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On 6 July 1940, Adolf Hitler returned in triumph to Berlin after his astonishing victory against France. Millions lined the streets to get a glimpse of their Führer, most of them believing the war had already been won. Half of Europe now lay in the hands of Nazi Germany, including once-mighty France, which had been defeated in just six weeks. Britain’s army had also been smashed, and forced to retreat across the English Channel. In so doing, nearly all its arms and equipment had been left behind.

Hitler had always seen Britain as Germany’s most dangerous enemy. Britain had the world’s largest empire, and was the centre of a global trading network bigger than that of any other country. Her access to the kind of resources needed to wage war was far better than that of Germany, whose location in the heart of Europe offered few outlets to the world’s oceans. At a time when the sea remained the best way of moving goods around the world, this was a great disadvantage.

Another concern was the United States. Although neutral, the USA backed Britain and was no friend of Nazi Germany. If Britain was no longer a belligerent, the potential threat from America would be less.

Germany could not afford a long drawn-out conflict like the last one of 1914–1918. Hitler knew he had to force Britain out of the war, and on that July day he was confident the British would soon sue for peace. After all, they no longer had much of an army left with which to fight.




[image: Image]

Hitler’s triumph in Berlin.




Six weeks earlier in Britain, the shock of defeat on the Continent had been enormous. Most had been confident that the combined armed forces of Britain and France, not to mention Belgium and the Netherlands, would halt German ambitions. Few had imagined France would be so swiftly overrun and, to many, the image the Nazis had projected before the war of unparalleled might had been borne out. The spearhead of this military juggernaut was the Luftwaffe, the German Air Force. It was now expected that massed formations of German bombers would soon appear over the skies of Britain and that their raids would be followed by terrifying numbers of enemy paratroopers.

On 27 May 1940, Britain’s future had hung in the balance. Winston Churchill had been Prime Minister for only seventeen days and there was heated debate between him and his Foreign Secretary, the widely respected Lord Halifax. Churchill believed Britain should not even consider sending out peace feelers to Germany. Halifax felt the situation was so bleak that Britain should at least make moves in that direction and threatened to resign over the matter, an act likely to have brought down Churchill’s new government.

Fortunately, Churchill was able both to dissuade Halifax and to convince his wider cabinet colleagues that Britain should never surrender.

In the following days, the evacuation of the British Expeditionary Force from France was more successful than anyone had hoped and the question of making peace with Hitler was never mentioned again. Britain would fight on.
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Churchill and Halifax arguing in the Cabinet Room.




One of the reasons the British Expeditionary Force had been so successfully rescued from Dunkirk was because the Luftwaffe had failed to halt the evacuation. After its successes in Poland and Norway, and now in the Low Countries and France, the Luftwaffe had seemed unstoppable, and Field Marshal Hermann Göring, its commander-in-chief, had boasted to Hitler that his air force alone could destroy the BEF as they tried to escape.

Over the beaches, low cloud and smoke from bombed and burning oil depots protected the troops, while, above, the Luftwaffe crews suddenly found themselves up against RAF Fighter Command for the first time. From 23 May, when Fighter Command initially flew over the French coast, to the end of the evacuation on 5 June, the Luftwaffe lost 326 aircraft against Fighter Command’s 121. This was no small number, but the Luftwaffe had discovered that hitting moving vessels was extremely difficult, and that their bombers, and the much-feared Stuka dive-bombers especially, were very vulnerable to the RAF’s Spitfires and Hurricanes waiting to pounce on them.

RAF Fighter Command was created and designed to defend Britain, and first did so over Dunkirk. In many ways, the Battle of Britain really began during that period at the end of May. It is the time the country probably came closest to losing the war.
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