BATTLE of BRITAIN — VICTORY AGAINST THE ODDS
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We watched as fighter planes flew over the English countryside (on film, at least), setting the
scene for Guy’s excellent talk. The victory of the Battle of Britain was against the “odds” in as
much as the Luftwaffe had 2600 aircraft against our 654, 2500 air aces against our 3000 largely
inexperienced pilots, and high morale, following overwhelming successes against the occupied
countries of mainland Europe.

Thus, the time seemed ripe for Hitler to conquer British airspace preparatory to his launching
Operation Sea Lion [Seelowe] to invade southern England, but, in the event, poor weather and
logistical issues (such as inadequate reserves of fuel) were to scotch his plan, yet neither was he
able to control our skies strategically before implementing it.

Britain had a number of significant resources: home advantage meant that a downed RAF pilot
was not liable to be captured, a damaged plane could limp home somehow, and less fuel was
necessary for our defence, compared to the Germans’ need to travel considerable distances
to/from the continent to take on the RAF. Squadron Leader Adolph ‘Sailor’ Malan of the RAF,
commanding 74 Squadron, produced a booklet on battle tactics which was to prove invaluable to
Allied pilots. Its detailed points could be summed up as initiative, aggression, discipline, and
teamwork. Air Chief Marshal Hugh Dowding introduced the Dowding System, managing very
limited resources, including the Chain Home and Chain Home Low systems (predating radar),
with 56 stations pointing their tall antennae into the sky. However, these antennae looked
outwards, being rendered useless once a German plane had crossed into UK airspace. A
humorous item of deception (today’s “fake news”) was a poster campaign promoting the regular
eating of carrots to improve RAF pilots’ night vision, putting the apparently gullible Luftwaffe
off the scent of British defensive applications.

The introduction of radar operators, mainly women, later known as predictors, together with the
Observer Corps’ tracking of enemy planes once they had crossed the Channel enabled accurate
information (such as numbers of enemy planes, where they were headed, their likely targets, and
how best to defend against them) to be passed to Bentley Priory, where the information was
filtered, fed to the Operations Room and thence to relevant airbases for anti-aircraft batteries,
barrage balloons, and aircraft to be deployed as required. The Observer Corps was so effective
that it earned the title Royal Observer Corps in 1941.

Additional groups which were of paramount importance, although perhaps less heralded were
Balloon Command (utilising 1400 balloons at up to 2500 feet in 1940), RAF ground crews (teams
of two men repairing, rearming, and refuelling a plane in just 20 minutes), and the Air Transport
Auxiliary (staffed by female pilots and men either too old for combat flying duties or disabled),
tasked with delivering new aircraft from northern factories to airfields in the south and east of
England.

The main benefits possessed by the RAF were:
e Home advantage

e In addition to RAF personnel, flying for the freedom of our skies were 595 foreign pilots,
including 84 Czechs and 145 Poles.



e Better intelligence (in the military sense of the term)

e Better use of resources

e [ower losses (a German bomber carried several crew, against the RAF fighter plane’s single
pilot). On 18th August 1940, for instance, the RAF lost 68 planes compared to the Luftwaffe’s
69, but in terms of men lost, it was 60 for the RAF, 220 for the Luftwaffe.

e The Nazis were becoming increasingly frustrated by their failure to subjugate Britain as they
had overcome France and other European nations.

e Hitler’s mistake was to redirect his venom against civilian targets. Although it doubtlessly
affected morale, the “Blitz Spirit” entered the British psyche and was to prevail, while the RAF
could regroup. Following that first day of the Blitz, 7th September 1940, Churchill condemned
Hitler over the wireless in exceptionally strong terms.

The outcome of the Battle of Britain, in statistical terms, was 544 RAF pilots killed (average age
22 years), compared with around 2500 Luftwaffe, a ratio of almost 5 to 1. Although the
Supermarine Spitfire remains the beautiful, iconic darling of the battle, the humble, rather plain
Hawker Hurricane was actually more successful, but both, together with the men and women
engaged on the ground ensured that no enemy invaded English soil at any time during the Second
World War, thanks in no small part to the Battle of Britain’s victory against the odds.

A 2015 anniversary film showing wartime era aircraft enthralled the audience as Guy brought this

highly informative, educational, and thought-provoking presentation to a close, four days away
from the 85" anniversary of Battle of Britain Day.
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