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How to deal with Britain was a puzzle for Hitler. For a start, he did not really want war with Britain. He felt that Britain was his natural ally not his enemy. Hitler’s main aims were to conquer the USSR and carve out an empire in the east of Europe. However, Britain’s new Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, made it clear that he would make no deal with Hitler.
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Another problem for Hitler was that the Blitzkrieg tactics that had worked so well in Poland and France could not work across the Channel. To conquer Britain, Germany would require a sea and air invasion. Hitler’s military advisers made it clear that no invasion would succeed if German forces were attacked by the RAF and the Royal Navy. The German navy was no match for the British navy. However, the Germans believed that if the RAF was wiped out, then the navy’s dockyards could be destroyed by bombing. Without the protection of the RAF, British ships would be vulnerable to air attacks.

Operation Sealion (the German code name for the invasion of Britain) had therefore to begin with the destruction of the RAF. German bombers would bomb British air bases and cripple the RAF. On 1st July 1940 the first German aircraft crossed the Channel and the air war that became known as the Battle of Britain began.

Could the Luftwaffe succeed? Hermann Goering, the head of the Luftwaffe, had every reason to be confident. He had many more high-quality aircraft that the British: the Messerschmitt 109 and the Heinkel III, the Junkers JU88 and the Dornier D.17 bombers. He also had more well-trained and experienced pilots.

However, the RAF was led by Air Chief Marshall Dowding and he had brought in many innovations since 1936. The RAF command and control was second-to-none. Technical improvements such as bullet-proof windscreens had been introduced. Britain had also developed RADAR; this meant that the RAF could never be caught on the ground by German planes. The main British planes – the Spitfire and Hurricane – were more than a match for most German planes, including the Messerschmitt 109. RAF fighters were organised by regions which meant they could co-ordinate attacks quickly and meet those from different directions. British pilots also had the advantage of being able to bail-out over their own country. Some pilots that were shot down in the morning, were back in the air later that day.

The Luftwaffe had some serious disadvantages. It was led by Hermann Goering who had been a fighter-ace in World War 1, but was hopeless at tactical leadership. The Luftwaffe was probably superior numerically to the RAF, but it lacked large numbers of the right sort of aircraft. Many of the German planes were Stuka divebombers designed to support ground troops, these were ineffective in aerial combat. German planes had only enough fuel for 30 minutes flying time over Britain before they had to return to northern France for refuelling. In addition, the German bombers were too small to cause massive damage to British airfields when they did manage to get through. Plans to use heavy long-range bombers were cancelled. German intelligence was poor and they did not realise the importance of RADAR. Finally, any German shot down over Britain became a prisoner of war.

[image: image3.png]


The Battle of Britain was not a single battle; it was a series of battles, day after day, that lasted throughout the summer of 1940. Waves of German bombers escorted by fighters were sent over only to be intercepted by British fighters. In the air, the RAF consistently did well. As pilots were killed, hundreds were recruited to fill the gaps. As planes were destroyed, production had to increase. From July to September Britain made 563 planes per month – out producing the Germans.

In September 1940, the Luftwaffe changed tactics. Instead of attacking the RAF, the Luftwaffe bombed London instead. This gave the RAF a breathing space, although it was the start of the most terrifying phase of the war for civilians. British cities were bombed intensively for the next eight months. This is known as the Blitz. The Battle of Britain was effectively over once the Blitz began. It gradually became clear that if Hitler had given up on his plan to destroy the RAF, then he must have given up his plans for invasion. On 19th August Winston Churchill praised the RAF pilots in one of his most famous speeches:
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‘Never in the field of human conflict, has so much been owed, by so many to so few.’
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	Factor
	Colour
	How it led to British victory

	Technology
	
	

	Weapons
	
	

	Tactics
	
	

	Leadership
	
	

	Other
	
	



Lesson plan:

a) they read through on their own to get gist of it.

b) Read through again, but this time use four or five colours to highlight the factors identified in the table.

c) Fill in table

d) Discussion regards relative importance of factors 

e) Discussion about questions at the end?

f) Can’t think of any other ideas!

You may have to explain how RADAR works. 

Radio signals sent out by transmitters. These hit moving objects in the sky and bounce back to receivers on the ground. By working out the distances the reflected waves have travelled from object to receivers, you can triangulate the object and pinpoint its position. Or something like that!

Discussion: Did Hitler ‘miss the boat’ at Dunkirk and in the Battle of Britain in 1940?





Do you agree with Churchill’s assessment of the RAF?








