Union, the United States and Japan viewed – and still view – the Battle of Britain from very different perspectives, and none has shown a scholarly historical interest in its operations comparable to that of the main protagonists. As Sergei Kudryashov shows, Soviet newspapers and periodicals covered the campaign in detail and with a neutral stance: Pravda, for example, printed more than 300 factual reports in 1940 and 1941 (before Operation Barbarossa). The Soviet Union was also receiving military intelligence from its sources in the United Kingdom while Maisky, the Soviet ambassador, reported conversations with such leading figures as Lord Beaverbrook, the Minister of Aircraft Production, and Sir Archibald Sinclair, the Secretary for Air. After 1945 objective interest in the Battle of Britain rapidly fell victim to the Cold War. A popular interpretation was that Hitler’s attack on Britain was an exercise in deception since his real enemy throughout was the Soviet Union. Hitler could have defeated Britain but chose not to: ‘the road to London went via Moscow’. It was the Soviet Union which had saved Britain. With the thaw in the Cold War Soviet historians paid more attention to British resistance, but tended to focus on the Anglo-German conflict in general, and the air war in particular, before Barbarossa. Political correctness dictated that sympathy towards the RAF and the British people should be combined with sharp criticism of the political elite for its appeasement of Hitler.


The end of the Cold War has not as yet brought any marked change in Russian approaches to the Battle of Britain; indeed a recent official history of the Great Patriotic War does not even mention it as an important event. At the very least, the opening of Soviet archives should soon lead to a renewal of interest in the connection between the Battle of Britain and Barbarossa. As the author fairly concludes, ‘We will never know how Hitler would have responded had British resistance been less obstinate and resolute. The fact of the matter is that Britain did not give up and Hitler was eventually trapped in a war on two fronts while Stalin got a valuable ally.’


Richard P. Hallion, in his detailed and wide-ranging account of American reactions, places the subject firmly in the contexts of American domestic politics and inter-service rivalries. He states boldly that the perceived German failure greatly encouraged the pro-British interventionist lobby, set the stage for Anglo-American military co-operation and planning, and launched the United States on the road to rearmament. These trends may be clear in the longer term, but in 1940 isolationism remained strong and a year after the Battle of Britain effectively ended (i.e. in mid-September 1941), the United States seemed almost as far as ever from armed intervention.


In a crucial respect American service leaders found it very difficult to profit from the British experience because their own strategic position was so different. Their home territory seemed virtually invulnerable to a serious attack, with the corollary that their own operational strategy was strongly orientated towards the offensive. For this reason, Hallion suggests, American planners may have missed lessons from the British defence system, based on radar, which might have prevented the disaster at Pearl Harbor.


However, the Battle of Britain was a godsend to the US Army Air Corps as proving the value of a powerful, independent air force. Had Dowding not enjoyed considerable influence with the War Cabinet and a large measure of independence from Bomber Command, not to mention from the other two services, it is possible that Fighter Command’s reserves would have been used up, to no effect, in the Battle of France. Conversely, one of the main reasons for the Luftwaffe’s failure was judged to be that for too long its organisation and doctrine had been subordinated to the needs of the German army. The Luftwaffe, in short, was not a genuine strategic force, but basically ‘an army corps commander’s supporting arm writ large’. The vision of an independent American air force was eventually realised in 1947.


Theodore F. Cook shows that although the Battle of Britain was thoroughly reported by the Japanese attachés in London, the Tripartite Pact with Germany and Italy in September 1940 meant that accounts of the RAF’s victories over the Luftwaffe were not well received in Tokyo. The failure of the Germans to launch an invasion of Britain did, at least, discourage thoughts of a Japanese invasion of Hong Kong and the Malay peninsula in the summer of 1940. In the longer term, Britain’s survival reduced Japan’s chances of attaining her objectives in the Pacific, and eventually her homeland was exposed to air attacks. But these lessons were hidden from her leaders in 1940.


The book also includes the recollections of a Luftwaffe and an RAF veteran, and the previously unpublished letters of a young British pilot to his parents. Their accounts serve to show the difficulty of recalling the details of combat, so fast and confused were these encounters. Wallace Cunningham, the Scottish ace whose dry sense of humour can be savoured, mentions, for example, that his squadron of Spitfires was equipped with two 20-mm Hispano Cannon, which were immensely destructive but held only sixty rounds – six seconds’ firing if there were no stoppages. He and the other British pilot represented here, Nigel Rose, refer frequently to the frustration caused by their guns jamming.


Hans-Ekkehard Bob joined the Luftwaffe in 1936 and flew various types of Me 109s in some 2,000 sorties, more than half of them combat missions. He recalls no feelings of hostility towards British pilots during the battles in 1940 and was puzzled as to why the two nations were at war. Unlike his superiors, Bob considered an invasion of Britain feasible because there were only a few British fighter planes left in the sky. He blames Goering for strategic errors which pushed the Luftwaffe on to the defensive at a very early stage. He recalls that, in contrast to the myth of idyllic weather, flying conditions were often bad, and he is critical of the tactics which so handicapped the German fighters. Forced to fly at the bombers’ slow speed, ‘we wobbled along like limping ducks’. He and his comrades were shocked by the effectiveness of the enemy’s radar system. He was not conscious at the time that Eagle Day, 13 August, was of any special significance – it was just another hazardous day in the campaign. He does, however, recall that he thought the switch to the bombing of London on 7 September was a fatal error; but he is mistaken in believing that British aviation production had been ‘ruined’ by that date. Herr Bob’s conclusion that ‘war makes neither winners nor conquerors, only losers’ perhaps owes more to contemporary reflections than to feelings on either side of the Channel in 1940. The Luftwaffe’s failure to overcome Britain’s defences was only a serious setback, but the eventual, indirect outcome was a very definite defeat for Germany.


Wallace Cunningham’s droll, laconic and modest recollections are usefully supplemented by extracts from squadron combat reports which reveal some details of his distinguished record. Flying with 19 Squadron from Duxford, he comments on the report for 3 September: ‘This was an unhappy occasion. We were late on arrival and North Weald was caught with aircraft on the ground refuelling … We had some victories but did not prevent the bombing. Moreover, the majority of cannons did not fire their complement.’ Four days later the Duxford Wing flew its first offensive patrol with three squadrons and encountered an enemy force of twenty bombers escorted by fifty fighters. While allowing that the ‘big wing’ strategy, favoured by Leigh-Mallory in 12 Group, had its merits, Cunningham doubts whether letting the Wing increase in squadrons was always the best way of intercepting enemy formations. On 19 September, for example, the squadrons were scrambled three times, on the first two occasions without success. The Duxford Wing illustrates the international composition of Fighter Command: 242 Squadron was Canadian, 310 Czech, and 19 contained Czechs, New Zealanders, Canadians, South Africans, Rhodesians, English and three Scots.


Cunningham wisely concludes with reflections on the fallibility of memory: ‘old men’s memories do a lot of editing’. But he believes he and his comrades were conscious of their privilege and responsibility in defending the country: it was dangerous, exciting and fulfilling. He experienced no sense of finality or victory in September 1940; on the contrary, night operations in the succeeding Blitz were even more demanding, frustrating and hazardous.


Nigel Rose is another surviving Spitfire pilot, whose regular letters to his parents capture the offhand, authentic experience of young pilots at the time. Rose now views the letters as surprisingly immature for a twenty-two-year-old – more like the chatter of a sixteen-year-old caught reading Biggies under the blankets with a fading torch! Interestingly, he rates himself as a good pilot but a mediocre fighter because he lacked sufficient aggression. He also notes in retrospect an amazing lack of discretion in his letters regarding security.


From mid-August Rose flew from a station near Tangmere, which he saw heavily bombed by Junkers 87s. On 16 August he encountered about ‘50 Jerries and I had my baptism of firing’. He believes he ‘got his man’. ‘It was terrifically exciting and I’m darned if I can remember what happened at the time.’ Like Cunningham, he expresses shame and frustration in being forced to return with unfired guns. By 5 September he admitted to being ‘a wee bit tired’. The previous day his flight had tackled about twenty Me 110s some fifteen miles out to sea from Beachy Head. ‘It was colossal fun, and we played around for about ten minutes.’ Later in the letter he added, ‘Boy! This certainly is the life!’ A week later his plane was shot up and he was slightly wounded due to a brief lapse of concentration. He resumed flying in October and records that he fired in error at a Spitfire and was himself the target of ‘friendly’ AA fire. Finally, on 8 December he mentions that there was a glut of pilots so that it was hard to get a flight, whereas at the height of the Battle there had been a serious shortage.


There can be very few people alive today whose notions of what constitutes the Battle of Britain have been formed entirely, or even mainly, from personal experience or knowledge of historical sources. Films, newsreels, memoirs and a variety of imaginative literature have contributed to our sense of what it must have been like, whether experienced from the cockpit, as a spectator on the ground, or from the comfort of an armchair.


Owen Dudley Edwards contributes a fascinating insight into one of the less obvious imaginative sources – juvenile literature – taking as one of his themes ‘The Battle of Britain was won on the playing fields of Greyfriars’. His starting point is the demise of many of the most popular juvenile papers on the eve of the Battle due to the paper shortage, which was exacerbated by the Nazi conquest of Norway. All but two of Lord Camrose’s extensive ‘stable’, including the Magnet and the Gem, were sacrificed. But the prodigious output of the journalist Frank Richards had already influenced the mentalités of the 200,000 annual readers of the Gem and Magnet who were young enough to fight or experience the Battle of Britain. In May 1940 Richards had vividly anticipated the Battle with the attack of a ‘Hun raider’ on a Channel trawler. Harry Wharton, Johnny Bull and their pals were ecstatic witnesses of the action and all wanted to join the RAF.


But this was only a late, prophetic episode in a genre of air adventure stories which had proliferated, especially from the pen of Captain W.E. Johns, creator of Biggies, since the 1920s. Consequently, Magnet readers fought the Battle of Britain with a stock of ideas and attitudes which would stand them in good stead. They knew, for example, that they should not take authority seriously, but not openly flout it. They knew they should not expect rationality, or be surprised by injustice. They understood the value of laughter and comradeship; above all they were confident of victory. Indeed, in Dudley Edwards’s memorable phrases: ‘Their training deprived them of the means of envisaging defeat. Lord Camrose had killed them all on the eve of the Battle of Britain. So they went out and won it.’


The essay discusses the influence of the Chalet School series by Elinor Brent-Dyer, which stressed that even in the midst of war moral purposes must be kept to the fore. Thus it was vital to discriminate between the Nazis and good Germans. Even before it was fought, she had imaginatively placed the Battle of Britain in the moral context of the defence of Jews and of all other true religions. Richmal Crompton’s William Brown also makes an appearance, usually creating mischief and mayhem, but in one fable supposedly representing the virtues of England against the evils of Nazism. Dudley Edwards concludes with a discussion of the work of Captain W.E. Johns, the writer of juvenile literature on air adventure and air warfare par excellence. Johns was obliged to bring his hero, Biggies, into the Second World War and he enters the Battle of Britain in a volume of short stories entitled Spitfire Parade, but, Dudley Edwards suggests, he could not break free from his own experience in 1914–18. Consequently, ‘Biggies made the Battle of Britain an event in the First World War.’ Far more remarkable, he argues, was the creation by Johns of a prototype feminist heroine, Worrals, a pilot who takes part in combat and shoots down an enemy aircraft.


What was air combat in the Battle of Britain really like and how wide is the gulf between myth and reality? Under the apt sub-heading of ‘Writing in the Sky’, Angus Calder explores these questions through an analysis of three influential books: Richard Hillary’s The Last Enemy (1942), Douglas Bader’s memoirs (written up by Paul Brickhill) in Reach for the Sky (1954), and Peter Townsend’s essay in historical objectivity, Duel of Eagles (1970). All contain vivid descriptions of dogfights, but Calder is sceptical about their accuracy and tone. We are convinced by these and similar accounts because we have known instinctively that this is how things must have been since we saw the first films or newsreels or read about air warfare in childhood. Hillary and his fellow pilots were beneficiaries of ancient traditions of romance and chivalry updated to ‘knights of the air’ in the First World War and given a powerful boost in 1940 as a ‘duel of eagles’ or the gallant ‘few’ defenders against the many (ungallant) attackers. RAF pilots were also comfortably associated with imperial heroism. Calder cannot accept this version as history: in air combat in 1940 there were only three options – kill, be killed or run away. Even ‘leftish literary intellectuals’ were seduced by the romance of the air, as shown by their acceptance of Hillary’s highly imaginative and contrived book as authentic. Though lacking the vivid descriptions of combat in the books discussed by Calder, the contributions of Cunningham, Rose and Bob in this volume convey a more accurate idea of ‘what it was really like’.


Tony Aldgate pursues the same theme of the necessary gap between reality and media presentation in his account of the treatment of the Battle of Britain in films between the Second World War and 1969. Film, he reminds us, ‘is not some unadulterated reflection of historical  truth captured faithfully by the camera’. Quite the contrary, the factual history of the Battle has been largely marginalised in favour of creating or cultivating its legend. Aldgate cites a British newsreel of October 1940 entitled ‘All in a Fighter’s Day’s Work’ whose tone and language closely resembles that of a sporting fixture (one could easily substitute ‘taking wickets’ or ‘bagging pheasants’ for destroying Messerschmitts), and ends with the modest, well-mannered pilots enjoying a cup of tea. At precisely the same time the American series the March of Time presented a much more rhetorical and jazzed-up version. British films soon emulated the Americans’ style, not least in celebrating the Battle of Britain as a morale-boosting victory. Dangerous Moonlight (1941) and The First of the Few (1942) made lasting contributions to the legend, which, to some degree, have influenced all filmgoers. We know that they are in many respects inaccurate and unhistorical: yet we want to believe them. By the late 1960s, when Battle of Britain was filmed, a more informative, questioning and anti-heroic account was called for. Much more emphasis was now placed on the wrangles between senior commanders, the important contribution of women, the significance of radar and the value of plastic surgery in rebuilding terribly disfigured pilots’ faces and bodies. Despite numerous factual errors the film constitutes ‘as rich a source on the subject as historians are likely to find’ in that medium.


1940, as Adrian Gregory remarks, was a ‘memorable’ year and one would like to believe that, sixty years on, most adult Britons – and many children – will have a general knowledge of the dramatic series of events from Dunkirk to the Blitz with the Battle of Britain at the centre. Yet Battle of Britain Day, 15 September, has never come close to matching 11 November, Armistice Day, in the national consciousness. Although the bulk of Gregory’s paper is devoted to showing in detail how the Battle has been commemorated, both in tangible ways and ceremonially, he remains puzzled that it has not received a higher profile or aroused the intense devotion that might have been expected. After all, as he remarks with pardonable exaggeration, it was a significant victory, ‘among the two or three truly important British successes in any major war’. Various explanations are offered. Although the Battle was overwhelmingly a triumph for Fighter Command, Bomber Command and the other branches of the service were far from inactive during the critical months of 1940. Gregory suggests that there was a preference for the commemoration of the RAF as a whole rather than just Fighter Command. Also the romantic emphasis on the ‘few’, which was so much a feature of propaganda at the time, in the longer term made the Battle of Britain harder to portray and commemorate as a national achievement. It could further be argued that this success occurred too early in the war and was more of a deliverance from invasion than a victory or even a guarantee of future victory. There was no clear and decisive break between the Battle of Britain and the Blitz; things got worse rather than better and it would take another year at least before the threat of invasion could finally be discounted.


Students of history, and especially military history, have become increasingly concerned to preserve physical evidence of the past as commemorative monuments, as components of our ‘heritage’ and, above all, for educational purposes. As Jeremy Lake and John Schofield remark in their contribution on conservation, it is easy to make the case for famous sites associated with the Battle of Britain, such as the fighter sector stations at Kenley or Biggin Hill which clearly contribute to our understanding of the Battle. But is a link with the Battle sufficient justification for preserving an otherwise undistinguished site or building? The authors explain the rigorously selective criteria for statutory protection. Rarity alone may be sufficient to ensure preservation. For example, only sixty-one heavy anti-aircraft gunsites out of nearly 1,000 survive in anything like their original form. The Chain Home radar mast which survives at Stenigot in Lincolnshire is a unique example of its type and has recently been listed. Sector airfields such as Biggin Hill, Kenley, North Weald and Debden, though much changed by wartime damage and post-war developments, all display interesting features. Debden, for example, ‘has retained much of its 1930s character with much of the flying field and perimeter still intact’. Tangmere, whose near-total destruction on 16 August was witnessed by Nigel Rose, keeps its deserted and ruined control tower ‘as a lonely icon on the edge of the original flying field’. Duxford, one of the best-preserved examples of a Second World War airfield in Britain, is now famous as the home of one of Europe’s leading aviation museums. The underground operations room at RAF Uxbridge, the ‘nerve centre’ of 11 Group’s operations in 1940, has survived and its famous ‘tote board’ and plotting table have recently been restored. Lake and Schofield conclude their survey by stressing that, in addition to the obvious importance of these sites and buildings as memorials of the defiant defence of Britain in 1940, they also merit preservation in relation to the history of technology and warfare.


In a stimulating and original survey, Paul Addison and Jeremy Crang examine the national dimensions of what was truly ‘a battle of many nations’. Although London and south-eastern England bore the brunt of the Battle, many other areas experienced the anxiety caused by frequent air alarms and random raids if not prolonged periods of intensive bombing. Most British citizens seem to have felt involved in what was widely believed to be the prelude to a German invasion and a threat to national survival. Wales and Scotland both counted as components of the ‘strategic heartland’ in terms of extensive beach defences. An enhanced sense of national unity was movingly evident in donations to the Spitfire Fund, with a small Welsh village raising the sum of £5,000 which was officially stated to be the cost of a single aircraft. This essay also shows that all regions of the United Kingdom contributed to the total of just under 3,000 combat fliers who qualify for membership of the ‘few’. From a sample of 1,027 pilots whose birthplace has been established, thirteen came from Northern Ireland, thirty from Wales and eighty-five from Scotland.


The imperial contribution included some of the best and bravest pilots: among the top ten aces were two New Zealanders and an Australian. New Zealand also of course provided Keith Park, commander of 11 Group, which endured the most concentrated and prolonged attacks. In addition, although the United States remained neutral, American public opinion was seen to respond positively to Britain’s gallant resistance. The British government, for its part, dispensed with the oath of allegiance to the King to facilitate the entry of American pilots into the RAF.


The authors make the important point that Britain not only received help from Europe (notably in the form of 145 Polish and 88 Czech pilots), but also avowedly fought in part for the continent; victory in 1940 would mark the first step in the struggle to liberate Nazi-occupied Europe. The Battle of Britain may consequently be viewed as a triumph for an independent island fortress at the heart of a world-wide empire, but also as showing that Britain’s future was inextricably linked with that of Western Europe.


In his clear and judicious summing up, Richard Overy reminds us that in 1940 ‘neither side invested the air conflict with the weight of historical significance that it has borne in the sixty years since it was fought’. Without seeking in any way to debunk the British defensive achievement, it now seems reasonable to suggest that the German operational performance was better than might have been expected, given the handicaps placed on the Luftwaffe by Hitler and its own High Command. A German victory, contrary to the British myth, would have been ‘against the odds’. Even had the Luftwaffe attained command of the air over south-eastern England it is far from certain that an invasion would have succeeded.


‘There is no reason to believe that Hitler was not serious about the invasion plan,’ Overy concludes, but the schedule was very tight. Hitler made up his mind only as circumstances unfolded and it became clear well before mid-September that the necessary command in the air over southern England and the Channel would not be achieved. Hitler and his service chiefs knew that it would be disastrous to attempt invasion and to fail. By the end of 1940 it seemed clear, even to pessimists like Harold Nicolson, that Britain had managed to avoid losing the war, but it was far from obvious how it could actually be won and what modest role Britain could play. Nevertheless, for the besieged and battered population the Battle of Britain became the symbol of defiance and as such remained ‘a necessary battle for British self-esteem and international credibility’.



















PART ONE


BEFORE THE BATTLE

























KLAUS A. MAIER


The Luftwaffe





Preparations and Assumptions, 1933–9


With Reichsmarschall Hermann Goering as Air Minister and Commander-in-Chief of the Luftwaffe, the connection between the Luftwaffe and the Nazi regime is a striking one. It might therefore be supposed that German air doctrine was dominated by the Nazi ideology of a ‘total war’. But Nazi Germany never built up a strategic air force comparable to British Bomber Command or the US Army Air Forces. Due partly to technological difficulties and poor production management, but mainly to Nazi foreign policy, the role of the Luftwaffe was a tactical one.1


During the second half of the 1930s Hitler’s aggressive foreign policy underwent a fundamental change. He had originally hoped to conquer Lebensraum (living space) for the German people in the east, either in alliance with Britain or at least with her standing aside. He now realised that the British government was trying to halt his drive to the east by containing Nazi foreign policy within a general European peace settlement. From that time on Hitler’s ambitions faced the risk of a major European war against Britain and her allies; this is also undoubtedly the reason why Hitler, refusing to give up his long-cherished Lebensraum dream, had to mobilise German resources as fast as possible. He had to wage a succession of short wars before the Western powers were sufficiently prepared to intervene successfully. Timing became all important.


Hitler’s Blitzkrieg concept, which he once described as ‘applying military force and thereby taking big risks’, became the guiding rule for further German air armament. In April 1937 Goering ordered a final stop to the development of all four-engined bombers. Because he calculated that the German aircraft industry could produce two and a half twin-engined bombers for every one four-engined aircraft, Goering gave priority to quantity over quality. He thus committed the Luftwaffe to a medium-range air force which eventually proved ill adapted to a strategic air offensive against Britain.


Hitler’s decision to intervene in the Spanish Civil War on the side of General Franco was welcomed by Goering as an opportunity to test his Luftwaffe under combat conditions. Owing to Franco’s lack of heavy weapons, the Legion Condor was engaged mainly in close air support operations. Under its Chief of Staff and last commander, Wolfram Freiherr von Richthofen, the Legion developed a very effective tactical method for this sort of action, but it was also engaged in strategic air operations. According to a report written during the summer of 1938 the Legion had attacked the following objectives: the enemy air force; units of war production; government quarters and the civilian population; supplies and transportation; troops in transit and those in the front line. As for the attacks on civilians, it was reported that the population had been impressed and terrorised by successive air attacks. In general, the reports ascribed the collapse of morale to the lack of discipline and organisation among Spanish workers.2 The destruction of the small town of Guernica in April 1937 is even now considered by many to be a classic case of terror-bombing.


This widespread fear of the German air menace prevented the British political and military leadership from making a clear-headed analysis and realistic evaluation of the Luftwaffe’s real striking power in a strategic air war. It thus had a fatal effect on British foreign policy, above all during the Czech crisis in the autumn of 1938. On 29 September of that year, when the crisis was at its peak, the military intelligence section of the British War Office (MI5) circulated a warning that at the very moment that Britain declared war on Germany, the Luftwaffe would attack London.3 Chamberlain shared this view, justifying the policy which led to the bloodless British defeat at Munich by reference to the German air threat.4


In May 1939 the intelligence section of the Luftwaffe General Staff believed that the Third Reich was the only state that had advanced to a conception of total air war in both offensive and defensive respects. Following on from this, the intelligence section pointed out that during the Czech crisis the Luftwaffe had been able to exert enormous political pressure; thus it did not have to prove its real striking power in actual combat. It was also believed that the Western powers, because of their democratic constitutions and parliamentary systems, were less flexible in their political and military decision-making processes than the authoritarian German Führer state. This prejudice led to the hazardous prophecy that although the Western powers were bound by treaties and promises to Eastern Europe, a conflict in this region could be localised.5


A three-day staff manoeuvre by Luftflotte 2, which was earmarked for wartime air operations against Britain, gave clear indications of the technical and tactical shortcomings of the Luftwaffe for such operations. The fleet commmander, General Felmy, criticised chiefly the slow progress in tactical training caused by the rapid expansion of the Luftwaffe. His report concluded that a strategic air offensive against Britain could not be launched until 1942, when the Luftwaffe would possess long-range bombers or when the Wehrmacht had captured forward air bases in the Netherlands or France. But if war with Britain should occur before this time, Felmy wanted the Luftwaffe to attack London and other British population centres in a pure terror-bombing offensive.


Felmy’s anticipation of the decisive results of such an offensive, like the anticipation of the intelligence section, rested upon experience gained during the Czech crisis. The digging of slit trenches in public parks and the handing out of gas masks in London in September 1938 was seen by Felmy as an indication of a high degree of war hysteria in Britain – in contrast to the situation in Germany. He proposed to exploit this hysteria in case of war.6 The operations section of the Luftwaffe General Staff was less optimistic about the political results to be obtained by terror-bombing London alone, but it too hoped that the continuous bombing of industrial centres, even by small units, would eventually lead to a collapse of morale in large areas of Britain.


On 22 August 1939 Hitler told his Wehrmacht commanders that the attack on Poland would be solely a matter of nerve. He said, ‘I have always taken big risks. And also now I run a big risk.’7 Four days later he wrote to Mussolini: ‘As neither France nor Britain can achieve any decisive successes in the West, and as Germany, as a result of the agreement with Russia, will have all her forces free in the East after the defeat of Poland, and as air supremacy is undoubtedly on our side, I do not shrink from solving the Eastern question even at the risk of complications in the West.’8


When Hitler initiated hostilities in September 1939, he had at his disposal a Luftwaffe that had become the force best suited for his Blitzkrieg strategy of short continental campaigns. On 3 September 1939 Britain and France declared war on Germany; as a deterrent force the Luftwaffe had failed.


At first, however, Hitler found this situation quite acceptable, as the Western powers did not launch a major attack and the Wehrmacht was able to subdue Poland quickly. While the last military resistance in Warsaw and Modlin collapsed under the ruthless attacks of the Luftwaffe, most of the German units which had taken part in the Polish campaign were already being transferred to the west.


Apart from the need to maintain the fighting strength of the Luftwaffe for the decisive battle with the Western powers, Hitler’s hope of a ‘reversal of alliances’ led him to prosecute the air war against Britain with great restraint, though stepping it up by degrees. The German air commands were ordered to leave the responsibility for initiating air attacks clearly to Britain and France.





Prelude to the Battle of Britain: October 1939–July 1940


In October 1939 Hitler decided, against the opposition of the army leaders, to attack in the west at the earliest possible opportunity. On 9 October he explained his ideas to the commanders-in-chief in a long memorandum.9 Basing his arguments on the assertions that the military utilisation of German national strength (Volkskraft) had reached a level ‘which no efforts can improve significantly, in the short term at any rate’, and that the increase in German military strength to be expected in the next few years could be matched, not indeed by France but probably by the British, Hitler pressed for quick exploitation of current German superiority now that the successful campaign in Poland had given Germany the possibility, which for decades she had longed for in vain, of fighting a war on a single front. Time was very probably working for the Western powers. Among the resulting dangers for Germany, Hitler described the disruption of production in the Ruhr by air attacks as the ‘most serious and greatest danger’; a halt in production there could not be compensated for elsewhere, and ‘sooner or later’ would inevitably lead to the collapse of Germany’s war economy and her defensive strength.


When the German attack in the west began on 10 May 1940 after numerous postponements, caused mostly by the weather, the Luftwaffe had about 1,180 bombers, 341 dive-bombers, 970 fighters, and 270 heavy fighters ready for action.10 Although the Allies should have been warned by reports of the use of the Luftwaffe in Poland, the Luftwaffe succeeded in surprising their air units on the ground as well as their air command centres. As no persistent Allied attacks on the Ruhr took place, most of the fighter units assigned to defend it were transferred to the operations area and used to achieve air supremacy there and to support the army. As had already happened in the case of Warsaw, the Luftwaffe was used without regard to civilian casualties. When strong resistance in Rotterdam threatened to delay the quick occupation of Holland, Goering ordered a concentrated air attack on the city on 13 May to force an early capitulation.


After the defeat of France the Luftwaffe was in a very favourable geographical position for operations against Britain, but in spite of the ideas developed by Luftflotte 2 in 1938 it did not have any overall tactical plan. Such a plan appeared unnecessary because of the general expectation that Britain would agree to terms after the German victory over France. In his memorandum of 30 June 194011 on continuing the war against Britain, General Alfred Jodl, Chief of the Operations Staff of the German Armed Forces Supreme Command, referred to attacks on the British homeland and expanding the war to peripheral areas as measures which, in his opinion, should be used, ‘if political means do not produce the desired results’. In the war against the British homeland, which he preferred, he distinguished between three possibilities: first, a ‘siege’ – an air and naval war against imports and exports, the British air force, and all sources of strength of the British war economy; second, a ‘terror attack’ against British population centres; third, a landing with the aim of occupying Britain.


Basing his arguments on the mistaken assessment that final victory over Britain was only a question of time, and that Germany was free to choose a form of military action that would ‘spare her strength and avoid risks’, Jodl recommended the elimination of the British air force as the first and most important aim: ‘The war against the British air force must be the very first task in order to reduce and finally put a stop to the destruction of the foundations of our war economy.’ For this purpose the RAF had to be defeated over the parts of Britain within the combat range of German heavy fighters (Me 110), or at least forced to withdraw to bases in central Britain. This would make it possible to ‘destroy the entire southern part of Britain with its armaments industry and greatly reduce the effectiveness of British bombers against the western parts of Germany’. Eliminating the aircraft industry concentrated around London and Birmingham would make it impossible for the RAF to replace its losses. This would mean ‘the end of Britain’s ability to carry out military actions against Germany’. The destruction of the British aircraft industry should be complemented by a simultaneous campaign against supply depots and exports and imports, at sea and in the ports: ‘Combined with propaganda and occasional terror attacks – to be represented as retaliation – this accelerating decline in the food supply of the country will paralyse and finally break the will of the people to resist and thus force their government to capitulate.’ In Jodl’s opinion a landing should only be carried out ‘to deal a death-blow to Britain when her war economy has been paralysed and her air force destroyed, if it should still be necessary’. For Jodl, German air supremacy was therefore an essential condition of a landing.


For a short period after the defeat of France Hitler had confidently expected that Britain would leave the war.12 Even before the conclusion of the fighting in France, he had given orders for a reduction in the size of the army in favour of the Luftwaffe and the Kriegsmarine. On 13 July the question of greatest concern to Hitler was ‘why Britain is still unwilling to make peace’. General Franz Haider, Chief of the Army General Staff, noted in his diary: ‘He believes, as we do, that the answer to this question is that Britain is still placing her hopes in Russia. He therefore expects that it will be necessary to force Britain to make peace.’13


Three days later, on 16 July, Hitler issued Directive no. 16, on preparations for an invasion of England,14 in which he announced his decision to prepare and, if necessary, to carry out such an operation. But in conferences with the commanders-in-chief of the Wehrmacht services on 21 July Hitler repeated doubts about a landing operation: ‘If it is not certain that preparations can be completed by the beginning of September, other plans must be considered.’15 Among these plans was an attack on the Soviet Union, the last Festlanddegen (continental rapier) Britain could hope for. Strategic considerations coincided with his decision to return to the priority of the eastern front.16 On 28 July, only a few weeks after he had ordered a reduction in the army, Hitler told General Fromm, Chief of Army Armaments and Commander of the Replacement Army, to increase the wartime army to 180 divisions by 1 May 1941.17 At the Berghof conference on 31 July Hitler ordered preparations for a campaign against the Soviet Union and gave clear operational instructions. Much importance was given to deception. According to Halder’s diary, deception had to be organised in Spain, North Africa and England.18


An entry in Goebbels’s diary on 7 August is more specific:




Main assault against England is planned to start immediately. With Luftwaffe and long-range artillery. One first taste for London. We shall probe how strong England’s air fleet still is or feels. Their fighter force is said to be still quite intact. If our losses are normal then the action will continue. If not, new ways will be looked for. Invasion not planned. But we shall talk about it in our propaganda in a hidden way, to confuse the enemy.19





Goering never took any interest in a landing operation. He wanted the Luftwaffe to conduct an independent strategic air war against Britain,20 in which his aircraft, according to a very optimistic assessment by the Chief of Intelligence to the Luftwaffe General Staff, could go over to decisive daylight operations ‘owing to the inadequate air defences of the island’.21


When the Battle of Britain began, a strategic air war, not an invasion, was ante portas Britanniae. 
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The RAF





The preparation of the RAF for the Battle of Britain can be divided into three different phases, each with distinctive problems. During the first phase, both the foundation of the RAF in 1918, and its continuation as an independent force into the peace, were highly contentious. The new force was immediately faced with the opposition of the established armed forces to its very existence and, in the period of financial retrenchment that followed the war, found survival very difficult. The significance of this period for the Battle was that it was during these years that the basic strategic principles of the new force were laid down.


The second phase was the period of rearmament in the 1930s. There were severe diplomatic and practical problems to be faced in rearmament, not helped by the fact that the Air Ministry stuck rigidly to the most fundamental of RAF strategic principles, that of the efficacy of the bomber. Only very late in rearmament did government decide that fighter defence must be given priority, although, as we shall see, it was only relatively late in this period that the technology actually developed to question the belief that the bomber would always get through.


The third phase was the early stage of the European war, up to and including the Battle of France, in which major new strategic problems were caused for Fighter Command by German victories in Scandinavia, the Low Countries and France.


Birth and Retrenchment


Air war had developed rapidly during the First World War, but this had not provided irrefutable evidence to lay the foundation for the future for air power that Trenchard was to propound in the ten years after the war ended. The RAF had been formed in the belief that bombers offered a way, quite literally, of leaping over the trench deadlock and attacking those vulnerable centres of production, as well as the civilian will to war, the destruction of which would leave the men in uniform nothing to fight with or for.1 This was a very common belief among airmen both in Europe and in North America. What had happened in 1917 in Russia and in 1918 in Germany seemed to suggest that in total warfare the economy of a nation and its will to war were not only legitimate targets but, with the advent of the bomber, vulnerable ones as well.


The difference between British and other airmen was that the British had an independent air force formed on that very principle, whereas airmen in other countries were constrained by the strategic orthodoxies of armies or navies, in which they still served. The furious opposition of the older services to the new force in Britain helped to push the airmen into the kind of apocalyptic utterances on air power that became familiar in the 1920s. There was an even greater difference between British and other air forces when it came to the application of the principle of the air offensive. Uniquely, the British airmen claimed that in order to achieve the breakdown of the enemy economy and society, it was unnecessary to defeat the enemy air force. They claimed that the advantages open to attacking bombers were manifest: the vast cubic airspace available, which would make it nigh impossible for defenders to guess the direction of attack or even the target; and the stable gun platform available to the larger aircraft if defending fighters should find them in the first place. These advantages meant, as Stanley Baldwin later famously put it, that the bomber would always get through.2 This being so, there was simply no need to target the enemy air force. The implications were that close fighter defence was largely a waste of time and that its provision should be confined only to the most significant of national targets.


In the period of financial retrenchment which, naturally enough following the First World War, affected all the armed forces in Britain, this argument was used in two ways. First, it was used to make the case for the continuation of the RAF as a separate service; air power had an independent and possibly decisive role to play in peacetime as a war-stopping deterrent, and a possibly decisive winning role to play if the deterrent failed. Second, it underpinned the case that, in equipping the force, as large as possible a proportion of national resources should go on bombers and as small a share as absolutely necessary should go on close fighter defence. Trenchard initially put the ratio at two bombers for every fighter.3 This was arbitrary, to say the least, and was difficult to square with experience, limited though that was. General E.B. Ashmore had commanded the air defences of London at the end of the First World War and, in Air Defence, argued that a combination of fighters, lights and anti-aircraft gunnery could certainly mount a viable counter.4 The Air Staff felt that, although Ashmore’s ideas might hold for the rudimentary aircraft and the small scale of attack available in the First World War, they would not apply in the case of a determined mass attack by the faster and longer-ranged bombers now in the developmental pipeline. But, even given the terms of Trenchardian reference, establishing a ratio between bombers and fighters had nothing to do with the real question, which was that of defending vital centres. Such vital targets could be listed, did not change in number or size very often, and the fighters needed to defend them could be calculated on the basis of the strategic configuration of the targets and the capabilities of the enemy air force. The number of fighters needed had very little to do with the number of bombers. It certainly was not clear from First World War evidence that Trenchard’s ratio applied to air attack, let alone air defence. As commander of the Independent Air Force in France in 1918, Trenchard had found that he needed to maintain a relentless counter-force strategy to allow his bomber force to get through.5 Perhaps Trenchard did not mean anything too precise in his two-to-one ratio. It was meant to emphasise the danger of relying on close defence and the prime importance, in his view, of counter-attack, as technological advance would always favour the bomber. Nevertheless, this two-to-one ratio was one with which the nation was saddled for virtually all the inter war period. Here one should note a quite fundamental distinction between the role of the fighters in the Luftwaffe and in the RAF. Luftwaffe fighters would be called upon to perform many different functions in integrated operations of fighters and bombers. In the RAF, before the Second World War, the fighter had one function only, the air defence of Great Britain. Very little consideration was given to any offensive role for the fighter, even as escorts for attacking bombers.


It was also argued that Britain was particularly vulnerable to air attack. The Channel, which traditionally had guaranteed British safety from European invasion, had now become a liability because it provided cover for air attack. In the case of a British attack on France or Germany, bombers would have to make deep penetration raids before reaching Paris or Berlin. In Britain’s case, bombers could appear without warning over the English south coast or the Thames estuary and be devastating London within minutes of making landfall. For the RAF, this only reinforced the case for bombers. If the possibility of a bolt from the blue could not be offset by a fighter force, then war had to be averted or, if deterrence failed, fought by a large bomber force capable of massive retaliation. This was ‘a matter of faith’ to the Air Staff of the interwar period, as John Slessor later admitted.6


This was all rather academic in the 1920s when there was no enemy in sight in Europe, no money to spend on armaments, and when the RAF spent the bulk of its time policing the Empire – hardly a job either for heavy bombers or for high-performance interceptors. But these ideas and fears structured the framework of air defence which Fighter Command was to inherit and work within in the 1930s. The Steel-Bartholomew plan of 1923 was designed to defend London against the only remotely possible air threat of the time, France. The scheme envisaged eight fighter squadrons, each assigned a sector round the southern and eastern perimeter of the capital, then eastwards as far as Devizes and north to Duxford. In the brief period in 1923 when Intelligence worried that France might be planning an expansion of its air strength, Trenchard convinced the Salisbury Committee that the disparity between French and British air figures in itself constituted a menace. The result was the fifty-two squadron scheme, to establish the RAF at home with a front line of 394 bombers and 204 fighters, roughly two to one along the lines of the Trenchardian dictum.7  These 204 fighters would be organised in seventeen squadrons, fourteen of which would defend in the Fighting Area, namely the sectors established by Steel-Bartholomew but now expanded westwards to the Bristol Channel and north to Lincolnshire. The three remaining fighter squadrons would be stationed on the south coast, at Hawkinge, Tangmere, and on the Solent, as a thin first line of defence. The assumption was that bombers would have to be fought inland, so that some bombers would almost certainly reach what might be vital targets before they were challenged. In an age when it was considered that a bomber simply had to drop its bombs on target to achieve its mission, this was a dangerous admission. An Observer Corps would be set up, to provide as much information as possible about incoming aircraft. Anti-aircraft ground defence, virtually non-existent since 1918, was to be provided for in an inner and outer artillery zone for London, comprising 192 guns. At the same time a new command was set up, Air Defence of Great Britain (ADGB), to oversee the whole organisation. In fact, there was very little integration in this command structure. Executive control of the fighter squadrons was delegated to the commander of the Fighting Area, and the AA guns and lights would get their orders through the army. The implication, at least, was that the defensive operations of fighters and AA would be merely ancillary. The real concern of the Commander-in-Chief of ADGB should be with bomber operations.


The scheme was due to be completed in 1928. In practice, the apparent threat from France soon dissipated. Retrenchment, and then preparations for the Geneva Disarmament Conference, delayed the scheme. By 1932 the ADGB establishment stood at 42 squadrons against the 52 authorised. Most of their equipment was obsolete. In the case of AA, there were only guns, lights and men to man two of the ten sectors authorised. Only four of the fourteen Observer Corps centres had formed.8





Rearmament


Rearmament began in Britain with the setting up of the Defence Requirements Committee in November 1933. Initially, the DRC was much more worried by what had already happened in the Far East than with what might happen in Europe: Hitler had only just come to power, after all, and though he might be vociferous at Geneva, Germany was as yet a military threat to no one. The threat of a new German air force was to dominate the direction of rearmament from 1934 on, however, once Germany had walked out of the Disarmament Conference. Once Hitler claimed already to have air parity with Britain, in 1935, there began a hectic race to regain and maintain numerical parity with whatever the Germans said was their front-line air strength. In effect, this meant bomber strength. Not only were fighters likely to be pretty useless as a defence in war compared with a bomber counter-strike, according to established RAF ideas, but fighters would not provide a deterrent to Hitler in peacetime. If Hitler threatened to bomb Prague, a British threat to defend London in retaliation was unlikely to provoke a change of heart in Berlin. Though proposed fighter strength increased in each of the four air rearmament schemes authorised between 1934 and 1937, proposed bomber strength increased very much more, either just below or above the two-to-one ratio. Scheme A of 1934, for instance, proposed 500 bombers against 336 fighters, Scheme C of 1935 proposed 800 bombers against 420 fighters, while Scheme F of 1936 proposed over 1,000 bombers without increasing the Scheme C fighter force.9


The new threat from Germany obviously required ADGB to change front. The Reorientation Committee reported in 1935 in favour of continuing the policy of providing a continuous defence zone, which had been suggested by the Steel-Bartholomew plan in 1923 and confirmed by the fifty-two squadron scheme. Clearly, an air threat from the North Sea rather than the Channel would bring the industrial areas of the north of England within range of attack. This meant that though the defensive line in the west could be curtailed, it would have to be considerably increased to the north. The Reorientation Committee concluded that a continuous fighting zone should be provided from the Solent, to ring London and to continue up to Teesside. Major ports in front of this line would be defended separately. This would require twenty-five squadrons of fighters against ADGB’s seventeen. It would also require more than twice as many AA guns and nearly four times as many lights. The growing front-line strength of the RAF at home was now deemed too unwieldy for a unified command, so that the ADGB organisation was split in 1936 into a number of separate Commands, the most significant of which for our purposes were Bomber Command and Fighter Command. This confirmed the lack of integration of bomber and fighter forces implicit in the ADGB structure. It says something for the relative importance the Air Ministry attached to the two Commands that the former Commander-in-Chief ADGB, Air Chief Marshal Sir John Steel, took over Bomber Command, while Fighter Command was entrusted to a man many at the top of the Air Ministry thought to be dour, somewhat unimaginative and past his sell-by date, Air Chief Marshal Sir Hugh Dowding.


Dowding was not the most light-hearted of men – hence his nickname of ‘Stuffy’ – and he had about him a greyness that was out of line with the youthful orientation of what in the 1930s was called ‘air-mindedness’. This is not to suggest that Dowding’s was entirely a negative appointment as far as the Air Ministry was concerned. His biographer argued that, given his seniority in the service, Dowding had a right to feel that he might have been given a post that would prepare him for succession to the position of Chief of the Air Staff.10 Fighter Command, in short, was not at that time considered to be a particularly prestigious appointment, definitely second best to Bomber Command. Dowding may not have been flashy, or terribly imaginative, but he was careful, thorough and thoughtful. This was just as well, for, at this time, and with breathless haste, the possibility of providing a more effective close air defence than hitherto thought likely began to emerge. It emerged through two almost simultaneous technical developments: radar (Radio Direction Finding as it was at first known); and new interceptor fighters, which could outpace, outmanoeuvre and outgun any bomber. The application of these developments needed not so much an inspirational leader as one with gravitas, which Dowding had in plenty. Moreover, Dowding’s recent experience as the man responsible for research and development at the Air Ministry clearly fitted him to oversee the major developments of the next few years.


It is not necessary to go into the detail of either technical development; they are already well known. It needs to be emphasised, however, how late these developments were in the preparation for the Battle. The very basic principle that lay behind RDF was only demonstrated at the beginning of 1935. Only one station was in existence by the summer of 1937, and it had yet to be demonstrated at that point that the equipment could give really accurate indications not simply of the existence of approaching aircraft (that much at least was clear), but, rather more usefully, their range, height, direction and numbers. When it became clear that the Chain Home system would not accurately detect aircraft below 3,000 ft, a new system had to be developed to catch the low fliers.11 Of course, one would not want to underestimate the significance of radar, but it must be remembered that it was at the very cutting edge of technology at the time. It was just as much ‘a matter of faith’ to believe, in 1937 and 1938, that the air defence problem had been solved at a stroke as it was to believe in the bomber. Basil Collier called radar the ‘Oracle of Fighter Command’.12 The real point about radar, however, as in the case of classical oracles, was that its message was opaque: it needed to be interpreted and, again like the classical oracles, interpretation was a matter of intuition and experience, a hunch rather than a science. Radar could provide early warning, if interpreted correctly. New fighters could maximise the use of this information and gain time to cope with a German bomber force which Intelligence suggested was growing exponentially. Fighters using a low-wing cantilever monoplane design to maximise speed, climb and manoeuvrability were developed to Air Ministry specification F1/35, the specification itself being a response to what the annual Schneider Trophy competition had shown to be possible. There were those in the Air Ministry in 1935 who were prepared to accept the Hurricane and Spitfire for maximum production even before the prototype stage. That was thought too great a risk to take, however, and Hurricanes did not appear in numbers in Fighter Command strength until 1938. As for the Spitfire, Fighter Command only had three in the front line by the time of Munich and one of them had broken down.13


Dowding had been involved in both these projects before moving to Fighter Command. He now set about organising the Command to make maximum use of both of them with an information system which would give the fighters the best chance of disrupting bomber attacks before they hit their targets. Most importantly radar, if it worked and if it were not itself disrupted by bomber attack, freed the British air defence from the need virtually to withdraw from the coastal areas and prepare to meet the bombers inland – a tactical necessity basic to air defence schemes since Steel-Bartholomew. It now became possible to consider meeting the bombers even before they hit the coast and to base a major part of Fighter Command’s front line as far forward as the southern coast. This was the role to be taken by 11 Group in the Battle of Britain, a major role of 12 Group to their north being to protect 11 Group’s airfields while they were in the air.


While these technological developments and Dowding’s organisation of Fighter Command were beginning to give Britain a chance of mounting a credible air defence, political events were taking place which were to give fuller priority to them. By late 1937 the newly appointed Minister for the Co-ordination of Defence, Sir Thomas Inskip, had become convinced that priority for bombers was no longer viable. Not only did it seem, from Intelligence estimates, that Britain had definitely lost the race to retain bomber parity with the Luftwaffe, it also appeared that Britain could not sustain indefinitely this pace of rearmament without severe economic and financial disruption. Sir Thomas concluded that Britain’s best chance, if war were to come, was to face Germany with the threat of a long war.14 This meant conserving Britain’s economic resources and providing a defence for the home country, behind which the staying power for a long war could be built up. Though Inskip did not immediately see this implication, and it was to be months before the decision was actually taken, nevertheless, in practice, this meant priority for Fighter Command. When, and only when, Britain had acquired security at home, priority would again be allotted to bombers to attack German staying power.


The Air Staff railed long and loud against this new priority for fighters. It struck directly at everything they had been preaching about air power since the birth of the RAF. Given the international situation in early 1938, however, and given the Intelligence estimates of German air strength and intentions, they could no longer argue that the RAF was likely to deter Germany. They had to accept the fact that they might have to fight, and to fight against the odds. But with the prospect of no bombing force being available to reduce the German air attack, even greater weight was put on Fighter Command by the new priorities. The increasing range available to German bombers had led the Reorientation Committee to recommend and have accepted a scheme which would extend the defended zone to the Scottish borders and provide extra cover for the Midlands. They reckoned that the thirty fighter squadrons authorised in 1936 should be increased to forty-five, and that the number of guns and lights authorised should be doubled. The aircraft industry had by this time been organised into a Shadow Factory scheme. This allowed the most valuable factory space in the country to be used to produce the most important new aircraft, irrespective of whether the producing firm had designed the aircraft or not. In time this promoted a major leap in production, of Spitfires for example, but a change in priority authorised by government only in 1938 could not work through overnight.


A sobering balance sheet was drawn up at the time of Munich. In September 1938 Fighter Command had twenty-nine squadrons mobilisable against the forty-five recommended by the Reorientation Committee; only five of these were equipped with Hurricanes and even they could not operate at altitude. Fighter reserves amounted to only 40 per cent of front-line strength. The radar network provided only partial cover for eastern England and the telecommunication system that linked radar, Fighter Command HQ and the fighter sectors had hardly even been started.15 In the aftermath of Munich, the Air Ministry launched a scheme to provide fifty fighter squadrons by 1942, with the immediate emphasis on the production of the biggest possible front line by the spring of 1939. Full reserves for that front line would not be available until the spring of 1940. Emphasis was to be on the Spitfire and the Hurricane, with the Blenheim filling the production gaps. Immediately, however, the demands on fighter production were increased still further by the new needs of the other services. The Admiralty’s decision to use both Scapa Flow and Rosyth as bases for the Home Fleet increased the number of home defence fighter squadrons needed from fifty to fifty-three. The decision to double the British Expeditionary Force to be sent to the Continent in the event of war, taken in the spring of 1939, increased demands still further. Apart from the Advanced Air Striking Force, to be composed of Bomber Command squadrons, the BEF would require an Air Component of reconnaissance squadrons but also of four fighter squadrons. Originally, these four squadrons were to be Blenheims but, in a fit of honesty he probably lived to regret, Dowding admitted that Blenheims would be ill-fitted to the role of battlefield fighters. So the Air Staff decided to send precious Hurricanes instead, to be taken out of home defence strength. The decision on the BEF also had very serious effects on the supply of AA equipment for home defence, which were not to be remedied before the Battle.16


So, in the summer of 1939, Dowding could contemplate an eventual force of fifty-seven squadrons, five of which were assigned to trade protection or Northern Ireland and could not realistically be seen as part of the home defence force per se. A further two squadrons were allotted to the defence of Scapa Flow, but could presumably be diverted in extremis. Another four squadrons were allotted to the Air Component, and therefore only tangentially part of a home defence scheme. This would leave forty-six squadrons with no other function than home defence. In fact, at the outbreak of war, Fighter Command mobilised thirty-nine squadrons, four of which would go to the Air Component, leaving thirty-five for home defence, with no coverage as yet for either trade or naval base protection. These thirty-nine squadrons consisted of sixteen squadrons of Hurricanes (including four for the Air Component), ten squadrons of Spitfires, seven of Blenheims, and six still equipped with Gladiators, Gauntlet or Hind. That was a front line of 468 or 420, depending on how one counts the Air Component squadrons, with a reserve of about 300 aircraft. There were a further 140 front-line fighters of various categories not assigned or trained for a home defence role. Against them, the Air Staff reckoned, stood a Luftwaffe of 1,650 medium-range bombers. In fact, the real figure for the Luftwaffe was just over 1,100 serviceable medium-range bombers, but the disparity was still alarming.17


Why this pre-war failure? Should we apportion blame? In 1939 the Luftwaffe was only six years old and the RAF was twenty-one. Surely they should have been in a better relative position? Recently there has been some tendency among historians to a post-revisionism on interwar international affairs. Revisionists in the 1970s and the 1980s rejected the crude anti-appeasement historians of previous years. They dwelt instead on the raft of practical problems facing the appeasers and their rearmament policy. There is a newer school, however, represented by R.A.C. Parker in particular.18 While accepting the practical problems outlined by the revisionists, the post-revisionists suggest that Chamberlain and his government failed in the most fundamental duty of any government, to provide proper defence. Further, they argue that while they should not be blamed for trying to avoid war, the appeasers by their actions or inaction made that war more difficult to fight when it came. It might be pointed out that, in the case of the RAF at least, the government had little choice but to accept the professional Air Staff opinion that bombers were more important than fighters, and that Great Britain was deemed peculiarly vulnerable to air attack. The attempt to aid appeasement by securing parity in front-line bomber strength with Germany was at least a rational response to this problem. Sir Thomas Inskip was a brave man if he thought that the problems of defence against air attack had been solved by untested new technology. There are also positive as well as negative defences to be made. Radar was developed at astonishing speed in the last years of peace. The Shadow Factory scheme, a major intrusion in private industry in a liberal-capitalist state in peacetime, was beginning to feed through into the front line superbly designed fighters, a match for any in the world. With the important exception of the provision of pilots, all the major decisions necessary to secure the country in the Battle of Britain had been taken. Luckily, there were to be another nine months to implement those decisions.


The Phoney War, Scandinavia and the Battle of France


Dowding’s hope was that the squadrons earmarked for the Air Component would not leave the country until the home defence force had reached the full fifty-three squadrons allotted. In fact, not only did he lose those four, but six more squadrons were put on alert for Air Component duty, and two of these left for France early in the war. Dowding began a series of protests about this whittling down of his force. The Air Ministry responded positively by creating new squadrons for Fighter Command, but these had to be worked up. Dowding got fifty-one of his fifty-three squadrons by the end of the year, but only two-thirds of his force was fully trained. There is nimble arithmetic involved here, but what seems to have happened is that Dowding had wangled himself two extra squadrons over and above the fifty-two squadron scheme devised in 1939, at the cost of losing six fully worked-up squadrons to France. The Air Ministry was prepared to concede this much to him because they were now predicting that the Luftwaffe would have over 2,000 bombers by the late summer of 1940, and 3,000 by the following spring. The Director of Home Operations at the Air Ministry was recommending the formation of twenty-seven new fighter squadrons to deal with this. Although the supply of fighters from the factories was improving, it was difficult to see how it could cope with such an increased demand.


Dowding further complained that the trade protection squadrons, when they were formed, were given to Coastal Command rather than to him. Dowding was on less sure ground here, since there is no evidence that he had reckoned on these squadrons as part of the home defence force as such. He was anyway able to secure their release from Coastal Command during the Battle, to protect his flanks. Fighter Command’s role in assisting Coastal and the Royal Navy in convoy duty in 1939 and early 1940 – an average of 1,500 sorties a month in the first six months of the war – provided important practical training for working up efficiency. Air fights on these duties, though there were not enough of them to come to real conclusions, resulted in casualties which favoured the defenders three to one.19


The Scandinavian campaign did not impinge too directly on Fighter Command, but it did of course raise the prospect of attack from Norway. More importantly, Scandinavia had a moral effect on the Command, an increased sense of pressure and responsibility. If the Royal Navy could not stop the Germans mounting a seaborne invasion just a few hundred miles away, how much easier seemed a hop across the English Channel if Fighter Command faltered in its bid to hold the skies. Much worse was to follow, of course. All pre-war plans for the air defence of Great Britain had been framed on the assumption that air attack would be launched from within pre-war German frontiers or, at worst, from the Low Countries. The fall of Holland, Belgium and France not only meant that the range for German bombers was reduced. It also meant that Fighter Command now had to add to the enemy front line the shorter-ranged dive-bombers, as well as the single-engined and twin-engined fighter force, which would now be able to escort the bombers in numbers. It also meant that Dowding could be outflanked in the west, bringing a whole new dimension of threat to the industrial Midlands and Lancashire.


When the German invasion began in May, the remaining four squadrons earmarked for France at the beginning of the war were duly despatched, leaving Dowding with forty-three fully worked-up squadrons, two of which were at that time due to go to Scandinavia. Early reverses in France led to the despatch of over thirty more fighters and, by the 14th, the French were calling for a further ten squadrons to be sent over. Dowding’s response was that the air defence of Great Britain simply could not afford that weakening. Since, anyway, what was being contemplated was counter-attack rather than defence, bombers were needed rather than fighters. The implication was that it was time to test Bomber Command’s Advanced Air Striking Force, the eighteen bomber squadrons in France which had not yet been committed, not to further weaken the home defence. This might well bring air reprisals on Britain, Dowding conceded, but his fighters would be much better employed defending against such reprisals over Britain, enjoying the benefits of the early warning and control systems of Fighter Command, than in unfamiliar skies over France. On 15 May Dowding attended the War Cabinet and impressed them with his arguments about the impact of the fighter losses in France for the immediate security of Great Britain. It was agreed not to send the fighters that Reynaud had asked for and to despatch Bomber Command to the Ruhr instead. Two days later, however, the situation in France had deteriorated to the extent that the War Cabinet agreed that a supreme effort must be made. Eight half-squadrons of fighters were sent out, leaving Fighter Command at home with just thirty-six. On the same day Churchill, in Paris, asked for six more squadrons to be sent. Actually, this was wholly impracticable because of the congestion of aerodromes in France, quite apart from the fact that this would denude Fighter Command of all of its remaining full Hurricane squadrons. The War Cabinet decided instead to send the Hurricanes to Kent and operate them over France in daylight, returning to Britain at night. At the same time, they ordered Bomber Command to give up its strategic attack and go for German troop and supply movements instead.


At this point, Dowding issued his famous warning letter, which ended:




I believe that, if an adequate fighter force is kept in this country, if the fleet remains in being, and if Home Forces are suitably organised to resist invasion, we should be able to carry on the war single-handed for some time, if not indefinitely. But if the Home Defence Force is drained away in desperate attempts to remedy the situation in France, defeat in France will involve the final, complete and irremediable defeat of this country.20





On the 19th Churchill ruled that no more fighters should leave the country, but it was already clear that further major fighter operations in France would still be necessary, if only to get the BEF back home.


The withdrawal from Dunkirk was the tactical responsibility of 11 Group, where Air Vice-Marshal Keith Park had recently taken over command. Though Park’s squadrons had already been involved over the Low Countries, this was to be the first major encounter between the Luftwaffe and the home-based force. But Dunkirk could not be seen by Dowding as an opportunity for a decisive showdown, in spite of the obvious importance of giving cover for the withdrawal. Dunkirk was at maximum range for the single-seater fighters which had done so well in France. The twin-engined fighters, however, had been severely mauled in the recent fighting and could not be so exposed again, especially without the radar warning and control available flying nearer home. To have provided continuous cover in strength over Dunkirk would have required Dowding to concentrate virtually his entire single-engined force in the few aerodromes from which they could have reached the evacuation area. This would have exposed other parts of the home country dangerously. As it was, Park could only offer either weak two-squadron patrols, which were ineffective but which covered the beaches almost continuously, or stronger four-squadron patrols, which were more effective but roused the ire of soldiers and sailors by leaving the beaches exposed for long periods.


Fighter Command strength had now been swelled by the arrival home of the squadrons serving in France. Front-line strength was now over 700 aircraft, 600 of them Hurricanes or Spitfires. The reserve stood at 250, and there were another 700 aircraft in training units or under repair. Fighter Command raised a daily average of 300 sorties a day over Dunkirk; not many, it might be said, but the fighters had already had a bad time in France and, as far as Britain was concerned, there was an even more significant battle yet to be fought. The Air Ministry believed that they had destroyed 260 aircraft for the loss of just over 100. In fact, the Luftwaffe had lost not much more than 100 aircraft in the Dunkirk evacuation21 – evidence enough, as was the campaign in France and the Low Countries, that without the ground control organisation to help them, Fighter Command equipment was only just a match for the Luftwaffe.


The first real taste of war showed how significant aircraft production figures were to be. The large increases in aircraft production in the first six months of war had allowed Fighter Command to reach towards its authorised size; but that was with virtually no fighting. Over 400 fighters were lost during the first three weeks of May, another 100 at Dunkirk, which was the equivalent of the entire production for the previous two months. In the kind of sustained offensive on the home country expected from the Luftwaffe at the time, on the basis of such a loss rate, it was possible that Fighter Command would lose virtually its entire front line every five weeks, and virtually certain that the aircraft industry would be targeted to prevent re-equipment. During June, however, fighter production went to over 400 a month for the first time, and was sustained at that level for the rest of the year. Even this might not be enough, given the estimates of German strength, and given the need to extend the flanks of Fighter Command westward and strengthen the defence against attack from Scandinavia. In addition, twelve new radar stations were immediately commissioned to be ready by early July.


Meanwhile the Director of Home Operations, Air Commodore Stevenson, was calculating that 120 squadrons would soon be needed. That was an impossible target in the circumstances, he admitted, but he urged the formation of ten new squadrons immediately, and ten more as soon as possible. Industry could probably have produced these, but whether they could be maintained in the Battle was dubious. Now preparation came up against another problem that had been threatening throughout, the supply of pilots. The losses in France and the expansion of Fighter Command to meet the new strategic problem in the west and north put great pressure on the training establishment, but the problem was in fact more deep-seated than that. The size of the peacetime RAF had been simply too small to provide a pool of trained pilots to man a 700-aircraft force, even with the volunteer reserve and the auxiliary air force to back it. Recruitment of pilots had already been at the point of crisis for a year.22 It would take at least eighteen months of war to build up the training establishment, including the Operational Training Units which would finally solve Fighter Command’s problems. As it was, the outcome of Stevenson’s worries was that four aircraft were added to the normal front-line strength of twelve in thirty-six Fighter Command squadrons, to be used in a crisis by any trained pilot who did not have an aircraft – those recalled from leave, for example. There was a slight smell of panic about this. Sixty-eight pilots were transferred from Royal Naval Air Service squadrons in June, but they did not even cover the number of pilots lost over Dunkirk in four days.


As 10 July 1940 dawned, no one in the know in Britain could have any grounds for complacency about what was to happen. The Air Ministry had consistently though not deliberately overestimated the losses they had caused the Luftwaffe – but then they had consistently overestimated the size of the Luftwaffe as a whole, so the one may have cancelled out the other. The losses in the air fighting so far appear to have been much more even than the British airmen suspected at the time, and could not have been maintained if they had continued to be the norm in the Battle. There was some evidence, from the early fighting over convoys, that the home radar and the fighter control system could produce a kill ratio much more favourable to the defenders. Such encounters had involved only small groups of enemy aircraft, however. What might happen when massed bombers, protected by escorts at least over part of their journey, attacked not convoys but the very organisation of Fighter Command itself including, presumably, the radar system on which the whole structure depended? Dowding had fifty-eight squadrons available on 10 July, four of which were forming or re-equipping and therefore non-operational for the moment.23 The fifty-eight included nineteen of Spitfires and thirty-one of Hurricanes. The remaining Defiants and Blenheims were of questionable value in day fighting. He had 1,250 pilots, which meant that he could probably put 600 aircraft in the air. If he could find more pilots he could put up to 700 aircraft in the air. The radar and reporting system was nearly complete for the southerly and easterly approaches, but very weak in the west and in Scotland. Anti-aircraft ground defence was equipped with less than half the heavy artillery pieces considered necessary before the war had even started. Against Fighter Command stood over 1,100 medium-range bombers, over 300 dive-bombers, 800 single-engined and 250 twin-engined fighters. There was no RAF strike force capable of making any real impact on German air potential through counter-attack. Not everybody in the Air Ministry was even convinced that Dowding was the right man for the job. Indeed, if Dowding was right to believe that Fighter Command could win, then the Air Staff was simply wrong about the basics of air power. Meanwhile, the Luftwaffe was only just over twenty miles from the British coast. The only certainty facing Fighter Command on 10 July 1940 was that the next few months were unpredictable. 
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