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INTRODUCTION
A ‘LIFE AND DEATH
STRUGGLE’
history or myth?



THE BATTLE OF BRITAIN was unique. Nothing like it had happened before. Nothing like it was to happen again. For the first time in history a great military encounter was fought in the air.


Appropriately for the Age of the Common Man it took place, spectacularly, in the full sight of ordinary people, above fields and villages, streets and cities. The visibility of the combat helped to give the battle its pre-eminent place in the British folk memory of the Second World War, becoming a towering legend of skill, determination and sacrifice that seems to become more fascinating with the passing of time.


Since the end of the Second World War, the episode has been under constant reappraisal, however. The processes of historical revisionism have sought to shrink the legend to less epic proportions. But the point of a legend is that it has outgrown mere facts. No amount of academic reappraisal is likely to change the larger, more resonant, sense of the battle as a David-and-Goliath contest, in which virtue triumphed over the forces of evil.


In researching the history of the battle, one is struck by how remarkably sound some of the myth’s underpinnings actually are. Many of the scenes popularly associated with the event are, indeed, true, and the heroes of the tale closely match their propaganda images. Pilots really were, by and large, young, modest and surprisingly carefree, and would conclude a hard day’s flying and fighting by climbing into jalopies and heading to the nearest pub.


The country was gripped by the feeling that, to use Churchill’s phrase, ‘a great climacteric’ had been reached. However much historians might subsequently have questioned the seriousness of Hitler’s invasion plans, a sense of impending onslaught felt frighteningly real to the people of Britain in the middle of 1940. Though later assessments might seek to downgrade the contribution the victory made to Germany’s eventual defeat, that was not how it was seen at the time. In a BBC broadcast in September 1942, George Orwell described it as one of the greatest events in history. ‘It is becoming clear,’ he said, ‘that the Battle of Britain ranks in importance with Trafalgar, Salamis, the defeat of the Spanish Armada and other battles of the past in which the invading forces of a seemingly invincible monarch or dictator have been beaten back and which have formed a turning point in history.’


This judgement may have been rather premature; but it has turned out to be essentially true. The Battle of Britain did not make eventual victory certain, but it made it possible. It provided the answers to some crucial questions, and those answers were to shape the future direction of the war.


The first question was a basic one: would Britain fight? It is difficult now to imagine how dark the future seemed from Britain’s perspective at the end of June 1940. The British Army was licking its wounds, having been beaten back across the Channel from Dunkirk. France had fallen with unimagined suddenness, its army and air force collapsing in a matter of a few weeks from the shock of a collision with an enemy that was bold, skilful and superbly equipped. Britain really did stand alone. It had friends, but no real allies. The United States was supportive, but remained prudent and watchful. It sensibly stood and awaited the evidence of Britain’s fighting resolve before making any firm commitment.


The decision to stand and fight was by no means as inevitable as it has come to appear. Hitler seems to have genuinely hoped he could avoid a direct assault on Britain, and he believed that ultimately the country’s rulers would see where their interests lay. It was for that reason that plans for invasion—codenamed Seelöwe (Sea Lion)—were drawn up only tardily. Even as late as 19 July, when the initial skirmishing in what has come to be seen as the battle period proper was well advanced, Hitler issued another appeal to British ‘reason and common sense’.


A positive response would not have spared Britain from essential servitude. Hitler had reasonable grounds for thinking, though, that his overture might be favourably received. Churchill had come to power only in May, and his appointment was not regarded with universal approval. To many, such as those for whom the memory of his responsibility regarding the inglorious Dardanelles campaign of the First World War was still fresh, he was a romantic and an adventurer who would make a disastrous war leader. He was flanked by ministers whose instincts were for a negotiated peace.


It was piquant, then, that it was the man most associated with compromise with Nazi Germany, Foreign Secretary Lord Halifax, who was instructed to tell Hitler that his ‘Appeal to Reason’ had been rejected. The public quickly caught the mood of defiance. The isolation brought about by the French defeat in June even brought a sense of relief. ‘Thank God we are on our own and not saddled with a craven ally’ was the reaction of Peter Brothers, a No. 32 Squadron pilot at Biggin Hill, when he heard the news. It was a feeling shared by his monarch, George VI. But it was not until the Luftwaffe had been swept from Britain’s daytime skies that Churchill’s approach won general approval.


The second question was: having chosen to fight, could the British actually win? Did they have enough men and aircraft to do so? If they did, were they of the right sort? What about the assertion, made repeatedly in the interwar years by those who ought to know, that ‘the bomber would always get through’?


The mythologizing that started within a few days of battle being joined has created a distorted picture of Britain’s preparedness for the fight. The impression has been created of a grossly unequal struggle, in which the eventual victory of the RAF was little short of a miracle. It is easy to see how this distortion came about. The image of a handful of tiny fighter planes diving into a rolling phalanx of bombers is an indelible one. It also happened, on many occasions, to be accurate. But the notion of ‘the Few’ pitted against ‘the Many’ does not faithfully portray the strategic truth. In reality, the odds were more finely balanced. The Luftwaffe might have had more aircraft than the RAF—perhaps twice as many—at the outset. But the RAF had enough of the right type needed to mount a serious defence. The outcome would depend, to a large extent, on the quality of the fighter planes, the availability and skill of men to fly them and the ability of commanders to avoid major blunders. The RAF had the Spitfire—which was at least as good as its German counterpart, the Messerschmitt Me109—and the Hurricane, which was sturdy and fast enough to hold its own. In the battle of attrition that followed, thanks to organizational foresight, the supply of aircraft and pilots managed to keep pace with losses.


The defenders had two other great assets as they faced up to the German attack. They had the wonderful advantage of radar, which allowed those controlling the fighting to get early warning of the German raids as they formed up in the skies of northern France, and to make their dispositions to tackle them. In addition, the pilots were operating from their own soil, which brought obvious logistical benefits as well as the psychological boost of fighting in sight of the people and places they were chancing their lives to protect.


The fact that Britain’s air defences were strong enough to meet the German challenge owed as much to judgement as to luck. As one recent historian of the battle has demonstrated convincingly, in some respects the national stereotypes were reversed: in this story it was often the British who were the professionals and the Germans the romantic amateurs.1 However, in keeping with another durable cliché about Britain there was a certain amount of muddle during the preparations for war, which add a touch of suspense to the proceedings. In the interwar years conventional thinking at the top of the air force had been firmly against the idea of large fleets of fighter aircraft. The bomber was the weapon that would win the war by landing a ‘knock- out blow’ on the enemy. To deter the Germans from striking first, the energy of the air marshals was poured into matching the Germans heavy plane for heavy plane. It was an obscure politician, Sir Thomas Inskip, who had the vision to realize that it was a waste of effort. His providential intervention made it possible for the Battle of Britain to be fought. Inskip was made minister for coordination of defence in 1936. In December 1937, this unregarded lawyer came to the wise judgement that ‘the role of our Air Force is not an early knock-out blow … but to prevent the Germans from knocking us out’.


His conclusion was opposed fiercely by service experts, who claimed that this was a recipe for losing the next war. But Inskip stuck to his guns. He argued that this approach was not only better but cheaper. Fighters cost much less to produce than bombers. He succeeded in persuading the Cabinet, and for the time being the emphasis was on churning out fighters and the men to fly them.


It was the RAF’s great good fortune that two superb fighter designs were already in existence—Sydney Camm’s Hurricane and R.J. Mitchell’s Spitfire. Britain’s fortunes were further strengthened by the presence at the head of Fighter Command of Hugh Dowding. He was an awkward man, distant and unconvivial; but he possessed a strong understanding of how fighters should be used to the maximum effect, as well as the strength of character to force his views through, even over the objections of colleagues and politicians.


Dowding resisted Churchill’s demand for Fighter Command to be thrown into the hopeless fight to save France and insisted that it be held back to build up its strength for the real battle ahead. While the opposing forces may not have been so unbalanced as the myth suggests, elements of Fighter Command were to be stretched to snapping point several times during the course of the Battle of Britain. Dowding and his lieutenants were operating on tight margins. They had to make constant, vital calculations as to how best to use their slender resources. One in particular— Keith Park—proved superbly matched to the task, barely putting a foot wrong while commanding 11 Group, which bore the brunt of the fighting. The defenders were helped by serious German miscalculations, such as the decision in September to switch the weight of the attack away from the infrastructure of Fighter Command and onto British cities.


The prevailing orthodoxy now is that, so long as it kept its head and its nerve, the RAF was on course to win the Battle of Britain. But no matter how logical that result might seem in hindsight, there was no feeling of certain victory at the time. In the summer of 1940 any confrontation with Germany appeared likely to end in defeat and Europe’s fate seemed sealed. The land and air armies of France, so impressive-looking on paper, had been swept aside in no time. Who was to say that the RAF would not go the same way?


The first significance of the Battle of Britain was that it proved that the Germans could be resisted. In the first year of war, Hitler had enjoyed a run of swift, relatively easy successes. This was his first setback. The Battle of Britain did not destroy the Luftwaffe, which was to carry on bombing British cities by night until the spring of 1941, undeterred by the RAF. But it prevented the Luftwaffe from achieving the aim ordered by Hitler—the destruction of the British air force as a precondition for launching an invasion. When the Luftwaffe failed to achieve that goal, there was no chance that the conditions for an invasion could be established and Operation Sea Lion was postponed—indefinitely, as it turned out.


The outcome of what was essentially a small battle was to have great psychological implications, which were, in turn, to have even greater strategic consequences. The victory persuaded the British of the virtue of defiance. It encouraged the belief that Hitler could not only be resisted, but also beaten. No-one imagined that Britain could do that on its own. It needed the United States, and here the Battle of Britain played a crucial role. The RAF’s success in driving back the Luftwaffe created the circumstances in which America could be steered towards the path of intervention, invasion and victory. This element of the battle was never far from Churchill’s mind. The propaganda was managed with one eye trained on transatlantic public opinion. The British authorities gave US newspaper correspondents and newsreel teams preferential treatment over their home-grown colleagues. The approach was effective. An American March of Time news-reel released in October 1940 carried a commentary declaring: ‘Today as the world watches the Battle of Britain it sees England still mistress of the seas and, in over a year of solid war, the Royal Air Force still unconquered not only over Britain but in the Near East and Far East.’


The message sent to an undecided America, and received loud and clear, was that Britain was a reliable ally who was engaged in an open-ended fight. The fact of its survival would give America a launching pad into Europe, should it choose to join the struggle against Nazism. Had the battle been lost, and had Operation Sea Lion succeeded in spite of the Royal Navy, this option would no longer have been open and all Europe would indeed have sunk into the ‘new Dark Age’ predicted by Churchill.


Seen in purely military terms, the achievement of the pilots of Fighter Command was limited. It was to avoid defeat rather than to achieve a crushing victory. But it is, ultimately, in ideological terms that the Battle of Britain should be judged. The skill and fortitude of the almost 3,000 men who flew in it ensured Britain’s survival as a beacon of freedom and decency to inspire and rally the rest of the world. Seen in that light, the battle was a triumph, not just for Britain but for humanity.





CHAPTER ONE
ORIGINS



THE BRITISH PEOPLE had lived with the knowledge of what war from the air might mean for a quarter of a century before the 1940 Blitz. Zeppelin airships commenced their attacks in January 1915, and on the night of 31 May one of them dropped a ton of explosives on East London, killing seven people. By the end of the First World War, the British civilian death toll had risen to 670. The psychological effect was greater, though, than the numbers suggest. Aerial bombardment emphasized the fact that henceforth civilians could expect to find themselves in the front line, liable to random death from an enemy that had broadened it military repertoire to include the terrorizing of the enemy population. The prospect both repelled and fascinated—people travelled miles to examine the debris. The appearance of hostile aircraft in hitherto inviolate skies underlined another disturbing truth. Britain could no longer rely in its naval supremacy to ensure its national security.


The transformation of aeroplanes from objects of delight that opened up the skies to instruments of destruction was depress-ingly swift. When the First World War began, powered flight was only ten years old. To begin with, the embryonic air forces of Britain and Germany used their planes for reconnaissance, and to direct artillery fire. As the early biplanes acquired machine-guns and developed into fighting machines, the era of aerial duelling began as each side tried to drive the other from the skies over the trenches. The contest produced the great fighter aces, whose exploits provided a romantic contrast to the grim bloodletting on the ground.








ALBERT BALL


The culture of fighter ‘aces’ was born during the First World War in the skies over the trenches of Flanders. Many Battle of Britain pilots were brought up on the exploits of such famous air warriors as Albert Ball (1896–1917) and Edward ‘Mick’ Mannock (1887–1918), whose spirit would permeate the culture of Fighter Command. These characters had been adventurous, dashing and independent-minded to the point of eccentricity, and their feats seemed to belong to the era of knightly combat rather than to the ghastly industrial warfare being waged in the trenches below them.


Albert Ball was brought up in a middle-class home in Nottingham. His father had started his life as a plumber but rose to be mayor of the city. Albert initially joined the infantry, but while waiting to be sent to France took private flying lessons, which propelled him into the Royal Flying Corps. He was posted to France as a lieutenant in the RFC at the time of the Somme offensive. A solitary figure, he had no interest in the camaraderie of the mess or the attractions of local women, preferring to spend hours playing the violin or chatting with his aeroplane’s riggers and fixers, making endless adjustments to improve its efficiency. He would go up alone, and he soon adopted an effective, but highly dangerous, tactic of flying directly at packs of enemy aircraft, getting as near as he could before firing off his Lewis gun at close range. ‘He had but one idea,’ said a fellow pilot, Roderic Hill, ‘that was to kill as many Huns as possible.’1 But in a letter home he described his wish to ‘leave all this beastly killing for a time’.


His courage and aggression quickly made him a hero to the younger pilots, although, as one commented, ‘one felt that it could only be a matter of time before he “bought it”, as he was shot about so often’. By the end of 1916 he was the most famous pilot in the RFC and was taken off operations. He was invited to breakfast by the prime minister and showered with attention and honours, but, finding life away from the front difficult, he was soon agitating to return to action. Ball’s aircraft crashed during combat in May 1917, killing him. He was awarded, posthumously, the Victoria Cross.









The advent of aeroplanes used as ‘strategic’ bombers came relatively late in the war, but on 25 May 1917 German Gotha G.IV bombers based in Ghent crossed the English Channel and attacked Folkestone, killing 71 people. More devastatingly, on 13 June 1917, a bombing run on London and Southeast England killed 158 people, including a number of children in a school in Poplar, East London.


The ‘slaughter of the innocents’ as the newspapers called it, and the indiscriminate nature of the attacks, intensified popular outrage against the Germans. It persuaded King George V to drop his Germanic ‘Saxe-Coburg’ family name in favour of the homely and patriotic ‘Windsor’. Strategic thinking and planning intensified to reflect the reality that aerial warfare would play a central role in future conflicts. Under Jan Smuts, the South African prime minister and British Cabinet member, a government committee in 1917 made proposals for invigorating air defences and for establishing better offensive capabilities. The results were profound. By January 1918, Britain had acquired a separate Air Ministry. On 1 April 1918, the Royal Air Force was born out of the army’s Royal Flying Corps and the Royal Naval Air Service. It was the first independent air arm in the world.


The new chief of the air staff, Sir Hugh Trenchard (1873–1956), insisted that the RAF have its own independent training schools, and a cadet college opened at Cranwell in Lincolnshire in 1920 to provide a core of permanent officers. Selection criteria were stringent, and most recruits were from the public schools. To provide a stream of skilled mechanics, riggers and fitters to maintain the aircraft, Trenchard established a training school at Halton in Buckinghamshire. Here, boys would serve a three-year apprenticeship before joining the ranks, and the best three apprentices from each year were offered places at Cranwell. In late 1921 it was announced that outstanding candidates from the ranks would also be offered the chance to learn to fly, serving for five years as sergeant pilots before returning to their trades. The highly technical nature of the service ensured a narrowing of the gap between officers and skilled ‘other ranks’.


It was not long before the RAF’s existence was threatened. In the years following the war Trenchard had to fight for its life, as the force was cut from 188 squadrons to 33 and its assets were eyed up greedily by the army and the navy, who had never fully accepted the need for an independent air service. Trenchard, supported by Winston Churchill who at the time was secretary of state for war and air, argued that an independent RAF could become ‘a force that will profoundly alter the strategy of the future’. Indeed, in the 1920s and 1930s a growing group of military strategists looked to air power as the means of avoiding static trench warfare, and to aerial bombing as the means of delivering decisive victory. Influential figures included the Italian Giulio Douhet, whose 1921 book Il dominio dell’aria (The Command of the Air) advocated strategic bombing as the best means to undermine an enemy, and the British military thinker Sir Basil Liddell Hart. Trenchard, too, was a leading voice in the pro-bomber chorus.


Underlying the theory of aerial bombing was a sense that there was no effective defence against bombers, either from the ground or from fighter aircraft. It seemed unlikely that a home-based fighter could make a successful interception of an incoming bomber force. If the attackers flew at 10,000 feet and at 200 miles per hour, they would be over London long before a defending fighter could climb to reach them. In Trenchard’s eyes, the answer to the problem was the creation of a deterrent bomber force that could match the enemy blow for blow. In order for the deterrence factor to work, the fear of retributive annihilation had to be so great as to dissuade aggressors. In such a view, the advent of the bomber seemed to have made the traditional battlefield more or less irrelevant: future wars would be won, or lost, by the extent to which a civilian population could be demoralized and a national infrastructure could be bombed into ruins.


Projections of what bombing could wreak tended to be stark. A 1924 defence committee report chaired by Sir John Anderson predicted 28,000 deaths in one month of bombing. A later medical report warned of the likelihood of ‘three to four million cases of acute panic, hysteria and other neurotic conditions during the first six months of air attack’. It was believed that armed forces would be needed to keep order at home. The philosopher (and pacifist) Bertrand Russell predicted in 1936 that London under bombing would become ‘one vast raving bedlam, the hospitals will be stormed, traffic will cease, the homeless will shriek for peace, the city will be a pandemonium’. The commonly held view was that the city would be powerless to resist these attacks which were likely to come without warning.


The gloom was encapsulated by Conservative Party leader Stanley Baldwin, who, during a debate in the House of Commons on 10 November 1932, bluntly stated that ‘it is well for the man in the street to realise that there is no power on earth that can protect him from being bombed. Whatever people may tell him, the bomber will always get through … .’ Reminding MPs that ‘aerial warfare is still in its infancy, and its potentialities are incalculable and inconceivable’, he echoed the view that ‘the only defence is in offence, which means that you have to kill more women and children more quickly than the enemy if you want to save yourselves’.2 The Japanese bombing of Shanghai in 1932, and—five years later—the destruction of the Basque town of Guernica by German aircraft serving General Franco’s Nationalist cause, during the Spanish Civil War, seemed to bear out theories of the bomber’s irresistible force.


Such fears did not necessarily work to bolster the RAF’s resources. A widespread pacificist mood, and an understandable reluctance to consider the appalling prospect of another war so soon after the last one, created a reluctance to take action. The RAF’s annual budget remained under £20 million until 1935.


It took events in international politics and technology to change things. In August 1934, Adolf Hitler—already Germany’s chancellor—consolidated the Nazi grip on the country by appropriating the presidency on the death of the old war hero Hindenberg. The potential menace of a resurgent, re-armed, expansionist Germany soon became clear. On 20 April 1935, the full might of the new German Luftwaffe (‘air force’) was revealed at a huge air parade held in Berlin to mark Hitler’s birthday. British observers were startled at the show of strength. The realization grew that ‘Britain was an island no more’.


A rearmament scheme, known as Expansion Plan A, had been launched in 1934 in response to German events, and it now took on a greater urgency. Forty-five new air stations were ordered in 1935, and plans were laid to increase the number of home-based squadrons to one hundred-and-twenty-three. In 1937, for the first time, more money was spent on the Royal Air Force than on the British Army. RAF personnel increased fivefold between 1934 and the beginning of the Second World War, by which time the service had a strength of 118,000, with 45,000 reserves. The number of Auxiliary squadrons increased from eight to twenty, and another reserve force was established, the Royal Air Force Volunteer Reserve (RAFVR).


The Auxiliary Air Force (AAF) had been set up in 1924, with its first four squadrons formed the following year—No. 600 (City of London), No. 601 (County of London), No. 602 (City of Glasgow) and No. 603 (City of Edinburgh). Applicants were required to have learned to fly, which was expensive, and so the first Auxiliary squadrons were socially rather exclusive, in spite of Hugh Trenchard’s wish that the ranks be open to all. Legend had it that 601, which became known as the ‘Millionaire’s Squadron’, was founded at White’s, grandest of the London clubs, by the son of the Duke of Westminster. The scheme was enlarged as part of the 1934 expansion, and the Auxiliary pilots switched to fighter planes. By the time of the Battle of Britain, there were 21 Auxiliary squadrons, making up a quarter of Britain’s fighter strength. (The high number of casualties in the early period of the battle meant that they would gradually lose their tight social cohesion.)


In marked contrast, the Royal Air Force Volunteer Reserve, launched in 1936, was a more egalitarian and democratic organization. This inspired creation gave adventurous, ‘air-minded’ young men—many of them doing dull jobs in offices and factories—the chance to learn to fly in their spare time, at no cost. Men aged between 18 and 25 joined as ‘airmen under training’, and they received commissions only on merit. The aim of the RAFVR was to train 800 airmen a year. Volunteers received £25 per year in pay and had to attend an annual 15-day flying course. By spring 1939, there were 2,500 RAFVR pilots in training, with 310 of them flying fighters when war broke out. They would play an essential role in the Battle of Britain, as pilots from the regular RAF fell from the skies in the first months of the fighting.


Before the Expansion Plan of 1934, all regular pilots and crew had been trained by the RAF; but as the numbers increased it became necessary to farm out the basic aviation training to civilian flying schools, 13 of which were operational by 1936. New pilots trained in two-seater planes—Avro Tutors or de Havilland Tiger Moths—and during a course lasting between eight and twelve weeks pupils were taken through twenty-two different stages, from the first ‘air experience’ through to aerobatics, flying blind and recovering from a spin. Those without a natural feel for flying were ‘washed out’. Those who were successful proceeded to the RAF Depot at Uxbridge, where for two weeks they drilled, trained and learned the customs of the air force. This phase was followed by a six-week stint at an operational training unit (OTU), where the pilots would, in theory, fly the aircraft they would fight in and practise formation flying and combat tactics.


In 1936, the RAF was restructured into four Commands: Fighter, Bomber, Coastal and Training. Sir Hugh Dowding (1882–1970), then the head of research and development on the Air Council, was put in charge of Fighter Command, which would include responsibility for anti-aircraft assets such as guns and searchlights. At the same time, the strategic focus was shifting. Those strategists and officials who had argued that it was possible to mount a plausible and effective defence against aerial bombers were gathering strength. They were aided by two important developments.


First, the prototypes of faster, monoplane fighters—the Hawker Hurricane (designed by Sydney Camm) and the Supermarine Spitfire (designed by Reginald Mitchell)—suggested that perhaps, after all, the bomber would not always get through. If these aircraft could climb sufficiently quickly, they could then intercept what (it was anticipated) would be ranks of unprotected bombers. Second, a group of innovators had hit upon a crucial breakthrough in gaining advance warning of approaching aircraft long before human observers could see with their own eyes: ‘radio detection and ranging’, which was to become famous by its acronym: radar.


Pioneering work on radar had been carried out by German, French, Soviet and American scientists. But it was British experimentation that produced the breakthrough. At the end of 1934, the director of scientific research at the Air Ministry, W.E. Wimperis, suggested that a committee be set up to explore any ideas, however unlikely, that might contribute to air defence. The Aeronautical Research Committee, under the leadership of Henry Tizard, first met in January 1935. Wimperis had already approached Robert Watson-Watt (1892–1973), a radio expert, and asked him about rumours concerning a German ‘death ray’, an electromagnetic weapon that, it was suggested, could shut down the engine of a hostile plane in mid-air. A descendant of James Watt, the 18th-century inventor and pioneer of the steam engine, Watson-Watt had worked for the Meteorological Office, experimenting with equipment that could detect at long range the radio signals given off by thunderstorms. In late 1934 he was superintendent of the radio department at the National Physical Laboratory at Teddington, West London.


Watson-Watt brushed aside the idea of a ‘death ray’: it would not be possible to generate a powerful enough signal to interfere with an engine and, anyway, the aircraft would have to be located first. But he did come up with another idea, which, though less dramatic, turned out to be of supreme importance. His work with weather detection had shown him that radio waves were bounced back to earth not only by certain atmospheric conditions but also by the metal fuselages of aircraft overhead. On 12 February 1935, he and his assistant Arnold Wilkins produced a draft report entitled The Detection and Location of Aircraft by Radio Methods. Tizard’s committee was impressed. So too was Dowding, who was then still heading research and development at the Air Ministry.


Less than two weeks later Watson-Watt and Wilkins demonstrated a basic system to a member of Tizard’s committee, A.P. Rowe. A Handley Page Heyford bomber was flown along the centre line of the 50-metre radio beam transmitted by the BBC’s station at Daventry. In a field near Upper Stowe, Northamptonshire, receiving equipment had been set up linked to a cathode-ray oscilloscope to display the beam’s signal. As the bomber passed within eight miles of the transmitter, the beam was measurably displaced.


Tizard’s committee backed further development, establishing an experimental unit under Watson-Watt at Orford Ness on the Suffolk coast. Before the end of 1935, the range of the equipment had been expanded to 50 miles, and plans had been drawn up to create a chain of 20 coastal ‘Chain Home’ radar stations covering the approaches from Germany, and to make the new technology a cornerstone of air defence. When Dowding took over Fighter Command in 1936, he thus brought with him both an understanding of radar and strong support for Watson-Watt’s work.


Top-secret research continued on the project, which was known, partly in the interests of vagueness, as ‘Radio Direction Finding’ or RDF. At Bawdsey Manor, near Orford Ness, an experimental station was opened in September 1936, with two more following the next year, at Dover and Canewdon, Essex. By now, the accuracy of the equipment had improved, and the range increased to 100 miles.


By February 1940, the 20 original Chain Home (CH) stations had been constructed, as well as a further 12 covering the west and the north of England. Each consisted of a number of 350-ft transmitter aerial masts, 250-ft receiver aerial masts, a transmitter and a receiver block, and an office where the radar displays were situated. These Chain Home ‘High’ stations, however, could not detect incoming aircraft at low altitude, and to fill this gap a second system of ‘low-looking’ Chain Home Low stations—and mobile units—was established from November 1939. These operated on a lower frequency and had a shorter range, but together with the Chain Home High stations they gave the RAF an excellent chance of detecting attacks in time to react effectively.


Radar’s development and deployment had been supported by many, from King George down, and certainly Dowding’s enthusiasm was enormously beneficial. But the greatest share of the credit belongs to Watson-Watt, who now turned from the technical side of radar to building up a usable network of machines and the people to run them, as well as a layered organization that efficiently passed information along the chain of command. His contributions to the war effort earned him a knighthood in 1942. A decade later he was awarded £50,000 by the British government for his work.


In September 1938, Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain made his last attempt to buy peace in Europe by feeding Hitler another slice of territory. Earlier in the year Germany had annexed Austria. Now Hitler was demanding Czechoslovakia’s German-speaking Sudetenland region. At a summit at Munich, Britain and France acceded. Publicly, Chamberlain was lauded for preserving the peace, appearing on the balcony of Buckingham Palace to rapturous crowds below. Privately, even he now thought Hitler was unhinged and untrustworthy, and British military preparations intensified further.


A few months later, in December 1938, the long debate about whether the RAF should invest in fighters for defence, or bombers for offence, was settled in favour—for the time being at least—of the fighters. This crucial change was led not by the colourful figures and substantial egos in the debate, but by a lawyer-cum-politician, Sir Thomas Inskip, who had been appointed the minister in charge of defence coordination in 1936. Rejecting the ‘early knock-out blow’ argument of the pro-bomber lobby, he sided with Dowding in deciding that the RAF’s principal role had to be ‘to prevent the Germans from knocking us out’. His argument was strengthened by the fact that fighters were a lot cheaper to produce than bombers. Now, the proportion of fighter to bomber squadrons started to near parity.


When, in March 1939, German and Hungarian troops occupied the rest of the Czech lands, Chamberlain’s ‘peace in our time’ sentiments of Autumn 1938 were exposed as delusions. Poland was next on the Nazi menu. Both Britain and France had guaranteed its security. War now seemed inevitable. The pilots of Fighter Command prepared for the daunting duty of defending Britain’s skies.


It was still assumed that their task would be to bring the maximum amount of firepower to bear on heavily armoured enemy fleets of invading bombers. The premise was that the bombers would be unescorted. For one thing, the German airfields were judged as being too far from British shores to allow the Luftwaffe to send fighter escorts. This reinforced a tactical presumption that fighter-to-fighter combat was a thing of the past—that the dogfights reminiscent of the First World War were obsolete in the new bomber age. Accordingly, fighter pilots were trained to carry out set-piece attack patterns from varying directions. The basic formation for carrying out the attacks was the ‘vic’—three fighters flying in a close horizontal arrow-head relation, with a leader and two wingmen.


As was often the case in war, the RAF peacetime theoretical orthodoxies were soon bent out of shape by the realities of battle. But the Luftwaffe too found that their anticipated methods of waging war required significant modification.


The German air force that so astonished British observers in 1935 had been born in secret. Forbidden by the 1919 Treaty of Versailles to support a military air force, Germany had instead channelled energy, technical expertise and substantial state subsidy into the development of civil aviation. Hugo Junkers (1859–1935), the pioneer of metal aircraft, Claude Dornier (1884–1969), Ernst Heinkel (1888–1958) and Willy Messerschmitt (1898–1978)— who all gave their names to Luftwaffe combat aircraft—started out designing and manufacturing civilian, or ‘sporting’, aircraft in the 1920s. A state carrier, Deutsche Lufthansa, was created in 1926 under the chairmanship of Erhard Milch, who had commanded a fighter Geschwader (wing) in the First World War. Within two years, it was Europe’s most efficient airline, and by 1930 it was bigger than the British and French civil airlines combined. At the same time, years before the advent of the Nazi regime, ‘air-mindedness’ was encouraged, with state-sponsored gliding and flying clubs attracting tens of thousands of members. At a time when elsewhere flying was the preserve of the rich, in Germany it was a new and exciting sport for all.


As early as 1923, a top-secret memorandum laid out plans for an independent military air force. Lufthansa openly and quite legally trained many hundreds of pilots, who in time would form a core for the Luftwaffe. It also deliberately developed designs for commercial aircraft that could be easily convertible into bombers, such as the Junkers 52. More secret were agreements with the Russian authorities, who, from the end of 1923, allowed the setting-up of a secluded base 200 miles southeast of Moscow. There, far from the eyes of the western Europe, many of the future Luftwaffe’s senior personnel underwent thorough military training. By the time the Luftwaffe was unveiled to the world in 1935, it had behind it the strongest aircraft industry in Europe. Generous subsidies and loans to Dornier, Heinkel and Junkers allowed a massive expansion of aircraft production, by more than 800 per cent in the two years after 1933.


Hermann Goering, the senior Nazi and First World War flying ace, was the Luftwaffe’s commander; reporting to him was Erhard Milch (1892–1972) who, as state secretary of the new Reichsluftfahrtministerium (Reich Aviation Ministry), exercised close control of a force that already numbered 20,000 men and nearly 2,000 aircraft. Milch calculated that he needed ten years to build a Luftwaffe ready to fight a major war. Goering cemented his position by appointing First World War colleagues to senior positions. Meanwhile, Milch drove forward a vigorous expansion plan, which, by late 1935, was delivering 300 new aircraft a month.


All Lufthansa pilots now became Luftwaffe reservists, and training programmes for combat pilots were also massively expanded through the 1930s. At the outbreak of the Second World War, Luftwaffe training units were producing pilots of a very high standard at the rate of 15,000 a year. Pilots had 250 hours’ flying time behind them before being transferred to an operational flying school to receive specialist training in fighter, bombing or dive-bombing skills.


Many interwar German strategists endorsed the prevailing notions of the primacy of the bomber. The first chief of the air staff of the new Luftwaffe, Walther Wever, supported by Milch, ordered the development of heavy four-engined bombers that would be able to deliver a significant bomb load from Germany as far away as Scotland or the Urals. But in June 1936 Wever was killed in an air crash, and Goering, jealous of Milch’s influence, sidelined Milch in favour of a First World War fighter ace crony, Ernst Udet. Udet had been a superb pilot but was inadequate to the tasks of aircraft procurement and production. Under his influence, supported by Goering and by Wever’s successor as chief of the air staff, ex-army officer Albert Kesselring (1885–1960), the Luftwaffe abandoned the heavy-bomber project in favour of shaping a force for infantry support, with lighter, faster bombers able to dive on ground targets.


The outbreak of the Spanish CivilWar in July 1936 gave Goering a chance to measure the capabilities of his new force. Before the end of the year, the Condor Legion had come into being, made up of Luftwaffe ‘volunteers’ under the command first of General Hugo Sperrle (1885–1953), and then of General Wolfram von Richthofen, cousin of the famous First World War ace Baron von Richthofen. The war provided a test bed for the Luftwaffe’s latest models and combat experience for its pilots. It was also the first time that a coordinated air and ground war had been fought, and the results were devastating. Von Richthofen returned to Berlin to press the case for continuing to develop air policy in the direction of ground support.


Thus, the Luftwaffe that confronted Fighter Command in the summer of 1940 had been designed to support the army rather than to fight a strategic battle on its own. Those tactics, though, delivered demonstrable success in the first months of war.





CHAPTER TWO
WATCHING, WAITING … AND WITHDRAWING



THE EVENTS of the ten months leading up to the Battle of Britain left the country in the most perilous position of her modern history. On 3 September 1939, two days after Hitler invaded Poland, France and Britain reluctantly declared war in support of their ally, honouring their agreement of 1 April that year. By then, Poland was already reeling. Her army had been spread thinly over the long frontiers with Germany, Czechoslovakia and East Prussia (the latter divided from the rest of Germany by the ‘Polish Corridor’ established after the First World War). Much of her air force was destroyed on the ground in the first few days of the war by a Luftwaffe that was ready, well trained, and combat-tested in the Spanish Civil War—and which outnumbered the Poles by at least four to one. It was a grossly unequal contest. German combat aircraft were five years more advanced in design and performance. German air superiority was immediate, and it was used to crushing effect as supply lines were ruptured, troops bombed and machine-gunned, and cities threatened with annihilation from above.


The Polish pilots proved skilful, despite their poor machines, destroying nearly 300 German aircraft during the course of the fighting. But by 17 September the Polish capital, Warsaw, was surrounded, as Red Army troops invaded Poland from the east to swallow the rest of the country (under secret terms of the Nazi–Soviet Pact agreed in August). By 6 October the battle for Poland was over. But for many Polish soldiers and airmen it was only the beginning of their war. Some 100,000 managed to escape through Romania, and they would go on to fight hard for the Allies, including during the Battle of Britain. Within a year Wladyslaw Gnys, who had been the first Polish fighter pilot of the war to shoot down a German aircraft, would be flying Hurricane fighters out of Northolt in Middlesex.


The rape of Poland produced no answering intervention from the French and British allies. They were in no position to do anything, and, apart from sporadic skirmishing, nothing very much happened in the way of hostilities. In Britain, the period from September 1939 to May 1940 became known as the ‘Phoney War’. In Germany it was called the Sitzkrieg, the ‘sitting war’.


Britain busied herself instead with preparing her defences. After the Munich Summit crisis in September 1938, the Air Raid Precaution (ARP) budget had been tripled. By the end of the year, 90 per cent of Londoners had been issued with gas masks and over a million feet of trenches had been dug, zigzagging across parks and commons. Plans for more substantial public shelters lagged behind, partly because of a fear of a direct hit killing a large concentration of people. It was thought preferable that people should build their own protection in the shape of ‘Anderson’ shelters, named after Lord Privy Seal (and soon Home Secretary) Sir John Anderson (1882–1958), who held responsibility for ARP measures.


The Anderson shelter was cheap and easy to construct, made out of six curved sections of corrugated steel bolted together at the top and sunk into the ground over a shallow square-shaped hole about four feet deep and ten feet wide, lined with five other metal sheets. It was suggested that at least 18 inches of soil be loaded on top, which, it was hoped, would save the shelter’s occupants from anything other than a direct hit. The great flaw—apart from the need for a garden to place it in—was the lack of drainage, and many shelters quickly filled up with dirty water. The discomfort was compounded by the sacking, soaked in water, which was supposed to be hung over the entrance as a defence against the possibility of poison gas. Despite these deficiencies, by September 1939 nearly 1.5 million Anderson shelters had been distributed free to families with incomes of less than £250 per year. The more comfortably off were expected to pay for their own.


With the outbreak of war, people practised putting out fires and crawling through smoke-filled rooms, underwent first-aid training, and were told what to do if caught outside in a raid: lie face down, with hands over the ears, mouths half open and teeth parted. Works of art were removed from the National Gallery and the Tate Gallery to caves in Wales. Irreplaceable volumes and documents from the Public Records Office were shipped out of London or stored deep underground. London Zoo took the precaution of destroying its snakes in case they escaped during an air raid.


At the same time, the transformation of London, and Britain’s other main cities, gathered pace. Famous Oxford Street stores boarded up their windows and converted their basements into air-raid shelters for their customers. Landmarks such as the Albert Memorial in Kensington were boxed up to minimize bomb damage. Sandbags, filled from pits dug in Hampstead Heath, appeared everywhere, stacked against windows and doors as blast-proofing. They soon turned mouldy. Windows were webbed with tape to prevent injuries from flying glass. Heavy dark curtains hung from every window, to keep the light in and make the blackout complete.


The blackout proved one of the most unpopular of the new restrictions. London became as ‘dark as a pocket’, and it was frightening to be out at night. It was easy to get lost or hit by cars, which travelled with hoods over their headlamps. The dishonest thrived in the darkness, and petty crime soared. The local ARP wardens were ruthless in enforcing the blackout regulations, with a shout of ‘Put that light out!’ Estimates of what could be seen from an aircraft at altitude were ludicrously inaccurate. A German-Swiss resident of Kensington was even accused of trying to provide guidance for the enemy by puffing too hard on his cigar.


The start of war also witnessed the evacuation of millions from the towns and built-up areas, particularly London. Evacuation lists for threatened cities had been drawn up before September 1939, and those on them included children, the handicapped, the ill and the blind. But registration was neither complete nor obligatory, and parents could decide for themselves whether or not their children should be sent away. Three days before the war started, the government began moving 39,000 people from towns in Southeast England considered to be in the bombers’ likely path. In London, about half the population of children departed. Around 1.5 million people travelled on the government scheme, with a further 2 million making their own arrangements. For the rich, this meant moving to hotels in the north or the countryside. Ten thousand children from well-to-do families were sent abroad in the first year of the war, mainly to Canada or the United States. It did not necessarily make them safer: in September 1939, the liner City of Benares was torpedoed on the way to Canada, and only 13 of the 90 children on board survived.


Most evacuated children in Britain were taken in by rural families, with varying degrees of enthusiasm. Some children from London’s East End found it difficult adjusting to their new surroundings. Used to a diet of bread, margarine, fish, chips and sweets, they viewed the fruit and vegetables now on offer with suspicion. Some of their middle-class hosts, cushioned from the reality of urban poverty, were appalled by their new charges. One Women’s Institute reported that ‘the children were filthy, and in this district we have never seen so many verminous children lacking any knowledge of clean and hygienic habits … it appeared they were unbathed for months’.1


As autumn 1939 turned to winter, and the expected waves of German bombers failed to materialize, many people drifted back to their homes, as shelters filled with water and the miles of trenches dug in public parks crumbled and collapsed. The absence of an immediate threat made the rules and restrictions under which people had to live—rules on movement, meetings, free expression and especially the blackout—all the more irksome.


The early days of war were characterized, too, by false alarms and accidents. The most dramatic incident involved two friendly aircraft being shot up by their own side. On 6 September, a searchlight battery in the Blackwater estuary in Essex reported a hostile aircraft crossing the coast. Hurricanes from No. 56 Squadron were ordered up from North Weald to intercept. As they climbed on the hunt for the intruder, they were picked up by a radar station in Essex, which mistook them for a large enemy formation. Further fighters were scrambled, which, in turn, confused the radar picture even more. Among them were 12 Spitfires from No. 74 Squadron at Hornchurch, Essex. A three-man section led by Adolph ‘Sailor’ Malan took off first, followed by another section led by Flying Officer ‘Paddy’ Byrne. Behind Byrne was John Free-born, who remembered ‘looking down and seeing we had cut a line through the haze where we had taken off … Malan was well in front … We saw these aircraft and Malan gave the order: “Number One attack—go!”’2 Malan’s section went in, then Byrne’s. Byrne and Freeborn opened fire and saw two aircraft go down. Freeborn remembers feeling ‘exhilarated’. But when he landed, he learned the truth: the aircraft they had shot down—the first ever to fall to a Spitfire’s guns—had been Hurricanes. One pilot was dead, another missing.


Byrne and Freeborn were put under arrest, and a general court martial was held on 7 October. According to Freeborn, Malan denied ever giving the order. Nevertheless, both men were acquitted. The so-called ‘Battle of Barking Creek’ was hushed up, but harsh lessons were learned about the vital importance of positive identification of aircraft. (By coincidence, on the same day that the tragedy occurred, film director Alexander Korda was at the Hornchurch airfield filming an RAF propaganda picture, The Lion Has Wings.)


Despite the deceptive calm of the Phoney War, everyone understood that the respite was only temporary. In anticipation of a German attack westwards, the RAF set up bases in France at the very outset of the war. The deployment had two elements. The Advanced Air Striking Force, consisting of eight squadrons of Battle and Blenheim bombers and two squadrons (Nos 1 and 73) of Hurricane fighters, was to reinforce the French army along the frontier with Germany. The Air Component, with fighter-bombers and another two squadrons of Hurricanes (Nos 85 and 87), was to support the army’s British Expeditionary Force (BEF), which started arriving in France as early as 10 September 1939. Britain’s regular army of about five divisions, reinforced with Territorial Army units, was tiny compared with the French conscript army of eighty-eight divisions.


On the Franco-German border the fixed defences of the Maginot and Siegfried lines faced each other. The BEF, along with the First French Army, was positioned along the unprotected border between France and the neutral Low Countries, ready to move forward to the River Dyle (Dijle) in central Belgium should the Germans repeat their 1914 Schlieffen Plan and attack through Belgium.


The small RAF contingent, reinforced in the north by two squadrons (Nos 607 and 615), equipped with Gladiator biplanes, flew reconnaissance missions and patrols when the poor weather allowed and worked hard to improve the soggy French airfields, most of which were primitive and uncomfortable. The pilots had arrived in France full of excitement, only to find they had little to do. Bombing of Germany was forbidden for fear of reprisals. There were few enemy intruders. Those that appeared were often high-level reconnaissance planes, long gone by the time the Allied aircraft could climb high enough to meet them.


Nevertheless, on 30 September 1939, Flying Officer Peter ‘Boy’ Mould from No. 1 Squadron scored the first British success of the war, shooting down a Dornier Do17 reconnaissance plane that had appeared over his airfield. Attacking from behind, he seems to have taken the Germans by surprise ‘as no evasive tactics were employed and no fire was encountered’. Raked from top to toe with bullets, the Dornier caught fire and crashed after a vertical dive. The squadron later found the wreckage, with the only discernible remains of the crew being five disembodied hands. Mould got very drunk that night, telling a friend: ‘I’m bloody sorry I went and looked at the wreck. What gets me down is the thought that I did it.’3


On the morning of 16 October 1939, the first serious aerial raid on Britain’s navy occurred, when 12 Junkers Ju88s attacked shipping at the Royal Navy base at Rosyth. A fault with the local radar station meant that the arrival of the bombers came as a surprise, and they were able to damage a destroyer, killing sixteen. Spitfires arrived only as the Junkers were leaving, chasing them out to sea and downing two.


The winter of 1939–40 was a bitter one. Snow and thick cloud prevented flying for weeks on end. Pilots became bored and frustrated. But in March 1940, the weather improved, there was more patrolling and a greater number of encounters between the Luftwaffe and RAF. On 2 March, the first Messerschmitt Me109 fighter (also known as the Bf109) was shot down; at the end of the month, the first Messerschmitt Me110 twin-engine fighter-bomber was downed near Metz. These encounters were analysed closely for what they could reveal about the shape of things to come, and the shot-down aircraft were salvaged and studied.


Such aerial skirmishing as there was in France in the months prior to the Battle of Britain taught the British a number of useful lessons as well as familiarizing them with the ways of their opponents. The RAF began to copy Luftwaffe practices, painting the underside of its fighters duck-egg blue to make them less visible against the sky, and fitting steel plates behind the pilot’s seat to increase protection. The Hurricane’s propeller was altered to improve climbing speed. Tactics were adjusted too, including the adoption of a ‘tail-end-Charlie’, a single fighter weaving around behind the formation to guard against surprise attack from the rear.


The squadrons based in Britain were learning too. The German air force and army had been ordered to preserve their strength for the battles ahead, and Luftwaffe pilots on the Franco-German border were forbidden to seek combat, so that activities were limited to reconnaissance, mine-laying in northern waters and some sporadic raiding of British naval bases. These operations meant that British-based squadrons, although hardly busy compared with the times to follow, probably had more to do than did their colleagues in France. Most of the German attacks that did take place were performed by high-level bombers—harassing attacks, designed to stretch British nerves. They provoked constant alarms, but offered little chance of a ‘kill’ for the British fighters.


British pilots came to dislike the frequent patrols carried out to protect shipping around the coast, which were monotonous, tiring and nerve-wracking, with worries of mechanical failure, ditching and death never far away. There was little at that stage, though, to fear from the Luftwaffe. As in France, the lack of action was frustrating. The pilots in the outlying stations, where there were no towns to distract them, grew bored. In the satellite stations the harsh winter was made worse by the spartan conditions.


In spring 1940, the military hibernation was drawing to an end. Germany was stirring again. Before launching his main attack in the west, Hitler wished to secure Germany’s northern flank by occupying neutral Denmark and Norway. Control of the latter would also safeguard Germany’s vital supplies of iron ore from Sweden via the northern Norwegian port of Narvik, as well as providing bases for an aerial attack on Britain from the east. The strategic importance of Norway was understood in London and, as the German High Command was well aware, Britain was simultaneously preparing a force to seize the port and looking at basing fighter and bomber aircraft in Norway.


The German invasion, ostensibly designed to protect Denmark and Norway from Anglo-French aggression, was launched shortly after 5am in the morning of 9 April 1940, with a simultaneous advance of land forces in Denmark and seaborne landings on the Danish islands and in Norwegian ports. Denmark fell in a day, as did key cities and airfields in Norway, the latter secured by history’s first ever paratroop attacks. The valiant shore batteries on the Oslo fjord, equipped with Krupp guns installed in 1893, succeeded in sinking the German heavy cruiser Blücher, thereby giving the Norwegian government and royal family a chance to flee the country. But control of the air gave the invaders a vital advantage.


As the Germans crushed resistance in the south of Norway, British infantrymen landed on the west coast near Trondheim and at Narvik to the north. Later in the month they were reinforced by French and then Polish troops. But the poorly equipped Allied effort lacked both clear objectives and a unified command.


The RAF’s contribution was touched with the same chaotic, amateur feel that characterized the whole campaign. The first squadron dispatched to Norway—No. 263—was made up of Gloster Gladiators, biplanes that belonged to a bygone generation of fighter aircraft. Carried to within 50 miles of the Norwegian coast by the carrier HMS Glorious, the squadron landed on a makeshift airfield on the frozen ice of the Lesjaskogsvatnet (Lake Lesjaskog) on 24 April. In theory, the Gladiators were adapted to winter conditions, but vital supplies to keep the engines de-iced failed to turn up and the airfield lacked radar or adequate antiaircraft guns. During the first night the wheels of many of the machines froze to the ice, leaving the squadron sitting ducks when an attack of Heinkel He111 bombers came in at just before eight in the morning. Eight of the Gladiators were destroyed, and those that managed to take off found themselves heavily outnumbered. By the end of the day, eleven had been lost and two had been destroyed and were beyond repair. Two days later there were no aircraft left.


In May, No. 263 Squadron returned to Norway as Allied troops, driven out from the south, fought the Germans at Narvik. This time, they were accompanied by No. 43 Squadron of Hurricanes, which struggled to find a usable base. For a time they operated from ‘a strip by a fjord’, remembered Flight Sergeant Richard Earp. ‘The troops had been working very hard out there and they’d covered the place with coconut matting and wire netting.’ There was no running water and only cramped tents to sleep in. ‘All I had was a groundsheet and two blankets,’ said Earp. ‘You couldn’t sleep. It was daylight all the time.’ Above all, he remembered that it ‘was terribly bloody cold’.4


The emerging débâcle in Norway fed dissatisfaction in the House of Commons, and in the country at large, with Neville Chamberlain’s government. It seemed incompetent and irresolute, quite unfit to lead the country at the time of its greatest peril. On 30 April the well-connected Conservative MP Henry ‘Chips’ Channon wrote in his diary that there was a ‘cabal against poor Neville. “They” are saying … that Winston should be Prime Minister as he has more vigour and the country behind him.’ During a long career Churchill had made many enemies in the country and in the House. But before the war he had established himself as the leading advocate of rearmament and Hitler’s fiercest enemy. Now that his predictions had come true, he was being viewed with a new respect.


The political intrigues and manoeuvrings reached a climax on 7 May, as the House of Commons met to debate the failures of the Norway campaign. Chamberlain had lost the confidence of the House. The announcement of the result of a vote of censure brought shouts of ‘Out! Out! Out!’ from the Opposition benches. Chamberlain tried and failed to form a cross-party national government under his premiership. On 10 May, he resigned his office, and the task fell to Churchill, the fervent pre-war opponent of appeasement who had been summoned from the backbenches in September 1939 to become First Lord of the Admiralty.


Churchill immediately brought senior Opposition figures into a new Cabinet, and appointed his friend Lord Beaverbrook as head of a new ministry for aircraft production. Churchill felt touched by the hand of history. ‘At last I had the authority to give directions over the whole scene,’ he later wrote. ‘I felt as if I were walking with destiny, and that all my past life had been but a preparation for this hour and for this trial.’5 There was to be no honeymoon period for the new prime minister. Churchill’s first crisis came the very same day, as the Germans launched Blitzkrieg in the west.


The opening blow came at first light, when more than 300 German bombers attacked 22 airfields in the Netherlands, Belgium and northeastern France. The assailants regarded control of the air as essential for swift victory. In men and tanks the two sides were evenly matched, but the Germans had almost twice as many aircraft than all their opponents combined, amounting to some 4,000 planes, of which over 1,000 were Messerschmitt Me109s. The German air force was divided into two Luftflotten (‘air fleets’): Luftflotte 2, in the north under Generaloberst Albert Kesselring, and Luftflotte 3, on the central front under Generaloberst Hugo Sperrle. Both reported to Generalfeldmarschall (Field Marshal)—and soon to be Reichsmarschall—Goering.


The Belgian and Dutch air forces were soon destroyed. German reconnaissance planes roved ahead of the advancing forces, spotting targets and triggering devastating dive-bombing attacks. These raids were followed by airborne assaults on key bridges, airfields and fortresses. Meanwhile, tanks and motorized infantry units crossed the borders, swept aside resistance and raced to meet up with their advance units.


Positioned to support the British Expeditionary Force, No. 87 Hurricane Squadron had been put on alert the night before and told to expect Blitzkrieg the next morning. ‘There was nothing unusual in that … people had become a little sceptical,’ reported the squadron’s diary. But ‘we were awakened at dawn by a tremendous anti-aircraft barrage, the drone of many aero engines and a deep thudding sound we had never previously heard. BOMBS!’ Most of the RAF contingent escaped being hit on the ground and was immediately in action. No. 1 Squadron took off at 5am and was active for almost the entire day, shooting down several Dorniers. As soon as the attack had started, four more Hurricane squadrons—Nos 3, 79, 501 and 504—were rushed to France. Most were in action almost immediately, and their first day turned out to be their best. Much of the German bomber force had arrived without fighter escort. It was easy to find targets, as there were simply so many German aircraft in the skies. The RAF fighters flew 208 sorties and shot down at least 33 bombers, losing in the process only 7 Hurricanes, with 8 damaged and not a single pilot killed.


But each day thereafter was worse than the day before. Bombers now came escorted by swarms of Messerschmitts. Hurricane pilots were flying up to five sorties a day, taking off from under-equipped airfields that were the target of regular attacks from dive-bombers. Perpetual exhaustion sapped the strength of the airmen, as the German aircraft roamed deeper and deeper into France. ‘Our nerves were getting somewhat frayed,’ wrote Paul Richey of No. 1 Squadron. ‘We were jumpy and morose. Few of the boys smiled now—we were no longer the merry band of days gone by.’ Richey had already baled out once, and the experience had shaken him greatly: ‘I had a hell of a headache and was jumpy and snappy. Often I dared not speak for fear of bursting into tears.’6 But on the ground, the situation was soon even worse.


To the surprise of the Allies, the main German armoured thrust crashed through the supposedly ‘untankable’ Ardennes forest in southwestern Belgium (and bypassed the Maginot Line), aiming to establish a bridgehead across the Meuse, the most formidable river barrier protecting France. Here again, air superiority was decisive, with the key French fortress of Sedan, just to the east of the Meuse, pounded by ‘airborne artillery’: waves of dive-bombers that delivered the firepower of conventional big guns, but with much greater flexibility. Once successfully over the river, the German armoured columns headed northwest, hurrying towards the sea in order to split the Allied forces and pin the BEF and First French Army against the Channel.


The BEF had advanced, as planned, to the River Dijle in central Belgium. The British now threw their Blenheim and near obsolete Fairey Battle bombers against the advancing German columns, but with disastrous results. On 14 May, the Netherlands capitulated, her government and royal family having already evacuated to England.


For the French leadership, the fall of Sedan had a huge psychological as well as strategic impact. What remained of the Allies’ bomber force was now sent en masse against the Meuse bridge-head, but the only result was appalling losses from flak and German fighters. On 15 May, French Prime Minister Paul Reynaud telephoned Churchill and told him, in English, ‘We have been defeated.’ Nonetheless, he pleaded for further fighter squadrons to be sent from England.


Air Chief Marshal Dowding was already dismayed at how his precious Fighter Command assets were being sacrificed in actions that did little to change a hopeless situation. He insisted that the bleeding stop. He was allowed into the War Cabinet meeting of 15 May to make his case. If the same rate of attrition continued for the next ten days, he argued, there would not be a single Hurricane left in France or Britain. ‘If the Home Defence Force is drained away in desperate attempts to remedy the situation in France,’ he wrote in an official letter that night to the under-secretary of state for air, ‘defeat in France will involve the final, complete and irremediable defeat of this country.’


Churchill, however, was still set on giving ‘the last chance to the French army to rally its bravery and strength’. The next day, 16 May, he flew to Paris in an effort to reinforce the morale of the French leadership. All he found, though, was disillusion and despair. ‘Utter dejection was written on every face,’ Churchill later wrote. ‘Where is the strategic reserve?’ he asked the French commander-in-chief, General Gamelin. ‘Gamelin turned to me,’ wrote Churchill, ‘and with a shake of the head and a shrug, said “Aucune” [there is none]. There was another long pause. Outside in the garden of the Quai d’Orsay clouds of smoke arose from large bonfires, and I saw from the window venerable officials pushing wheelbarrows of archives on to them. Already, therefore, the evacuation of Paris was being prepared.’7


In spite of the evidence of his eyes, and in the face of Dowding’s dire warning, Churchill authorized the deployment of four further Hurricane squadrons after his return to London. They were to fly each day from England, because there were now not enough airfields and facilities left in French hands to support them. Nevertheless, by 17 May Churchill had succumbed to reality. He ordered a contingency plan for the complete withdrawal of the BEF and RAF from France. Churchill’s assistant private secretary, John (‘Jock’) Colville, noted in his diary: ‘Winston is depressed. He says the French are crumbling up as completely as did the Poles … There is a risk that the BEF may be cut off if the French do not rally in time.’


The BEF began retreating and the airmen fell back with them, hopping from one vulnerable airfield to another. The withdrawal was painful. Nos 1 and 73 squadrons lost 19 aircraft and 12 pilots in 7 days. In the three days from 16 May, Fighter Command lost sixty-two precious Hurricanes. The pilots of 32 Squadron were now flying in daily from Biggin Hill, Kent, an exhausting schedule that meant being woken up at 2.30am and sometimes not getting back until as late as 10.30pm. Across the English Channel they found chaos and despair. Peter Brothers remembered that ‘We’d go to a French airfield, refuel and try to get some instructions but everything was chaotic and so we’d just go off and do a patrol around to see what we could find … it was pretty ghastly and the French, I’m afraid, were totally demoralized by this time.’8 There was no effective control from the ground and few men were left to refuel and rearm the aircraft. Nor was there any effective early-warning system to get the Hurricanes airborne in time to intercept a raid. Above all, the British pilots were massively outnumbered in the air.


For the troops below, the situation was also desperate. Refugees clogged the roads, and overhead the terrifying Junkers Ju87 ‘Stuka’ dive-bombers attacked seemingly at will. It was now clear that the French Ninth Army, originally positioned opposite the southern thrust from the Ardennes, had suffered a serious defeat. As the German Panzers raced for the Channel, they encountered virtually no resistance, covering on some days up to 40 miles. On 20 May, Amiens fell, cutting the Allied armies in two. The same day Gamelin was sacked, and his replacement, General Weygand, immediately ordered a French counter-attack on the German armoured column. The British also counter-attacked near Arras, but the delay to the German advance was only brief.


The airmen were not immune to the ravages or exhaustion, physical and emotional, of the rapidly deteriorating situation. On 21 May, Sergeant Eric Bann, of No. 238 Squadron, wrote to his parents in Macclesfield:


Have been having a real rough time, lost nearly all my clothes and have been sleeping in any old place, plus getting into some real hot places. We have bagged about forty German planes in the last four days but their numbers are terrific. Have been going in for about six of us to forty or fifty of theirs, the air was thick. I think we lost the Flight Commander yesterday, what a nice chap, they said he was engaged by about ten fighters and went down fighting madly. Our Squadron had been flying every day and we are very tired … Believe me to see the German dive-bombers in their hundred cutting at our poor troops makes you only too glad to help—it’s terrible.



On 22 May, the Germans reached the outskirts of Boulogne and Calais, cutting off the BEF’s supply route, and the army was put on half rations. There was no option now but to retreat to the coast. As the scale of the disaster filtered down the ranks, there was disbelief and anger. To the British High Command, the army seemed doomed. Alan Brooke, commanding II Corps, wrote on 23 May that ‘Nothing but a miracle can save the BEF now.’


From 24 May, British troops poured into Dunkirk (Dunkerque), on the coast east of Calais. The town and docks were already under attack from the air. The oil depot was soon on fire, gushing thick smoke that lay in a fat, black pall over the town and the shoreline. By 26 May, the port was wrecked beyond use. There was no salvation there, and the men were ordered onto the beaches. Hermann Goering was confident that his Luftwaffe could prevent the escape of the trapped men. ‘I hope the Tommies are good swimmers,’ he declared delightedly on 26 May.


Lance-Bombardier Peter Lambert, a 22-year-old volunteer who had swapped life as an insurance clerk for the Territorial Army in April 1939, recollected the bewildering chaos in an unpublished memoir:




The very thought of the British army being in retreat to the extent that we had to abandon everything was unbelievable. Despite all the meandering around northern France one felt that, sooner or later, things would stabilize and we could get into action.


Then came that night when we were told by our sergeant that the British Army was to retreat to the coast around Dunkirk where we were to be taken off by the Royal Navy. Not one of the gun positions we had so diligently surveyed during the Phoney War was used. Instead we had trundled these large things around the northern French countryside, preparing for action only once, but not firing a single shot. We were told to leave our vehicles having made them as useless as possible. The guns were too damaged and dumped in the La Bassée canal and we were to make our way on foot to Dunkirk.


So began our trek to the coast. We moved at night to avoid the bombing, accompanied everywhere by the barking of dogs whose owners had fled, leaving them to fend for themselves. Everyone was afraid of becoming detached from their comrades and lost. We had no sense of order. Morale was low. We could hardly be described as a military unit and on several occasions I remember hearing tanks all around us not knowing whether whey were friend or foe.











Hermann Goering


Born in 1893 in Bavaria, Hermann Wilhelm Göring (usually Anglicized as ‘Goering’) served in the German infantry during the First World War, before transferring to the air force. He was an outstanding pilot, with a reported 22 kills and numerous decorations, including the ‘Blue Max’ award for valour. In July 1918 he took over as commander of the ‘Flying Circus’ unit made famous by the ‘Red Baron’ Manfred von Richthofen.


Disgusted with the postwar settlement, he joined the Nazi Party in 1922 and for a time was in charge of its paramilitary Sturmabteilung (SA, ‘Storm Troop’). He played a part in the failed Munich Putsch of November 1923, when he was wounded in the groin and forced to flee to Austria. During painful treatment for his injury, he was given morphia, starting an addiction that he would battle for several years. He returned to Germany in 1927, where his distinguished war record and charm made him an effective promoter of the party among the wary upper classes. He was elected as a deputy to Germany’s parliament, the Reichstag, in the following year, becoming its president in 1932.


With Hitler’s assumption of power in 1933, Goering was in the first Cabinet and in charge of the powerful Prussian police force, which he soon turned into a political weapon for the Nazis. During the 1930s he played key roles in the Nazification of the country, in the suppression of internal opposition, and in international and economic affairs. He was also given the post of special commissioner for aviation, then, shortly afterwards, minister for air, and he oversaw the secret expansion of the Luftwaffe. When the new air force became public in 1935, Goering was appointed its commander. In 1938, he became the first Generalfeldmarschall (field marshal) of the Luftwaffe, the promotion making him the highest ranking officer in Germany. Hitler named him his successor as leader of Germany and on 19 July 1940 made him the country’s only Reichsmarschall.


Goering was an immensely powerful figure in the Third Reich, but he was also avaricious, vain, corrupt and decadent. Many years after the war, Me109 pilot Hans-Ekkehard Bob remembered meeting Goering on being presented with the Knight’s Cross: ‘He showed up wearing a raw silk shirt with puffed sleeves, a silk cravat with a great big emerald on the throat, light grey riding breeches and red boots. Even by today’s standards, it was a pretty daring get-up.’9 Goering liked to be called ‘The Iron Man’, but at around 20 stone he was seriously overweight.


Goering’s military reputation began to decline after the Luftwaffe failed to stop the Allied evacuation at Dunkirk. It fell further when the air force could not make good his boast to smash the RAF in weeks, nor prevent Berlin from being bombed. His ignorant, impetuous approach added greatly to the Luftwaffe’s difficulties during the Battle of Britain.


‘At the beginning we had great respect for him,’ said one Luftwaffe pilot, Gerhard Schöpfel. ‘But later our feelings changed. He began to complain that we were not doing enough, but we needed far more machines and manpower to achieve what he wanted.’10 The failure to supply the German Sixth Army at Stalingrad was the final blow to the reputation of Goering and his Luftwaffe. In April 1945, he sent a message to Hitler in his Berlin bunker offering to take over the leadership of the Reich, an action which Hitler regarded as high treason: Goering was placed under arrest, before his surrender to US forces in early May 1945.


Goering was convicted at the Nuremberg trials of war crimes and crimes against humanity, and sentenced to death. Poison was smuggled into his cell and he took his own life the night before his scheduled execution by hanging. The following morning his dead body was displayed by the gallows for the inspection of official witnesses.


Goering never accepted that the Battle of Britain had been a defeat for the Luftwaffe. He told one interrogator that he regarded the result as a draw.









On the night of 26 May, a hastily organized evacuation plan—Operation Dynamo—was launched. Over the previous few days every available ship had been gathered to form a rescue armada, comprising nearly 850 vessels, from destroyers, to transports, down to ferries and pleasure boats. The great evacuation started that evening. It was a slow and laborious business ferrying the men in dinghies from the beaches to the waiting boats, but on this occasion luck was siding with the British.
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