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The period from 19 August to 7 September was marked by a growing
intensity of German raids on the mainland of southern Britain.
Their prime purpose was the destruction, or neutralising, of
Fighter Command which had responded so vigorously to earlier
attacks. At that stage RAF pilots, especially those in No.1ll

Group, were subjected to greater strain than they had experienced

since the start of the war.

The resulting pressure led to the deepening of divisions within
Fighter Command, with Park on the one hand and Leigh-Mallory on
the other at growing odds over the most effective tactics to be
employed in defence. Park, following the agreed policy of early
response to bombers before they reached their targets, despatched
fighters in single, or double squadron strength. 1In his view
there was insufficient warning to organise larger groups and,
anyway, he did not believe that Wings of three or more squadrons
were the most effective formations in defence. On the other
side, Leigh-Mallory, especially towards the end of this period,
was convinced that Wing tactics brought greater casualties to the
attackers and fewer to the defenders; he wanted the Duxford Wing

to be used in conjunction with Park’s squadrons.

By 7 September, when this phase of the battle ended, the rift
between the two Group commanders was pronounced. Park surmised

that No.12 Group aircraft were to provide a source of
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reinforcement for him, when he requested; Leigh-Mallory believed
that his squadrons should be allowed to operate in their own
right over No.1ll Group’s area. The separate interpretations may
be traced back to the vagueness of pre-war arrangements and
Dowding, as Commander-in-Chief, was in a unique position to
exercise authority and resolve the developing quarrel at this
stage. However, he failed to intervene. In this way, it is true
to say that he lost control of the tactical fighting of the
battle and allowed an inordinate and unn?cessary burden to fall

on Park and the pilots of No.1ll Group.

In view of the criticism made later of Dowding’s tactical
handling of the battle, it is important to appreciate a point
seldom noted. That is that the seeds of a cardinal difference
over tactics between staff in the Air Ministry and those at
Headquarters, Fighter Command were sown before the war began and
were to have a great effect on the Command’s leadership as the

Battle of Britain progressed. At issue was the division of
responsibilities between Groups and the tactics to be employed

against German bomber formations attacking Great Britain.

Within the 1limits of his planning for defence, Dowding gave
considerable power to his commanders of Groups, believing that
they, as experienced and loyal colleagues, would follow his
policy to the letter. Yet although each Group was responsible
for its own‘defensive position, there would be times of inter-
dependence when the need for help and reinforcement arose.

Different interpretations of orders and tactics could then become

thorny problems, partly through Dowding’s failure to plan
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completely for the synchronization of the actions of his Groups
and to predict the result of divergent tactics. Therein lay the

main fault in a flawed system which was to lead directly to the

Big Wing controversy. (1)

The fault was underlined after the Air Defence Exercises of 1939,
when a conference was held at Bentley Priory to discuss results
and lessons learned. A particular difficulty was the procedure

for handing over raids from one Group to another or between

L

Sectors. The problem was never adequately solved then, nor, as

events were to prove, a year later. (2)

The root of the subsequent Big Wing controversy in August 1940
was that Leigh-Mallory’s belief in using fighter Wings of three

or more squadrons was taken up by a cabal within the Air Sstaff

and used against Dowding and Park who asserted that they were,

for the conditions at that time, both unwieldy and inefficient.

* % %

1, See AIR 16/25, Reinforcement of sectors in 12 Group from
neighbouring sectors, September 1939 - July 1940. In September
1939 Dowding wrote to Leigh-Mallory, ’I have delegated tactical
control almost completely to Groups and Sectors, but I have not
delegated strategical control and the threat to the line must be
regarded as a whole and not parochially’. He finished, ’and I
would only ask you to remember that the Fighter Command has to
operate as a whole’.

2. See CAB 3/8, CID 308A, Review of arfangements for the Alr
Defence of Great Britain. A memo from the Home Defence Committee

on 7 July 1939 said that it had been necessary ’to provide a
sufficiently elastic ground organisation to permit of
reinforcement by squadrons from one area to another’. However,
the details of who was to control the airecraft and the form in
which the assistance would be despatched were not resolved. See
AIR 16/129, Home Defence Exercise, August 1939: reports. See
also AIR 16/294, Operational Instructions No.12 Fighter Group:
September 1938 =~ September 1939, Wykeham, pp.76=77, explains
that ’‘though a procedure was standardized for handover, it
remained a troublesome problem for many years’.
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The tactical use of RAF fighters had exercised the minds of a
number of the Air Staff before 1939, For several of then,
estimates of the most effective employment of squadrons were
based on their own former careers as pilots in the First World
War, flying biplanes in France or Britain.(3) ULittle had been
learned about the use of modern fighters in war, either from the
experience of the Japanese air force in their campaigns against
China and Russia from 1937-8, or from that of the newly formed

Luftwaffe during the Spanish Civil War. The world’s major air

¥

forces which had not taken part in these campaigns - those of the

United States, France and Great Britain - had to learn their

lessons expensively after 1939. (4)

In 1936 a report anticipated that the taking of ’a considerable
toll of attacking aircraft’ would, in itself, ’‘prove a powerful
deterrent to continuance of German air attacks against this
country’. 1If, after each raid, a percentage of bombers failed
to return, this would ‘undoubtedly have a cumulative effect upon

the morale of pilots’. This estimate, written before the

3. Harold Balfour, then Under-Secretary of State for Air, later
described the early wartime Air Council. "Air Marshals, World
War One, no doubt in their day were active and gallant pilots.
But they’d none of them flown modern aircraft at all. I think
I was the only member of the Air Council when I joined the Air
Councll as Vice-President in 1938 who could really fly Service
alrcraft’. See ‘The Forgotten Pilots: The Women Who Flew in the
Second World War’, television programme, BBC South, 25 May 1984.
Among Dowding’s principal opponents in the Air Ministry who were
covered by this description during the period, July to December

1940 were Saundby, Slessor, Joubert, Douglas, Harris and Newall
himself.

4. See Spick, Chapter 4, where tactics used and lessons learned
are clearly demonstrated.
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introduction of Hurricanes and Spitfires can, in retrospect, be

seen as a sanguine hope, yet showed a conception of Fighter

Command being used in an aggressive role. (5)

Subsequently, although by 1938 more members of the Air Staff were
resigned to accepting the limitations of the RAF’s ability to
settle the outcome of a European conflict by implementing
bombing, Trenchard’s spirit of attack died hard. In August 1938
they produced a document: ‘Air Staff note on fighter strength and
defence plan against the German scale of attack of 1,000 long-
range bombers a day’.(6) Douglas, then Assistant Chief of the
Air staff, thanked Group-Captain Stevenson, Deputy Director of
Operations (D.D.Ops.) for a sight of the paper and commented in
- a style which would have gladdened Trenchard’s heart: ‘I think
it is immaterial in the long view whether the enemy bomber 1is
shot down before or after he has dropped his bombs on his
objective.' Our object 1s not to prevent bombers reaching their
objectives - though it would be very nice if we could - but to
cause a high casualty rate among the enemy bombers, with the

result that the scale of attack will dwindle rapidly to bearable

5. CAB 55/8, Committee of Imperial Defence, Joint Planning
Committee: Minutes and Memoranda, JPC report, 1936,

6. See AIR 16/91, September 1938, Possible scale of German
bombing attack.



137

proportions’/. He went on to say that Stevenson had implied this

in his Minute, ’but I think it ought to be clearly stated on the
file’.(7)

Dowding was critical of these plans for defence, but his
opponents believed that he offered no better policy. His letter
to the Deputy Chief of the Air Staff of 12 October 1938 was seen
by Stevenson who noted that ‘the general criticism of C-in-C’s

remarks on our plan at Enclosure 18A is that while it aims at

™

exploding the basis of our calculation and plan it makes no
constructive suggestion for an alternative’. Stevenson then
stated categorically that the object wunderlying the Ailr
Ministry’s plan was to destroy the enemy scale of attack, as
opposed to inflicting a possibly low rate of casualties.
Further, he suggested that ’In default of a constructive

alternative from the C-in-C, I should be very sorry to see the

main principle of the plan go. I suggest, therefore, that we

should proceed to implement the plan’. (8)

7. AIR 2/3034, Document 26A, Douglas to Stevenson, 11 August
1938, The importance of the document to the later Big Wing
controversy and to Douglas’s part in having Dowding replaced is
that Douglas was consistent in his advocacy of large fighter
formations. See AIR 16/367, December 1940 - March 1943:
Organisation of Fighter Wing, Minute by Douglas, 17 December
1940, where he recommended ’‘the abandonment of the policy that
we must try and interpose a small number of fighters all the time
between the enemy bomber and his objective’. See also Douglas
Papers, File 2, Douglas to J.B.Collier, 14 February 1956, where
he strongly advocates Wings. ’‘The best way of causing casualties
to an enemy bomber force is to meet him with large (if possible,
superior) numbers of fighters operating in a cohesive formation’.

8. AIR 2/3034, Document 18A, Minute by Stevenson, 12 August
1938. '
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At this time Dowding felt confident that, no matter which tactics
were employed against bomber formations, the Luftwaffe could be
prevented from sustaining attacks over Britain. The Hurricanes
and Spitfires under his command, growing in numbers, albeit too
slowly for his 1liking, had every advantage over unescorted
bombers such as the Heinkel 111 or the Dornier 17 which would be
the mainstays of an enemy campaign. In this vein he wrote to
Newall, the CAS, on 24 February 1939, predicting heavy German

casualties which would bring attacks to a rapid halt. (9)

With the benefit of RDF stations, which were able, in spite of
early teething troubles, to detect attacks well before their
arrival, Fighter Command’s policy at that time was to locate and
engage enemy formations beyond, or on, the coast.(10) Dowding
had a quiet confidence that his squadrons could offer a sound
defence, but with one important proviso = that they were not

whittled away for duties outside Britain.

Nonetheless, the question of tactics was raised again in the

following month, when AVM Gossage, AOC, No.ll Group, wrote to

seek Dowding’s advice. A crucial question had been put to him

during a lecture at the RAF Staff College, Andover. 'The

0. AIR 16/261, Dowding to CAS, 24 February 1939; See above,
Chapter 3, note 15. Dowding’s optimism is supported by comparing
the top speeds of the Heinkel He.l111lP (247 m.p.h.) and the
Dornier Do.17z (265 m.p.h.) with those of the Hurricane I (328
m.p.h.) and the Spitfire 1A (362 m.p.h.). See Mason, Battle Over
Britalin, Appendix C.

10. See AIR 16/45, Air Ministry Conference to discuss problens
of interception, 28 June 1939, See also Douglas, Years of
Command, p.43.
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question concerns the interception of hostile raids directed
against this country and the principle was put forward that the
annihilation of a few raids was decidedly preferable to the
interception of as many as possible, as appearé to be visualised
by our existing defence policy and procedure’. Gossage believed
that it was impossible to disagree with the principle of
annihilation, but pointed out that the existing resources
precluded the adoption of that policy exclusively. 'We are,
therefore, driven to a compromise and i:t was rather on these
lines that I answered the question’, he added and went on to say
that he would welcome Dowding’s comments, as it was a matter

which had been on his mind for some time. (11)

In his reply Dowding agreed that the point was so important that
his views. should be written down. ‘The principle towards which
we should work is to match machine with machine’. He warned
against sendfing too many fighters to intercept because that would
'facilitate the method already discussed by Continental nations
of sending over a small attack to draw our defences, and then to
deliver a heavy attack when our fighters are on the ground
rearming and refuelling’. He added, however, that ’‘to send small
forces to "nibble" at the enemy is bad tactics’. His letter
concluded by pointing out that as far ahead as he could see, the
squadron would be the largest tactical unit, and although two or
more squadrons might be sent in company to meet large raids, the

individual squadron commanders would act on their own initiative

when the interception was made. (12)

11. AIR 16/254, Fighter Command: interception policy, September
1938 - March 1939, Gossage to Dowding, 10 March 1939,

12. Ibid, Dowding to Gossage, 14 March 1939,
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On 9 August 1939 the question of air tactics was raised again
with Dowding. The Director of Staff Studies (DOSS), at the Air

Ministry enquired the policy to be adopted to meet raids made by

large numbers of German aircraft. Were trials to be held to
decide the best method of defence? The Director had realised
that there were two views. One suggested that, as Luftwaffe
aircraft would arrive in separate ’squadron formations in quick
succession, possibly some hundreds of yards apart’, they would
not be met by formations ‘exceeding squadron strength’. Another
believed that as over one hundred aircraft might arrive in
formation, several squadrons would have to fight against thenm,

working as a tactical unit. (13)

Two officers on Dowding’s staff offered opinions on the size of
fighter units. The first was Wing-Commander Lawson, W/C Ops.l,
writing to the Senior Air staff Officer (SASO), who, in turn,
passed on suggestions to the Commander-in-Chief. Of particular
interest in the development of the later Big Wing Controversy is
that Dowding’s SASO from July 1938 had been Air-Commodore Keith

Park and it is instructive to note their unanimity of belief on
the issue of tactics. (14)

L

The tenor of their advice was that Wings were inefficient,

wasting time in manoeuvring, being at a disadvantage in poor

weather and lacking the most effective fire-power. Time in

interception was more important than a slow concentration of

13. AIR 16/131, Fighter tactics v. massed bomber formations,
Minute 2, 15 Auqust 1939.

14. For a background of Park’s RAF service from 1936-39, see
Orange, pp.67-82.
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strength. Lawson believed that it would be possible in peacetime
to practise Wing tactics, but doubted ‘’whether it would be
practicable to maintain that high standard in war’.(15) Park’s
comment was pragmatic. 'We have not vyet fully studied and
practised squadron attacksf. Until that was done, he suggested,

it would be a waste of time to experiment with larger

formations. (16)

Dowding’s reply ten days later demonstrated his disapproval of
Big Wings for several reasons. These varied from the argument
that pilots might collide or shoot at each other, to the far more
practical cause that squadrons had not trained for this kind of
attack. He suggested that it might be possible to have ’mass
deployment at some future time’, but that ’even tentative and
experimental work in this connection would be premature at
present’, His own opinion deflated the hopes of those at the Air
Ministry who wanted fighter attacks to be made by a large force,
when he said that the squadron ‘will always be the largest

practical unit which it will be practically expedient to employ’.

The Commander-in-Chief, thinking in terms of raids wmade by
unescorted bombers, envisaged the enemy arriving in formations
each of about thirty aircraft. These would be met by a

succession of attacks from flights, then from squadrons of
fighters. Their main aim was to gain superiority of fire, ’and

each individual fighter has at present so great a superiority

15, AIR 16/131, Minute 2, 15 August 1939.

16. 1Ibid, Minute 3, 17 Augqust 1939,
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of fire against its "opposite number" that the situation may be
considered satisfactory’. Dowding added that the speed,
flexibility and safety of Fighter Command’s plans should not be
given up ’‘for theoretical advantages which are 1likely to be

illusory in practice’. (17)

These views, discussed in peace-time, added to the Air Ministry’s
opinion of Dowding as a less than co-operative commander. It was
appreciated, nbnetheless, that as Commander-in-Chief he had the
right to lead Fighter Command as he s;w fit. However, the
realities of war by late Augqust 1940 showed that Dowding was
still employing a system of defence designed to meet a challenge
whose nature and style had changed since plans were laid before
1939, In the eyes of the Air Ministry he was thereby doubly at

fault. Firstly, he was placing too great a burden on the

squadrons of No.l11 Group by allowing them to be constantly
outnumbered; secondly, he was not making tactical use of a

concentration of fighter forces which would cause the Luftwaffe
unacceptable losses. Inevitably, the blame they attached to

Dowding extended by association to Park, who had helped to found
the system and was attempting with fidelity to implement it. (18)

17. 1Ibid, Enclosure 4A, Dowding to Under-Secretary of State, 19
August 1939.

18. Herein lies the parting of the ways between the admirers and
critics of Dowding. To the former, he was showing tenacity of
purpose in operating a system which was successfully holding off
the Luftwaffe. To the latter, better tactics would have achieved
the target earlier and at lower cost. For example, see, on the
one hand, Wright, especially Chapter 10, Orange, Deighton and
Terraine, all passim, On the other hand, see Allen, Who Won? and

:Il.ucas, Flying Colours, both passim, and the Bader Notes, Appendix
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DART TWO: GROWING PRESSURE ON BOTH SIDE :

Matters came to a head in the period between 24 August and 7
September, when the concentration of German effort, especially
against south-eastern airfields was so0 great that the squadrons
of No.ll Group were brought close to defeat.(19) The weather,
which was mainly cloudy from the 19th to the 23rd of the month,

improved next day, enabling the Luftwaffe to launch a series of

sustained attacks. (20)

In most of these, bomber formations, in accordance with Goering’s
new ruling, were closely escorted by fighters. Inevitably, the
interception of bombers, laid down as Fighter Command’s chief
target, became more difficult.(21) In addition, the pilots of
Nos. 10 and 11 Groups continually found themselves up against
superior numbers of the enenmy.(22) Another disadvantage for
British airmen, and one seldom assessed inﬂ relation to the
battle, was that the Luftwaffe customarily sent fighters into

action in larger formations than those used by the RAF; through

19. See Allen, Who Won?, p.178 who believes that the Germans had
gained local air superiority by 1 September.

20. See Hough and Richards, p.361. Also see Wood and Dempster,
PpPp.299 and 302.

21. See above, Chapter 3, note 80,

22. The change of German tactics was recognised in an aviation

magazine at the time. ‘The frequency of attacks increased and
more fighters were sent with fewer bombers’. ‘Parrying the
Blitzkrieq’, Aeroplane, 6 September 1940,
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reasons of organisation alone, Flighter Command pilots found
themselves outnumbered even before combat began, a wearying

prospect. (23)

The prime reason for the change in German policy was Fhe failure
of the Luftwaffe thus far to destroy sufficient RAF fighters,
which had caused heavy losses among bombers. (24) Goering’s
conference at Karinhall on the 19th laid down new gquidelines and
tactics, with the specific aim of defe;ting Fighter Command.
Therefore intensive raids were planned on the airfields of No.1ll
Group., The alircraft industry was listed as a second target. He
set out clearly the aim of his force. ’The task of Luftflotten
2 and 3 remains for the time being to beat the RAF fighter force
wherever possible’. This was to be achieved by constant attacks,
drawing Hurricanes and Spitfires into unrelenting defensive

action.

23. Fighter Command’s insistence on maintaining the squadron as
the prime fighting unit resulted in groups of twelve to sixteen
aircraft flying into action. For the Germans, ‘the Gruppe was
the basic flying unit for operational and administrative
purposes. Normally one complete Gruppe occupied a single
airfield’. The Gruppe consisted of thirty aircraft. See Price,
Lurftwaffe Handbook, p.l4.

24. The German Naval War Diary reported, ‘The units report zeal
by enemy fighters has fallen off but not stubbornness of attacks
on bombers and their pursuit after attack ... Air Operations
Staff sticks by continuation of the battle against enemy fighters
under all circumstances’. SKL KTB 18 August 1940.
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However, in an attempt to fulfil this ambition, Luftwaffe
commanders took one decision that went some way towards
eliminating the superiority of German fighter tactics. Fighter
pilots were instructed to stay close to their bombers 1in
immediate escort (Unmittelbar Begleitschutz), a policy to which
many objected strongly because it limited their ability to
implement the ‘free-hunt’ techniques which they considered

essential for success in combat. (25)

o

In support of the new aim, nevertheless, Luftwaffe commanders
showed themselves more aware than their counterparts in Fighter
Command of the tactical benefits of concentration of force. Many
of Luftflotte III’s fighters were moved up to the Pas de Calais,

under Kesselring’s command, as close as possible to their

targets. (26)

The scene was set for a guerre :‘3 outrance over the southern
approaches to London, where the perimeter of action would be
drawn at the extreme range of the Luftwaffe’s single-engined

fighters. Britain’s air defences had faced no more daunting

threat.

25. See Irving, Rise and Fall, pp.100-01. He refers, p.378, to
Milch Documents: 65, pp.7521ff, which was a report of Goering’s
conference, For a German fighter pilot’s highly critical
reaction to Goering’s order, see R.Jackson, Douglas Bader: a
biography (London, 1953), p.74.

26. See Hough and Richards, p.219; Allen, Who Won?, p.150; Wood
and Dempster, p.300. A further threat to Fighter Command by late
August came from German attempts at using radio message
interception. See H.Michel, Peuples et civilisations XXI, La
Seconde Guerre Mondiale, Tome 1 (Paris, 1968), p.169. This led

to a reduction in German losses, but did not offset the RAF’S
advantages stemming from the use of RDF.
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In that fortnight, Park’s resources were taxed to the limit, when
not only his fighter aerodromes, but also, and more important to
the Dowding System, his Sector stations, were attacked. For
example, Hornchurch was bombed on the 24th, 25th and twice on the
31st. Biggin Hill was raided on the 26th, twice on the 30th,
wvhich was a day of intense fighting, and twice on each of the

succeeding days. Kenley was hit on the 26th and 30th.

A fuller appreciation of the stress on No.ll Group’s airfields
comes from a detailed examination of German raids on the 31st.
At 8 a.m. North Weald and Debden were attacked, followed by
Eastchurch and Detling just over an hour later. Croydon and
Biggin Hill were hit at 12.55 p.m. and Hornchurch at 1.15 p.nm.

The last two were raided again at 5.30 p.m.(27)

Park suffered a particular problem, at least part of which had
its roots in the defensive system established by him and Dowding.
He tended to view the main battle as his fight taking place over
his area and involving his squadrons; No.12 Group, in his
opinion, were to be called for mainly to cover his aerodromes

while his pilots were in action further south.(28) As a result

he and the Commander-in-Chief lost the opportunity of using the

27. See Wood and Dempster, Chapter 16. See also Hough and
Richards, Chapter 15.

28. See AIR 16/635, 11(F) Group’s activities against German mass
formations, 1940, Note, Douglas to Dowding, 3 November 1940,
Douglas wrote that ’‘Park still has a sub-conscious aversion to
another Group coming down and fighting in his area’. See also
Bader Notes, p.8, for Park’s reaction when No.12 Group squadrons
flew south of the Thames on 27 September 1940.
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power of No.1l2 Group’s squadrons to their best advantage, as an

aggressive, supporting force fighting between London and the
south coast, (29)

A second problem for Park, again stemming from the accepted
policy, was the pressure of battle thereby placed on both pilots
and squadrons in his Group. For example, No.85 Squadron was
moved to Croydon on the 19th, into heavy action, being involved
in combat three times on the 31st. 1In about a fortnight, four
pilots, including two flight commanders; were killed in action
and six others, including the C.0. wounded. On 2 September
patrols could be put up at only half strength.(30) The effect
on individual pilots in the Group varied, although all suffered
from the tiredness following continuous strain. 'In those
desperate days’, one wrote later, ‘if you were twenty=-one, you

were an old man’.(31)

By 6 September, Fighter Command ‘though still very much in being,
was a wasting asset’,(32) Yet Britain’s fate in resistance, as

well as German strategy in attack, depended on its ability to

survive.

* % %

29, Bader Notes, pp.6-8.

30. According to T.Taylor, Breaking Wave, p.149, on 31 Auqust
the Luftwaffe flew 1,450 sorties. See Robinson, pp.189-90 for

the effect of casualties on No.85 Squadron. By 30 August No.1lll

Squadron could operate only nine Hurricanes out of its complement
of twelve.

31. Quoted in Gelb, p.177,

32. Hough and Richards, p.251.
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What is often overlooked by those who stress the weight of the
burden laid on Fighter Command is that the pilots of the German
Air Force were also under great tension, especially in the period
19 August to 6 September. They understood their role in having
to clear the way for seaborne invasion, yet the stubbornness of
Fighter Command’s defence provided them with the largest problem

faced since the formation of the Luftwaffe. (33)

They suffered specific disadvantages. First, they had to make
two crossings of the Channel and the sea‘for them was a natural
hazard. Second, by parachuting over England they would save
their 1lives, but lose freedom, Third, fighter pilots were
particularly constrained by having to remain close to bombers,
giving up the ’free-hunt’ tactics which they favoured. Fourth,

as the battle moved inland, the wvulnerability of Me.l109s

increased, through their short range. (34)

And yet they felt the approach of success by the early days of
September. They flew 1,345 sorties on the 30th and 1,450 the

next daf, when 39 RAF fighters were lost.(35) Fighter Command

had a greater need of pilots than of machines. (36)

33. None of the Luftwaffe’s previous campaigns, from the Spanish
Civil War to the defeat of France had been against an air force
as large, well equipped or carefully organised as the RAF.

34. See AHB Translation, vol.9, VII/121, p.18. Galland comments
on the Me.109s that, with fuel tanks, ’their endurance would have

been increased by 30 to 40 minutes’. See also K.Bartz Swastika
i1n the Alr (London, 1956), pp.70-71.

35. T.Taylor, Breaking Wave, p.149.

36. See 1ibid, p.151, which shows that on 6 September, 127
Hurricanes and Spitfires were in ready reserve and 160 nearly

finished. During August, however, 260 pilots finished training,
while in action 148 were killed and 156 wounded.
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Nonetheless, it should not be forgotten that the same factor

affected the German Air Force. In Murray’s view, ’‘for five
months, from May through September, the Luftwaffe, with only a
short pause, was continually i1in action’.(37) Losses among

alrcrew were heavier because of the number of bombers

involved. (38)

During the period from 19th August to tﬂe first major daylight
raids on London, Churchill maintained a Kkeen and searching
interest in the air fighting. His remarkable talents encompassed
both wood and trees; he viewed the present and the future of the

war in the widest terms, but also had what some found to be a

disconcerting eye for detail.

He was compelled to adjudicate in the struggle between the
ministries of Beaverbrook and Sinclair over the question of
whether or not pilots should be sent to Canada for training.

Here he supported the Air Ministry’s view. What is of particular
inmportance in relation to Fighter Command and the later fates of

Dowding and Park was Churchill’s ruling over the power of a

department of government. In a private letter to Beaverbrook he

showed clearly his view of the freedom that should be offered

37. Murray, p.43.

38. See P.Stahl, The Diving Eagle: A Ju 88 Pilot’s Diary
(London, 1984), pp.58-59. On 25 August he wrote, ‘It is being
sald that the British are already on their last legs, but when
one hears what the operational pilots - and in particular
bombers’ crews ~ have to report, we’re obviously still a long way

from victory. The losses suffered by our bomber units must be
terrible’.
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to a Ministry to make decisions. 'They are the Department
responsible, and they are all united’, he wrote. ‘It is not
usual to overrule Service Departments upon an essential part of

the policy for which they are responsible’. (39)

Yet on 25 Augqust Churchill was pressing Sinclair to strengthen
fighting squadrons at the expense of what he believed to be a
surfeit of communications squadrons. ‘Ought you not every day
to call in question in your own mind every non-military aspect
of the Air Force?’ he wrote briskly, with the impression that
Sinclair had been less than dominant in his Ministry. But the
Prime Minister added the balm that he hoped the Secretary of

State would be able ‘to give some consideration to these wishes

of your old friend’. (40)

Nevertheless, Churchill’s restless spirit towards the leadership
of the RAF was manifested four days later. He had been ’‘much
concerned’ the previous day while visiting Manston, to notice
that craters had been left unfilled. There followed a detailed
account of how to complete a job which he obviously felt that the
Alr Ministry had neglected. (41)

39, ’Private’, Churchill to Beaverbrook, 27 August 1940, quoted
in Gilbert, vi, p.759.

40, ’Private’, Churchill to sinclair, 25 August 1940, quoted in
Gilbert, vi, p.760,

41. Prime Minister’s Personal Minute, No.M.47, 29 August 1940,
quoted in Gilbert, vi, p.761.
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The growing intensity of German attacks on No.1l1l Group was in the
forefront of the Prime Minister’s mind. On 30 August he told the
War Cabinet that RAF and Luftwaffe losses were roughly equal and
that British reserves were being used up ‘at a dangerous
rate’. (42) The next day he visited Park’s headquarters at
Uxbridge to watch the progress of the battle and that evening
Dowding dined with him at Chequers. (43) Fighter Command was now
under great strain and Churchill returned to No.ll Group’s
headquarters on 1 September, taking Park back to Chequers for

T

dinner afterwards. (44)

There is no evidence at this stage that the Prime Minister was
aware of the conflict over tactics then building within Fighter
Command, and of the frustrations felt by Park and Leigh-Mallory

towards each other’s policy. In fact, after his second visit

Churchill showed a comparative contentment with the RAF by
claiming that the Admiralty ’‘is now the weak spot. The Air is
all right’. (45)

42, War Cabinet No.238 of. 30 August 1940, 11.30 a.m., Minute 1,
Confidential Annex, CAB 65/14, quoted in Gilbert, vi, p.763.

43. Among matters discussed was the morality of shooting at

enemy pilots descending by parachute. surprisingly, Dowding
approved, while Churchill thought it wrong. See Colville

Diaries, 31 August 1940, p.235., Colville wrote, ’‘Dowding is
splendid; he stands up to the P.M.’.
44, 1Ibid, 1 September 1940, p.238.

45. 1Ibid.
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PART THREE: NO.l11 GROUP’S BURDEN AND THE GROWTH OF DISSE

In Park’s area during late August the notice of attack was
inevitably short. When German formations started to gather over
Northern France they were detected by RDF which was more accurate
in locating bearings than in assessing height and numbers. Nor,
obviously, could RDF stations predict hwhere and when German
sorties would develop.(46) Field~-Marshal Kesselring, with
Luftflotte II, enjoyéﬁ the luxury of moving formations on feint
raids, or suddenly altering the direction of a thrust, having all

the advantages of an attacker to whom a defender is compelled to

respond. (47)

Time was No.ll Group’s greatest enemy because the Germans were
so near their targets. For example, the distance from the Pas
de Calais to an inland station such as Kenley, was only 95 miles,

so the strain on Park’s Controllers was immense. RDF stations

46. In spite of the immense value of RDF to the defensive
system, there were a number of critical drawbacks. See AHB
Monograph, R.E.Skelley, Signals (3), vol.4, Radar in Raid
Reporting, CD 1063, AHB/II/116/21(C) (London, 1950), pp.112-13,
also lssued as AIR 41/12. This shows how Fighter Command failed
to implement a recommended scheme to meet ’difficulties if the
enemy resorted to mass raids’. On 7 September, some of the RDF
tubes were swamped by large enemy numbers (p.122). See also

Nissen, p.84, for difficulties in assessing numbers of German
alrcraft on the same attack.

47. The various advantages enjoyed by Kesselring do not appear
in his pessimistic version of the battle. See Kesselring
Memolrs, Chapter 11.
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in Kent, which naturally gained the greatest experience at an

early stage of the battle could, by August, give about twenty

minutes’ advance warning of Luftwaffe activity. (48)

To be set against this, however, was the fact that, because of
the nature of the organised system of defence, a period of four
minutes often elapsed before the actual RDF contact appeared as
a plot on the table of the Operations Rooms at Stanmore or
Uxbridge. Even in that short time, an enemy formation flying at
200 m.p.h. would have advanced more than 'Ehirteen miles. German
aircraft gained height while assembling over Northern France, or
while crossing the Channel. RAF fighters, having t6 react to
their initiative, were thus pressed for time. First, following
the order to ’Scramble’, a squadron of Spitfires needed thirteen
minutes to climb to 20,000 feet; Hurricanes needed sixteen
minutes, (49) Secondly, at that stage a screen of Me.109s almost
invariably flew above their bombers, which, as Dowding’s and
Park’s orders clearly insisted, were the prime target and, as RAF
fighters attacked, they in turn were assaulted from above. Soon,
some squadron leaders, when ordered to fly at a given height,

added on their own initiative two or three thousand feet in an

attempt to meet the enemy on more equal terms; others devised

48. Two of the closest Luftwaffe fighter formations were JG 51
and JG 52, stationed at Wissant and Coquelles respectively. See
map in T.Taylor, Breaking Wave, pp.80-81., AIR 41/12, (Signals,
vol.4), p.122 states that RDF stations were ’‘rarely giving less

thant 10 minutes’ notice before the Germans were crossing the
coast’.,

49, Robinson, p.24.
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alternative methods to avoid being caught from above. (50)

Thirdly, the sun, one of a pilot’s greatest allies, usually
favoured the Germans. Luftwaffe aircraft, progressing from a
generally southerly direction, had the sun behind them, a

distinct advantage in the positioning of formations even before

combat began. (51)

A further stress of time on squadrons during August came when
they were on their aerodromes after having taken part in sorties.
Their closeness to Luftwaffe bases resu?l.ted in many pilots of
No.1ll Group being called into action several times a day and
therefore the refuelling and rearming of fighters were operations
to be carried out at high speed; also, when Hurricanes and
Spitfires were being replenished by groundcrew they were most

vulnerable targets for bombing attacks.

The Prime Minister, with his noted eye for detail, had become
interested in this process late in June, after talking to Flight-
Lieutenant Malan of No.74 Squadron, who told him that more
refuelling tankers were needed on aerodromes. An urgent note was
sent to General Ismay, his personal representative on the COS
Committee, to examine the problem. The rapid reply to the Prime
Minister informed him that the real bottleneck was not

refuelling, but rearming, an aircraft. ’Time required to re=-arm

50, See R.Hillary, The Last Enemy (London, 1942), p.103, for one
method used. ’We would fly on the reciprocal of the course given
us by the controller until we got to 15,000 feet, and then fly
back again, climbing all the time’. |

51. D.Crook, Spitfire Pilot (London, 1942), p.40, wrote, ‘It was
a very clear day, with a brilliant sun - just the sort of day
that the Germans love, because they come out at a very big height
and dive down to attack out of the sun. We hated these clear

days and always prayed for some high cloud to cover the sun’.
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guns. Hurricane and Spitfire 10 to 15 minutes. One fuel trailer
or one three boom tanker will supply sufficient fuel for 3
Hurricanes and Spitfires. Three Hurricanes or Spitfires can be

refuelled during the time taken to re-arm gquns’. (52)

Dowding’s policy of allowing No.1l1l Group to carry the main burden
of defence brought great hardship to squadrons. The knowledge
that action never lay far distant in time lay heavily on pilots.
Temporary relaxation came when a squadron was ‘Released’, a short
dispensation from being required for operations. Then it was
called to ‘'Available’, twenty minutes before take-off.
‘Readiness’ was ordered as a five minute warning, followed by
‘Stand-by’, which gave pilots two minutes. At ’Scramble’ there
was a frenetic rush to get the squadron into the air, arranged
in formation and turned towards the enemy. 1In reality, for many
men the movement into action was a relief after the psychological

drain of waiting, but the overall strain was great. (53)

* % %

52. See AIR 16/659, Enclosure 5A, Churchill to Ismay, 20 June
1940, and Enclosure 6B, Fighter Command to Ismay, 28 June 1940.
The time speeded up during the battle. Townsend, Duel of Eagles,
p.425 ; wrote, ’'Five minutes, and the Hurricane is ready to go
again’.

53. See Crook, p.64, who flew with No.609 Squadron. ’‘The strain
on everybody in Fighter Command was very heavy indeed during this
period’. See also Gelb, pp.187-91, who quotes the experiences
of ten pilots. For more on feelings of men going into action,
see R.Beamont in RAF Benevolent Fund’s publication, M.Pierce et
al., So Few (London, 1990), pp.32-34,
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According to the Report on the battle which Park rapidly provided

for Headquarters, Fighter Command, after a request was made to
him on 6 September, the second phase lasted from 19 August to 5
September. This proved to be the period of greatest difficulty
for the Command and especially for No.ll Group and, after the

Report was submitted to the Air Ministry, there was a distinct

division of opinion over the quality of his tactics.(54)

The battle changed course, in his reckoning, on 19 August, when
Cerman attacks which had hitherto been directed particularly
against coastal shipping, were launched on mainland targets,

primarily aerodromes, aircraft factories and RDF stations.

Park on the same day issued a further set of Instructions to
Controllers, informing them of the new phase and laying down
guidelines to be followed. '‘Against enemy attacks inland’, he
wrote, ’‘despatch a minimum number of squadrons to engage eneny

fighters’. The main object, he declared, was to engage

bombers. (55)

In this he was following Dowding’s policy that combats between
fighters would be costly and play into the hands of the Germans.
The role of Fighter Command was to prevent Luftwaffe bombers from
reaching their targets; if possible, every enemy raid shouldhbe
interrupted before reaching its objective, an aim certainly not

shared by all officers in the Air Ministry.

54. AIR 2/7281, Enclosure 5B, Headquarters No.l1ll Group to
Headquarters Fighter Command, 12 September 1940.

55. AIR 41/15, ADGB, ii, Appendix 6, No.1ll1l Group Instructions
to Controllers, No.4, 19 August 1940,
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Nevertheless, Park realised the danger facing No.1l Group’s
airfields when his fighters were airborne. Therefore he went on,
If all our Squadrons around London are off the ground engaging
enemy mass attacks, ask No.l2 Group or Command Controller to

provide Squadrons to patrol aerodromes DEBDEN, NORTH WEALD,
HORNCHURCH' . This would enable those pilots flying from
airfields in his Group to be reassured that their own stations
were receiving protection. He next displayed an anxiety that
such a defence should be given. 'If heavy attacks have crossed
the coast and are proceeding towards aeroéromes, put a Squadron,

or even the Sector Training Flight to patrol under clouds over

each Sector aerodrome’.

This Instruction demonstrates Dowding’s view that No.l11 Group
squadrons would be the prime fighters of the battle, calling on
assistance when needed from Nos,10 and 12 Groups. In this case
Park was asking Leigh-Mallory to despatch some of the squadrons
avallable in the southern part of No.12 Group to patrol and guard
three vital Sector stations in the northern area of No.1ll Group.
Park’s fears for his aerodromes were not unfounded. On the
previous day bombers had reached Biggin Hill, Croydon and West
Malling, with little success, but at Kenley considerable damage
was caused and for a short period the Sector Operations Room was

put out of action. (56)

56. For accounts of German attacks and their results, see, for
example, Mason, Battle Over Britain, pp.257-84; Price, Hardest
Day, Chapter 5; Ramsey, Blitz, i, p.211; Richards and Saunders,
i' pp- 173-74-
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Dr. Alfred Price, in his encyclopaedic study of the events of 18
August, states that on that day, ‘Regarding the direction of the
British fighter squadrons, there is little that can be criticized
.ss the No.11 and No.12 Group controllers worked together well
and the latter put up 45 fighters to cover the former’s
airfields’. This, however, was a co=-operative partnership
destined to fade as fighting grew in intensity over the following
two weeks.(57)

Dowding had planned for the replacement ;f squadrons which were
exhausted and, in the early stages of the battle, ‘the most
satisfactory way of reinforcement was by means of moving complete
units, and this was done when time allowed’.(58) A fresh
squadron would usually consist of sixteen aircraft and about
twenty pilots and they would fight until only nine aircraft were
left before they themselves were relieved. ’‘The normal period
was a month to six weeks, but some units had to be replaced after
a week or ten days’.(59) Dowding’s Despatch explained the
dilemma that by early September fresh squadrons could becomne
exhausted before any of the resting squadrons were ready to

return. (60).

57. Price, Hardest Day, p.60.

58. AIR 8/863, p.4554, paragraph 169,
59. 1Ibid, paragraph 172,

60. Ibid, paragraph 175.
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A further difficulty now confronted Park. As German formations
came inland, some broke away to raid separate targets and this
brought confusion to ground defences. Before long there were
times when No.l1ll Group Controllers were inundated by reports
from, for example, the Observer Corps, listing enemy aircraft in
many parts of the Group area. Attempting to solve the resdlting
confusion, Park issued an Instruction to Controllers on 26
August. (61) A number of failures to intercept had occurred,
'owing to accidents of cloud and inaccuracies of sound plotting
by ground observers’. Therefore, he instructed, leaders of
flights or squadrons were to report the rough strength of enemy
formations, their height, course and approximate position
immediately on sighting them. This measure is another example
of his difficulties at that time. He offered a specimen message
of the kind he required: ‘Tally Ho! thirty bombers and forty
fighters Angels 20 proceeding North Guildford’, and explained

that such help would enable the enemy to be engaged on more equal

ternms.

The deterioration in collaboration between the two Groups now

became marked. On 26 Augqust Park sent a letter to Stanmore in
which he made a strong, though indirect complaint about No.12
Group. He was most unhappy about the quality of squadrons posted
to No.1ll1 Group by Leigh-Mallory, compared with those sent by AVM

Saul of No.13 Group. Therefore, he suggested, ‘only highly
trained and experienced eight-gun fighter squadrons’ should be

61. AIR 41/15, ADGB, ii, Appendix 9, No.11 Group Instructions
to Controllers, No.6, 26 August 1940.
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sent to him. To make his point, Park compared the fortunes of
five squadrons sent to reinforce his area, three of which had
come from No.13 Group and two from No.12. According to his
figures, Saul’s squadrons, while with No.1l1 Group, had destroyed
43 German aircraft for the loss of four of their own: Leigh-
Mallory’s squadrons, on the other hand, had shot down seventeen,

but had lost thirteen.

Park contended that these relative figures resulted from the fact
that No.13 Group had always made a praéfice of sending ‘their
most experienced squadrons, because of the appreciation of the
heavy fighting up to date in the South of England’/. Although no
explanation of No.12 Group’s failures was added, his omission of
comment was full of implication. A similar approach was employed
in his fourth paragraph, where he merely noted that his Sector
Commanders had made favourable comm<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>