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March Meeting

Topic: Te Battle of Britain
Speaker: Tim Speed
Reporter: Gord McNulty

CAHS Toronto Chapter President Sheldon Benner introduced Tim 
Speed, of Oakville, a volunteer Tour Guide, Speaker and Educator at 
the Canadian Warplane Heritage Museum. A native of the United 
Kingdom, Tim first became involved with aviation as an Air Scout 
“while still wearing short pantsI” Tim obtained a business degree in 
the UK and joined British Overseas Airways Corporation (BOAC) 
after graduating from university. He was a Station Operations Officer 
in Dubai, Tokyo and Beirut for BOAC. Upon returning to the UK, 
Tim worked in BOAC’s Air Cargo Division. After BOAC, he became 
General Manager of an all-cargo airline based at the East Midlands 
Airport. Later, Tim began working for an air freight forwarder. He 
immigrated to Canada with his family in 1980. Before retiring, he was the CEO of a large air freight 
and logistics company. Tim has volunteered at the CWH since retiring in late 2010, as has his wife, 
Hillary, who joined him for a fascinating PowerPoint presentation on the Battle of Britain.

Te Battle of Britain, July to October 1940, took place 75 years ago last summer and fall. While the 
struggle is often described as “a damn close run thing!,” that phrase originated with British general 
Arthur Wellesley, the 1st Duke of Wellington, at the Battle of Waterloo in June 1815. As Tim noted, 
the description is equally appropriate to the Battle of Britain. Tim played a broadcast by Winston 
Churchill when he rallied Britain after the fall of France: “Upon this battle depends the survival of 
Christian civilization. Upon it depends our own British life, and the long continuity of our institutions 
and our Empire. Te whole fury and might of the enemy must very soon be turned on us. Hitler knows 
that he will have to break us in this island or lose the war. If we can stand up to him, all Europe may 
be freed and the life of the world may forward into broad, sunlit uplands. But if we fail, then the whole 
world, including the United States, including all that we have known and cared for, will sink into the 
abyss of a new dark age made more sinister, and perhaps more protracted, by the lights of perverted 
science. Let us therefore brace ourselves to our duties, and so bear ourselves, that if the British Empire 
and its Commonwealth last for a thousand years, men will still say, This was their finest hour.” 

Tim sourced much of his presentation from Len Deighton’s book, Fighter: The True Story of the Battle 
of Britain, published in 1977. Deighton is most famous as a spy fiction author but his Battle of Britain 
book is acknowledged as an excellent analysis. Tim explored several myths about the Battle, both at 
the time and more recently. He cited: 1. Te RAF was hopelessly outnumbered; 2. Te Spitfire won the 
Battle; 3. Radar, “a British invention,” won the battle; 4. Bomber (and Coastal) Commands played no 
part; 5. Britain would have been invaded if the Battle was lost. 6. Te Battle was a huge British victory.
Te timeline dates to the spring of 1940, with the British Expeditionary Force evacuation from 
Dunkirk 27 May to 4 June. French leader Petain accepted defeat June 17. Churchill delivered his “their 
finest hour” speech to Britain 18 June. In a 19 July speech to the Reichstag, Hitler “appealed to reason” 
and presented a peace offer to Britain, but with threats. Britain rejected it. In fact, Churchill had 
Foreign Secretary Lord Halifax, who had favoured appeasement before the war, to turn it down. Hitler 
then authorized Operation Seelowe (Sea Lion) on 21 July. On 31 July, the Germans scheduled 15 Sept. 
for the invasion of Britain. Hitler had proposed to allow Britain to keep its Empire and Navy, while he 
did whatever he wanted in continental Europe, but the British didn’t trust the fuhrer. 
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Operation Sea Lion envisaged a very narrow invasion front across the Strait of Dover, along the 
southern coast of England. Te Kriegsmarine, however, had been badly mauled in the invasion of 
Norway. Tey had lost warships and were wary about another offensive. Te German Army, however, 
favoured an invasion. Tey wanted 260,000 men; 30,000 vehicles; and believe it or not, 60,000 horses, 
in the first phase. Was Sea Lion credible? Despite Britain’s losses of men and equipment at Dunkirk, 
Tim suggested there’s reason to believe that an invading force would have been badly mauled. Te 
British had experimented with setting the sea on fire and even poison gas in the event that any 
invaders reached the shore. Hitler doubted the invasion was “technically feasible” without naval and air 
superiority. In July, he gave Hermann Goering the authority to commence an attack on Britain. 

Prevailing belief in the 1930s was that the bomber would always get through. Italy’s Giulio Douhet, 
America’s Billy Mitchell and Britain’s Hugh Trenchard strongly advocated air power through bombing. 
Te theory that there was no defence against bombers was put into practice in the campaigns by the 
Italy in Abyssinia, Britain in Iraq, and Japan in China. Germany’s bombing of civilians in Warsaw 
and Rotterdam was further designed to pressure politicians into making peace. Te idea of building 
ever-more bombers was, in Tim’s view, a precursor to the Cold War of the 1950s and 1960s and large 
quantities of intercontinental ballistic missiles that would guarantee “mutually assured destruction.” 
Not everyone, however, believed in the bomber theory. Tomas Inskip, appointed Britain’s defence 
minister in 1937, realized there was an alternative. He was really the primary architect of RAF Fighter 
Command. Fighting many battles, Inskip stressed that Britain’s objective should be “not to deliver a 
knockout blow but to prevent us being knocked out.” 

Germany’s highest profile leader in the Battle was Goering, a First World War fighter ace who 
joined the Nazi party in 1922. He had been named as Hitler’s successor and had a civilian role as 
Speaker of the Reichstag. Known for a lavish lifestyle, he was arrogant and didn’t welcome advice. 
He was appointed Commander-in-Chief of the Luftwaffe in 1935. His British counterpart was Sir 
Hugh “Stuffy” Dowding, also a First World War fighter pilot and squadron commander who rose to 
Brigadier. A dedicated expert on aerial warfare, he was abstemious, difficult and opinionated. During 
the 1930s, he oversaw development of all-metal aircraft and radar. Dowding was appointed C in C of 
Fighter Command in 1936. 

Battle of Britain Fighter Command Sectors  I 
llustration Courtesy - The Daily Telegraph
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Te Luftwaffe organized its airpower into separate air fleets that were each a complete air force, with 
fighters, bombers, transport and reconnaissance aircraft. Te RAF, meanwhile, was organized into 
commands, with Fighter Command divided into groups. 11 Group, in southeast England, bore the 
brunt of German attacks. High- and low-level radar played an important role in the Battle, as did the 
limited range of Germany’s Bf 109 fighter. By the time Bf 109 pilots reached the aerial combat area, 
they quickly had to return for more fuel. RAF Fighter Group commanders included Keith Park, 11 
Group, a First World War fighter ace, who worked with Dowding in the 1930s. He flew 100 hours 
during Dunkirk and had his own personal Hurricane. Trafford Leigh-Mallory, 12 Group, was also a 
First World War flyer, was very disappointed to be overlooked for 11 Group. He became implacably 
opposed to Dowding. For their part, Luftwaffe commanders included “Smiling Albert” Kesselring, who 
transferred from the army and learned to fly at 48. An excellent commander, he was able and popular 
and led Luftwaffe 2, closest to England. Hugo Sperrie, who led Luftwaffe 3 to the south, was a First 
World War flyer who and also a capable leader. 

Rooftop Observer with St. Pauls Cathederal in the background  
Photo Courtesy - The Daily Telegraph
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Te best-known British fighter pilots included Peter Townsend, who downed the first enemy aircraft 
in England in February of 1940 and was a Squadron Leader by May of 1940. On 11 July, he downed a 
German bomber and had to ditch. On 31 August, he lost a toe to cannon fire during combat with Bf 
110s but by 21 Sept., he was flying again. Eric Stanley Lock achieved the highest score in the Battle, 
downing 21 German aircraft. Overall, he recorded 27 victories. Soon after becoming one of the most 
celebrated pilots in Britain, he was lost in action over Calais in northern France in August, 1941. 
Douglas Bader was very brave and capable but arrogant and something of a self-promoter. As C in C 
of 242 Squadron in Duxford, a mostly Canadian squadron which had been mauled in France, Bader 
restored their morale and effectiveness. He lost his legs in 1931 in a crash while flying aerobatics 
but rejoined the RAF with the outbreak of war. In 1941, he bailed out over France. His legs became 
entangled in the controls and he had to detach himself from his legs to parachute. Te Luftwaffe 
allowed the RAF to deliver a new set of legs to him in his prisoner of war camp, but they took them 
away from him. Bader was eventually moved to Colditz Castle to ensure that he wouldn’t escape. He 
returned to Britain after the war, remaining in aviation as a legendary figure throughout the 1970s 
until his death in 1982. James “Ginger” Lacey, a Yorkshireman, had 18 victories during the Battle 
and 22 overall. During the battles of France and the Britain, Lacey was shot down or forced down no 
fewer than nine times. He survived the war and was an adviser for the movie, Battle of Britain.

Alongside 2,353 British pilots, were 574 pilots from 15 nations led by Poland, New Zealand and 
Canada. Te tally included: Poland, 145; New Zealand, 127 or 135; Canada, 112; Czechoslovakia, 
84 or 88; Belgium, 28 or 30; Australia, 26 or 32; South Africa, 22 or 25; France 13 or 14; Ireland, 10; 
United States, 9 or 11; Southern Rhodesia, 3 or 4; Jamaica, 1; Barbados, 1; Newfoundland, 1; Northern 
Rhodesia, 1. Te Poles were the most aggressive fighters, having witnessed the defeat of their country. 

Wing Commander Douglas Bader Legless Air Ace  
Photo Courtesy - UK MoD
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Of the 112 Canadians, 23 died 
and 30 were killed later in the war. 
Another 200 Canadian airmen 
fought in RAF Bomber and Coastal 
commands during the Battle. Te 
first engagement for the Canadians 
occurred on 26 August, when they 
shot down three enemy aircraft and 
lost one. By mid-October, and the 
end of the Battle, they had scored 
31 kills and 43 probables, for the 
loss of 16 aircraft and three pilots. 
Tree DFCs were awarded. Canada’s 
Ernie McNab was 34 at the time of 
the Battle. Born in Saskatchewan, 
he joined the RCAF in 1926 and 
was commanding officer of No. 1 
Squadron, which eventually was 
changed to RCAF 401 Sqdn. to 
avoid confusion with RAF No. 1. 
High-scoring Canadian aces Willie 
McKnight and Stan Turner made 
pivotal contributions in the squadron. 

McNab described the challenge: “It 
is certainly an awful sight to behold 
those ugly black bombers in rank 
after rank. Your mouth dries up like 
cotton wool. You lose all sense of 
space and time. We fought far above 
the clouds in a world of our own – a 
world of freezing cold, of limitless 
space traced with white-plumed trails 
of wheeling aircraft as they fought. 
It was like skywriting gone mad.” 
Another Canadian pilot, Hartland 
Molson, left Montreal, the family 
business and his young bride, Maria 
Magdalena Posner, to fly for Canada. 

He recalled: “Since noon yesterday, we have done seven patrols of at least an hour each. Bill Sprenger, 
Cupe Hyde, Bob Corbette and Jean Paul Desloges have all either had to bail out or force land, but are 
not in bad shape. Having had two slugs and dinner it is now time for sleep, because we go at dawn 
tomorrow.” 

Top Luftwaffe pilots were exemplified by Adolf Galland, who loved a cigar and interestingly flew a 
Bf 109 with a Mickey Mouse cartoon on the side. He was famously reported to have told Goering he 
needed a squadron of Spitfires to win the Battle. Tim said the quote was taken out of context.  

Squadron Leader E.A. McNab CO of 1 (RCAF) Squadron 
Photo Courtesy - UK MoD

1 (RCAF) Squadron. Te men were all Canadians and the  
Hurricanes were built in Fort William (Tunder Bay)  

Photo Courtesy - UK MoD
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While Galland had a high regard for the Spitfire, Tim said he wouldn’t had traded it for a Bf 109. 
Galland felt Goering was asking him to do the impossible, by flying the fighters in along the bombers 
and losing the advantage of height, just as it would be impossible to get Spitfires for Germany. Werner 
Molders developed tactics and formations during the Spanish Civil War that were significantly 
superior to those of the RAF. 

As of mid-July, there was a huge disparity in aircraft strength between the RAF, with 531 aircraft 
versus 1,841 for the Luftwaffe. Te matchup in single-seat fighters was closer, with 531 RAF versus 
656 for the Luftwaffe and another 168 twin-engine fighters for the Luftwaffe. Te Germans had 
769 twin-engine bombers to deploy. Te Heinkel He 111 was their most numerous bomber. It had 
a payload of about 4,400 pounds, but weak defensive armament and poor manoeuvrability. It was 
robust and while it wasn’t easy to bring down, the crews often returned to base with either fatal or 
horrible injuries. Te Dornier Do 17, known as the “flying pencil,” had a 2,200-pound payload. It was 
the oldest and slowest in the fleet and production ceased in mid-1940. Te Junkers Ju 87 Stuka dive 
bomber had been very effective prior to the Battle, but couldn’t withstand RAF fighters and sustained 
prohibitive losses. Te Junkers Ju 88 was one of the best medium bombers of the war. It had a payload 
of 3,100 pounds and when introduced in 1936, it was faster than any of contemporary fighters. 
However, it also sustained heavy losses during the Battle.

Te Famous Heinkel Bomber photo  
taken over the East India Docks. 

The photo was taken by another Heinkel crew -  
The Daily Telegraph.

Battle of Britain Aircraft Illustration  
Courtesy - The Daily Telegraph London
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German fighters were led by the Messerschmitt 
Bf 109E, an all-metal, monoque fighter powered 
by a liquid-cooled, inverted Daimler-Benz engine 
with fuel injection which gave it an advantage. It 
had a narrow landing gear and was tricky to take 
off and land. It was originally intended to have 
two machine guns firing through the propeller 
but cannons were added in the wings to match 
the eight-gun British fighters. Te Messerschmitt 
Bf 110 was intended as a heavy escort fighter but 
wasn’t manouevrable enough to cope with RAF 
fighters and required a 109 escort. Britain’s best 
fighter, the Supermarine Spitfire Mk 1, featured 
a thin, elliptical wing making it very fast. Te 
Hawker Hurricane had a metal frame but large 
parts were fabric covered. A robust aircraft, it 
could absorb considerable damage and was easily 

repaired. It was slower than the 109 and the Spitfire but two-thirds of RAF fighters in the Battle were 
Hurricanes. Hurricanes were deployed against bombers and the Spitfires against fighters. A third 
British fighter, the Boulton Paul Defiant, was equipped only with a four-gun dorsal turret. Heavy, 
slow, and vulnerable without any forward-firing armament, the Defiant was withdrawn from the 
Battle in July.

As for radar, Tim noted that in 1938 the British developed fighter control procedures and practiced 
with civil airliners. Te Chain Home radar defence system was set up along the coast, facing out 
to sea, as transmitters and receivers. Te real genius of Dowding’s system was the filter room. 
Information gathered by the Royal Observer Corps during a raid had to be purified and relayed back 

Boulton Paul Defiants armed with a dorsal turret and   
four 0.303 machine guns. Te type was largely  

ineffective. Photo Courtesy - UK MoD

Home Radar Chain and Airbases Illustration  
Courtesy - www.rafmuseum.org.uk

A Typical Chain Home Radar Station - Steel Transmit-
ting Towers 360 feet and Wooden Receiving Towers 240 

feet set as a square  
Courtesy - www.rafmuseum.org.uk
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to the operational stations, the ground controllers and the airfields. Tey had to ensure that friendly 
aircraft weren’t identified as targets, using a device that enhanced the radar signal so that friendly 
aircraft showed up as larger than enemy aircraft. Tis led to the transponder used in air traffic control 
nowadays. Information was presented to the controllers on large maps, with Women’s Auxiliary Air 
Force plotters tracking friendly and hostile aircraft. Te interception calculations that guided fighters 
to the bombers were developed at Biggin Hill by Wing Commander Eustace Grenfell, who achieved 
a 93 per cent success rate. Sir Henry Tizard, Churchill’s scientific advisor, implemented Grenfell’s 
technique and it became known as the Tizzy Angle, which was unfortunate as Grenfell deserved the 
credit. 

Te Battle raged over the English Channel through the summer. Action peaked 12-23 August with a 
German offensive against RAF airfields. Eagle Day, 13 August, involved heavy attacks on the crucial 
radar stations and aircraft factories. Te radar stations, however, were quickly repaired. In the last 10 
days of August, Fighter Command lost 231 pilots --- 25 per cent of the initial group, and 60 per cent 
of those lost were the most experienced. 
Lord Beaverbrook, the Canadian press baron, played a crucial role in producing fighters when 
Churchill appointed him to head the new ministry of aircraft production. Tim also showed a 
compelling DVD re-enactment that realistically portrayed a brutal dogfight between a Spitfire and a 
Bf 109 from the British pilot’s perspective. It ended with the Spitfire making a hard, forced landing. 
Both pilots survived the downing of their fighters. Tousands of such engagements took place, with 
pilots on opposing sides having very different futures. Te German would end up in a POW camp, 
while the RAF pilot would probably fly the next day. Te 109 would probably be melted down; the 
Spitfire would be repaired to fly again. In the end, the RAF had more aircraft than they started with. 
Te problem wasn’t aircraft --- it was pilots. It took a matter of weeks to build an airplane, but much 
longer to train a pilot. During the critical stage of the Battle, the RAF put pilots into combat with 200 
total hours experience. 

RAF Bomber Command 
contributed in attacking barges 
that the Germans required in 
preparation for Operation Sea 
Lion. Wellingtons, Hampdens 
and Whitleys attacked the barges 
in the channels where they were 
being transported and in the 
ports where they were being 
assembled. 
Hitler had ordered that London 
was not to be bombed. However, 
on 24 August, a Luftwaffe bomber 
became lost and dropped its 
bombs on the capital. Churchill 
seized the opportunity to bomb 
Berlin on 25 August. He sent 95 

bombers to Germany, with 81 dropping bombs. Although damage was relatively light, it sent Hitler 
into a rage and he ordered the bombing of London, diverting attacks from the airfields critical to 
German success. 

St. Paul’s Cathederal during a bombing attack  
Photo Courtesy - UK MoD
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Te Germans shifted their attacks to London 
on 7 September. Te daytime aerial fighting 
climaxed on 15 September, when Germany 
launched an all-out aerial attack. As Ernie 
McNab recalled, “It was a terrific spectacle. 
More than a thousand aircraft were in the 
sky just south of London. So many that there 
was as much danger of colliding with another 
fellow as there was of being shot down.” By 
day’s end, the Germans had lost more than 60 
aircraft and were forced to revert to mostly 
night attacks. Te invasion threat ended and 
on 17 October Hitler cancelled Operation Sea 
Lion. 

Approximately 3,000 aircraft in total were 
destroyed during the four-month Battle. Tis 
included 1,023 British and 1,887 German 
aircraft, according to RAF statistics. 544 
Fighter Command pilots and crew were 
among the dead, as were more than 700 from 
Bomber Command and nearly 300 from 
Coastal Command. About 2,500 Luftwaffe 
aircrew were killed. 

Tim said the Luftwaffe failed primarily because of Germany’s leadership and the fact that the British 
knew what they were doing. Te Germans lacked a coherent strategy, their objectives changed and 
they suffered intelligence weaknesses. Tey sometimes attacked Bomber and Coastal Command 
airfields when they could have focused on airfields and fighter factories. Adolf Galland credited the 
Dowding system as a key. Te Battle was an enormous victory for Britain’s survival, providing the first 
defeat for Germany and boosting the morale of the Allies. Te Luftwaffe Blitz of London and other 
cities continued until May, 1941. Dowding was forced into retirement, Park reassigned into a training 
role, and Leigh Mallory given command of 11 Group. 

Bob Winson thanked Tim for a comprehensive overview of the epic victory in the defence of Britain 
in its darkest hour and the young Canadians who helped to turn the tide. He presented Tim with a 
gift in appreciation of his lively presentation. 

Dogfight over London with contrails marking the action  
Photo Courtesy - The Daily Telegraph
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A WWII RAF publicity photo showing a Hurricane and two Spitfires - Note Spitfire Base Markings censored out
Photo Courtesy - UK MoD

Fighter Te True Story of the Battle of Britain




