
Strategic/Operational:
1) Objective – The Battle of Britain had troubles from the start, but the biggest problem was Hitler’s failure to identify a single military 
objective for the campaign. Would he cripple British shipping, soften up the Royal Navy, defeat the RAF, or try to crush the will of the
English people? For the first time in the war, Hitler wasn’t sure of himself. He knew he couldn’t turn east with an armed Britain at his back, 
but he wasn’t sure how to take Britain out of the war. These doubts clouded Hitler’s thinking. Instead of focusing his efforts on the Fighter 
Command, especially the No. 11 Group in the southeast, he used the Luftwaffe against a wide array of targets, including shipping convoys,
the Royal Navy, factories, and even the civilian population. Finally, when Hitler made his last change in the operation, targeting London, he 
sealed the fate of Sea Lion. If he had, instead, focused on Fighter Command ‒ as he did briefly from 24 August to 6 September when Göring
was “winning” ‒ the battle may well have ended in a German victory. According to historian Arthur Bryant, “If the rate of attrition [had]
continued for a further two or three weeks, German air control over the Channel and Britain’s south cities would [have been] assured.”11 

Fellow historian Hanson Baldwin agreed, adding, “It was one of the great miscalculations in history.”12

2) Dowding’s Strategic Vision – Politically, Churchill deserves immense credit for rallying Great Britain to resist Hitler. The military 
credit, however, goes mostly to Dowding. Years before the battle, he anticipated future German attacks and built the foundations for an 
effective defense. Not only did he help design the aircraft that would prove effective, but he also designed the air defense system of radar 
warning ‒ connected by effective communications to groups and sectors ‒ to allow effective intercepts. Without this system, it is doubtful 
that his outnumbered Fighter Command could have prevailed. He also displayed great operational sense when he made the decision to 
position reserve squadrons up north to thwart Göring’s surprise attack. On this, Churchill remarked, “We must regard the generalship here
shown as an example of genius in the art of war.”13 From beginning to end, Dowding was the strategic and operational architect of victory.

3) Germany’s Ends/Means Mismatch – In warfare, success rests on matching means (manpower, weapons, supplies) against desired 
ends (goals and objectives). In this regard, Hitler failed. Fresh from his dominating performance over the previous year, an overconfident 
Hitler undertook a campaign for which he was ill-equipped. The Luftwaffe, with its dive and twin-engine bombers, was designed to
support ground assaults, not long-range bombing missions opposed by fighters. The most capable German fighters, the Messerschmitt
Bf 109s, were formidable. But when they reached England, they had only 15–20 minutes to fight. This dictated short and relatively direct 
tactical actions concentrating in England’s south and southeast. This limitation, combined with Dowding’s radar-based system, allowed the
outnumbered Fighter Command to economize its fighters and even the odds.

Tactical:
1) Mission Command – Given the resources and technology of the time, Dowding’s innovative mission command system was impressive. 
By using centralized information gathered from radar stations and the Observer Corps, he could distribute it to groups and squadrons for
decentralized execution. This allowed his outnumbered Fighter Command to maximize their resources. This system that the Germans 
never fully understood was decisive to the outcome.

2) Intelligence – German intelligence was poor throughout the battle. With a degree of arrogance, Göring was never concerned about 
his lack of knowledge about British aircraft production, pilot numbers, or even their effective use of the radar-based system of command 
and control. Much of this flowed from the faulty assessments of his chief of air intelligence, Colonel Joseph “Beppo” Schmid. Amazingly
little, if any, effort was made to infiltrate Dowding’s command and control system. Schmid believed that Fighter Command’s organization 
would collapse when hostilities commenced. This arrogance created complacency. And although intelligence failed on both sides when it 
came to estimating enemy losses, the Germans were worse. Their consistent failure to accurately estimate the remaining strength of Fighter 
Command led to poor decision-making and sowed doubts about Luftwaffe leadership. 

3) Leadership – Strong British leadership at all levels was critical to British success. At the national level, Churchill’s infectious resolve 
transformed a nation into action, while his minister of aircraft production, Lord Beaverbrook, personally drove a dramatic increase in
fighter production. At the operational level, Dowding’s design and operation of the new air defense system were instrumental in the defense
of the island. At the tactical level, the tireless efforts by Dowding and especially Park to allocate squadrons day after day wore down the
Luftwaffe to the end. 

In an ironic twist, the two men most responsible for winning the Battle of Britain, 
Dowding and Park, were both censured for being too “cautious” during the campaign 

and criticized for husbanding resources rather than launching large formations of 
fighters that could do more damage on the approaching Germans. Dowding was 
relieved of command, and Park was transferred to Training Command. Fortunately, 

history has recognized this error. Yet, it’s a reminder to future leaders that great 
leadership often involves risk and controversy.

World War II:

  Battle of Britain

Great Britain: The British Royal Air Force (RAF) with 754 fighters 
and 560 bombers. Leading the battle was Air Chief Marshal 
Hugh Dowding, commander of Fighter Command. Out of his five 
subordinate Groups, the two most heavily involved were Air Vice-
Marshal Keith Park’s No. 11 Group and Air Vice-Marshal Trafford 
Leigh-Mallory’s No. 12 Group. 

Germany: The German Air Force (Luftwaffe) under the command 
of Reichsmarschall Hermann Göring with nearly 2,700 aircraft. 
Göring’s three subordinate air fleets (Luftflotten) were Luftflotte 2, 
commanded by Gen. Albert Kesselring; Luftflotte 3, commanded by 
Gen. Hugo Sperrle; and Luftflotte 5, commanded by Gen. Hans-
Jürgen Stumpff.

In early 1940, it seemed that the Nazi juggernaut couldn’t be 
stopped. After the fall of Poland in 1939 and the rapid collapse of 
the Low Countries and France the following spring, Führer Adolf 
Hitler looked rapaciously across the English Channel toward his 
next prize. Despite the complexity of his invasion plan, known as 
Operation Sea Lion, one thing was clear: It required air superiority 
to succeed. As Hitler unleashed his air attack in what would become 
the Battle of Britain, waves of Luftwaffe bombers and fighters 
poured across the Channel. As the days turned to weeks, the fate 
of Europe’s last defender hung in the balance. In this first-of-its-
kind battle ‒ one determined exclusively by airpower ‒ fighters and 
bombers embraced in deadly clashes over the skies of England and 
the Channel. In the end, Britain’s Fighter Command held, handing 
Hitler his first major setback of the war.  

Actions by Germany – After swift victories in France and the Low 
Countries in May of 1940, Hitler found himself in control of the 
Channel ports along Europe’s northern coast. When he witnessed 

the British Expeditionary Force crumble before 
their humiliating evacuation from Dunkirk, Hitler 
saw his opportunity to invade. He put his plan, 
Operation Sea Lion, into motion. Although he still 
expected British leaders to sue for peace, Hitler 
faced a dilemma: either subdue Britain or he 
would face the hazards of a two-front war.

The Luftwaffe repositioned its forces for the 
coming invasion. Three separate air fleets 
(Luftflotten) with around 2,700 aircraft moved 

into the airfields surrounding England (Luftflotte 2 in Holland, 
Belgium, and northern France; Luftflotte 3 in the Normandy region; 
and Luftflotte 5 in Denmark and Norway). (Map 1)

On 2 July, Hitler issued his warning order. “The Fuehrer has decided 
that under certain conditions ‒ the most important of which is 
achieving air superiority ‒ a landing in England may take place.”1 
Since his move into Austria two years before, he had always been 
sure of his military objectives. Now, he hesitated, waiting until 16 
July ‒ a full month after the fall of France ‒ to issue his follow-on 
invasion order. 

His commanders, meanwhile, disagreed on the risky operation. 
The army and navy were unenthusiastic. Reichsmarschall Hermann 
Göring, however, was confident, believing his Luftwaffe, alone, could 
defeat the Royal Air Force and bring Britain to her knees. Yet, they 
all agreed on one thing ‒ the need for air superiority. While the 
army marshaled its forces and the navy assembled the shipping and 
transports, all eyes turned to Göring’s Luftwaffe. 

Göring had boasted to Hitler that he could 
defeat Britain’s southern Fighter Command in 
four days and defeat the rest of the RAF in four 
weeks. After all, his pilots were combat veterans, 
and he had a significant numerical advantage. 
Göring’s issue was range. His aircraft were 
designed to support the army on the ground, 
not long-range bombing. He needed fighters 
to escort the bombers, but by the time they 
were over England, the capable Messerschmitt 
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Discussion Questions:

1) Discuss the problems with German strategy. How could Hitler have better used his Luftwaffe 
to support Operation Sea Lion?

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

2) Explain Air Chief Marshal Dowding’s innovative air defense system. How did it support the execution of
effective mission command? 

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

3) How did intelligence problems hinder German performance?

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

4) Discuss how Hitler’s and Göring’s shifting priorities and objectives hurt their chances for success.

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

5) How did the British victory in the Battle of Britain affect the ongoing struggle of World War II?

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________
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