
The Battle of Britain, July-September 1940 
 

Hitler plans the invasion 
 

In June 1940, Churchill gave a rousing speech, announcing: 

"the Battle of France is over. The Battle of 

Britain is about to begin."  

The Battle of Britain was one of the most important Allied 

victories of the Second World War.  The German air force 

(Luftwaffe) was key to the success of German Blitzkrieg. The Luftwaffe attacked key enemy 

defences, including airfields, in order to clear the way for ground troops to invade.  

Hermann Goering, head of the Luftwaffe, was told that the RAF must be "beaten down to such an 

extent that it can no longer muster any power of attack against the German crossing.” 

The Blitzkrieg battle plan had been successful for the Nazis when they attacked Luxemburg, 

Belgium, the Netherlands and France. It took the Germans just six weeks to take these countries.  

By late June 1940, it was obvious that the last country the Germans needed to defeat was Britain. 

German aircraft began carrying out reconnaissance. This was in preparation for the main attack…  

 

British and German aeroplanes 
 

The Luftwaffe's main fighter plane was the Messerschmitt (the 

Germans had 656 of these). They also had bomber planes, 

including 769 Junkers and Heinkels and 316 Stuka dive-bombers. The RAF, meanwhile, had only 

504 fighter planes, including Hurricanes and Spitfires. The situation looked desperate. It would be 

catastrophic if the Luftwaffe succeeded: almost all of the army’s weapons and vehicles had been 

abandoned back in Dunkirk.  

Although the Luftwaffe appeared to have the advantage, the two air forces were evenly matched. 

The Germans were fighting over enemy territory, so if planes were downed and pilots survived 

they would become prisoners.  The Luftwaffe had also lost 1,284 aircraft during the invasion of the 

low countries and France. The RAF, meanwhile, had radar, a priceless tool for detecting enemy 

raids. They could also produce 470 aeroplanes a month: double the production rate of Germany. 

 

The battle begins  
 

The battle began in mid-July. First, the Luftwaffe attacked ships in the English Channel and 

dropped bombs on coastal defences. Then, from 12 August, Goering shifted his focus to destroy 

airfields and radar bases. He also tried to force air battles between German and British fighter 

planes to break British strength. 



British use of radar technology meant that they were given early 

warning of a German attack. This meant that they were able to 

‘scramble’ men and planes quickly, in order to get the planes up 

in the air before they could be bombed.  

 

The importance of radar 
 

The communication system had to be very fast. After radiowaves (radar) 

detected enemy aircraft, a radar operator telephoned the findings 

through to Bentley Priory (communications HQ). Here, women from the 

Women’s Royal Air Force (WRAF) checked the radar information against 

other sources. They then passed the information to the region of 

England that would be attacked.  

The regional HQ then had to decide how to respond: they could get 

pilots and aeroplanes up in the air to fight off the attack (and stop planes being bombed on the 

ground). They could also raise barrage balloons, and they could telephone anti-aircraft teams. This 

whole process had to take just 4 minutes: it took German aircraft c. 20 minutes after being 

detected to reach British targets and it took 14–16 minutes to get pilots in the air. There wasn’t a 

second to spare if the Luftwaffe were going to be stopped from destroying British sites.  

Goering grew frustrated by the successful British defence. On 4 September, he switched tactics: on 

Hitler's orders, the Luftwaffe set about destroying London and other cities. This was the beginning 

of the Blitz. The purpose was to exhaust and demoralise British people. The Luftwaffe also 

bombed cities in the south west (including Bristol), the Midlands, and even 

into Scotland.  In response, the RAF sent its first planes to bomb Berlin.  

 

The invasion is postponed 
 

Hitler realised that he had failed to gain air superiority. So, on 17 September, 

Hitler postponed the invasion. He would never again try to invade Britain. His 

attention was now focused on the invasion of the USSR (Russia), although the 

Luftwaffe continued to bomb Britain until the end of the war.  

During the Battle of Britain, one fifth of the RAF’s aircrew came from overseas. A total of 126 New 

Zealanders, 98 Canadians, 33 Australians and 25 South Africans took part. There were c.3,000 

pilots flying in the battle, and this included 145 Poles, 88 Czechoslovaks, 29 Belgians and 13 

Frenchmen. 20 was the average age of these pilots. 544 lost their lives during the battle. 

The Poles were particularly good pilots: they had fought the 

Germans before and understood their tactics. The Brits referred 

to the ‘crazy Poles’ for their bravery. The Poles were desperate to 

wreak revenge on Hitler for invading their country. The Polish No. 

303 Squadron claimed 126 victories and become the top scoring 

RAF unit during the battle.  


