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Who the hell were these chaps to come over into our sky and drop bombs on us?
RAF Squadron Leader Douglas Bader

 

The Battle of Britain was the first major battle to be fought solely in the air and it was the only battle of the Second World War to be fought in plain view of the British population.

The Battle of Britain’s significance is still subject to debate: did it stop Hitler from invading? Was it a foregone conclusion that the superior strength of the Royal Navy would halt any cross-Channel incursion? Was the battle really decisive?

While it is subject to mythologising, there can be no doubt that the German armed forces – which did not suffer a reverse up until the autumn of 1940 – were not victorious. The expected defeat of Britain’s air force did not materialise. Britain was left to fight on in the war.

 

DATES
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The official British dates of the battle are 10 July to 31 October 1940. Air fighting had taken place before and continued after, but commander of RAF Fighter Command, Air Chief Marshal Hugh Dowding, decided on 10 July as being the start of the battle as it was the first time the Luftwaffe sent large formations to challenge Fighter Command, although, as he wrote, ‘operations merged into one another almost insensibly’.

 

AUTHOR’S NOTE
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Dates given are for 1940 unless otherwise indicated.





Timeline
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1935

NOVEMBER
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6          The Hurricane makes its first flight.

 

 

1936

MARCH
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5          The Spitfire makes its first flight.

 

JULY
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14        Air Chief Marshal Dowding is appointed head  of Fighter Command.

 

 

1938

AUGUST
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4          19 Squadron receives the RAF’s first Spitfires.

 

 

1939

SEPTEMBER
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3          Britain and France declare war on Germany.

 

OCTOBER
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16        First German air raid on Britain. Two Junkers Ju 88s are shot down by Spitfires.

 

 

1940

APRIL
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9          Germany invades Norway and Denmark.

 

MAY
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10        Germany invades France and the Low Countries.

10        Winston Churchill becomes British
Prime Minister.

14        Rotterdam is bombed; 814 civilians are killed.

14        RAF bombers lose 40 out of the 71 that attack German forces near Sedan in northern France.

15        Dutch forces surrender.

15        RAF launches its first large-scale raid as 99 bombers attack the Ruhr.

21        For the first time, Hitler discusses invasion of Great Britain.

26        Operation Dynamo, the evacuation of Allied troops from Dunkirk, begins.

27        Belgian army surrenders.

 

JUNE
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4          Dunkirk evacuation ends.

5/6      Small-scale bombing of Britain begins with raids on targets in the south-east and east coast of England.

5          RAF Coastal Command begins invasion patrols over French ports.

10        Norway surrenders.

18        Last RAF aircraft return to bases in Britain from France.

18        In a speech to Parliament, Churchill declares that the Battle of Britain is about to begin.

22        France signs Armistice with Germany.

27/28  Liverpool, Newcastle and Southampton are bombed.

30        Göring issues directive on the air war against Britain.

 

JULY
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2          Despite reservations, Hitler orders invasion preparations to begin.

3          RAF Bomber Command begins attacking invasion barges.

10        Channel battle begins as Luftwaffe attacks British shipping and ports.

16        Hitler issues Directive Number 16, preparing for Unternehmen Seelöwe (Operation Sea Lion).

19        Hitler makes peace offer to Britain.

21        Hitler determines invasion must take place by 15 September.

21/22  First successful use of Airborne Interception radar by RAF as a Blenheim shoots down a Dornier 17.

 

AUGUST

[image: ]

 

1          Hitler issues Directive Number 17 directing the Luftwaffe to destroy the RAF.

13        Adlertag (Eagle Day). Luftwaffe launches large-scale raids on RAF radar stations and airfields.

15        All three Luftflotten (air fleets) attack targets around Britain.

18        Luftwaffe fly almost 1,000 sorties and suffer heavy losses on ‘The Hardest Day’.

18        Last use of Ju 87 Stukas in large-scale operations.

19        11 Group commander Keith Park orders his squadrons to defend the sector stations, to operate only over land and to target bombers.

20        Churchill speaks in Parliament praising ‘the Few’.

24        Luftwaffe bombs central London for the first time.

25        RAF bombs Berlin.

 

SEPTEMBER
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7          Luftwaffe raids on London during the day and night mark the beginning of the Blitz.

7          Fears spread when a code word is misinterpreted, indicating the invasion is taking place.

11        Hitler postpones making a decision on invasion until 14 September.

14        Hitler postpones decision on invasion until 17 September.

15        Luftwaffe launches what they hope will be a decisive major attack on London.

17        Hitler postpones invasion indefinitely.

 

OCTOBER
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12        Hitler orders preparations for invasion to continue, in order to keep the pressure on Britain.

31        Official end of the battle.

 

 

1941

MAY
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10        The Blitz ends with a raid on London that kills 1,436 people.

 

JUNE
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22        Germany invades the Soviet Union.

 

 

1942

FEBRUARY

 

13        Hitler finally orders all remaining Sea Lion invasion forces to be deployed elsewhere.
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