
THE BATTLE OF BRITAIN 

Marking the 81st Anniversary of the Battle of Britain in 2021 

The Battle of Britain, during World War II, was the successful defence of Great 
Britain against unremitting and destructive air raids conducted by the German air 
force (Luftwaffe) from July to September 1940, after the fall of France. Victory for the 
Luftwaffe in the air battle would have exposed Britain to invasion by the German 
army, which was then in control of the ports of France only a few miles away across 
the English Channel. In the event, the battle was won by the Royal Air Force (RAF), 
whose victory not only blocked the possibility of invasion but also created the 
conditions for Britain’s survival, for the extension of the war, and for the eventual 
defeat of Nazi Germany. 

Shortly after the withdrawal of British forces from the European continent in the 
Dunkirk evacuation (May–June 1940), Germany’s armoured forces completed their 
blitzkrieg invasion of France. The French government collapsed on 16 June and 
immediately sued for peace. This left the British alone in their “island home” as the 
last bastion against “the menace of tyranny,” in the words of the Prime Minister, 
Winston Churchill. Speaking before Parliament on 18 June, Churchill announced: 

The Battle of France is over. I expect that the Battle of Britain is about to begin.…Let 
us therefore brace ourselves to our duties, and so bear ourselves that if the British 
Empire and its Commonwealth last for a thousand years, men will still say, “This was 
their finest hour.” 

The Germans were apprehensive of the risks in launching an invasion, dubbed 
Unternehmen Seelöwe (Operation Sea Lion), across the English Channel without 
having first achieved the necessary naval and air superiority. Hermann Göring, head 
of the Luftwaffe, expressed confidence that his aircraft could easily drive the RAF out 
of the sky and thereby also check any Royal Navy involvement. Hitler directed that 
Göring should launch his air offensive and in the meantime the date for any invasion 
would be set for mid-September. 

On 13 August, the main offensive—called Adlerangriff (“Eagle Attack”) by Hitler - 
was unleashed, initially against RAF stations but also against aircraft factories and 
against radar stations in SE England. The objective was to wear down Britain’s air 
defence, and indeed the effort severely strained the limited resources of Fighter 
Command, under Air Chief Marshal Sir Hugh Dowding. The British had slightly more 
than 600 frontline fighters to defend the country. The Germans meanwhile had about 
1,300 bombers and dive-bombers and about 900 single-engine and 300 twin-engine 
fighters. The British did, however, have the radar early warning system, called Chain 
Home, the most advanced and the most operationally adapted system in the world. 
Even while suffering from frequent attacks by the Luftwaffe, it largely prevented 
German bomber formations from exploiting the element of surprise. To fight off the 
bombers, Fighter Command employed squadrons of durable and heavily armed 
Hawker Hurricanes, preferring to save the faster and more agile Supermarine Spitfire 
- unsurpassed as an interceptor by any fighter in any other air force - for use against 
the bombers’ fighter escorts. 
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The British thus found themselves fighting with the unexpected advantage of 
superior equipment. German bombers (mostly lightly armed twin-engine planes such 
as the Heinkel He 111 and Junkers Ju 88) lacked the bomb load capacity to strike 
permanently devastating blows, and they also proved, in daylight, to be easily 
vulnerable to the British fighters. The Germans’ once-feared Junkers Ju 87 “Stuka” 
dive-bomber was even more vulnerable to being shot down, and their premier fighter 
- the Messerschmitt Bf 109 - could provide only brief long-range cover for the 
bombers, since it was operating at the limit of its flying range. By late August, the 
Luftwaffe had lost more than 600 aircraft and the RAF only 260. Nevertheless, 
Fighter Command was losing desperately needed fighters and experienced pilots at 
too great a rate to be sustained. Number 11 Group in particular was in a fight for its 
life - and, by extension, for Britain’s life as well. Acknowledging that the country’s fate 
hung on the sacrifice of its airmen, Churchill declared before Parliament on 20 
August 1940:  

“Never in the field of human conflict was so much owed by so many to so few.” 

In addition to technology, Britain had the advantage of fighting against an enemy that 
had no systematic or consistent plan of action. At the beginning of September, the 
Germans dropped some bombs, apparently by accident, on civilian areas in London, 
and the British retaliated by unexpectedly launching a bombing raid on Berlin. This 
so infuriated Hitler that he ordered the Luftwaffe to shift its attacks from Fighter 
Command installations to London and other cities. Beginning on 7 September, 
London was attacked on 57 consecutive nights. The bombing of London, Coventry, 
Liverpool, and other cities went on for several months, but it had the immediate 
benefit for the RAF of relieving the pressure on Number 11 Group and also bringing 
more German bomber formations into the sectors of the formidable Number 12 
Group. 

By mid-September, Fighter Command had demonstrated that the Luftwaffe could not 
gain air superiority over Britain. British fighters were shooting down German 
bombers faster than German industry could produce them. To avoid the deadly RAF 
fighters, the Luftwaffe shifted almost entirely to night raids on Britain’s industrial 
centres. The “Blitz,” as the night raids came to be called, was to cause many deaths 
and great hardship for the civilian population, but it contributed little to the main 
purpose of the air offensive - to dominate the skies in advance of an invasion of 
England. On 3 September 1940, the date of invasion was deferred to 21 September, 
and then on 19 September Hitler ordered the shipping gathered for Operation Sea 
Lion to be dispersed and on 12 October 12 he announced that the operation was 
cancelled.  
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