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			The Battle of Britain

			Key information

			
					When: Between 10 July and 31 October 1940

					Where: In Great Britain

					Context: World War II (1939-1945)

					Belligerents: Nazi Germany against Great Britain

					Commanders and leaders:	Winston Churchill, British Prime Minister (1874-1965)

	Hugh Dowling, RAF Air Marshal (1882-1970)

	Hermann Goering, German Marshal (1893-1946)




					Outcome: Victory for Britain

					Victims:	1733 air crafts destroyed on the German side

	915 fighter planes destroyed, 450 fatalities among the RAF

	14 280 civilians killed and 20 325 injured in Britain




			

			Introduction

			Originally intended to foreshadow a Nazi invasion of Great Britain in Autumn 1940 which Adolf Hitler (1889-1945) postponed several times, the Battle of Britain was the most colossal air combat history had ever known. Hitler’s aim was to destroy British Air Forces in the space of several weeks and laugh in the face of Marshal Goering’s optimism. This would facilitate a German invasion of British soil; if the Nazis succeeded in crossing the channel, their victory in Western Europe would be complete. Once Britain had been conquered, Hitler planned to send troops back eastward to spearhead an attack on the USSR in spring 1941 to realise his vision as described in his 1923 autobiography Mein Kampf: Europe ruled by Germany where Communism was defeated and Eastern Europe was reduced to slavery. This was to be achieved through Blitzkrieg military strategy, where opponents’ defences were quickly defeated through short intense attacks, Germany being incapable of sustaining a more prolonged war. 

			When the Battle of Britain began in 1940, Great Britain was the last European democracy to face up to the then-victorious Nazi Germany. This was, however, precluded by a major turning point on the British political scene: the pacifist Neville Chamberlain (1869-1940) was replaced by Winston Churchill on 10 May 1940, a man who supported a strategy of all-out war. This was the very same day that Germany launched an offensive, invading Luxembourg, Holland and Belgium. Churchill’s authority would later be bolstered by a home victory in the Battle of Britain. 

		


		
			Political and social context

			The Phoney War

			France and Britain declared war on Germany on 3 September 1939 after it had invaded Poland two previously without having openly declared war. A few days later, the British Dominions (Canada, Australia and New Zealand) followed suit and entered into the conflict. British and French colonies also would also take part in the war effort. In Europe, however, many smaller countries remained neutral and some of which would be attacked by Germany in April and May 1940. It was not until 10 June 1940 that Italy, led by Mussolini (Italian statesman, 1883-1945) declared its allegiance to Germany and entered the conflict.

			The Polish Army was defeated by the Nazis in early October 1940, following the Soviet occupation of Eastern Poland on 17 September in accordance with the German-Soviet non-aggression pact. These Eastern regions, along with the three Baltic states would be occupied by and then annexed to the USSR. 

			Despite such worrying events in Poland, the major Western European powers did not react between autumn 1939 and winter 1940. The French and British governments were passive and immobile, paralysed by the wave of pacifism of the interwar years. 

			On 9 April 1940, Germany successfully invaded Denmark - a country which had declared neutrality - and attacked Norway without declaring war. French and British troops quickly descended on Norway, but were forced to leave on 10 June after the Nazis launched attacks on Western Europe. The German campaign in Scandinavia gave Hitler access to high quality Swedish iron which would be used for the German war effort until the end of the war. 

			Reassured by an outright victory in Poland and Scandinavia, Hitler moved his armies westward, launching attacks on the Netherlands, Belgium, Luxembourg and France on the 10th of May 1940. The German Blitzkrieg strategy, based on a combination of military forces leading concentrated strikes on land and air forces, crushed France and its allies within just a few weeks. 

			On 16 June 1940, the French government, led by Paul Reynaud, was replaced by a new administration, with Battle of Verdun (February-December 1916) hero Marshal Pétain (1856-1951) at the helm. He signed a peace treaty with Germany on 22 June 1940 in Rethondes. However, the French General De Gaulle openly refuted the terms of the armistice and declared France to be a free country. This meant that Britain found itself alone in the face of Nazi Germany, despite most occupied countries’ governments moving their headquarters to London.

			Britain stands alone against the Nazis 

			After France’s defeat, the Third Reich found itself at the peak of its military and political power in Europe. Many neutral countries in Europe and Latin American opted to foster friendly relations with Nazi Germany. Meanwhile, the populations of occupied countries were still recovering from the psychological shock of the Blitzkrieg attacks and successive German victories. These populations tended to adopt pragmatic or wait-and-see attitudes towards the new occupations, trying to adapt to the new German order. In France, a smaller number of people nonetheless became involved in a resistance movement - known as the French Resistance - from 1940 onwards. 

			Soviet Leader Joseph Stalin (1878-1953), tried to avoid the Soviet Union being implicated in a European war and showed more and more signs and gestures of goodwill towards the German Third Reich. Across the Atlantic in the U.S.A., isolationist thinking maintained its prevalence, particularly among the Republican Party; public opinion showed significant signs of hesitancy towards any direct American military intervention in Europe. As such, President Franklin Roosevelt (1882-1945) had to delay any potential action, particularly given that the presidential elections were taking place in November 1940. The Americans were nonetheless alarmed by France’s defeat and the threat Germany posed to Britain; surely Britain surrendering was not possible?

			Intent on fighting against Germany with the help of the British Commonwealth, Churchill’s government was thwarting Hitler’s grand plan. In Hitler’s ideal world, Britain would be quickly defeated and military attention could be focussed on the USSR so that Germany would not have to simultaneously wage war on two different fronts. The Battle of Britain therefore represented a threat to the continued success Germany had been enjoying in its quest for territorial expansion since 1936.

			Despite the numerous victories Hitler had achieved in Europe since the Munich Agreement of 1938, he was reluctant to thrust Germany into total war against Britain. Aware that such an action would pit his armies against the entirety of the British Commonwealth, he instead tried to come to a peaceful compromise, in the knowledge that the fall of the British Empire would only feed two growing world powers: America and Japan. 

			
				
					The Munich Agreement

					When Hitler came to power in 1933, Germany began an intensive programme of rearmament with the aim of shifting the balance of power in Europe. In 1936, Germany began military reoccupation of the Rhineland territory, thus violating the Treaty of Versailles (28 June 1919). In the same year, the country entered into a war economy and embarked upon a project of expansion in Central Europe. This helped it re-establish itself as a world power, particularly in the face of Soviet and Anglo-Saxon hegemony. 

					France and Britain remained largely passive in the wake of such clear violations of the Treaty of Versailles, allowing Germany to take hold of Austria in March 1938. Hitler then demanded Sudetenland, a German-speaking region of Czechoslovakia, be annexed to Germany in what is known as the Sudetenland Crisis. British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain was intent on avoiding war at all costs and effected policies of appeasement to allow Britain time to rearm itself. He negotiated directly with Hitler alongside the President of the French Consulate Édouard Daladier (1884-1970). 

					On 29 September 1938, Mussolini, Hitler Chamberlain and Daladier signed the Munich Agreement, which established Germany’s rule over Sudetenland, annexed on 1 October. As such, the last parliamentary democracy in Central Europe and one of France’s principal allies fell into Germany’s sphere of influence, in a political move which was met with no concrete opposition. 

				

			

			Hitler also had other plans. He hoped to end the German-Soviet Nonaggression Pact by launching a surprise attack on the USSR. If he emerged victorious from such an offensive, he would secure the crucial territory needed for the spread of the Aryan race. However, in order to achieve this goal he would first have to establish peace in the West to avoid fighting on two fronts. He told those close to him about his plan; they tried to dissuade him from such an idea. 

			On 19 July, Hitler announced to the Reichstag (German parliament) that he intended to negotiate a peace agreement with Britain. While Churchill did not directly respond to Hitler’s request, British Foreign Secretary Lord Halifax (1881-1959) brushed aside Hitler’s summons to negotiate peace in a message broadcast by the BBC. Therefore, on 31 July, Hitler decided to postpone the attack on the Soviet Union which was planned for spring 1941 in order to concentrate German efforts on crushing Britain and forcing the country into signing a peace agreement. This discourse of potential Anglo-German peace was not echoed in London, with the new Prime Minister Winston Churchill preferring a strategy of total war. Churchill managed to galvanise public opinion in Britain and further afield through his memorable speeches, and immediately sought U.S. support despite the country’s declared neutrality. 

		


		
			Commanders and leaders

			Winston Churchill, British Prime Minister

			Born at Bleinham Palace, Oxfordshire in 1874, Winston Churchill was part of the British aristocracy. He was a direct descendent of John Churchill (English General, 1650-1722), the First Duke of Marlborough. His father Lord Randolph Churchill (1849-1895) was a radical Conservative MP who died relatively young. 

			Winston Churchill opted for a military career very early on, hoping to find glory in his chosen vocation. In 1899, he rose to fame as a War Correspondent in South Africa where he was imprisoned. After escaping, he launched his political career, earning the title of First Lord of the Admiralty (the political leader of the Royal Navy) in 1911. During his mandate, he strengthened the British Navy, making it the most powerful in the world as 1914 approached. He was forced to resign in 1915 due to the failed Gallipoli Campaign (25 April 1915 – 9 January 1916).

			
				
					The Dardanelles Campaign

					The Gallipoli or Dardanelles Campaign saw the French and British navies oppose the Ottoman Empire and turned out to be a total disaster. France and Britain sought to quickly seize hold of the Dardanelles - a narrow strait which is the only access to the Black Sea from the Mediterranean - in order to support the war efforts on the Eastern front. However, they underestimated the Turks, allied with Germany, and were unable to overcome ruthless Turkish resistance due in some way to a lack of planning on the Franco-British side. The Allies thus suffered a spectacular defeat which would have major repercussions on the British political stage.

				

			

			Though Churchill was far from being the only one responsible for this failure, he nonetheless lost his title and had to settle for the role of Battalion Commander of the British Army until the end of the First World War. 

			In 1916, he commanded an infantry battalion on the Western front. He then re-entered politics and took on several ministerial titles from 1917 onwards. He was Chancellor of the Exchequer between 1924 and 1929, and became less and less visible on the political scene during the 1930s due to his politics being at odds with the pacifism which dominated public opinion in the interwar years. He loudly denounced Nazism and strongly supported British rearmament. When war broke out in September 1939 he was reappointed to his former position as political leader of the Navy by Neville Chamberlain. He was energetic in his leadership, known for his military expertise and his anti-Nazi convictions, and became Prime Minister on 10 May 1940. Despite his efforts, he was unable to persuade France to continue the war effort overseas after the occupation of Metropolitan France. Churchill was undeterred and decided to continue fighting, rejecting Hitler’s peace offerings. Unable to stomach this situation, Hitler launched the campaign which would become the Battle of Britain in July 1940 to defeat the Third Reich’s last real enemy in Europe. 

			During the war, Churchill held both the position of Prime Minister and Minister for Defence. He lost the 1945 elections, ceding power to the Labour Party’s Clement Attlee (British statesman, 1883-1967). Churchill was re-elected Prime Minister on a weak Conservative majority in 1953, but ended his political career two years later due to health problems. He died in 1965 at the age of 90. 

			Hugh Dowding, RAF Marshal 

			Born in Scotland in 1882, Hugh Dowding had a passion for aviation. As soon as he was old enough, he enrolled in Sandhurst Military Academy where he earned the title of Officer before serving in the artillery.

			After having obtained his pilot license, he joined the Royal Flying Corps in 1913. The following year, he was involved in the first air combats of the Battle of France (10 May – 22 June 1940) which ended with France signing an armistice with Germany. After the war, he played a key role in forming the Royal Air Force (RAF) and helped develop British pursuit aviation. In 1929, he became Vice-Marshall of the RAF and was promoted to Air Marshall in 1933. He received a knighthood for his services. 

			When Churchill was intent on sending more RAF fighter squadrons to help France in May 1940, Dowding persuaded him to keep the RAF reserves in Britain to defend the home front, anticipating that Britain would be the German air force’s next target. He adopted a shrewd defence strategy during the Battle of Britain in his leadership of the RAF, using his fighter planes sparingly through concern for his pilots’ lives. Through this strategy, he protected his forces from being wiped out by the Luftwaffe (German air force) and made any German landing virtually impossible. 

			He retired in 1942 and was recognised as the Battle of Britain’s military mastermind a year later when he became Lord Dowding. He was succeeded by Marshal Charles Portal (1893-1971), whose strategic long-range bombings helped launch a new era in military aviation. 

			Dowding died in 1970. 

			Hermann Goering, German Air Marshal

			Born in Rosenheim, Bavaria in 1893, Hermann Goering was lazy and undisciplined as a child. As such, his father sent him to the Karlsruhe Cadets Academy where he achieved excellent grades, graduating in 1911. 

			As an Officer for the Imperial Army, Goering was part of the infantry fighting in the 1914 combats before asking to be transferred to a fighter squadron. He gradually achieved more and more air combat victories and became one of the Imperial Air Force’s best pilots. When Germany was defeated, he publicly opposed the Communists and Republicans seeking to rise to power. He was forced to leave Germany and live and work in Denmark and then Sweden. In 1922, he joined the Nazi party in Munich after an encounter with the man who would change his life: Adolf Hitler. 

			He took part in the failed putsch in Munich as a commander of assault platoons on the 8th of November 1923 and was injured. After the injury, he became addicted to the morphine given to him to help his recovery. He returned to Germany in 1927 when amnesty was declared and began working for the Nazi party to help raise funds for German industry. He was elected as a Nazi political representative for Bavaria in 1928 and was re-elected two years later. 

			In the 1932 elections, he was promoted to President of the Reichstag
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