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For Margaret, who was there,
 with all my love


And for my dear friend Jay Watnick,
 whose wisdom, financial acumen, sound judgment,
 and unfailing friendship, I have treasured
 for more than thirty years


And in fond memory of Flying Officer Philip Sandeman,
 RAF, friend, mentor, generous role model—


Oh! I have slipped the surly bonds of earth
 And danced the skies on laughter-silvered wings;
 Sunward I’ve climbed, and joined the tumbling mirth
 Of sun-split clouds—and done a hundred things
 You have not dreamed of—wheeled and soared and swung
 High in the sunlit silence. Hov’ring there
 I’ve chased the shouting wind along, and flung
 My eager craft through footless halls of air.
 Up in the long delirious, burning blue,
 I’ve topped the windswept heights with easy grace
 Where never lark or even eagle flew—
And while with silent lifting mind I’ve trod
 The high untrespassed sanctity of space,
 Put out my hand and touched the face of God.


—“High Flight,” by Pilot Officer Gillespie Magee, Jr. No. 412 Squadron, RCAF, killed December 11, 1941










Never in the field of human conflict was so much owed by so many to so few.


—Winston Churchill, House of Commons, August 20, 1940




Per ardua ad astra.


—Motto of the Royal Air Force




They shall mount up with wings as eagles; they shall run, and not be weary; and they shall walk, and not faint.


—Isaiah, 40:31
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CHAPTER 1


“The Bomber Will Always Get Through.”



—Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin,
House of Commons, 1932







Few moments in British history are so firmly fixed in people’s minds as the summer of 1940, when, after the fall of France, fewer than 2,000 young fighter pilots seemed to be all that stood between Hitler and the victory that was almost within his grasp. Like the defeat of the Spanish Armada and Nelson’s victory at Trafalgar over the combined fleets of France and Spain, it is etched deeply into the national consciousness as a moment of supreme danger when Britain, alone,* courageous, defiant, without allies, defeated a more powerful and warlike enemy in the nick of time.


Today, nearly seventy years later, the Battle of Britain—as it rapidly came to be called, after a phrase in one of Winston Churchill’s greatest war speeches*—unlike many other great events of World War II, has lost none of its luster. As modern warfare goes, it was, up to a point, both glamorous and gentlemanly (though, as we shall see, it involved plenty of horrors, atrocities, and suffering), and it was fought by fairly “dashing” young men on both sides (and on the ground, on the British side of the Channel, also by young women, the WAAFs of the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force who operated the radar plotting stations and took their full share of casualties).


Of course there is, among the victors at any rate, a natural tendency to glamorize the past, but even allowing for that, the Battle of Britain still retains a certain glamour, and not just in the United Kingdom—even the Germans, who lost the battle, are still fascinated by it, to judge by the number of German-language books and Web sites on the subject, as are the Japanese, who were not even in the war at that time. In Britain it is still commemorated annually on Battle of Britain Day, September 15. Until 1959, the events of the day included the “fly past,” of a carefully preserved Spitfire and Hurricane, the two principal British fighter aircraft of the battle, flying low over London, weather permitting, the unfamiliar low-pitched, throbbing roar of their twelve-cylinder Rolls-Royce Merlin engines music to the ears of those old enough to have heard it before, as they passed over Buckingham Palace and climbed swiftly away. For a time, they were flown by aces who had taken part in the Battle of Britain, but soon they were too old to fly anymore.


Given time, all historical events become controversial. That is the nature of things—we question and rewrite the past, glamorizing it or diminishing it according to our own inclinations, or the social and political views of the present. Historians—indeed whole schools of history—have made their reputation by casting a jaundiced eye on the victories, heroes, and triumphs of their forefathers. Nobody in academe gets tenure or a reputation in the media by examining the events of the past with approval, or by praising the decisions of past statesmen and military leaders as wise and sensible.


Not surprisingly, the Battle of Britain has come in for its share of revisionary history and debunking, though given its special standing as (let us hope) the last in the series of great battles in which Britain stood alone against a tyrant threatening invasion (and seeking at the same time hegemony over the European continent), it has not come in for the kind of sharp criticism directed toward British motives and generalship in, for example, the American Revolutionary War, the Crimean War, or World War I. There is no equivalent here of General Burgoyne’s surrender at Saratoga, or the Charge of the Light Brigade, or the First Battle of the Somme. As at Trafalgar, the British got it triumphantly right—RAF Fighter Command made up for years of dithering, pessimism, and appeasement among the politicians between the wars (the “locust years,” as Churchill called them), and also of doubt in the Air Ministry that fighters could defend Britain against air attack, since the conventional view was not only that “the bomber will always get through,” a phrase Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin had borrowed from an immensely influential book by the Italian theorist of aerial warfare Giulio Douhet, but that the only defense lay in having a bomber force big enough to deter any continental enemy. “The only defense is in offense,” Baldwin warned the House of Commons darkly in 1932, “which means that you have to kill more women and children more quickly than the enemy if you want to save yourselves.”1 This was a grim prospect, which the prime minister, like most members of the House, wanted to eliminate or discourage altogether, rather than to prepare for; indeed, he was arguing against increasing military expenditure at the time.


Throughout the 1920s and the early 1930s, Fighter Command (as it eventually came to be called) was the Cinderella of the Air Ministry. Such money as was made available to the RAF by the politicians was used, according to the prevailing orthodox doctrine of air power, to build up Bomber Command. In theory, money spent on fighters was money down the drain, since the only real protection was thought to be a force of bombers large enough to scare off the Germans.


Reluctant as the British government and the air marshals were to develop an effective fighter force, it remained unclear what the role of the RAF was to be in the event that a diplomatic policy of “appeasing” Germany failed to prevent a war. The roots of many of the various controversies that surround the Battle of Britain may be found, as we shall see, in the prejudice against building fighters and the mistaken belief that bombers (theirs and ours) would always “get through.” In addition to this, there is a more recent, and growing, tendency to question whether the Battle of Britain in fact played the decisive role in discouraging Hitler from attempting to invade Britain when to his surprise the opportunity to do so suddenly presented itself after Dunkirk.


This is a difficult question to answer. The “what ifs” of history are always problematic and of course by definition unanswerable, but they usually involve supposing an alternative outcome to a historical event. What would have happened if Lee had won the Battle of Gettysburg? What would have happened if Admiral de Robeck had not heeded his fears and instead had pushed the British fleet on through the Dardanelles to take Constantinople in March 1915, as he came very close to doing? What would have happened if Hitler had released Panzer Group West on June 6, 1944, and Rommel had returned from his leave in time to destroy the Allied troops on the beaches at Normandy? Since these things did not happen, we can only speculate, and speculation is a bad habit for anybody writing history. As the old saying goes, “If my aunt had balls, she’d be my uncle.”


The speculation about the Battle of Britain is of a different kind. Nobody denies that we won it; but we simply do not know how serious Hitler was about invading Britain—or, of course, whether such an invasion would have succeeded. The mere fact that the Kriegsmarine assembled a large quantity of barges and tugs for Fall Seelöwe (“Operation Sea Lion”) as the German cross-Channel invasion was known, does not necessarily mean that the Führer had made up his mind on the subject, nor do the German army’s relatively makeshift exercises in getting tanks, guns, and horses onto and off these makeshift landing vessels, or the hastily printed guidebook to England for the use of German troops, or even the Gestapo’s long and often inaccurate printed booklet listing people who were to be arrested (and presumably murdered) once Britain was taken.* As we shall see, the German invasion plans were elaborate but ambivalent, and in a very untypical way much in them was left to chance or luck.


No doubt too there was an element of bluff. Hitler had taken Poland and defeated France, and was astonished at his own success. His opinions about the British were formed by those who, like former prime minister David Lloyd George, the duke of Windsor, and the marquess of Londonderry, had come to pay homage to him before the war and to assure him that the British desired peace at any price, and by Foreign Minister Joachim von Ribbentrop’s self-deluding impression—Ribbentrop was a victim of extreme vanity, snobbery, and tunnel vision—of those of the British upper class who had invited him to their homes when he was German ambassador to the Court of St. James’s. Hitler was not wrong in thinking that many people in England, on the left as well as the right, would still have preferred a compromise peace to a continued, all-out war. As late as May 26, 1940, more than two weeks after Churchill took office as prime minister, Lord Halifax, the British foreign secretary who George VI and most of the Conservative Party had hoped would replace Neville Chamberlain as prime minister instead of Churchill, revealed to the War Cabinet that he had been talking to the Italian ambassador in London about the possibility that “Signor Mussolini” might agree to inquire of the Führer what his terms would be for peace with Britain. This démarche dismayed Churchill when he heard of it—his own opinion, as expressed later to the members of the larger cabinet, was, “We shall go on, we shall fight it out here or elsewhere, and if at last the long story is to end, it were better it should end, not through surrender, but only when we are rolling senseless on the ground.” *2 Halifax’s chat with the Italian ambassador, however much it alarmed and displeased Churchill, must have kindled optimism in Berlin. Hitler himself had thrown the British what he intended to be an olive branch, in the form of a long speech in which he offered to guarantee the continued existence of the British Empire and fleet in return for a free hand for Nazi Germany in Europe. So far, the results of this were disappointing, to be sure, but who could be certain that in the face of invasion the British might not come to their senses and replace Churchill with, say, Halifax or Lloyd George, and agree to sit down at the bargaining table like sensible people? The British were defeated, Hitler believed—the fact of their defeat had simply not sunk in on them yet.


Many people, most recently Derek Robinson, the author of Piece of Cake, a splendid BBC series about a fictional fighter squadron in the Battle of Britain, have argued that the invasion was a sham, that what prevented it was not the RAF’s victory in the air but the Royal Navy’s ability to send several cruisers and as many as forty destroyers into the Channel, if need be, to destroy an invasion fleet, and that even if the Germans had managed to get ashore the British were sufficiently prepared and armed by midsummer to defeat them on the ground.*


There is nothing intrinsically impossible about this scenario—the Royal Navy would certainly have done something, and it had at least ten times as many destroyers available to attack the German invasion fleet as the Germans had to defend it, and certainly the flow of rifles from across the Atlantic was putting thousands of American Enfield .30-06-caliber rifles into the hands of the “Local Defense Volunteers,” later to be renamed more inspiringly the Home Guard by Winston Churchill, releasing their Lee-Enfield .303 service rifles to rearm those troops who had lost theirs at Dunkirk.


Still, all war is chance. Given good luck and good weather, the Germans might have gotten on shore in substantial numbers with some of their heavy equipment, and had they done so, the Home Guard, despite the affection with which we now look back on it, would very likely not have proved a serious obstacle to the German army; and after Dunkirk the British regular army was woefully deficient in guns, tanks, mortars, and machine guns. As for the Royal Navy, the sinking of HMS Repulse and Prince of Wales by Japanese bombers off the coast of Malaya a year and a half later would demonstrate just how vulnerable even heavily armored modern battleships were to determined air attack, particularly when close inshore—and at its narrowest point the English Channel is only twenty-one miles wide.


Much has been made by historians of the notion that Hitler was a “land animal,” ill at ease on the subject of naval warfare. Certainly, in one of the few photographs of Hitler visiting the German fleet in a naval launch he looks out of place and uncomfortable, and his hair is strangely windblown. Did he suffer from seasickness, one wonders? In any case, his view of the world remained that of an Austrian, and Austria is not by any stretch of the imagination a nation of bold seafarers. On the other hand, he did not hesitate to use the German navy in April 1940 in a daring, and successful, amphibious assault on neutral Norway that took the Allies by surprise. Admittedly, this assault cost the German navy most of its destroyers, and that became a matter of serious concern two months later as Sea Lion was being contemplated, but in the meantime he had extended German power to the Arctic circle, protected Germany’s supply of iron ore from Sweden, and handed the British a significant defeat. There is, therefore, no reason to suppose that Hitler suffered a prolonged attack of nerves on the subject of the invasion of Britain.


To be sure, he was no fool. General von Brauchitsch’s breezy characterization of Sea Lion as a grossen Flussüberganges, a “giant river crossing,” while comforting to his fellow generals who knew all there was to know about river crossings, created dismay among the German admirals, who had a more realistic view of what the English Channel was like even in good weather, and was no doubt taken with a grain of salt by the Führer. Hitler did not doubt that Sea Lion would be a difficult and risky operation, and although he allowed the preparations to proceed, it is telling that he took very little interest in them, and he seems to have thought of the operation as something that might take place after a change of government in Britain, or even that the mere threat of Sea Lion might be enough to bring the British to their senses and make them sue for peace. Thus, the date for Sea Lion was repeatedly moved forward in the expectation of good news from London. In the meantime, however, the one thing that was clear to everybody—Hitler, the admirals, and the generals—was that before Sea Lion could take place the Royal Air Force would have to be crippled, in the air and on the ground, and German air supremacy established over the English Channel and the southeastern coast of England in the area where the German army would cross and land.


This was nothing more than common sense. It would be hard enough to transport 250,000 German troops (and more than 50,000 horses, for the German army’s artillery was still largely horse-drawn), as well as quantities of field artillery and tanks—and this would constitute merely the first wave of the invasion—across the Channel in flat-bottomed river barges towed by tugboats, without their being constantly strafed by Fighter Command and bombed by Bomber Command on the way over. More important, the Luftwaffe could hardly concentrate on the vital task of sinking British cruisers and destroyers attacking the invasion fleet in the narrow waters of the Channel if the skies were full of RAF Spitfires and Hurricanes. When it came to Sea Lion, the German armed forces were involved in an “After you, Alphonse” situation. The army was ready to go as soon as the navy was prepared; the navy would go the minute the Luftwaffe had destroyed the RAF; and it was therefore left to the Luftwaffe to make the first move.


 


In normal circumstances, any air force might have hesitated before accepting this responsibility, but Germany was not a normal place. The Luftwaffe was commanded by Hermann Göring, then still regarded as the second most important man in the Reich and as Hitler’s closest collaborator. In addition to the fact that Göring ran the Luftwaffe as a personal fiefdom, it was also the youngest and the most authentically Nazi of the three armed forces. The navy and the army had traditions that went back into the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and many of their senior officers regarded the Führer as an up-start and the Nazi Party as a collection of social misfits, clowns, and sinister thugs, but the Luftwaffe had been created by the Nazis in 1933—secretly, because at the time the Treaty of Versailles forbade Germany to have an air force. The Luftwaffe owed its existence to Hitler, and as a young man’s service it represented his modernistic and futuristic ambitions. Like the autobahns; the Volkswagen; the streamlined record-breaking silver race cars from Mercedes-Benz and Auto-Union; the huge, spectacular Nuremberg rallies and the Berlin Olympic Games; and the sleek zeppelins carrying passengers across the Atlantic to Brazil and New York, the Luftwaffe was intended to show the world that Nazi Germany was the unstoppable power of the future.


Because Göring was its founder and commander in chief, the Luftwaffe never suffered from the kind of cheeseparing economies that the British Treasury inflicted on the RAF. What Göring wanted, he got, and that was that, much to the displeasure of the army and navy. Nobody would deny Göring’s energy, intelligence, courage, or ruthlessness, but the Luftwaffe also suffered from the flaws in his ample character. First of all, his view of air warfare was ineradicably fixed by his experience in the 1914–1918 war as one of Germany’s leading air aces and winner of its highest and most coveted decoration for valor, Pour le Mérite, known as the “Blue Max.” Second, despite his expansive powers he was abjectly subservient to the Führer. Third, self-indulgence on a grand scale and prodigious vanity were beginning to destroy a character that in any case had always been more receptive to flattery and adulation than to reasoned argument—he was Hitler’s yes-man and wanted his own yes-men around him. Fourth, he collected high offices as avidly as he collected the awards and decorations that made him resemble, in full uniform, a stout, walking Christmas tree. He was not only commander in chief of the Luftwaffe but also Hitler’s appointed successor; head of the German four-year plan, with wide-ranging powers over Germany’s economy and industry; aviation minister; founder of the Gestapo; the smiling, cheerful face of Nazism to the outside world, which tended to contrast his girth and luxurious tastes with the abstemious habits of the Führer; and Jagdmeister of the Reich—that is, he controlled all hunting and was in charge of what we would now call game and forest conservation. The list of his offices goes on and on—no one person, even someone who was deskbound day and night, could have discharged all of Göring’s duties; and unlike his rival SS Reichsführer Heinrich Himmler, whose Sitzfleisch even his numerous enemies did not deny, Göring did not have a deskbound nature. He was Germany’s biggest and most aggressive collector of art; he built on a huge and ambitious scale; his lifestyle bore a resemblance to that of the more flamboyantly corrupt later Roman emperors; and he intruded shamelessly and sometimes brutally into the realm of every other minister of the Reich. Under the circumstances, his attention was not necessarily fixed on the Luftwaffe twenty-four hours a day. To be sure, Göring delegated much of his workload, but he was not, as it happened, a particularly gifted delegator, and tended to favor people who agreed with him (or at least said they did), and old flying comrades from World War I. He could be autocratic in his own bluff, outspoken way—when it was pointed out to him that General Erhard Milch, whom he had plucked from Lufthansa to play a leading role in the creation of the Luftwaffe, was half Jewish, Göring replied angrily, “In Germany, it is I who will decide who is a Jew and who is not!” *3—but his patience and his attention span were fatally limited.


He was also boastful. When the British Expeditionary Force retreated to Dunkirk, he had assured Hitler that there was no need for the army to attack them there—the Luftwaffe would strafe them on the beaches and sink any ships that were sent to take the troops home to Britain. He had been unable to deliver on this promise—the British, using 1,000 ships of all kinds, from yachts and pleasure steamers to destroyers, managed to take more than 300,000 men off the beaches and out of the besieged port of Dunkirk, and in the air battles above Dunkirk the Germans for the first time found themselves confronted with the metropolitan squadrons of Fighter Command (as opposed to the relatively small number of British Hurricanes that had been stationed as part of the RAF Advance Air Striking Force in France, and were flown from makeshift fields without the benefit of a sophisticated fighter control system on the ground), and they were taken aback by the quality and the number of British fighter planes. Admittedly, there were mistakes, surprises, and disappointments on both sides, but the Luftwaffe could hardly claim a victory.


As a result, however, Göring was all the more determined to show that his beloved Luftwaffe could, by itself, bring the British to their knees. This was no small task, as a glance at the map should have told him. Before they could even begin it, the Germans would have to move two Luftflotten (“air fleets”) to air bases in northeastern France, the Netherlands, and Belgium, and a third to Norway, together with all the men, equipment, communications, supplies, and fuel needed to maintain the nearly 3,000 aircraft involved. Runways at most of the existing military airfields (Luftflotte 2 alone would require more than thirty operational airfields spread out from Amsterdam to Le Havre) would need to be lengthened and reinforced for the use of heavily loaded bombers, and protected with flak (antiaircraft) batteries (which in Germany, unlike the United Kingdom, came under the control of the Luftwaffe rather than the army); huge numbers of vehicles of every size and type would need to be assembled quickly; and sophisticated repair and service facilities would have to be put in place. Admittedly, this was the kind of thing the Germans excelled at—Milch was a gifted organizer, who, unlike several of his rivals in the Luftwaffe, surrounded himself with skilled technicians—but it was still a big job. Then too, although the French air force had not put up much of a fight, the Luftwaffe had suffered substantial losses in the Norwegian campaign and in the attacks on Poland, Norway, the Netherlands, Belgium, and France. More than 1,500 German aircraft were lost—most of them, inevitably, to accidents—and although a substantial number of the aircrews survived and returned to their units to fight again, there was, unavoidably, a certain amount of wastage, confusion, and delay.


Though nobody was about to bring it to Göring’s attention, the Luftwaffe, in fact, had not been built with this kind of task in mind. Its successes in Spain, Poland, Norway, and the attack on France had been won against weaker air forces or none, and with the Luftwaffe acting in support of the German army, in the role of flying artillery, rather than as a long-range strategic weapon in its own right. The bombing of Guernica, Warsaw, and Rotterdam had brought a chill to the hearts of those who believed the bomber would always get through, but none of these cities had a first-rate, modern, technologically advanced air defense system, or fighter squadrons equipped with aircraft that were as good as those of the Luftwaffe. In contrast, Britain had a modern air defense system, and its fighter aircraft were in some respects better than those of the Luftwaffe and flown by pilots whose morale, skill, and spirit were second to none.


Göring was, in fact, about to launch a new kind of war; and it was a war for which the British were better prepared than he (or anyone else) supposed. Over the past decade they had devoted an astonishing amount of thought, innovation, and preparation to it.


The story of how that came to be is perhaps the least appreciated part of the Battle of Britain, for ironically the RAF’s victory was made possible only by the far-reaching and courageous decisions of the same governments that would be later reviled as consisting of “appeasers,” “guilty men” (in the words of a best-selling polemic),4 and “the men of Munich.”














CHAPTER 2


“To England, All Eyes Were Turned. All That Has Gone Now. Nothing Has Been Done in ‘the Years That the Locust Hath Eaten.’”


—Winston Churchill, House of Commons, November 12, 1936







Victory against the Luftwaffe in 1940 came about neither by luck nor by last-minute improvisation. In photographs of the period, the fighter pilots tend to look like young, carefree, happy warriors, if there is such a thing, but the reason they won the Battle of Britain was above all that Fighter Command was prepared for it.


The architect of this victory was Air Chief Marshal Sir Hugh Dowding, who took over as Air Officer Commanding-in-Chief of RAF Fighter Command on its formation in 1936. The fighters, such as they were—for they were then all biplanes with an open cockpit, two guns, and fixed landing gear—had been part of a more amorphous organization, Air Defence of Great Britain (ADGB), which everybody agreed was inadequate to its task. Dowding had transferred from the Royal Artillery to the infant Royal Flying Corps during World War I, had commanded ADGB in 1929 and 1930, and since then had served as Air Member for Research and Development on the Air Council, the RAF equivalent of the army’s General Staff. In that capacity, Dowding, a man who had the patience to listen to scientists and engineers, and to ask questions until he understood exactly what they were proposing, learned more about the technology of air defense than any other senior air officer in the world, particularly in two areas that were then in their infancy: the “black art” of radio direction finding, and high-frequency ground-to-air communication. Dowding, in fact, had early on in his flying career been the first man to send a radio signal from an aircraft to the ground, an innovation in which nobody at the time was interested.


Dowding was, in many respects, a remote, stubborn, difficult man with strong opinions—it was not for nothing that his nickname was “Stuffy”—and he could never charm politicians or his fellow air marshals, an inability that would eventually be his undoing; but on the subject of air warfare he knew what he was talking about. He had in his head an airman’s three-dimensional sense of how to fight a battle in the sky over southern England, and he understood that it would involve combining the newest and most radical scientific ideas about radio direction finding* on a grand scale with the latest kinds of radio communications equipment and a totally new breed of fighter airplane into an efficient, tightly controlled, well-led organization, linking fighters, antiaircraft guns, and ground observers into a single unit involving thousands of people and technology which did not as yet exist. With those who did not share his vision or sense of urgency he could be bloody-minded indeed.


Dowding was a lonely man, a widower with one son (who would become a fighter pilot under his father’s command in the Battle of Britain), humorless, exacting, somewhat inarticulate except about the things that seemed really important to him, given to various crank ideas (in his old age he would devote himself almost entirely to spiritualism), and perhaps for that reason unafraid of new or seemingly crackpot scientific schemes and of challenging authority—indeed, as we shall see, he probably saved Britain by standing up to Winston Churchill during the great crisis of France’s defeat, and paid a stiff price for his blunt, outspoken refusal to be bullied, persuaded, silenced, or coerced by the prime minister. In his own gruff, shy way Dowding was strangely sentimental about his fighter pilots, whom he sometimes referred to as “my chicks,” and in his official farewell letter to them on giving up his beloved command, he addressed them, like a Mr. Chips in uniform, as “My dear Fighter Boys.”


It would be difficult to imagine a person less like Göring or Göring’s commanders. So far as one can tell, Dowding had no hobbies or recreations—to a remarkable degree, he felt the hot wind of war at his back, urging him on to prepare Fighter Command for battle, despite doubt, interference, and hostility, and, as it would prove, he succeeded just in time. His technical expertise and his imagination on the subject of air warfare were the impetus that produced radar, the eight-gun Hawker Hurricane and the Supermarine Spitfire, and the “brain” of Fighter Command, a centralized Fighter Control, the futuristic Operations Room at Fighter Command Headquarters, which was in constant communication with the radar plotters and the fighter squadrons, and from which the battle could be systematically observed, controlled, and led.


Above all, in 1936 Dowding was perhaps the one man of consequence in the United Kingdom—perhaps in the world—who did not believe that the bomber would “always get through.”


 


Stanley Baldwin’s statement in the House of Commons represented accepted wisdom in the 1920s and 1930s. Toward the end of World War I the Germans had made a major effort to bomb London and coastal cities in the south of England, first using zeppelins, then using big Gotha biplane bombers with twin Mercedes motors and a seventy-seven-foot wingspan, hoping to weaken British resolve by the application of Schrecklicheit (frightfulness), always the fallback position of German policy. Though compared with what happened in the next world war the damage and the number of deaths were small (835 British civilians were killed and 1,990 wounded), the bombing campaign, not surprisingly, made a huge impression. Unfortunately for the Germans, however, the net effect was merely to increase British determination to win the war.


Once the war was over, and aircraft gradually started to become larger and more powerful (by very small degrees—in 1932, when Baldwin made his remark about the bomber, the bombers of the world’s air forces still resembled those of 1917 and 1918 much more than they did those of 1939), the belief grew that the next war, if there was one, would begin with huge bombing raids that would annihilate great cities on the first day. This illusion was in part the work of military propagandists for “strategic bombing,” such as General Giulio Douhet in Italy and General “Billy” Mitchell in the United States, and in part the work of senior air force officers, who promised the politicians that a big bombing force would serve as the best deterrent to war, and would be much cheaper to build up and maintain than a big army—an argument that appealed both to those who sought peace and to those who sought economy in governmental spending.


Of course, nowhere did these fleets of bombers exist: the United States, for instance, was thousands of miles away from any country it might possibly need to bomb, and in any case was in the middle of the Great Depression and was resolved never to fight another war. But strangely enough, the idea of the bomber as the inevitable, ultimate weapon of the future became more widely accepted in Britain than in any other country, to the dismay of the admirals, who still believed the answer was more and larger battleships. The French were not much interested in bombers (perhaps because they lived in fear that their beloved Paris would be bombed), or indeed in military aircraft of any kind; Marshal Foch himself had said, “Aviation is a sport—for war it’s worth zero.” To protect itself from the Germans, France continued to rely on a mass army of citizen conscripts, trained by fulfilling, with whatever reluctance, their annual period of military service; and on immense, elaborate fortifications, particularly the famous Maginot Line. The Germans, forbidden by the terms of the peace treaty to rearm, dreamed first of all of rebuilding their army. The Soviet Union relied, as always, on its millions of conscript peasant soldiers. During World War I the British had put off conscription for as long as they could, as a deeply un-English notion, and the moment the war ended they swiftly demobilized their army—conscription, obligatory military service, and a large army went against every tradition of British life; and the idea of a small regular army of long-term professional soldiers, commanded by officers who were so far as possible members of the upper class or the younger sons of the landowning aristocracy, was deeply treasured. In the circumstances, the idea of a powerful bombing force whose very existence would prevent war, and which would involve a comparatively small number of professional airmen, was undeniably attractive. Nobody in the United Kingdom, from King George V down, wanted to repeat the experience of World War I, in which more than 750,000 Britons had been killed and more than 2 million seriously wounded, most of them in the mud of Flanders.


The idea of the bomber as the weapon of the future—even the near future—moved rapidly from the quiet places in Whitehall where British military policy was somewhat lackadaisically discussed—for it was not one of the subjects in which Baldwin showed much interest—to make its way into the mind of the public, thanks to the immense power of the popular press, and was reinforced by the growing power of what was beginning to be called popular culture, i.e., radio, magazines, popular fiction, and above all films. In 1936, my uncle, Alexander Korda, a friend and admirer of H. G. Wells, produced an ambitious, immensely successful futuristic film based on Wells’s novel The Shape of Things to Come, which began with the destruction of a major European city (recognizably London) by a huge fleet of bombers darkening the sky, without a declaration of war. Designed by my father, Vincent Korda, Things to Come held audiences breathless, presenting them with a convincing picture of a world in which war would come, literally, out of the blue, wiping out whole cities in one blow with bombs and poison gas. Alex and my father were not, to be sure, attempting to buttress the arguments of the air marshals for more money, or to instill fear in the public; they were merely attempting to brings Wells’s ideas to the screen as faithfully (and dramatically) as possible. But the film (which deeply impressed Hitler) nevertheless had an immense effect on the public, and indeed on the government.


For despite the phlegmatic, calm, peace-loving appearance of Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin—a man who looked exactly like a character in a novel by R. F. Delderfield about the English countryside, puffing contentedly on his pipe and determined to avoid full-scale rearmament and war, or even talk about full-scale rearmament and war—some radical notions were quietly being put into preparation. Baldwin, a cousin of Rudyard Kipling, had a somewhat inflated reputation for sagacity, blunt talk, and plain common sense, thought to be part of his heritage from a family of wealthy, tough-minded West Midland iron-masters.* It was also his misfortune to be almost comically uninterested in foreign affairs and foreigners at a time when nothing was more important, and even his most sympathetic biographer, G. M. Young, notes that Baldwin “would ostentatiously close his eyes [in cabinet meetings] when foreign affairs were under discussion. ‘Wake me up,’ he would say, ‘when you are finished with that.’” Foreigners “made him peevish, or sent him to sleep.”1 He liked to give the impression that there was nothing much on his mind except keeping the Conservative Party in power, and long, quiet country weekends of taking walks and reading Trollope, but in fact he was a shrewd, devious politician, who deftly managed the House of Commons—the Labour members liked him as much as the members of his own party did—and easily outflanked Churchill during the abdication crisis. Nobody understood the British public of the 1930s better than Stanley Baldwin, or was more trusted by the public. In Young’s words, “They trusted him, they believed in him, less for anything he had done or was likely to do, than for being himself.” Unlike Churchill, whose reputation was badly singed by his outspoken, belligerent support for “the King’s matter,” as Baldwin tactfully called Edward VIII’s determination to marry Wallis Warfield Simpson, Baldwin had instantly understood that however much the British might like their young king, they were not about to put up with his marrying a twice-divorced American adventuress from Baltimore.


Baldwin, though he was notoriously indolent and often never bothered to read the papers that were sent to him—a failing that was to backfire on him with regard to the air estimates—in his own way faced unpleasant facts once they could no longer be avoided, whether they were on the subject of Mrs. Simpson or Hitler. He not only said, “The bomber will always get through”; he believed it, and drew the consequences. First of all, there must be no war, and British policy should above all be directed toward giving the Germans no reason to start one, and of course toward avoiding the awkward, misplaced continental entanglements that had dragged a reluctant, appalled, divided Liberal government into war against Germany in 1914. Second, steps should be taken—without alarming the public, of course—to deal with the consequences if Hitler was mad enough to start a war. Behind the scenes, in the staid world of the civil service, bureaucrats would soon be drawing up plans to have hundreds of thousands of cheap plywood coffins made and stored in strategic locations, to supply the entire population of Britain with gas masks, to dig trenches in the treasured lawns of London’s parks as emergency air-raid shelters, and, even more alarmingly, to identify convenient sites for mass graves, should they be needed.


This dark view of the future, though concealed from the public, was echoed in Winston Churchill’s speeches calling for rearmament and a stronger air force, in which he painted a picture of future war in startling, if somber colors for the House of Commons.* “We may…,” he said, “be confronted on some occasion with a visit from an ambassador, and may have to give an answer in a very few hours; and if that answer is not satisfactory, within the next few hours the crash of bombs exploding in London and the cataracts of masonry and fire and smoke will warn us of any inadequacy which has been permitted in our aerial defences.”2


Addressing what he took to be Baldwin’s reluctance to spend more money on the RAF, Churchill predicted that no “less than 30,000 or 40,000 people would be killed or maimed” in a German bombing attack on London, and that as many as “3,000,000 or 4,000,000 people would be driven out [of London] into the open country around the Metropolis.” This apocalyptic vision, not unlike that of H. G. Wells, was not something most members of Parliament, on either side of the House, wished to contemplate—nor, as it happened, was the vision, for the moment, a likely one—and did almost as much harm to Churchill’s political reputation as his support for Edward VIII’s marriage. To the general public, his talk of “cataracts of masonry and fire and smoke” made Churchill seem like a “wild man,” and also something of a warmonger, and to most people Baldwin seemed an even more steady and reliable figure by comparison.


The dispute on rearmament between Baldwin and Churchill became so bitter that when, later, during the war, Churchill was told that the Baldwin family’s ironworks had been bombed by the Germans he remarked grumpily, “How ungrateful of them,” and after being congratulated by Harold Nicolson on his eulogy for Neville Chamberlain in the House of Commons, he replied, “That was not an insuperable task, since I admired many of Neville’s great qualities, but I pray to God in his infinite mercy that I shall not have to deliver a similar oration on Baldwin—that would indeed be difficult to do.”3 But their disagreement was misleading in the sense that both of them were talking about the number of aircraft available to the RAF and the Luftwaffe, rather than about type and quality, which were harder to define.


The argument was further muddled in most people’s minds by an artificial distinction between “frontline aircraft” and those “in reserve,” and the confusion was made worse by the Germans’ habit of exaggerating their air strength when they wanted to frighten people, and playing it down when they wanted to claim that they sought no more than “parity” with the United Kingdom and France. That the Germans were building military aircraft faster than the British was obvious enough to most people, though Baldwin and his supporters in the House of Commons continued to deny it soothingly, despite ample evidence to the contrary. But were they building fighters or bombers, and in what proportion, and how effective were the latter? These were the critical questions, and for the most part they remained unanswered, or even unasked.


 


The truth is that despite Göring’s bombast, the one task the Luftwaffe was not prepared for in 1936, or even in 1939, was bombing London, let alone destroying the city in the kind of surprise raid that Churchill had described and that so many people feared, particularly those who had seen Things to Come. Between 1933 and 1936 the Germans, like the British, were infatuated with the idea of the Schnellbomber (“fast bomber”)—faster than the fighters that would be available to intercept it. In England the eccentric millionaire Lord Rothermere, owner of the newspaper the Daily Mail, and an aviation enthusiast, ordered for himself from the Bristol Aircraft Company the fastest private transport plane in the world—a twin-engine all-metal monoplane, called, a typical Rothermere touch, Britain First, which would carry six passengers and a crew of two at the then unheard of speed of almost 300 miles per hour. When it was delivered to him in 1935 he gave both the aircraft and the blueprints of the design to the Air Ministry as a patriotic gesture; the ministry then modified the plane to create the Bristol Blenheim Mark I bomber.


The Blenheim was faster than any fighter then existing, as were its rivals the Dornier (Do) 17, the Heinkel (He) 111, and the Junkers (Ju) 88 in Germany.* The problem with all these aircraft, however, was that they carried a relatively light bomb load, made up of fairly small bombs; even the largest of them, the He 111, could carry only eight 500-pound (250-kilogram) bombs, held nose upward in a modular rack like eggs in an egg container. This seemed like a reasonable bomb load in the mid 1930s, but to put the matter in perspective, only six years later RAF Bomber Command would be sending deep into Germany at night hundreds of four-engine Avro Lancasters that were able to carry a “Blockbuster” bomb of up to 12,000 pounds, and eventually, with some modifications, the enormous 22,000-pound “Grand Slam” bomb.


By one of those curious strokes of good fortune for their enemies, the Germans started the mass production of bombers too early, and stuck with the idea of the Schnellbomber. Also, since Göring was above all interested in quantity rather than in efficiency—when those around him pointed this out, he replied that the Führer would ask him only how many bombers he had, not how big they were or how far they could fly—the Germans continued to produce the same types to the end, whereas the British Air Ministry took a hugely expensive leap in the dark, quietly abandoned the “fast bomber,” and instead set about drawing up ambitious plans to design and produce, on a huge scale, a whole family of big, four-engine bombers, intended to carry heavy bomb loads over very long distances—to Berlin, for example.


In any case, by 1938, as we shall see, the leap in the performance and armament of the new generation of fighters, represented in Britain by the Hurricane and the Spitfire, and in Germany by the Bf 109, abruptly invalidated the whole idea of “fast bombers.” These new fighters would easily fly 100 or even 200 miles per hour faster than the fastest bomber, and could reach much higher altitudes. The Germans faced another problem, too—since the more a bomb load weighs, the less can be spared for fuel, their “fast bombers” designed in the 1930s had a fairly limited combat radius. Reaching targets in England from airfields in Germany would put them at the extreme limit of their range, and well beyond the ability of German fighters to accompany them. Of course in the 1930s neither the Germans nor the British anticipated that the Luftwaffe would be attacking Britain from airfields in the Netherlands, Belgium, or northern France, much closer to British targets, making possible an aerial campaign that would have been unimaginable before June 1940.


Thus, although the Germans were certainly producing military aircraft at an alarming rate in 1935, the situation was in fact less critical than Baldwin’s detractors, led by Churchill, liked to make it out. The solution was not simply for the British government to build more aircraft than the Germans—least of all bombers, which then had neither the range nor the bomb capacity to deter Hitler from war—but to start thinking rationally about the possibility of defending the United Kingdom against aerial attack, and investing in the advanced technology and complex ground organization that would be needed to detect and destroy enemy bombers.


 


Baldwin, who did not share Churchill’s enthusiasm for military matters, seems to have stumbled on the idea of defense rather than deterrence by some mysterious thought process of his own. It may be that threatening to bomb German civilians—or, worse still, actually having to do it—in order to keep the peace struck him as morally indefensible, and as a blind alley, since the Germans under Hitler would very likely retaliate. It may also have been a dose of realism on his part, since by the mid-1930s, despite the firm belief of the Air Ministry in the principle of deterrence as the keystone of British strategy, there was still no sign to the layman that RAF Bomber Command would be able to make good on any such threat in the near future. The majority opinion of the “bloody air marshals,” as Lord Beaverbrook would later take to calling them, was that every fighter built meant further delay in creating the all-important bomber force on which the safety of Britain really depended. Another factor in Baldwin’s mind was that fighters were easier to sell to the House of Commons than bombers. Even the Labour members—who were, in general, against increased armaments of any kind, in favor of “collective security,” and strong believers in the League of Nations as the equivalent of labor-management negotiations between nations—were less offended by spending money on fighters than by spending it on a bomber force. At least fighters were by definition for defense, not attack, and it was hard even for Labour’s pacifist fringe to argue that having the ability to defend oneself if attacked was morally wrong. Baldwin seems to have been moved by the same idea. As a businessman, he saw fighters as a kind of insurance policy against the failure of diplomacy or the remote possibility that Hitler might actually mean what he said, or worse still what he had written in Mein Kampf. Bombers offended Baldwin’s moral scruples; fighters did not.


He spoke movingly of his belief that “since the day of the air, the old frontiers are gone. When you think of the defense of England you no longer think of the chalk cliffs of Dover, you think of the Rhine.” What appeared to horrify him was the idea that England could defend itself only by dropping bombs on the men, women, and children of the Rhineland (since this was the only major target in Germany that the current generation of RAF bombers could reach). Whether the victims were British, French, or German, the prime minister rejected the notion that “two thousand years after Our Lord was crucified, [we] should be spending our time thinking how we can get the mangled bodies of children to the hospitals and how we can keep poison gas from the throats of the people,” and worried (prophetically) about the future, when “the bomb no bigger than a walnut”4 might blow up whole cities. (Can he have been imagining nuclear weapons, or reading H. G. Wells instead of Trollope?) Sincere and sympathetic as this kind of speech was, it was hardly a rousing call to arms.


Baldwin had other, more practical concerns about the cost of rearming the RAF. The projected cost of building a single modern fighter plane was estimated at between £5,000 and £10,000 each, whereas one big four-engine bomber was expected to cost more than £50,000, and perhaps twice that. In addition, fighters could fly from grass strips at what were then still called aerodromes, whereas bombers, because of their heavier weight, required long, expensive concrete runways and hardstands, much bigger hangars, and of course bigger aircrews, all of which would cost enormous sums of money. In the war of numbers that was going on between Baldwin and Churchill, it seemed possible that the latter might be silenced at much less expense by building fighters rather than bombers.


The argument about numbers was in any case complicated by the fact that both men counted “frontline airplanes” and reserves separately. What most politicians, including those in France, Italy, and the Soviet Union, meant was that “frontline airplanes” would be of the latest type, whereas the “reserves” would consist of older but still usable machines. What the air marshals meant, but did not always say, was that all their airplanes must be of the latest type, the “frontline” planes being those delivered to combat-ready squadrons, the “reserves” held back to supply new squadrons as they were formed or to replace machines that had been lost in combat or in accidents. As war would prove, when it finally arrived, only the latest and most up-to-date aircraft were useful in combat. Each side would work incessantly to improve the performance and armament of its aircraft and to bring in new types at a dizzying rate, so that the machines with which Britain and Germany began the war in 1939 were already rendered obsolete by 1940 (those of the French were, unfortunately for them, already obsolete in 1939). This was a hard point to get across—the majority of the Royal Navy’s battleships had either served during World War I or been completed and updated shortly after it ended; the British Army, like the German, was still using a slightly modified version of the same rifle its soldiers had carried in World War I*; and most of the field artillery in both armies would have been familiar to a veteran of the 1914–1918 war. In the air, however, obsolescence was such a rapid process that it was hard to avoid—once war broke out ground crews would be struggling night after night to carry out the latest “modifications” from the Air Ministry, changes and additions to their aircraft that arrived in the form of endless mimeographed pages and diagrams. Aircraft that were not “frontline” would be swept out of the air by those that were. Counting older aircraft as part of a nation’s air strength, as the French (and the Russians) did, was like including old, lame horses in the fighting strength of a cavalry corps.


In the end, Baldwin’s long political career would eventually fall victim to the numbers in which he took so little interest. As long ago as 1933, already under pressure from those who wanted Britain to rearm, he had announced to the House of Commons that in the event no agreement could be reached between the European nations on restricting the size of air forces or, better yet, abolishing them, Britain would accept “No inferiority to any country within striking distance.”5 In 1934 he had announced that German air strength was “not fifty per cent of our strength,”6 although many people suspected that the truth was otherwise. In 1935, he unwisely repeated this pledge, only to have Hitler reveal that Germany had already reached parity with the United Kingdom, and was approaching parity with France—which would, of course, mean that the Luftwaffe’s strength would soon exceed that of France and Britain combined.


If Baldwin had been reading the intelligence analyses produced for him by the Air Ministry and MI6 he would have seen that the famous pledge he had given in 1933 to allow “no inferiority to any power within striking distance” had already been swept aside by the rapid increase in German aircraft production since then, and even his devoted friend and biographer, Young, complains of “his indolence”7 in this respect. In any case, in 1935 Baldwin had the unpleasant task of explaining to an uneasy House of Commons that he had been wrong. Being Baldwin, he did not attempt to justify himself by complaining that he had been duped by Hitler, or by explaining to the House that Britain was already developing a sophisticated air defense system—he took full responsibility for his mistake, but this did him very little good.


His proposal to speed up the program for rearming the RAF so that the target for aircraft strength planned for 1939 would be reached in 1937 brought down on his head both the objections of Labour members, who wanted no increases in armaments, and those of Conservatives who supported Churchill and thought that Baldwin was proposing to produce too little, too late, as well as an outcry from industrial leaders, businessmen, and the chiefs of the army and navy, who argued that attempting to produce so many aircraft so quickly would disrupt British industrial production.


Even so, it would still take the Hoare-Laval crisis, in which the British foreign minister Sir Samuel Hoare appeared to have agreed with the crafty French foreign minister (and future collaborationist) Pierre Laval to let Mussolini get away with the conquest of Abyssinia; the abdication crisis, which exhausted an already weary Baldwin; and Hitler’s bold move to remilitarize the Rhineland to finally persuade Baldwin to resign in 1937 and advise the new king to send for Neville Chamberlain, the chancellor of the exchequer, to form a government.


Honors rained down on Baldwin—he was made a knight of the Garter and an earl—but he got no credit for the most important accomplishments of his political life. For by 1937 the “Chain Home” (CH) radar network was already in place and operating, silently and secretly, and the first Hurricanes were reaching RAF Fighter Command squadrons, to be followed a year later by the first Spitfires; Dowding had been appointed Air Officer Commanding-in-Chief of Fighter Command almost a year ago; and Dowding’s special brainchild, the central Operations Room at Fighter Command Headquarters, was completed and functioning. There were problems, of course—not surprisingly, considering the amount and variety of revolutionary science and technology involved—but one by one they were being solved.


Whatever else might happen, Britain would no longer be completely undefended in the air.
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