
                         The Battle of  Britain: Myth and Reality

The Battle of Britain was celebrated with extra pomp and ceremony in 2015 since this was 
the 75th anniversary of the battle. A surprisingly large number of surviving Spitfires and 
Hurricanes mounted symbolic patrols across the skies of southern England much as they 
had done in 1940, and Winston Churchillʼs famous verdict on the battle was aired once 
again: “Never in the field of human conflict was so much owed by so many to so few.” And 
it was these words which rapidly gave to the battle an almost mythological quality, 
probably a deliberate intention on Churchillʼs part, since in the summer of 1940 he skilfully 
used his undoubted rhetoric to help stiffen the resolve of the British people in the face of 
an imminent invasion.

As with most myths Churchillʼs words are firmly grounded on hard realistic facts. No one 
would wish to downplay the courage and sacrifice of those RAF pilots who fought in the 
battle. It is just the fact that sometimes the reality becomes a little blurred round the edges.
The Few were not actually quite as few as some might imagine. By July 1940 the RAF had 
almost 900 Spitfires and Hurricanes in active service and new aircraft were coming off the 
production line at some speed. If an aircraft was damaged or lost it was rapidly replaced. 
(Hermann Goering, chief of the Luftwaffe, also lived to some extent in a mythological world 
of his own making, telling his pilots that the RAF was finished and that they would meet no 
resistance over England. The reality came as a harsh shock, forcing the Luftwaffe to 
withdraw both the Stuka and the Me 110 from the fight, since they were suffering heavy 
losses.)

The RAF also had the considerable advantage that they were “playing at home.” Some 
pilots who bailed out of a damaged fighter in the morning were back in the battle again that 
same afternoon. Their chief adversary, the German Me 109, (almost certainly a superior 
fighter aircraft to both the Spitfire and the Hurricane. There is also something of a Spitfire 
myth), had one major disadvantage in the battle,- fuel supply. By the time it had reached 
the UK it only had enough fuel to stay over the south of the country for 20 minutes, before 
it had to turn back to base in France or Belgium.

The Battle of Britain undoubtedly gave the German High Command cause to ponder, since 
any invasion force could no longer be guaranteed the freedom from air attack that Goering 
had promised. But they also had to take into account other potential risks which in this 
country have not received the same attention as the achievements of the RAF. 

What, for example, would the Royal Navy be doing if the German invasion force set sail? 
Here the numbers were very much in our favour. Although German U-boats were causing 
havoc to convoys in the Atlantic they would be of no tactical use during the invasion. To 
protect any invasion force as it crossed the Channel the German navy only had in total 10 
destroyers at its disposal. The Royal Navy had 169!   60 of these were stationed along the 
south coast in readiness. In addition we had larger cruisers and battleships to call upon, if 
needed. Several hundred minesweepers and smaller patrol boats were also on call in the 
Channel.

 All this gave the chief of the German navy, Admiral Raeder, sleepless nights. Alone of all 
the members of the German High Command, he could see the potential for catastrophe 
and he tried to advise Hitler to call off any invasion. Hitler, who had little interest in naval 
matters, ignored him, preferring to listen to his gung-ho generals, flushed with arrogant 



success after the swift invasion of France. They brushed aside Raederʼs doubts, claiming 
that mounting an attack across the Channel was little different than crossing a river. 
Clearly, they had not read their Julius Caesar or they would not have made such a smugly 
complacent remark. As Caesar discovered the English Channel is a tricky customer for 
sailors, even in fine weather, with its constantly fluctuating tides and currents.

Compared with the RAF the British army has also received little acknowledgement of its 
role, should the invasion take place. It had escaped from Dunkirk by the skin of its teeth 
leaving all its equipment behind and had thus been written off by the Germans as a 
harmless spent force which would offer little resistance. Wrong again. It had been rapidly 
re-equipped, (with some surreptitious help from the USA, which in 1940 was still a neutral 
country). Almost 200 000 strong, it had been formed into several rapid response units 
covering the south of the country. Unlike the French army it had no intention of turning and 
running should the Germans come up the beaches.

As the end of September 1940 approached preparations for the invasion were still not 
complete and as the weather deteriorated, (the German army required five calm days to 
effect the invasion), Hitler “postponed” the whole operation until 1941. In any case he had 
always been luke-warm to the idea, perhaps seeing more clearly than his generals the 
potential for disaster. Moreover his attitude to Great Britain had always been somewhat 
ambivalent. He admired the British Empire and the effective way that it had been run. He 
also regarded the Brits as fellow Anglo-Saxons and therefore potential aryans. It is 
possible that he wanted to use the threat of invasion to oust Churchill from power, to be 
replaced by some of the pro-German appeasers in the British establishment, (no shortage 
of these from the Duke of WIndsor downwards), who would more readily sue for peace 
with the Nazis. Whatever, the Battle of Britain can be regarded as the first major set-back 
for the German military machine and it turned Hitlerʼs attention instead  to an invasion of 
the Soviet Union. Once again the lesson of history was ignored. For Hitler, as for 
Napoleon, Russia would be the beginning of the end for his grandiose ambitions.
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