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Preface
When it was first suggested that I should write a book about the Fairey Battle, my reaction was not entirely positive. There was nothing wrong with the idea; the Fairey Battle is a fascinating plane. Any plane that attracts such venomous criticism has to be interesting. However, my series on the history of British air power was already taking up all my time, and writing a book on a single plane seemed an unnecessary distraction. I was about to email an instant refusal when I started having second thoughts. In many ways, this one plane seemed to sum up so many of the problems with British air policy in the late thirties and early forties. It was a plane that was designed for strategic bombing, but turned out to be far more capable of providing shorter-range tactical air support. It was therefore inevitably at the very heart of the debate over whether air power could best be used independently or in support of ground and naval forces. A reappraisal of the Fairey Battle offered another way of looking at British air policy. There was no shortage of material; my research had already uncovered much new information on the bomber, most of which had not been possible to include in previous books. As it turned out, further research revealed the story was even more intriguing than I imagined.
For an aircraft that regularly appears in ‘worst ever designed’ listings, the Fairey Battle had surprisingly few faults. It was technically an excellent design; its performance was far in excess of anything the Air Ministry had been expecting, nor was it a dangerous or difficult plane to fly. When it first flew, it was hailed as the best bomber in the world. Its operational history, however, tells a very different story. The horrendous losses suffered in France in May 1940 seemed to justify its appalling reputation.
However, it was not these losses that had triggered criticism of the plane. Indeed, judgement had been passed on the bomber long before May 1940. Before it had even entered service, just months after being declared a world-beater, the Battle had already acquired the ‘obsolescent’ tag in Air Ministry circles. No other plane had ever fallen from grace so quickly. No plane, however old or inadequate, seems to have attracted the ‘obsolescent’ or ‘obsolete’ tag as regularly in official files as the Fairey Battle. Whenever the bomber was mentioned it always seemed necessary to remind everyone it was obsolete. The words ‘obsolescent’ or ‘obsolete’ became prefixes, but was this assessment justified? A closer look at the evidence would suggest that it was not, and that the arguments used by the Ministry to justify the claim seem rather flimsy. The plane was incapable of taking on the Bf 109, it was claimed, but which bomber in the world was capable of doing that? It was judged to be too slow, yet it was no slower than the Wellington or Ju 87 Stuka, both of which built up formidable reputations. It was supposed to be inadequately armed, but the Stuka was armed no better.
So, what went wrong? Did the plane’s operational career have to be such a disaster? Again, the answer would seem to be no. Indeed, it could and should have made a significant contribution to the Allied cause. This is not a judgement that relies on the wisdom that hindsight always provides, it is one based on what commanders and aircrews thought at the time. Even before the plane flew its first bombing mission, they knew what the problems were and they had the solutions. This is the story of why these solutions were never adopted.
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The D.H.9A, the first of the inter-war single-engined medium bombers. (Crown)

The mighty Avro Aldershot single-engined medium bomber. (Crown)

The Vickers Virginia, the standard heavy bomber in the twenties. (Crown)

The Hawker Horsley became the standard RAF single-engined medium bomber. (Crown)

The Fairey Fox, the first in a new line of single-engined light bombers. (Crown)

The Hawker Hart, the single-engined light bomber replacement for the Fairey Fox. (Crown)

The twin-engined Boulton Paul Sidestrand was deemed to offer no advantage over its single-engined rivals. (Crown)

The Vickers Wellington was developed as a twin-engined alternative to the Fairey Battle. (T. Buttler)

The Handley Page Hampden was also built for comparison purposes with the Battle. (Crown)

The Fairey Battle’s rival, the Armstrong Whitworth A.W.29. The turret was manually operated. (Crown via P. Butler)

An early Fairey proposal to meet P.27/32, dated 30 August 1933. (Based on YEORN 2011/177/0205 FAA Museum)

Early P.27/32 Fairey monoplane proposals had sections cut out of the wing root, which meant the wing required supporting struts. (W. Harrison)

A June 1934 Fairey P.27/32 proposal was based on their G.4/31M monoplane powered by an Armstrong Siddeley Tiger Mk II engine. (Based on National Archives DSIR23/3921)

Another early P.27/32 proposal, showing the large wing cut outs which ruled out a fully cantilever wing. In this case, the supporting struts were below the wing. (W. Harrison)

The Boeing 247, one of the advanced fully-cantilever wing monoplanes appearing in the United States around the time of Fairey and Lobelle’s visit.

A Fairey proposal, probably late 1934, for the P.4/34 light bomber. A similar cockpit layout was adopted for the P.27/32 around the same time. (Based on drawing A1716 FAA Museum)

The Fairey P.27/32 design as it was in late 1934 or early 1935. With a fully cantilever wing and twin cockpits, the design had almost reached its final form (W. Harrison)

The continuous cockpit introduced in 1935. (W. Harrison)


January 1936 design drawings showing the Battle in its final form. (W. Harrison)

K4303, the first Battle prototype, six weeks after its first flight, with its original rear canopy. (Crown via P. Butler)

K4303 in January 1937 with the revised rear canopy. (Crown via P. Butler)

The internal cabin of the Battle, looking rearwards towards the gunner radio operator’s position.

Battle Mk. I K7650 of No. 63 Sqn. The navigator can be seen next to the gunner, poking his head out of the internal cabin. (T. Buttler)

The view looking forward with the bomb aimer’s ‘bathtub’ in the lower half. (W. Harrison)

A view of the underside of a Battle. The bomb aimer’s sliding hatch is just behind the radiator bath. (W. Harrison)

The bomb aimer peering through the ventral bomb-aiming hatch. (W. Harrison)

A close up of the bomb aimer at work. (W. Harrison)

The Fairey Battle shows off its manoeuvrability in this 1939 Flight image.

The Austin-built Battle K 9281 tested at Martlesham in Sept 1938. See Appendix 2. (Crown via P. Butler)

The first Fairey P.4/34 prototype. It was essentially a scaled down Battle. (Crown via P. Butler)

The ponderous looking Hendon that Fairey were building alongside the Battle. (Crown)

Air Chief Marshal Ludlow-Hewitt. (Crown)

Air Commodore Slessor, responsible for many of the plans to use Battles to bomb the Ruhr. (Crown)

Although the Battle was used later as an engine test bed, most of the engines it was trialled with in the late thirties were serious proposals for production models. This version, with the air-cooled Taurus, was tested in June 1938. (Crown via P. Butler)

Fairey’s February 1938 proposal for a long-range Merlin-X-powered Battle. (Based on drawing A51289 FAA Museum)

A close-up of the Fairey coaxial P.24 Monarch engine. The first Fairey drawing for the Monarch-powered version of the Battle is dated 24 October 1936. (Leonardo Helicopters)

The P.24 Monarch-powered Battle tested in Ohio in 1942. (Crown via P. Butler)

The plane first flew with the Sabre in May 1939; the plane shown here flew in 1941. (Crown Via P. Butler)

The Soviet armoured Il-2 Sturmovik demonstrated single-engined two-seaters could be successful low-level tactical bombers.

Fairey Battles of No. 88 Squadron in the winter of 1939-1940. (Crown)

Fairey Battles of No. 105 Squadron flying in Vic formations. The combined fire of the rear gunners was supposed to be capable of beating off enemy fighter attacks. (Crown via P. Butler)

A gunner in the rear cockpit. The raised rear canopy behind him was supposed to provide some protection from the slipstream but actually produced a downdraught into the gunner’s face. (Crown)

French Curtiss Hawks accompany a Battles of No. 88 Squadron over France. (Crown)

A crewman attempting to use the ventral rearward firing gun. (W. Harrison)

A sideways and downward view of Fairey’s proposed ventral gun position for the Battle. The original document was dated 8 February 1940. (Fairey Files Box 26 RAF Museum)

Air Marshal Charles Portal, the commander of Bomber Command from April 1940. (Crown)

Air Marshal ‘Ugly’ Barratt, commander of the BAFF (left) with Air Vice-Marshal Playfair, commander of the AASF. (Crown)

A low-level attack on a German convoy on 12 May. Attacking in flat terrain made achieving surprise difficult. (Crown)

A Fairey Battle of No. 142 Squadron forced down over Luxembourg on 10 May 1940. Many Battles were brought down by damage to their engine cooling systems and crashed relatively intact. (Crown)

Another No. 142 Squadron Battle victim. (Crown)

The Albert Canal was an excellent anti-tank barrier.

Fg Off. Thomas’s Battle shot down following the attack on the Vroenhoven bridge 12 May 1940. (Crown)

The American Brewster Bermuda dive-bomber, ordered by Beaverbrook as a replacement for the Battle. (Crown)

Vultee Vengeance dive-bombers were also ordered. (Crown)

The Hawker Henley, the Army’s preferred choice as a replacement for the Battle in the close support role.

The second Fairey P.4/34 prototype. This was used to test the changes required to turn the bomber into the naval Fulmar fighter. (Crown via Phil Butler)

The naval Fairey Fulmar was another close-support alternative to the Battle. (Crown via Phil Butler)

The Air Staff hoped the Westland Lysander would take over the Battle’s air support role. (Crown)

A Battle trainer in April 1940. With this version, the Battle reverted to the original twin-cockpit layout. (Crown via P. Butler)

One of the first Battles built for towing targets in May 1940. Over 400 Battle trainers were built during the summer of 1940. (Crown via P. Butler)



1
Why A Single-Engined Bomber?
Developing a long-range medium bomber powered by a single engine seems an odd decision, but in the twenties and early thirties, there was nothing at all odd about the idea. The RAF had ended the First World War with the single-engined Airco D.H.9A as its standard medium day bomber. The twin-engined Airco D.H.10 was just beginning to reach the squadrons, but it did not seem to offer any major advantage over the D.H.9A. A debate raged in the Air Ministry about the relative merits of single-engined versus twin-engined bombers. Advocates of the single-engined approach claimed that there were sound aerodynamic reasons for avoiding two engines. The frontal area of a twin-engined bomber was largely made up of the two engines and the fuselage cross section. Having a single engine in the nose reduced the drag by two-thirds, so the performance of the single-engined bomber would always be superior.1 Single-engined bombers were also cheaper than twin-engined bombers and this did not go unnoticed in a cost-conscious Air Ministry. Following the problems assembling a long-range bomber fleet in the closing stages of the First World War, the Air Ministry was very aware of how expensive large twin and four-engined long-range bombers were.2 However, cost was not the primary driving force behind the preference for single-engined bombers—the Air Staff insisted that they were best for both technical and tactical reasons.
Throughout the twenties, the single-engined bomber lobby held sway. The Airco D.H.9A continued to be the standard RAF medium bomber for years to come, while the D.H.10 only ever equipped a handful of squadrons. When it came to replacing the D.H.9A, the Air Ministry again went for a single-engined design. The enormous double-decker Avro Aldershot, powered by a single 35-litre Rolls-Royce Condor engine, proved to be the best on offer. There seemed little to choose between the Avro bomber and the contemporary twin-engined Virginia night bomber. Both sides fiercely defended their preference but in truth, neither plane had much going for it. Not many Aldershots were built and most medium bomber squadrons continued using the D.H.9A.
In the late twenties, Hawker designed the single-engined Horsley as another replacement for the D.H.9A. A few twin-engined Boulton Paul Sidestrand bombers were also ordered for comparison purposes, but the Air Ministry judged there was little to choose between the two. Both carried a 550-lb bomb load; the Sidestrand flew slightly higher and faster; the Horsley flew slightly further.3 The Horsley became the standard medium day bomber and just one squadron was equipped with the Sidestrand.
The 550-lb bomb load of the Horsley and the Sidestrand was relatively modest. This was partly because the day bomber was seen more as a harassing weapon, and the serious damage would be inflicted by the heavier night bombers. However, even British heavy bombers carried relatively low bomb loads by international standards. There was an over-estimation of how much destruction and intimidation small amounts of high explosive could achieve. It was much easier to rely on a single-engined bomber if the bomber only had to carry a small bomb load.
The range of both machines was also relatively low by international standards. This was due to some rather muddled Air Ministry thinking. The government had set the Air Staff the task of ensuring the RAF could match the striking capability of any foreign power capable of launching an attack on Britain; the only country that could do this was France. Similarly, the Admiralty had the task of matching the world’s most powerful Navy. The two ministries went about the task in completely different ways. The most powerful fleet in the world happened to be the US Navy and the Admiralty made sure the Royal Navy was as strong. That meant having the same number of warships with a similar capability—the Admiralty did not start preparing for war with the United States. Matching the French in the air should have meant matching the capability of their best heavy bombers, which included the excellent twin-engined Lioré et Olivier LeO 20 and the four-engined Lioré et Olivier LeO 206 and Farman 220. Instead, the Air Ministry started preparing for war with France. Fighter squadrons were drawn up in a line along the south coast to fend off French bombers and, instead of developing planes that could match the long-range strike capability of the French bomber fleet, designers were asked to develop short-range planes that could bomb Paris.
The Air Ministry continued to do this long after the Foreign Office had made it very clear to all three services that there was no possibility of war with France and the French threat should not be a factor in their planning.4 The Air Ministry had its reasons for ignoring this instruction: they were determined to prove that long-range bombing would decide future wars and needed an enemy that was close enough. However, as the Admiralty and War Office took delight in pointing out, and perhaps deep down the Air Ministry was aware, France was the only major power that Britain could threaten with a bomber strategy. At the time, the Soviet Union and Japan were far more likely enemies, but the former was too vast and the latter too remote to be vulnerable to RAF bombing.
A new generation of high-speed light bombers reinforced the idea that single-engined bombers were best. The Fairey Fox, powered by an American Curtiss engine, astounded all with its speed. It was almost as fast as the best British fighter, but was scarcely a long-range bomber: it could only carry 336 lb of bombs and it had to refuel at the coast just to reach a target as close as Paris. After coming in for some severe criticism for equipping the RAF with a plane powered by an American engine, Hugh Trenchard, the Chief of Air Staff, ordered a British-powered replacement, the Hawker Hart. When it entered service, it could match the speed of the fastest British fighter at low level, but it could only just reach Paris, and only carried 500 lb of bombs.
By the end of the decade, it seemed that there was no place for a twin-engined day bomber. The Air Staff felt that it fell between two stools; planes like the Sidestrand lacked the bomb load of the heavy night bomber and the speed of the single-engined day bomber.5 It seemed only two types of bomber were required—the heavy twin-engined night bomber and the high-speed single-engined day bomber. When the time came to reequip the single squadron of medium Sidestrands, many in the Air Ministry thought it was a waste of time bothering. They did eventually release Specification B.9/32, which asked for a twin-engined medium bomber, but only to keep an eye on what such machines might be capable of. The specification required a bomb load of 1,000 lb and a range of 600 miles at maximum speed, which was sufficient to reach Paris comfortably from airfields behind the main defensive fighter belt. The range was later increased to 720 miles at a lower and more economical cruising speed, a technical adjustment that was to cause confusion further down the line. This specification led to the development of the Vickers Wellington and Handley Page Hampden, but few in the Air Ministry believed they would be needed. The next important bomber would be a single-engined machine to replace the Hart.
In April 1932, the Air Ministry decided the time had come to find that replacement, and this is where the Fairey Battle’s story begins. Specification P.27/32 laid down what would be required. The plane was not to be a like-for-like replacement for the Hart, and the aim was not maximum speed at any price. The requirements were deliberately in line with B.9/32’s twin-engined Sidestrand replacement, so that a fair comparison could be made between the single-engined and twin-engined approach. The only major difference was that the larger twin-engined plane had to carry more fuel so that it could fly to bases around the Empire—the single-engined bomber did not need to because smaller planes were easier to ship abroad.6
The Air Staff wanted the plane to carry twice as many bombs as the Hart (1,000 lb) and have a range of 600 miles at maximum speed, again so that the plane could reach Paris comfortably. The new plane was to be a twoseater, with pilot and observer as close as possible, and the rear gunner would have to be able to reach a prone bomb aiming position in the floor of the plane. Level and dive-bombing were required. Bombs would be carried internally, but for dive-bombing the bombs would have to extend from the bomb bay hydraulically. The Air Ministry was not expecting a huge increase in performance: they only required a top speed of 195 mph. This was only 15 mph faster than the original Hawker Hart specification issued six years before.7
Unlike the Hart, provisions would have to be made for an autopilot and some night flying equipment. They had no plans to operate the plane by night, but during short winter days, it might have to start or finish its missions in darkness. A much bigger bomber than the Hart was always the idea; the Air Ministry wanted a medium bomber, not a light one.8 Early calculations suggested it might be twice the weight of the Hart—which would make it bigger than the Horsley, the RAF’s previous single-engined medium bomber9—and a weight approaching 10,000 lb, once fully fuelled and armed. This was a substantial load for a single engine to haul through the air.
The predicted weight was also a problem for political reasons. Disarmament talks were taking place in Geneva and the British government had proposed a three-ton weight limit on all military aircraft. The Air Ministry felt obliged to build this requirement in to both their B.9/32 and P.27/32 specifications. This scarcely seemed necessary, as the weight limit was only a proposal. No other country had agreed to it and even if they had, Britain would need to continue investigating heavier designs, in case a potential enemy changed its mind. Britain had not taken this attitude with its chemical weapons policy—the government had signed an international agreement banning their use, but this did not stop Portland Down continuing to develop them. With bomber design, a mere proposal immediately became a key feature of Air Ministry requirements. The Air Staff almost seemed to be hoping that they would not be allowed to build large expensive bombers that they knew the country could not afford. Aircraft companies were told the empty weight of their designs could not exceed 6,300 lb, which was slightly less than three tons and gave them at least some leeway for improvements and modifications.
Even with this weight limitation, the plane was still going to be much larger than the Hart and would need far more power than the Hart’s 21-litre Kestrel engine. The power plant the Air Ministry had in mind was the mighty 37-litre Griffon, which Rolls-Royce were developing from their Schneider Trophy R engines and was expected to generate more than 1,000 hp.10 However, the Air Staff did not want to be too prescriptive; the final specification did not specify any particular power plant. There was also no mention of whether it should be a monoplane or incorporate innovations like a retractable undercarriage. Enclosing the pilot and observer was merely mentioned as a possible alternative to simple windscreens. As the modest speed requirement suggested, the Air Ministry was not expecting a revolutionary advance in aircraft design.
In truth, neither the Air Ministry nor the designers realised that there was about to be a revolution in aircraft performance. Below 175 mph, the biplane, with its low weight and high strength, was ideal. Above that speed, reducing drag becomes more important than keeping weight low, and trying to make biplane bombers with fixed undercarriages go faster than around 175 mph would be trying to defy the laws of aerodynamics. Cantilever monoplanes with retractable undercarriages had become essential for reducing drag. Even the uneven surface of the traditional fabric covered structure became an unacceptable source of drag, and designers began to use more easily contoured metal stressed skin construction. All these innovations meant more weight, but speeds suddenly lurched forward in a way that took everyone by surprise. American designers were leading the way with civil airliners like the Boeing 247 and Douglas DC-1. These would soon be carrying their passengers at speeds higher than the Air Ministry was expecting from their P.27/32 bomber.
No-one would be more surprised by the revolution that was about to occur than Charles Fairey. His company, led by their Belgian chief designer Marcel Lobelle, had established a reputation for advanced, elegant designs with their streamlined Fairey Fox light bomber and its Fairey Firefly fighter offspring. Far from being on the brink of a revolution in aircraft design, Fairey believed an era of rapid progress had come to an end and it was a time for consolidation.11
The P.27/32 specification was finalised in April 1933 and released to the industry in June, with twelve companies invited to come up with proposals by September. Fairey’s initial ideas on how to meet the specification were very conservative—one of their early efforts was a biplane. Fairey soon switched to monoplanes, but he was aware that designs like the Fairey Fox had not been ideal. He felt that the pendulum had swung too far in the direction of aerodynamic finesse and high performance at the expense of operational usefulness.12 He was determined not to make this mistake with the P.27/32. Unfortunately, the pendulum was about to swing too far in the opposite direction.
His initial monoplane entries had undercarriages that retracted neatly outwards into the wings, but aerodynamic refinement ended there. The observer was close to the pilot, as required by the Air Ministry but, to make sure he could see down, Lobelle cut large chunks out of the rear of the wing near the junction with the fuselage. To compensate for the weakened wing root, the wing had to be supported by struts. This, along with a rather angular crew cabin, ensured the end result was not particularly elegant.
The P.27/32 project very nearly got no further. A month after the specification was released, Air Vice-Marshal Ludlow-Hewitt, the newly appointed Deputy Chief of Air Staff, was suddenly very anxious to abandon the entire idea. He had no problem with the single-engined approach to bomber design, but he did not see how the relatively large P.27/32 was what the RAF needed. It was not a high-speed Hart replacement by any stretch of the imagination, nor did it carry a large bomb load. Ludlow-Hewitt was convinced that the RAF needed something along the lines of the original Fox/Hart concept—the fastest possible short-range bomber carrying just a 500-lb bomb load. Air Chief Marshal Edward Ellington, the recently appointed Chief of Air Staff, agreed. A new requirement for a light bomber was drawn up (P.4/34), which would lead to the Hawker Henley and a design from Fairey, known simply by its P.4/34 specification number. The P.27/32 bomber was on the brink of being cancelled before the companies even had the chance to finalise their proposals.
It was saved because Ludlow-Hewitt was worried that companies would not be too happy about the Air Ministry cancelling the project so soon after releasing the specification. ‘To avoid the odium which would be incurred’, Ludlow-Hewitt suggested the P.27/32 should be brought in line with the twin-engined B.9/32 requirement.13 Possibly because he was new to the post, he did not seem to realise that this had always been the intention, and the range requirements had only got out of kilter because the original 600 miles at maximum speed for B.9/32 had become 720 miles at cruising speed. The companies were told about the change in the range requirement and the deadline to tender designs was extended to October 1933.
Seven companies submitted designs: Armstrong Whitworth, Bristol, Fairey, Gloster, Hawker, Vickers, and Westland. These were assessed in November 1933, and a conference held in February the following year made the final decision. The 37-litre Griffon engine was never a serious option, as Rolls-Royce were focusing their efforts on the smaller 27-litre Merlin. All the proposed designs made use of 21 to 27-litre engines like the Napier Dagger, or the Rolls-Royce Goshawk and Merlin, all of which were expected to generate around 800 hp. Fairey wanted to use their own 26-litre Prince engine.
Fairey put forward several proposals. Unfortunately, many of the original files have been lost, so it is not entirely clear what these were. It has been suggested that one of them was an October 1933 twin-engined low-wing monoplane, but there is no mention of a low-wing monoplane for this date in the Fairey G.A. Drawings Register.14 It also seems strange that a twin-engined design should be proposed for P.27/32 when the parallel B.9/32 existed for twin-engined bombers. Fairey did indeed draw up proposals for B.9/32, but there were none after February 1933, so the October 1933 proposal remains a mystery.15
Whatever the options, the Air Ministry chose the Fairey ‘B’ proposal.16 This was a rather ungainly low-wing monoplane with a semi-cantilever braced wing. However, the predicted top speed of 223 mph was far more than the Air Ministry was asking for, and the Fairey proposal was judged the best on offer, with the Armstrong Whitworth entry next best. Formal contracts for both were issued in June 1934, with the delivery of the Fairey prototype expected by September 1935 and Armstrong Whitworth promising theirs by December.17
While the Air Ministry was deciding which prototypes to order, it was changing its mind about what was required. Ludlow-Hewitt decided that he wanted the P.27/32 single-engined bomber to have the same ferry range as the twin-engined B.9/32. In October 1933 ferry range was set at 1,250 miles,18 but this had been increased to 1,500 miles by August 1934.19 By this time, the prospect of war with Germany was becoming a real danger and bombing Paris was no longer good enough. Bombers had to reach Berlin, if not from Britain, then at least from the airfields of a likely ally like France. Companies were told their designs would have to carry a minimum of a 500-lb bomb load with the additional ferry tanks.20 Over the longer ranges the plane was now expected to operate, it was even more likely it would have to take off or land in darkness and night flying equipment and the autopilot became permanent fixtures rather than optional attachments in the spring of 1934.21 All these requirements were pushing up the load the single engine would have to lift.
The revised requirements were also causing delays. With Hitler’s rise to power, the political situation in Europe was deteriorating rapidly and Ludlow-Hewitt urged Air Marshal Dowding, in charge of research and development, to chivvy aircraft companies along. The RAF’s current aircraft were ‘considerably inferior’ to those they might have to face and more modern planes, especially bombers, were needed as quickly as possible.22 Companies should be told any delays would not be tolerated. Dowding suggested that it would help if Ludlow-Hewitt’s staff stopped changing their minds about what they wanted.
Incorporating everything the Air Ministry wanted within a design that weighed only 6,300 lb was almost impossible. The collapse of the Geneva disarmament talks in 1934 therefore came as a great relief to the aircraft industry. The weight restriction could now be dropped, but this meant further delays as designers upgraded their proposals. In the early summer of 1934 Fairey came up with four new versions of the Fairey P.27/32, which seemed still some way from its graceful final form. One proposal was based on the monoplane version of their G.4/31 multipurpose colonial plane.23 Like the earlier proposals, this was a semi-cantilever design with cut-outs at the wing root trailing edge and struts supporting the wing.24
Ideas about the form the bomber should take were transformed by a visit to the United States in the summer of 1934. Both Lobelle and Fairey were taken aback by how advanced the latest American designs were and rather embarrassed by how clumsy their own P.27/32 proposals were by comparison. On their return, Fairey found a threatening letter from the Air Ministry waiting for him, warning the company that if their first prototype was not delivered on time in September 1935, their design would probably not even be looked at.25 Despite this, Fairey and Lobelle felt the company had to ask the Air Ministry for an extension. Fairey explained that they had come up with a more advanced fully-cantilever monoplane with the bomb bays and fuel tanks moved to the wings, the former outboard and the latter inboard of the undercarriage. There was now no space for the undercarriage to retract sideways and so it had to retract backwards instead. This meant the wheels were no longer totally enclosed in the wing, which was actually a step backwards aerodynamically. Fairey asked the Air Ministry for an extra four months to incorporate these changes.26 Fortunately for Fairey, this was the target date for the rival Armstrong Whitworth proposal anyway, and so Fairey got their extension.
It seemed to be worth the delay. Lobelle’s new design was an extremely clean low-wing cantilever, stressed-skin monoplane, with wing bomb bays which held four 250-lb bombs, and two more bombs mounted externally. The observer acted as gunner and bomb aimer but, with no cut-outs in the wing, he could no longer see down. Fairey therefore moved the rear cockpit to the trailing edge of the wing, although this created a gap between observer and pilot. Initially the pilot and gunner were housed in their own streamlined cockpits, but this was changed at some stage to a single, continuous canopy that covered both positions. Rather oddly, this also covered the original fuselage, presumably because there was no time for more extensive changes to the design. The space where the fuel tank and bomb bay had been now become an internal cabin connecting the pilot and observer’s position, although some of this space was soon taken up by an auxiliary fuel tank to meet the new Air Ministry range requirements.
For his bomb aiming duties, the gunner took up a prone position in a bathtub-shaped compartment in the floor of the fuselage, which was, by all accounts, rather cramped for anybody above average height. There was a sliding panel through which the bomb aiming equipment protruded in the run in to the target. This was literally just an opening in the floor of the plane, which made the position draughty to say the least, although with the radiator bath immediately ahead, it was a rather warm draught. Much later, Sholto Douglas, the Assistant Chief of Air Staff, happened to come across a Battle that Fairey was building for the Belgian Air Force with a Perspex cover and he immediately ordered that this simple modification be applied to the British version.27 The power plant was now the Rolls-Royce Merlin, an extremely efficient engine that offered more power than the 800 hp the early proposal had been based on. Even so, with the weight of the design increasing rapidly, the plane was still looking a little underpowered. However, there was nothing more powerful available, and the expected performance was impressive. Fairey were soon predicting a speed in excess of 250 mph, far more than the 195 mph the Air Ministry had originally expected.
For Fairey, the stakes were high. If their design was chosen, they could expect substantial orders: the first RAF expansion scheme in 1934 had seen the Air Ministry order large numbers of single-engined Hawker Hinds, an upgraded version of the Hawker Hart. Single-engined bombers were still very much the preferred option. If the Air Ministry decided that it wanted light rather than medium single-engined bombers, Fairey had their P.4/34 scaled-down version of the Battle waiting in the wings.
Fairey did not have to wait long for orders. In 1934, the existence of a new German Air Force was already an open secret. Planes like the single-engined Heinkel He 70 passenger plane were achieving sensational speeds and there seemed no reason why it could not carry bombs instead of passengers. In March 1935, Hitler formally confirmed the existence of the Luftwaffe, and reports from Germany suggested German air strength was already overtaking the RAF, with bomber production increasing at a particularly alarming rate. A panicky government enlisted the help of Lord Weir, a former Air Minister and advocate of strategic bombing, to pep up British efforts.
Weir believed that aircraft design was now so advanced, it was no longer necessary to wait for prototype trials. In April 1935, he asked Charles Fairey how quickly his company could deliver the Battle bomber if it went into production before the prototype flew. Fairey assured Weir they could deliver the first by February 1936 and the RAF would have 300 by March 1937.28 It was much more of a risk than Weir appreciated. Aircraft design had not reached the stage where the characteristics of a plane could be predicted with any certainty. The engine was also a risk: the early Merlins were far from reliable and the latest Merlin F had not even been fully tested yet. Nevertheless, it was decided to take a chance and use this version as the power plant. The final order was for just 155 Battles, rather than the 300 originally suggested, so that Fairey could build fifty Hendon heavy bombers as well. Fairey took over the Willys-Overland Crossley car plant in Stockport to build the planes.29
The Battle programme was soon running behind schedule. One of the more serious problems was the late-stage discovery in the prototype construction that the bomb dropping system was completely unworkable and required a major redesign. Setting up an aircraft factory from scratch was also more difficult than anticipated, as finding sufficient skilled workers proved impossible. When the Air Ministry visited the Stockport factory in January 1936, there was no sign of any of the 155 on order being built. The experienced workers Fairey had taken on were teaching the inexperienced their jobs, rather than building planes.30
This discovery did nothing to improve the already strained relations between Fairey and the Ministry. Charles Fairey was not considered the easiest of people to deal with, and he was soon blaming the Hendon heavy bomber order for holding things up. The company was rather anxious to drop the ungainly Hendon and concentrate on the much more modern looking Battle, a plane far more likely to attract export orders. The Hendon may have belonged to a previous era of bomber design, but it had the redeeming quality of being able to carry more bombs further than the Battle, a capability the British government needed if the country was to have a credible deterrent. For Fairey, this was not a consideration and he was quite right in believing the Battle was the better prospect for export. This was not just because the design was more advanced, nor because it was cheaper than the Hendon. Most countries did not want large, long-range heavy bombers. They wanted bombers to support their armies and the Battle offered high performance over the shorter ranges they needed.
The Air Ministry rather resented the way in which Fairey was holding them to ransom by promising more Battles if the Hendon was cancelled. However, they too could also see the advantages of the cheaper Battle. Rather deviously, they manoeuvred Fairey into a position where he asked for the Hendon order to be cancelled, thereby avoiding any need to pay compensation. However, it did little to advance the deliveries of Battles: all the Air Ministry got from Fairey in exchange was a promise to build fifteen more Battles by March 1937. None of this manoeuvring was helping to improve relations between Fairey and the Ministry.31
It was a measure of how fast speed criteria had changed by early 1936 that Ellington was actually disappointed the Battle was not going to be much faster than 250 mph.32 Nevertheless, Ellington and the Air Ministry were convinced that they had a priceless war winner. When the Soviet Union showed some interest in buying the plane, Air Ministry made it clear to Fairey that there was no chance of them exporting any of Britain’s latest bomber until at least 1938.33
Early in 1936, the government authorised Scheme F, which set out planned production for the period of March 1937 to March 1939, and the Battle was a key element of this plan. Although the prototype was behind schedule and had not flown yet, Fairey were given a contract to build another 500. The Air Ministry actually needed even more single-engined bombers and Fairey were disappointed that they had been asked to build so few. The company insisted that the large Stockport factory would be capable of delivering far more once its teething problems had been sorted out. All the Air Ministry would offer was the prospect of more orders if the first 655 were delivered on time. A shadow factory run by Austin Motor Company was set up to build another 900.
Even these orders did not satisfy the RAF’s need for single-engined bombers; Hawker were asked to build 500 Henleys, designed to meet the P.4/34 light bomber requirement. The number of single-engined bombers on order had risen to nearly 2,000 out of the 3,500 bombers required.34 Ministers questioned this reliance on small single-engined bombers—would it not be better to build large heavy bombers? Ellington insisted single-engined bombers had an important part to play, even in a war with Germany. There would not be a problem with range, as they could operate from France. The single-engined bombers were easier to fly, an important consideration, he insisted, with so many auxiliary squadrons manned by inexperienced crews. They were the only planes capable of dive-bombing and easy to transport abroad if they were needed elsewhere.35 These were not the most convincing of arguments for a government anxious to match the terrifying mayhem the German bomber fleet appeared capable of inflicting on British cities.
The Air Minister, Lord Swinton, was far from convinced. On more than one occasion, he specifically asked Ellington to compare the advantages and disadvantages of single-engined and twin-engined bombers. There was little to choose between the two, the Chief of Air Staff insisted. The twin-engined design might be able to carry more on overload.36 There were some on his Air Staff who feared that relying on a single engine during long-range missions might not be good for morale.37 That was about it—even these problems might be resolved with the next generation of engines. Fairey were developing their 1,600-hp P.24 Monarch engine, essentially two Prince engines joined together and driving two coaxial propellers, which would effectively give the single-engined bomber the security of two engines. There was much excitement in the Air Ministry at the prospect of this engine powering a future generation of medium bombers.38 The Merlin-powered Battle was by no means supposed to be the end of the single-engined approach; Fairey were already drawing up plans for a more advanced Monarch-powered Battle.39
The Government was hardly likely to object too strongly to cheaper single-engined bombers. The Air Ministry seemed to be offering the government a modern bomber deterrent at a price the country could afford. Even if the Battle could not lift many bombs, it could give the government numerical parity with the German Air Force.40 The policy was great news for Fairey: the government had ordered around 1,400 Battles compared to just 180 twin-engined Wellingtons.
The prototype eventually flew in March 1936, and impressed all who flew it. It was easy to fly, remarkably manoeuvrable for a plane of its size, and it retained its pleasant handling characteristics at all speeds. It was a rather docile plane, a reflection of its relatively low power for such a large plane. It had nothing like the acceleration of the Hawker Hart light bomber it was going to replace, but it was not supposed to be a light bomber. Its power–weight ratio was still an improvement on the Horsley medium bomber, and its top speed was an impressive 257 mph, with Fairey promising it would eventually be capable of 266 mph.41, 42 The plane was immediately unveiled to the world. Within days of its first flight, The Morning Post’s headline boldly proclaimed, ‘The RAF Has the World’s Fastest Bomber’.43 The plane’s performance in terms of speed, bomb load, and powers of manoeuvre were so good, the newspaper claimed it would ‘sound the death knell of the single-seater fighter’.44
The plane’s excellent flying characteristics had justified the gamble to order the plane off the drawing board. Weir was not getting his Battles as quickly as expected, but at least Fairey had been able to make a start with the Stockport plant and was well ahead of the shadow factory Austin were setting up. The Air Ministry was not helping Fairey by continuing to demand changes to the design. Relying on the second crewmember to be gunner and bomb aimer seemed risky as the plane was most likely to come under attack when actually bombing its target. With no-one in the gunner’s position, the plane would be defenceless. There was also a case for a specialist navigator over the greater ranges the plane would now be expected to operate. Much to the dismay of the Fairey design team, the Air Ministry wanted the plane to carry a third crewmember, who would be responsible for bomb aiming and navigation.
Initially the idea was for just the leading plane to carry the extra crewman, while the rest of the formation would follow and drop their bombs on his instruction. However, the third crewmember soon became standard for all Battles. Whether he could help much with navigation was doubtful, as he would be cocooned in the central cabin, with no satisfactory view out—scarcely ideal for a navigator. Indeed, it would be so difficult for the third crewmember to do his job, some felt it was unfair even to call him a navigator. He might be able to help, but the pilot was the only person who could see where the plane was going and had to be primarily responsible for navigating.45
The design would now have to carry yet more weight and this was becoming a major concern, as the plane was at the very limit its Merlin engine could cope with. The ideal solution was more power, and so the design team were on the lookout for any suitable engine. They were already considering Fairey’s own 1,600-hp Monarch, and were also looking into the 1,700-hp Vulture, which Rolls-Royce had scarcely started work on.46 However, a more immediate way of resolving the problem was to reduce weight, and so the company came up with a list of items they believed the plane could do without. The Air Ministry agreed to most of Fairey’s suggestions, but not the theory that the single-forward firing gun was of little use and ought to be discarded. The Air Ministry had to admit Fairey were right and there was no logical reason for retaining the gun, ‘but effect on crew moral is substantial’.47 The future tactical bomber had nearly lost its only ground strafing capability.
Despite Fairey’s concerns about the increasing weight of the plane, the Air Staff remained convinced they had a war-winning bomber that would remain an important part of Bomber Command for some time to come. Such high hopes would be very short-lived.



2
The Battle Becomes Obsolete
The RAF did not get its first Battle until May 1937. No. 63 Squadron was the first to re-equip, and they found themselves flying a plane that was a joy to fly. It was also extremely tough, a quality many aircrew were grateful for when early versions of the Merlin developed an unfortunate habit of cutting out soon after take-off. Pilots forced to crash-land would find their Battle ploughing safely through any fences, hedges and other obstacles that got in its way, its crew usually emerging uninjured.1 The plane was vastly superior to the Hawker Harts it was replacing. It was also faster than most RAF fighters, and no slower than the Gladiator, which had also only just entered service. Even more importantly, it was also considerably faster than the Heinkel He 51, which still equipped most Luftwaffe fighter units. If war had broken out in the summer of 1937, the Fairey Battles would have been untouchable—if they managed to avoid the handful of Bf 109s that were beginning to arrive. But deliveries were disappointingly slow: by the end of July, the RAF only had ten.
The pilots might have been impressed, but the Air Ministry was already beginning to have second thoughts. It was not the emergence of the Bf 109 that was worrying them; it was the performance of the Battle when compared to the alternative British designs. The Air Staff had always known that the single-engined bomber had disadvantages. The defensive armament was weak with just a fixed forward-firing gun and only a single hand-held gun to defend the rear, nor was there much room for the navigator to work. These disadvantages had always been accepted because the technical experts insisted that the single-engined bomber would always be the fastest way of delivering bombs, even to a target as distant as Berlin. The experts, however, were wrong. The twin-engined Bristol Blenheim was flying and soon proved it could carry the same load for the same distance much quicker. Single-engined bombers were not the best any more. Indeed, the experts were beginning to change their tune completely. Some recent (albeit somewhat questionable) research by the Royal Aircraft Establishment suggested that the bigger and more powerful the bomber was, the faster it would fly.2
To compound the Battle’s problems, its range was no longer good enough. The government wanted bombers that could reach any target in Germany from bases in Britain; the Foreign Office could not freely flex Britain’s deterrent if it had to get French permission to use its airfields. For the deterrent to work as a political tool, bombers had to be able to reach any targets in Germany from British airfields. With its auxiliary fuselage tank, the Battle could just about get to Berlin and back from bases in Britain, but only if it dawdled along at its most economical cruising speed (157 mph), and spending so long in enemy airspace was not a good idea. At a safer maximum cruising speed (222 mph), range was about 1,000 miles, which was only enough to reach Berlin from bases in France. The Air Staff had other reasons for wanting greater range: Italy was a growing threat in the Mediterranean, and the extra range would be useful in the Middle East. Suddenly the single-engined bomber was not what the Air Staff wanted.
Even the twin-engined Blenheim now had problems. It could not reach Berlin from airfields in Britain either, and it was also heading down the path towards obsolescence. The Air Staff were now pinning their hopes on the much larger twin-engined Manchester and the four-engined Halifax and Stirling. The twin-engined B.9/32 bombers, the Hampden and the Wellington, were no longer back-up designs only needed for comparison purposes. They could reach Berlin from bases in Britain; they were what the RAF needed until the next generation of heavy bombers arrived, not Fairey Battles.
The first sign that Ellington was changing his mind about the Battle came on 24 November 1936, long before the plane entered service. At Swinton’s weekly review, Ellington told the Air Minister and Weir that he did not want any more Battles ordered for the post-1939 phase of RAF expansion.3 At the 19 January 1937 meeting, Ellington went further and tentatively suggested reducing the number of Battles already on order. He carefully avoided any mention of the plane’s poor defensive armament, range or navigational capabilities, and justified the suggestion on purely production grounds. Fairey were slipping behind on their promises, he pointed out. Just three months before, Fairey had produced a revised lower production forecast, but they were already 125 down on this. Ellington suggested cancelling the 125, since after March 1939 ‘the bomber would be obsolescent’.4 It was not a very convincing pretext. Fairey had been well behind their production promises ever since the first order was placed, but this had not stopped the Air Ministry ordering more. March 1939 seemed rather soon for a bomber that had not even entered service to become obsolescent.
Swinton was dumbfounded: ‘We have been concentrating for months past on the Battle as one of our greatest assets.’5 He could not believe that it was now being suggested the order should be reduced. Pushed for an explanation for this sudden change of mind, Ellington merely suggested that relying on a single engine would be demoralising for the crew, a point he had not considered so important just a few weeks before. Swinton could not see why falling behind on production was such a big issue—surely Fairey would be able to make up the deficit long before 1939. Ellington insisted the company had to be warned now in case it ordered materials that would not be needed. This argument did not cut much ice either. The company was under pressure to complete the order as quickly as possible and had almost certainly already ordered all the materials it needed.
The ‘obsolescent’ tag had emerged for the first time. The ‘obsolescent’ or ‘obsolete’ tag would accompany the plane for the rest of its career and beyond. For the rest of the Battle’s story, it is important to emphasise precisely why the Air Ministry now believed the plane was well on the way to becoming obsolete. The Air Ministry was not talking about the normal obsolescence any design must eventually succumb to. Ellington was quite happy to replace the Battle on Fairey production lines with the Wellington, the plane built to meet the parallel B.9/32 twin-engined bomber specification. The Battle’s problem was that it was now becoming clear that the plane could not operate deep inside enemy air space; it was not fast enough to evade interception and, unlike the Blenheim, it did not have the defensive firepower to beat off fighters. Any bomber that could not operate on its own without aid, deep inside enemy air space was, by Air Staff criteria, obsolete.
Ellington, however, was still rather reluctant to admit a mistake had been made. His reasons for wanting to reduce Battle orders did not get much sympathy from Weir. He visited the Stockport factory in January 1937 and, although Fairey had not yet completed any Battles, Weir was generally impressed by the way the company was tackling the problems they faced. He felt the plane was a rather elaborate design that was not suited to mass production, but the company had done as well as could be expected in very difficult circumstances. There was no reason to believe that they would not eventually match and even exceed predicted output. Ellington was still reluctant to elaborate on why he had changed his mind about the bomber. It might not yet be the right time to be talking about cancelling the Battles, he conceded, but it was something that would have to be considered soon.6
On 2 March, Ellington stepped up the pressure. He declared it was now official Air Staff policy that all Battles not delivered before March 1939 should be cancelled, so that the Avro Manchester could replace it on the production lines. This seemed dangerously premature to Swinton, as the Manchester scarcely existed on a drawing board. It seemed sensible to make sure the plane was a success before Fairey or Austin began preparing to mass produce it, nor would either company be happy about having its Battle order reduced so soon. The prototype was handsomely exceeding the requirements of the specification and could scarcely be declared a failure. Austin might be particularly unhappy if its contract was cancelled, as the car company had agreed to build Fairey Battles. There was nothing in the shadow factory agreement about building other planes instead.7
In the months that followed, as Fairey dropped ever further behind scheduled deliveries, Ellington became even more insistent that the Battles should be cancelled, but was still reluctant to explain why. As late as 20 July, a puzzled Weir was asking Ellington why the Wellington was so superior. Only slowly did Ellington reveal the full extent of his misgivings: bombers had to have a range of 1,500 miles, they had to be able to defend themselves, and they had to have enough room for a navigator to do his job. On all these counts, the Battle was a failure.
However, cancelling the contract was not so simple. In terms of performance there were no grounds for cancellation, and the legal advice was that late delivery did not constitute justification for cancelling even a part of the contract. There was a break clause, but this required three months’ notice and Fairey would then only be obliged to complete aircraft on which work had already started. It would also cost money; the Air Ministry would have to give Fairey the profit it would have made on the cancelled machines.8
The problem for the Air Ministry was that they wanted to reduce the number on order and speed up the delivery of the remainder. The Air Staff might now regret ordering so many, but in 1937 the Battle was desperately needed. It was clearly vastly superior to the Harts and Hinds it was replacing and as many as possible were required. There were still hopes that the Stockport plant could produce eighteen Battles a month, possibly even twenty-three if they got some help from the nearby Avro plant, which would not be possible if the order was reduced. The idea of the break clause was to give the company time to run down production gradually—you could not implement it and then expect accelerated deliveries. If the Ministry reduced the order, they would get far fewer Battles, far slower, and there was no alternative plane to make up the numbers. Without Battles, the RAF would have to make do with Harts and Hinds for longer.9
Cancellation had the potential to cause all sorts of other problems. Fairey was a difficult man to deal with and he would not take kindly to what he would undoubtedly see as an unjustified cancellation. There could also be consequences elsewhere in the industry. At best, other companies might be suspicious of any orders placed by the Air Ministry and might be reluctant to push ahead too quickly with their production plans if there was a chance the order might be cancelled. At worst, cancelling the Battle could provoke widespread protest; other firms might feel they might be next for similarly unfair treatment and might rally round Fairey. For all these reasons, the case for not cancelling Battles seemed overwhelming.
None of this made any impression on Ellington. He could not see what the problem was: Fairey had promised to deliver 150 Battles by March 1937 but had not managed to deliver any. Even now, deliveries were only trickling through—four in June 1937, five in July, and six in August. Ellington now thought the plane was so useless, he wanted the maximum number cancelled, regardless of whether there was anything to replace it. He certainly did not want Fairey encouraged or given any help to speed up delivery of the remainder.10 Although Ellington’s reasons for not wanting the Battle were reasonable enough, his opposition to the plane was now bordering on the irrational.
Weir, with his business background, was more sympathetic to the problems Fairey faced than Ellington. He attempted to act as an intermediary and organised crisis talks with the Fairey management team. These talks were not very successful. The Air Ministry wanted new people brought in to strengthen the Stockport management team, but the company refused to accept there was anything wrong with the way they were running the plant. As far as Ellington was concerned, the company’s uncooperative attitude was final proof that they deserved to have the contract cancelled. However, the Air Ministry feared that this was legally a ‘bad wicket’.11 Fairey was warned that 189 Battles (the new predicted deficit by March 1939) might be cancelled if the company did not sort out the problems and Fairey was told not to acquire any new materials. The company insisted—‘in the usual unfriendly Fairey atmosphere’ according to the Air Ministry team—that it was too late.12 They had already ordered materials ‘up to the hilt’.13
In September 1937, Air Chief Marshal Newall took over from Ellington as Chief of Air Staff. He did not seem quite as desperate to see the back of the Battle as his predecessor, but still wondered if the Austin contract could be cut to 400, with Wellingtons replacing them. However, there was even more reluctance to cut the Austin order, as they had not had a chance to deliver their first machine, and had clearly done nothing wrong. If the Austin contract was not going to be cut, it was difficult to see how the Air Ministry could justify cutting the Fairey contract. Fairey was already putting the Air Ministry on the spot—when told that the Fairey order might be reduced, he had asked if the Austin order was going to be cut too. The Air Ministry response, that it was none of his business, did nothing to ease tensions.14
By September, the latest estimates suggested that the deficit in deliveries would reach 330 by March 1939, and even Weir was losing patience. He could not see how Fairey could produce six Swordfish a month at their small Hayes plant but struggled to build two Battles a week at their ‘infinitely larger’ Stockport plant.15 The price of the plane was another contentious issue: Fairey were charging £18,000 for each plane in the first batch of ten, a ‘fantastic sum’ in Weir’s view.16 Weir felt it was time for some straight talking, and summoned Fairey for a dressing down, where Weir claimed he gave him a ‘real fright’.17 According to Weir, at one point in the meeting Fairey had ‘shown signs of considerable emotion’, but there was not much contrition in the explanatory letter that Fairey sent the Ministry following the meeting.18 On 15 October, the Air Ministry finally took the plunge, risked the legal comebacks, and formally cancelled 189 Battles.
Almost immediately, news started coming through that Fairey were beginning to hit their production targets. The Air Ministry found itself half-hoping the sudden increase in production was a fluke, but it seemed the Stockport plant was finally delivering at the promised rate. It was possible that the company could deliver the remaining 466 on order before the end of 1939 which, as Fairey were quick to point out, made the cancellation look a bit premature. The company was reminded that, back in 1936, they had promised to deliver 655 by March 1939, and they were clearly not going to get anywhere near that.19 The problem for the Air Ministry was that, with each new forecast coming in, Fairey were getting closer to this target. In November, twenty-one were delivered and Fairey were claiming they would be building six a week by February 1938 and thirty a month by July. The cost of each plane in the second batch had been halved to £9,000, and Fairey now hoped to deliver 466 by June 1939.20 If the cancelled 189 were reinstated, he promised to deliver even more.21
The Air Ministry was somewhat unsure what to do. By this time, it was clear that there were major problems with the Avro Manchester, the first of the new ‘heavies’. Its Rolls-Royce Vultures were in trouble, and there was no chance of the bomber entering production in March 1939. With the government examining plans for further expansion after March, the new squadrons would have to be equipped with something, and Ellington’s argument that the Battle was worse than useless scarcely seemed valid. Even if they were not needed at home, Swinton pointed out, the Battle would be far superior to anything squadrons in the Middle East were currently equipped with.
There could be other ways of employing these planes once Bomber Command no longer needed them; Weir even wondered if the Battle could be used as a two-seater fighter. This would have been a bizarre suggestion, if the current equipment of the two-seater fighter squadrons had not been the 189-mph Hawker Demon with a gunner armed with just a single machine gun. The Boulton Paul Defiant was due to replace them, but it would be some time before this reached the squadrons. In the meantime, a plane that was 60 mph faster than the Demon did not seem like such a bad idea. It was a measure of how inadequate the Demon was that the Air Ministry struggled to come up with reasons why the Battle was not a better option. The pilot was rather a long way from the gunner for effective cooperation, Weir was told. It was also argued that the dorsal gun was only meant to be a defensive weapon, and the gunner did not have an adequate field of fire for more offensive use, although the same might be said of the Hawker Demon’s gun position.22
While the Air Ministry speculated about what to do with the Battles now beginning to pour off the production lines, Fairey was coming up with ways of making the plane more attractive. Bristol had succeeded in making their Blenheim more acceptable by squeezing more fuel into it and extending the nose to give the navigator more room to work in. The result—the slower, less manoeuvrable Blenheim IV—was enough to give the Blenheim a stay of execution.
Fairey tried doing the same. In December 1937, Fairey put forward four proposals for bombers that could comfortably reach Berlin from bases in Britain. All of them would be able to carry 1,000 lb of bombs and fly 2,000 miles at a cruising speed of 200 mph. Two of these were based on the existing Battle, while two were entirely new designs. The latter were twin-engined bombers that were powered by either Fairey’s experimental P.24 Monarch engine or the existing Merlin X, which was a version of the Merlin with a two-speed supercharger. Fairey also offered a twin-engined version of the Battle powered by the Merlin X. This version would be able to use many of the tools and jigs used by the existing Battle production line and its performance would only be slightly lower than the entirely new Merlin X proposal. Finally, Fairey suggested a Mark 2 version of the existing single-engined Battle powered by the Merlin X, which would have a revised fuselage and canopy that would allow the navigator to see outside the plane.23
To hurry the Air Ministry along, Fairey warned them that, if he did not have something to replace the cancelled 189 Battles soon, his Stockport plant would have nothing to build. Fairey admitted that the proposal relying on the entirely new Monarch P.24 involved the biggest risk—even if there were no problems with the engine, they could still only deliver a handful by April 1940. Even with the existing Merlin X, only twenty of this version could be built by this date. The number would increase to sixty-five if the existing Battle was converted into a twin-engined machine. However, if the Air Ministry was willing to accept the upgraded single-engined Battle, he promised to deliver 168 by the same date. Fairey emphasised that the last of these could be by far the cheapest way of delivering a given quantity of bombs, a tempting offer for an Air Staff desperate to match the German bomber fleet at a price the country could afford.24 However, the only proposal the Air Ministry were even vaguely interested in was the twin Merlin X version of the Battle, and this still did not arouse much interest. When Fairey offered to push ahead with the design using his own funds, he was advised not to take the risk.
Undeterred, Fairey came back with another set of proposals. These required less redesign but would still increase the range of the existing Battle to 1,400 miles. Two were two-seaters, which would be coming off the production lines in three to four months, while the third promised the same increased range and proper accommodation for a navigator, but would take six months to introduce. With minor adjustments to the radiator position and exhaust system, along with improved drag-reducing camouflage paint, Fairey made the rather astonishing claim that top speed with bomb load would be more than 300 mph, and that the plane would be able to make its escape at an even more impressive 324 mph once it had dropped its bombs. The Air Ministry was not convinced that it would be so easy to achieve such a dramatic increase in performance.25
Fairey’s attempts to turn his Battle into a genuine long-range strategic bomber were not impressing the Air Staff. There seemed to be no long-term future for the plane. However, with both the Wellington and Hampden needing substantial redesign before they could go into production, in the short term the plane was still very much needed. The Battle was, along with the Blenheim, the only modern bomber currently available that was designed for daylight bombing. The Battle might not be what the Air Staff wanted, but it was already coming off the production lines and it was all there was. To squeeze a little more range out of the design, another 33-gallon tank was to be installed the port wing, which would make the plane capable of flying 1,170 miles at maximum cruising speed. Meanwhile, production was accelerating; by the end of 1937, eighty Battles had been delivered, and another forty arrived in the first two months of 1938.26 By this time, eight squadrons were fully equipped with two more converting, and by September, this had increased to thirteen with four more converting.27 Like it or not, the Battle was a crucial element of Bomber Command’s day bomber force.
If it came to war with Germany, the plan was for Bomber Command to knock out electricity and coking plants in the Ruhr in a daylight strike, which the Air Staff believed would paralyse the German industry in weeks. The Ruhr was very close to the Dutch and Belgium frontier, but if these countries were neutral, it was a very difficult target to reach. With a direct approach ruled out, the mission would involve a 300-mile North Sea crossing, breaking through the German coastal air defences, and then flying 150 miles south to the heavily defended Ruhr. With more Bf 109Bs entering service every month, this was becoming an increasingly perilous operation. The Air Staff were quite right to be concerned about the vulnerability of the Battle, and Ludlow-Hewitt who was now Commander-in-Chief of Bomber Command, wondered if any of his bombers could perform such a hazardous mission.
By early 1938, it seemed the time to put these plans into action might not be far off. In March, the Third Reich absorbed Austria, and the Czech Sudetenland was next on Hitler’s list. In response, the British government stepped up its plans for rearmament. This was not the time to leave factories idle through lack of orders. Austin was already falling behind with its Battle deliveries and the Air Ministry used this as a justification for reinstating the 189 Battles cancelled from the Fairey order. With the rate Fairey was now turning out Battles, even this was not going to keep the Stockport plant going for very long.
In May, Fairey was pressing the Air Ministry for a decision on what they wanted his factory to build. All the Air Ministry could tell him was that there would be no more orders for Battles, or Battle derivatives. Building fighters instead was one option; at the time, the government was demanding that the Air Ministry switch production from bombers to fighters. Getting Fairey to build Spitfires instead of Battles was one possibility being considered.28 Indeed, this would have been a much better way of using the Battle’s Merlin engine. The decision to set up the Nuffield Shadow factory to build a thousand Spitfires seemed to make this idea unnecessary, but it was revived when it became clear that none of these could be delivered until March 1940. By this time there would be a deficit of 310 Spitfires, and Fairey assured the Ministry that he could make up the shortfall. With hindsight, an extra 300 Spitfires in 1940 would have been a priceless asset and, given their opinion of the Battle, choosing between the Fairey bomber and the Spitfire seemed like one of the easier decisions for the Air Ministry to make. For the Air Staff, however, the correct decision was not so obvious. Long-range bombers won wars, not short-range fighters. They feared Britain was already building too many fighters and could not bring themselves to order any more. For the time being, the decision was put on hold.29
While the Air Staff pondered the relative merits of building more Battles or more Spitfires, war was becoming more likely over German claims to the Sudetenland. As the plan to bomb the Ruhr became less hypothetical, Ludlow-Hewitt became increasingly nervous about using any of his bombers on such a risky daylight operation. He doubted the Blenheim could do it and was certain the Battle would suffer very heavy losses. At the very least, the mission required the better armed Wellington and Hampden, but even these might not be up to it, and ideally, the Manchester, Halifax, and Stirling were needed. What Ludlow-Hewitt and the Air Staff did not yet appreciate was that none of these were capable of crossing the German coast in broad daylight and heading south unescorted for the Ruhr, without suffering catastrophic losses—not even the mighty Lancaster would be capable of that. In 1938, only the Fairey Battle’s ability to survive was causing concern. As the crisis deepened and war seemed inevitable, Ludlow-Hewitt made it clear to the Air Ministry that he could not risk sending his Battles to the Ruhr. Instead, he suggested the best, and indeed the only, way of using these bombers was to send them off to France to support the French Army. Used tactically, they would not have to fly so far inside enemy airspace. Newall thought all of this was entirely reasonable.30 New possibilities were opening up for the Fairey Battle.
For the Air Staff, this was very much a case of making the best of a bad job. Supporting the Army was not what RAF bombers were for and, if that was all the Battle could do, then it truly was obsolete. In fact, far from being the ultimate indignity, a new tactical role was a lifeline for the Fairey Battle project. Trying to use the plane as a long-range strategic bomber had always been a hopeless undertaking: the high fuel loads, the night flying, navigational and bomb aiming equipment, not to mention the third crewmember, were more than a single engine could carry. None of these were required for short-range operations. The Fairey Battle was, and often still is, criticised for being underpowered, but it could be argued that its problem was not a lack of power, it was just overloaded—in a tactical role, the plane would not need to carry so much. The Air Staff and Ludlow-Hewitt, might have seen switching the plane to tactical duties as a last-ditch act of desperation, but now the plane could stop attempting to do the impossible and start trying the possible. Tactical air support was not what it was designed to do, but it was what it was capable of doing—provided the plane was properly equipped and its crews trained for this new role, a trimmed down tactical Fairey Battle might be a very useful plane.
As it turned out, the Battle’s first foray into the tactical arena did not last long. The Czech problem was settled at Munich by giving Hitler the Czech Sudetenland, the Battle squadrons did not go to France, and the idea of using the Battle tactically soon faded—for the time being at least. However, the idea of trimming down the Battle was not shelved. Ludlow-Hewitt believed that the Sudetenland crisis, and the reality of actually using the Battle to bomb the Ruhr, had at least exposed how absurd the idea was. He still planned to use the Battle for strategic bombing, but only against much closer targets. Ludlow-Hewitt insisted 100 miles was the maximum that Battles could be expected to penetrate, which ruled out the Ruhr as a target if Belgium and the Netherlands were neutral.
The idea of using the Battle tactically might have been shelved, but since it would be flying shorter range strategic missions, Ludlow-Hewitt believed the plane could still do without some of its equipment. There was less need for an autopilot and the plane did not need its auxiliary fuselage fuel tank—even with the higher fuel consumption flying at low level required, the Battle could still reach targets 135 miles away from bases in France. Ludlow-Hewitt had never liked the fuselage tank; it was a barrier between the pilot and the rest of his crew and, he insisted, an unnecessary fire hazard. In January 1939, he recommended its removal.31
Three months later, a surprisingly detailed reply reached Ludlow-Hewitt from the Deputy Chief of Air Staff, Air Vice-Marshal Peirse. The Air Staff did not want to reduce any plane’s radius of action until the experience of war had proven it necessary, Peirse explained. Ludlow-Hewitt might be right about the 100-mile maximum penetration, but there might be circumstances where risks would have to be taken and Battles would have to fly further. As far as the safety aspect was concerned, Peirse had done his homework. The fuel in the fuselage tank would always be used first so it was only a fire hazard if the plane crashed soon after it had taken off. Peirse had looked at accidents involving Battles, and discovered that eight had crashed soon after take-off and none of them had caught fire. Removing the tank might still be justified if the extra weight reduced the performance of the plane, but he had been assured it did not. Finally, crews would be far more likely to push home their attacks if they were confident they had a substantial fuel reserve should they encounter any bad weather.32
By the time the reply arrived, Ludlow-Hewitt understood why the Air Staff were so keen to ensure the Battle kept its full fuel capacity. As soon as memories of the 1938 crisis began to fade, and there was no immediate prospect of actually ordering Battle aircrews to bomb the Ruhr in broad daylight, the Air Ministry seemed to forget how absurd the scheme was. The Air Ministry Plans department was now being run by Group Captain Slessor, who was soon proposing attacks on electricity and coking plants in the Ruhr which involved low-flying Battles.33 Ludlow-Hewitt was horrified at the prospect of sending Blenheims, never mind Battles, on such missions. Navigation at these low levels would be extremely difficult and he doubted the hedge-hopping Battles would even be able to find their targets. He was certain they would ‘suffer losses out of all proportion to results they would achieve’.34 However, Slessor was adamant that Bomber Command was too reliant on the Battle to not use it. Now that there was a more solid alliance with the French, airfields in France would be available, which would at least eliminate the North Sea crossing. ‘Only the experience of war can say if losses will be too high’, Ludlow-Hewitt was told.35 To reach the Ruhr at low level, the Battle needed the fuselage tank, so it stayed for the time being.36 An irritated Ludlow-Hewitt made sure that Air Vice-Marshal Playfair, the commander of the Battle-equipped No. 1 Group, knew that he was free to remove the tanks as soon as he got to France.37 Plans to remove the autopilot were also put on hold: a decision in principle to remove it had apparently been taken, but for the time being the equipment stayed. The Air Staff were determined to make sure the Battle was ready to play a full part in their strategic bombing plans.
Far from being phased out, more Battles were soon on order. The Air Staff finally made up their minds about whether to use the Stockport plant to build Battles or Spitfires. For Newall, it was a real dilemma: he had a choice between ordering bombers that he believed were obsolete, or producing too many fighters. The former was considered the lesser of two evils and, in December 1938, Fairey were told to build 200 more Battles. Newall did not even particularly want them, and hoped that the French might be persuaded to buy some.38 It was perhaps one of the more remarkable achievements of the Fairey Battle that, on this occasion at least, it was preferred to the Spitfire. Ironically, when Dowding was trying to form fighter squadrons in the autumn of 1939, some had to be equipped with Fairey Battles as makeshift alternatives for training because there were no available Hurricanes or Spitfires.
There was now at least some effort to give the Battle a better chance of surviving fighter attack. The emphasis was on protecting the crew rather than the plane. The plan was to armour the pilot’s seat, lay a sheet along the fuselage floor to protect the bomb aimer, and protect the gunner with a plate in the rear fuselage and a shield attached to his gun. In total, the armour amounted to 85 lb. There would be no armour for the vulnerable radiator system the Merlin engine relied on. There were, however, plans to make the fuel tanks self-sealing. During the First World War, with no parachutes to fall back on, fire had always been the pilots’ greatest fear: if the fuel leaking from a punctured fuel tank caught fire, the crew were doomed. Towards the end of the war, tanks began to be coated with a material that reacted with leaking petrol to seal bullet holes. By 1918, these had become a standard requirement for future equipment, but the idea was forgotten in the years that followed. In peacetime, the need for these precautions was not so obvious. The Sudetenland crisis focused minds, and the Air Ministry hurriedly arranged to acquire self-sealing systems used by the French Air Force.
The problem for the Air Staff was that armour and self-sealing tanks could only be installed at the expense of range or bomb load, neither of which they wanted to sacrifice. They therefore decided to wait and see if they really would be needed before weighing down the bombers unnecessarily. The sets of armour were manufactured, but they were not installed, nor was there any hurry about fitting the Battle with self-sealing tanks.39 There was no harm in thoroughly testing the French sealing systems before they were used on RAF fuel tanks. The longer a final decision was delayed, the better.
Even with armour and self-sealing tanks, it seemed unlikely the Battle could survive the 150-mile penetration required to reach the Ruhr. Ludlow-Hewitt’s idea of using them tactically still seemed a far better option and a change in government policy made the idea even more sensible. In the spring of March 1939, the government accepted that Britain could not support France solely with air power; a substantial army would be required as well. Talks immediately started with the French about how the RAF should support Anglo-French ground forces. The French believed that the initial German offensive would be the critical battle, just as it had been in 1914 and, if the Anglo-French forces could survive the initial onslaught, the two countries would have time to mobilise their immense resources. The French had no doubts that air power would have a key role to play in halting the initial German attack.
This meant using bombers to attack targets much closer to the front than the Air Staff envisaged or thought sensible; their preferred strategy was to cut off German arms supply at source by bombing industry. The RAF had contingency plans for attacking lines of communication closer to the front but it was very much a second-best option. If they were targeted, it should be as far in the rear as possible. There were perfectly sound reasons for this: it was more efficient to strike roads and railway lines at junctions where they converged, rather than where they led from these nodal points to the front. However, the Air Staff would often stretch the logic to the extreme, so that the bombers were striking the targets that they really wanted to attack. Bombing the Ruhr was often justified because it was the ultimate communications nodal point. The British Army and French wanted air support to be as close to the front as possible so that it could influence the course of the battle, which meant bombing targets in and around the battlefield. This was a type of target the Air Staff did not even have a contingency plan for. The Air Staff might stretch a point to include enemy columns approaching the battlefield but attacking any target that Army artillery could hit was seen as a misuse of air power.
As the Army began to assume a more significant role in British strategy, the differing Air Ministry and War Office attitudes to tactical air support became a more controversial issue. To the Air Staff, it seemed pointless knocking out individual tanks when they could destroy the tank factory. The War Office would claim that even the destruction of a tank factory could not alter the course of a battle in progress. The War Office were not against strategic bombing in principle; they were quite happy for the Air Force to knock out tank factories, provided it did not deny the Army the support it might need at a critical stage of a land battle. The Air Ministry view was less flexible. They believed that it was always wrong to use bombers on the battlefield. There was an unbridgeable gulf between the two services. The Air Staff could not understand that, for the Army, the aeroplane was just another way of moving a weapon from one point to another. Like all weapon carriers, it had its advantages and disadvantages, but it was an option that was as essential to the Army as artillery or tanks. The Fairey Battle found itself right at the heart of this Army/Air Force controversy because the Air Staff still wanted to use it for strategic bombing, while others thought it could only be used for tactical air support.
Strategic bombing is a very different proposition to attacking tactical targets, especially if the targets are on the battlefield. Bombers flying at a medium altitude might be able to hit a factory, but they cannot be expected to hit gun positions or vehicles. There were two ways of improving accuracy—planes either had to attack from a very low level, or they had to dive-bomb the target. Neither method was intrinsically tactical. The Air Staff saw both as ways of attacking strategic targets more accurately and the Fairey Battle was supposed to be capable of both. The original Battle specification required a dive-bombing capability and the Air Staff planned to use the plane in low-level strikes on the Ruhr.
Dive-bombing is a very broad term. All bombers can bomb while diving to some extent and even shallow dives can improve accuracy. For maximum accuracy, a plane needs to dive vertically so that the target is stationary relative to the plane. Diving vertically, however, means a very rapid increase in speed, which can soon take the plane beyond the stress its structure can absorb. For steep dive-bombing, air brakes are needed to slow down the acceleration. The Junkers Ju 87 was one of the few dive-bombers that could actually manage a 90-degree vertical dive. Less steep dives could still produce some impressive results: in 1937, Hawker Hinds, diving at around 70 degrees, had managed an average error of just 41 yards. Even with 50-degree dives, average accuracy was around 70 yards. The consensus within the Air Ministry was that anything less than 45 degrees did not produce any worthwhile improvement. The Battle’s hydraulically lowered bomb racks enabled the plane to release bombs at an angle of 80 degrees, but the plane had no air brakes and was only stressed to dive at 60 degrees.40
Even dive-bombing had to take place from relatively low altitudes to be successful. In trials in 1938, Battles dive-bombing from high altitude on average missed targets by 100 yards. Better results were achieved from much lower; the method of attack eventually adopted was to dive from 5,000 feet and drop bombs at around 2,000 feet. Similar tactics would eventually become standard for RAF fighter-bombers in the Second World War. There were considerable differences of opinion within the Air Ministry about how vulnerable dive-bombers would be. Some argued the plane would be almost immune to anti-aircraft fire because it would be changing altitude so rapidly. Others thought modern predictor sights would be more than capable of coping and it might be so risky, it would only be possible when there was no fighter opposition and only light anti-aircraft defences.41 Whatever the risks, dive-bombing was an important element of Battle pilot training.
Even low-level dive-bombing was unlikely to be accurate enough to hit a target as small as a tank or a gun position. To hit very small targets, the only option was to fly very low and the Air Staff were very aware that this was very dangerous. Many considered low-level attack more suicidal than dive-bombing, so dangerous it might only be possible if there were no anti-aircraft defences. There was an element of inconsistency about the Air Staff attitude. They constantly used the vulnerability of low-flying aircraft as an argument for not using RAF planes over the battlefield. However, they were quite happy to plan low-level attacks on strategic targets, where the bombers would be likely to encounter organised anti-aircraft defences and face the added obstacle of barrage balloon cables. Arguably, strategic low-level missions were far more dangerous. Experience in the First World War had tended to suggest that the closer to the front line planes operated, the less the danger. Contact patrols and other low-level missions over the trenches suffered surprisingly few losses, mainly because troops in forward positions had too many other dangers to worry about to devote much effort to dealing with aircraft flying above them. The heavy losses sometimes suffered tended to be against targets in the rear of the tactical zone, where anti-aircraft defences were better organised.42 The same would prove to be true in the Second World War.43
At low-level even the bombs carried posed a problem for the attacking plane. The Air Ministry did not believe 20 and 40-lb bombs could be dropped from lower than 450 feet without the explosions damaging the plane. The Battle was only designed to carry 250-lb bombs and these could not be dropped safely from altitudes lower than 1,000 feet. For bombing below this altitude, there had to be a delayed fuse to enable the planes to make their escape before the bombs exploded. This tended to negate the advantage of flying so low: even if dropped accurately, the bombs were likely to bounce clear of the target before detonating.44
In the First World War, low-flying fighter-bombers had relied on small 20-lb bombs and machine gun fire. On and around the battlefield, strafing was considered at least as important as any bombs dropped. This would prove to be true in the Second World War as well, especially as cannon became available. The Air Staff had not forgotten this lesson, and inter-war specifications for army cooperation planes required extra fixed guns specifically for ground strafing. The Lysander had two; its successor was to have four. The Air Staff knew these were vital for low-level ground attack.
Many of the advantages of flying low are also disadvantages. Pilots can use the surrounding terrain to provide some cover, which might enable an attack to be delivered before the enemy has time to react. However, any favourable terrain that conceals the approach of the plane also makes it more difficult for the pilot to see the target. Planes need to be manoeuvrable if the pilot is to negotiate his way round any obstacles. Smaller, more agile planes also make more difficult targets for the defending anti-aircraft guns. Armour helps provide more protection but inevitably reduces manoeuvrability; the correct balance of these has been a contentious issue throughout the history of low-level ground attack. The debate at the end of the First World War was whether the heavily armoured Salamander or the manoeuvrable un-armoured Camel, or indeed something in-between, was best. Significantly, there had been a debate; the problems posed by low-level air support were not new to the Air Ministry.45
For low-level strategic bombing, the Battle, Blenheim, and even the Hampden were considered to be sufficiently manoeuvrable. Of the latest bombers, only the Wellington was considered too unwieldy. When it became clear the RAF would be called upon to support Allied forces on the ground, trials were organised to see which British bombers were best suited for the role. These trials showed that even the Blenheim, the lightest of the twin-engined bombers, lacked the manoeuvrability to pick out small targets, and only the Battle was manoeuvrable enough. Indeed, the trials suggested that the plane ought to do well in the low-level attack role.46
The Battle, however, was scarcely ideal. It was relatively large for a ground-attack plane, certainly much larger than it needed to be. Attacking targets that were a few miles behind the front line did not need a plane capable of carrying fuel for 1,000-mile round trips. It was not even the best plane available for ground attack—Fairey’s own much smaller P.4/34 light bomber was faster and more manoeuvrable, but this never went into production. The parallel Hawker P.4/34 Henley had gone into production and might also have made a better ground-attack plane; however, plans to use it as a bomber had already been abandoned and the plane was being built as a target tug for training schools. Both the Fairey and Hawker P.4/34 designs were arguably closer to what was required. They were certainly a closer approximation to the fast, agile single-seater fighter, which had proven so successful in the First World War and would do so again in the Second World War.
Interestingly, there were also trials to see how suitable single-seater fighters might be. Many were convinced that modern monoplane fighters would be far too fast and not manoeuvrable enough to pick out small targets at low level, but the trials disproved this theory. Mechanised columns, troops debussing, refuelling points, and troops that were about to enter the battle were all considered suitable targets for ground strafing fighters. The Air Staff, however, insisted that fighters had to be used for their primary role of establishing air superiority. On the face of it, this seemed a reasonable policy, although of course there was nothing to stop the Air Ministry building more fighters specifically for ground attack. Fighters were cheaper and easier to build than bombers, even single-engined bombers like the Battle. In truth, the Air Staff did not believe fighters had much of a role to play in any capacity and wanted to build as few as possible. Only bombers were candidates for low-level ground attack and of the bombers in squadron service, the Battle was the best available. To be effective, though, it needed the ground strafing capability fighters possessed.47
The Battle might not be the perfect solution, but the RAF was fortunate to have any bombers that were even remotely suitable. An Air Staff that believed long-range bombing would decide future wars might not be expected to want any bombers as small as the Battle. Some wayward Air Staff thinking on the value of single-engined bombers had, by chance, gifted the RAF a potential tactical bomber. It might have been larger than it need have been, but it was not much larger than the Soviet Il-2 Sturmovik. Performance-wise, it was not the wonder high-speed bomber the Air Staff were hoping for, but it was no slower than the Ju 87 Stuka. The Sturmovik and the Stuka both went on to establish formidable reputations as close support bombers, but the Sturmovik benefitted from substantial armour and both relied on fighter protection. Both were developed in countries where the value of direct and indirect tactical air support was recognised and appreciated. If the Battle was to have any chance in its new role, it would need effective offensive weapons, protection (armour, self-sealing tanks, and fighter escorts) and an air force hierarchy that recognised the value of tactical air support.
On all these counts, there was a problem. The Air Staff only reluctantly conceded that any sort of air support for ground forces was useful. They certainly did not believe close air support on the battlefield was a proper role for the RAF. They were so sure that the Luftwaffe thought likewise that when the Army asked the RAF to give their troops an idea of what air attack was like, the Air Ministry refused. It would be pointless, they insisted, because German bombers would not be wasting their time operating anywhere near the battle zone.48
The idea of fighter escorts for any aircraft was also anathema to the Air Staff. It was not that they did not think single-seater fighters could carry enough fuel. They were simply convinced that the single-seater fighter was inherently unsuitable for the task because taking on the intercepting fighters would inevitably involve the single-seaters leaving their charges undefended. There would also always come a time when the escorts started running low on fuel and had to head for home and, as they retreated, they would be defenceless to attacks from the rear. This, the Air Staff insisted, was true at all ranges. Even over the distances existing fighters could manage, single-seater escorts did not work. If escorts were needed, bombers with more guns instead of bombs would have to do the job.49
As far as the Air Staff were concerned, the bomber, not the fighter, was the principle means of achieving air superiority. Bombers would attack enemy airfields and destroy their air force there. If the enemy was employing fighters at the front, bombing the rear would soon force these fighters to be pulled back. Friendly bombers and reconnaissance planes would then be able to operate freely without any escort. Their defensive firepower would easily deal with any remaining fighters. It was a line of thinking that was to have disastrous consequences for the future of the Fairey Battle.
Not everyone agreed. Ludlow-Hewitt was one of the few battling for fighter escorts. The Bomber Command chief did not believe he would have enough bombers to deliver the attacks on enemy columns the Army wanted and at the same time attack enemy airfields to achieve air superiority. He certainly did not think his bombers had the defensive firepower to beat off fighter attack. Only fighters could provide the protection his bombers would need, and he made it very clear that someone would have to provide them. He knew the Air Staff views on the subject. If the RAF could not provide escorts, then the French Air Force, or even the Belgian Air Force, would have to take on the responsibility. Somebody had to do it and Ludlow-Hewitt wanted this to be sorted out before his Battles were thrown into action.50
Armour and self-sealing tanks were other crucial issues. Every time low-level tactical air support was discussed, the Air Staff did not fail to underline how vulnerable low-flying aircraft were to ground fire. For the Air Staff, however, it was not a problem that needed a solution; it was a reason for not using aircraft at low-level over the battlefield. There was no discussion about possible solutions, and no effort made to speed up the fitting of self-sealing tanks. The Battle had not even been fitted with basic armour to protect the plane’s crew from fighter attack, never mind the more substantial armour it might need to protect it from ground fire. Unless something was done about these deficiencies, using the plane at low-level would inevitably result in heavy losses.
At least the Air Staff now accepted the need for some sort of tactical bomber support, even if it was only holding the ring by attacking communication targets beyond the battle zone. A few were even suggesting such operations required a specialist plane. Air Vice-Marshal Douglas argued for a more balanced bomber fleet, one which was capable of independent strategic bombing and Army support. Even before the government decided to send an army to France, he was worried that the RAF would not have anything that could support troops on the ground once the Manchester, Halifax, and Stirling heavy bombers had replaced the Battle and Blenheim.
The government’s decision to create a large army increased the need for a more flexible bomber force. Douglas suggested a new, short-range, army support bomber capable of dive-bombing and low-level attack, effectively a Battle replacement. He envisaged a small, ‘handy’ two-seater, with a range of just 500 miles, armour protection, and four forward-firing machine-guns for ground strafing.51 Self-sealing tanks were soon added to the requirement. An air-cooled engine was also preferred; with no vulnerable cooling systems, these were far more resistant to combat damage than liquid-cooled engines. Air-cooled engines often continued working when entire cylinders had been shot away, while one hole in the radiator system of a liquid-cooled engine was enough to cause the engine to seize up. This was not revolutionary thinking: in the First World War, the Sopwith Camel, with its air-cooled rotary, was the preferred option for ground-attack rather than the S.E.5a, with its liquid-cooled motor.52
These requirements demonstrated that the Air Ministry understood what was needed for a successful ground-attack plane, and there was no reason why some of these ideas could not be applied to the existing Fairey Battle. Even an air-cooled engine was not beyond the bounds of possibility. Fairey had made sure their bomber could accommodate different power plants, including air-cooled radials. One proposed variant was powered by the radial 1,000-hp Taurus and a prototype flew in 1938, but it would be some time before the Taurus became even reasonably reliable.53 The problem was not fitting a radial engine to the Battle; the problem was finding one that was powerful and reliable enough.
Far from bringing the Battle in line with the plane Douglas was proposing, many within the Air Ministry questioned whether anything like it would be needed. To many it seemed a waste of money to build large numbers of a plane that would be of limited value and only required on very rare occasions.54 Even Douglas conceded that it might be useful if the plane could contribute to the strategic bombing offensive by attacking industrial targets close to the front. As it happened, Ludlow-Hewitt had also been calling for a smaller, high-speed day bomber to give his command more options for strategic bombing, so Douglas suggested that the new bomber do both.55 To meet this requirement, specification B.11/39 was drawn up for a dual-purpose short-range strategic/tactical bomber. However, it soon became more strategic than tactical, with the required range creeping up to 600 miles, then 800 miles, while the weight was approaching 20,000 lb. The plane that was supposed to replace the Battle and the Blenheim was already far heavier than even the Blenheim IV.
By the summer of 1939, the phasing out of the Fairey Battle had begun. From a peak of seventeen squadrons, the number fell to just ten in September, with all of them in five wings in Playfair’s No. 1 Group. In the event of war, the plan had always been to send the shorter-range single-engined bombers to the continent, where more strategic targets would be within range. No. 1 Group would, however, now be going to France with a dual role. Renamed the Advanced Air Striking Force (AASF), it would still be a strategic force under the control of Bomber Command in the UK, but it would also be available for tactical bombing. If army commanders wanted air support, then Air Marshal Arthur Barratt, who had the task of coordinating the Anglo-French air effort, would have to make a formal request to Bomber Command HQ in Britain. If Ludlow-Hewitt approved, then the necessary orders would be passed on to Playfair in France. It was not a system that was likely to produce speedy support when it was needed.
The expectation within the Air Ministry was that any inclination to use the AASF tactically would soon pass once the front line had settled down into the static trench warfare that had dominated the First World War. The Air Staff still expected the Battles of the AASF to play a full part in the Western Air (WA) plans that they had devised to attack German industry. Battles were pencilled in for WA 1, which had the German aircraft industry as its target; WA 5(b), which was aimed at the Ruhr; and WA 5(c), which would target oil. To ensure the AASF was capable of playing its part, the Air Staff were rather anxious to reequip the Battle squadrons as quickly as possible with something more suitable for long-range bombing, even if it was only the Blenheim IV. The fact that this plane was larger, heavier, and therefore less manoeuvrable than the Battle was not an issue: for attacking targets deep inside enemy air space, manoeuvrability was not necessary. This was where the war would be decided, or so the Air Staff believed.
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Operational Debut and Problems
On 3 September 1939, Britain declared war on Germany. No. 1 Group became the AASF and immediately set course for France and its new home in the Reims region. Ludlow-Hewitt was now insisting eighty miles was the maximum distance his bombers could penetrate, which meant that not many strategic targets would be within range even from French bases. In any case, Ludlow-Hewitt now doubted the Battle’s 250-lb bombs could inflict much damage on industrial plants. The Air Ministry did not take these concerns or restrictions too seriously. Ludlow-Hewitt was told his Battles were still a part of the Air Ministry’s plans to bomb the Ruhr and aircraft factories and oil plants outside the Ruhr, despite all of these targets involving flying far more than eighty miles inside German airspace. When pushed, Ludlow-Hewitt reluctantly conceded that it might be possible to penetrate further by flying at low level, but he was rather anxious to see how other bombers fared before risking the Battles on any missions inside Germany.1
With the German and Anglo-French long-range bomber fleets observing an unofficial truce, the question of using the Battles for strategic operations did not arise. Using the Battle tactically, however, was very possible. It was unlikely that the German Army would launch a major offensive in the west until Poland had been defeated. However, the French hoped to divert German forces from the Polish front with their own small-scale offensive and the Battle squadrons were pencilled in to support the operation. The Luftwaffe’s main bomber bases in the rear might be a little too far for the Battles to penetrate, but forward tactical airstrips, supply dumps, and reserves could be usefully attacked. If the French action triggered the transfer of forces from Poland to the Western Front, these arriving reinforcements might also be attractive targets. As soon as French reconnaissance had spotted suitable targets, the Battles would go into action.
There was much interest in London in these proposed operations. It was not how the Air Staff believed bombers should be used, but it would be an opportunity to see how the Battle would do. If missions against short-range targets were a success, then perhaps the Battle might be able to take on more distant industrial targets when the time came.2 Whatever their mission, the Battles would fly without an escort. For the Air Staff, this was set in stone. By flying in formation, the combined firepower of the Battles’ single rear-firing gun would beat off fighter attack. One, later two, Hurricane squadrons were attached to the AASF, but these were only there to defend their airfields, not to escort the bombers.
General Gamelin, the commander of the French Army, planned to launch the first of his limited offensives on 8 September. General Vuillemin, the French Air Force commander, contacted Barratt on the morning of the 7th to see if the Battle squadrons could support the advance. Barratt contacted London, got immediate approval, and instructed Playfair to have three Battle squadrons ready for operations as quickly as possible, preferably by the next day.3
Gamelin vetoed any attacks on enemy airfields in the rear, as any civilian casualties might provoke German retaliation. So far, German bombers were not interfering with French mobilisation and Gamelin wanted to keep it that way. Barratt was furious. He would not forget what he saw as a timid, spineless French attitude. However, attacks on targets closer to the front line had not been ruled out and planning for Battle operations went ahead. All five Battle wings were told to have nine aircraft at thirty minutes’ readiness, the aim being to ‘cooperate with ground forces by causing maximum possible disruption of enemy lines of communication’.4 Each plane would fly at least one sortie a day and the targets would be enemy mechanised columns, troops, transports, or any other fleeting target they came across. There would be no escort, but crews were assured French fighters would be flying patrols in the area, an early indication that few believed that the Battle’s defensive armament would be enough. As soon as the aircraft returned from their missions, they were to be refuelled, rearmed, and held at two hour’s readiness for further missions.
On 11 September, General Mouchard, the commander of the French Air Forces on the north-east front, was still expecting the Battles to provide air support. British and French commanders had no problems agreeing the AASF bombers should attack enemy troops in the battle zone, ammunition dumps further in the rear, and even enemy airfields. Gamelin repeated his objections to the last of these, but the first two did not seem to pose any risk to civilians.5
However, after a few days, the French lost interest in their offensive. After advancing a few miles against very little opposition, the French troops were ordered onto the defensive and the Battles were never called upon to support them. The reluctance to bomb any land targets soon became Allied policy; the French feared that German retaliation would wipe out their aircraft industry and the British government was just as nervous. The German Air Force was not even bombing purely military targets in Britain or France, and neither government saw any reason to disturb this unofficial truce. This was unfortunate for the Battle squadrons, as they needed to try out their tactics in a non-critical situation. Bomber Command squadrons in the UK could at least attack naval targets. The Battles had no targets they could drop bombs on and no way of discovering what did and did not work. The next opportunity for the Battle aircrews to drop bombs in anger would be the decisive German offensive in 1940.
Nevertheless, the sort of targets the Battle could attack, and the way it would attack them, had been established. Unlike the Blenheims based in Britain, the Battles would take on targets in the battle zone, including fleeting targets of opportunity, the majority of which would be within ten miles of the front line. Slessor was not enthusiastic about using the Battle squadrons like this, and warned that they were not trained for such close cooperation. Others argued that they might have to operate that close to the front simply because ‘it is about as far as the Battle will be able to get with a return ticket!’6
It seemed that tactical air support, rather than strategic bombing, would now be the Battle’s role. Playfair was soon following Ludlow-Hewitt’s advice and removing the auxiliary fuselage fuel tank.7 Ludlow-Hewitt was anxious that the Battles should be appropriately armed for their new role. The plane could still only carry 250-lb bombs, which might not be the most effective way of attacking dispersed targets in the battle zone. Forty-pound anti-personnel weapons would be far more effective against troop concentrations and Ludlow-Hewitt ordered that the Battles should be immediately adapted to carry these bombs.8 Deliveries of the necessary equipment were supposed to begin in November.9 When the equipment and bombs actually reached the squadrons is not clear, but it was not until a couple of weeks after the Germans launched their spring offensive that the anti-personnel bombs were used for the first time. Ludlow-Hewitt also agreed that passing all requests through Bomber Command was a clumsy arrangement and seemed to accept that Barratt should control the Battle squadrons for tactical missions.10
However, Ludlow-Hewitt, possibly under pressure from the Air Staff, seemed to experience a change of heart. Firstly, he tried to claw back control of the Battle squadrons, claiming that his previous agreement to delegate operational control to Barratt only applied in an emergency.11 The AASF was still part of Bomber Command, Ludlow-Hewitt insisted, and had to be available for strategic missions. He went even further in a note, apparently written on his authority, sent to French Army and Air Force commanders. The note emphasised that British bombers were equipped and their crews were trained only for operations against German industrial targets and not (underlined in the note) for cooperating with ground forces. Only in an ‘abnormal and temporary situation of crisis’ would they support troops on the ground, and, the note stressed, this applied to all RAF bombers, including the Battles of the AASF.12 The note caused uproar. Barratt complained that it contradicted assurances that he had given the French and insisted that the note be withdrawn. This was done and the French were reassured that the Battles were in France primarily for army support, but clearly Bomber Command, and perhaps more accurately the Air Staff, did not see it this way.13
With no strategic bombing allowed and no action on the ground to support, it seemed that there was little the Battles could do. Leaflet dropping was one alternative employment, but Ludlow-Hewitt was strongly against any attempt to operate the Battle by night. The crews had only ever practised taking off and landing in darkness. They had no training in night-flying and the plane lacked adequate navigational aids. Slessor agreed that this was a problem, but argued that dropping leaflets did not require accurate navigation. For the time being Ludlow-Hewitt got his way. No-one, not even Slessor it seemed, was confident about Battles finding their way around by night.14
Both the French and British were anxious to use the Battles for something. French Army commanders wanted the entire German front line photographed and this seemed a task the Battles could help the French Air Force complete. The idea was to fly these missions at high altitude in formations of three to six planes and use their combined defensive firepower to beat off enemy attack. ‘High altitude’ was scarcely an accurate description: the Battle only had a service ceiling of around 25,000 feet and formation flying required the plane to fly well below this. The altitude these planes were flying was not going to pose any difficulties for German fighters. The first mission was flown on 10 September by three Battles from No. 150 Squadron.15
Initially, the missions flew along the Allied side of the lines, with the Battles photographing German positions obliquely. From the 19th, they started flying on the German side of the lines, first 10 miles inside, then 20 miles.16 As the missions penetrated further into enemy airspace, so Playfair’s concerns grew. He tried to make sure the missions took place when French fighters were in the area, but did not seem particularly confident that this would be enough. Even before any losses occurred, he was already planning to ask the French to provide a close escort if German fighters started interfering.17
It was not very long before the German fighters were interfering. On 20 September, three Battles from No. 88 Squadron were flying west of Saarbrücken when they were intercepted by three Bf 109Ds. The defensive fire of the three Battles proved totally inadequate and two were quickly shot down. One of these was flown by Flight Officer Graveley, who was able to crash-land his Battle before it burst into flames. Both the observer and gunner died and Graveley was severely burned. The second suffered a similar fate. The unprotected fuel tanks of Flight Sergeant Page’s plane were soon punctured and the Battle rapidly became a blazing inferno, visible for miles around, in which all three crewmembers perished. The sole surviving crew claimed one of the Messerschmitts and this success was confirmed by reports from the ground. For many years this was considered to be the RAF’s first victory of the war but in fact, no German fighters were lost. The plane seen falling in flames was FS Page’s Battle.18 For Playfair, the lesson was obvious. The Fairey Battle had to have an escort, even if it was only flying a few miles behind the German front line.
It was a critical moment in the Fairey Battle’s operational career. The bomber’s future prospects depended on the Air Staff changing their mind about escorts. It did not require a revolutionary step into the unknown. British thinking was out of line with practice elsewhere, and the evidence for escorts was becoming overwhelming. Before the outbreak of war, reports that had reached the Air Ministry from the Spanish Civil War described how both sides were making extensive use of fighter escorts: even low-level bombers had tiers of fighters operating at low, medium, and high altitudes above them.19 Reports from Poland repeated the message: as long as the Polish fighter force represented a threat, German bombers had flown with escorts.20
The Air Staff stubbornly refused to see the light. Some of the arguments used to support their stance were scarcely convincing. Both sides were using escorts in Spain because neither had many bombers so they could not afford to lose any, one argument went.21 The Air Staff insisted that using fighters as escorts was a diversion from their primary air superiority role. In the Air Staff mind, establishing air superiority and protecting bombers seemed to be two entirely unconnected issues. As the War Office pointed out, it was by protecting the bombers that fighters started to win the battle for air superiority. This was not so obvious to the Air Staff.
The Air Staff would often fall back on the argument that there were simply not enough fighters. This argument might have attracted some sympathy if the Air Staff had not been constantly battling against more fighters being built. Bomber production always had priority; bombers, not fighters, won wars. Following the Munich Agreement, the government repeated its demands for fighter production to be stepped up, but Newall argued that there would be no way of using any more than the current number planned. If the RAF had any more fighters, they would get in each other’s way.22 When it was pointed out that the Germans seemed to be building a lot of fighters, the Air Staff insisted that one of the reasons for this was that the Luftwaffe was making the mistake of providing its bombers with escorts.23
As far as the Air Staff were concerned, the French were making the same mistake. Fighter escorts were standard practice for French reconnaissance missions. It did not seem like a mistake to Playfair, and the losses No. 150 Squadron had suffered forced him to ask the French to provide escorts. Vuillemin did not have enough fighters to escort his own reconnaissance planes. He promised to do his best, but insisted that Britain made more of an effort to provide its own fighter cover. The French were grateful for the Battle bomber squadrons, but they repeatedly pointed out that, with only a couple of fighter squadrons, the AASF was an unbalanced force that was not capable of defending its own bombers.
At a meeting with RAF staff on 28 September, Vuillemin again appealed for the British to send more fighters to France. The French Air Force did not have enough to escort both French and British reconnaissance planes. The British representative at the meeting, Air Vice-Marshal Evill, indignantly explained that RAF bombers and reconnaissance planes had no need of French escorts. By flying in formation, they could beat off any enemy fighter attack.24 A puzzled Vuillemin cancelled further French escorts. Two days later five unescorted Battles from No. 150 Squadron were carrying out a reconnaissance mission in the Saarbrücken–Merzig region when eight Bf 109Es intercepted them. The Battles stood their ground, closed formation, and prepared to slug it out, as they were trained to do. Within minutes, four Battles had been shot down, with most falling in flames, and the lone survivor was chased back to its base where it crashed, with the crew surviving to tell the tale.25 It was the second time that No. 150 Squadron had suffered heavily while flying unescorted missions. The squadron immediately set about trying to improve the Battle’s defensive firepower by adding a ventral gun. This might help, but it could never be the solution. The Battle was never going to fight its way through, however many guns it carried. The French were right. The AASF needed fighters to escort the bombers. They also needed self-sealing tanks to prevent them bursting into flames.
For the Air Staff, the events unfolding in France did not prove that bombers needed escorts; it was just damning confirmation that the Fairey Battle was obsolete. The armour that the Battle was supposed to have as protection from fighter attack was now hurriedly rushed out to France and fitted, but no-one imagined this would be enough. There was no future for the Battle. They would have to be replaced with bombers that could protect themselves. The plan was to reequip the Battle squadrons with Blenheims two at a time. Nos. 15 and 40 Squadrons returned to the UK to reequip with Blenheims, and the Blenheim-equipped Nos. 114 and 139 Squadrons from No. 2 Group replaced them. This, however, was as far as the process got. Blenheims were in demand for fighter, reconnaissance, and bomber squadrons, but the Air Staff showed no interest in increasing output. Indeed, they wanted to phase the Blenheim out as quickly as possible and concentrate production on bigger, heavy bombers. There would not be enough Blenheims to convert any more Battle squadrons until the autumn of 1940 at the earliest. The remaining eight squadron of the AASF would have to persevere with their Battles.26
This might be a setback for the Air Staff’s plans to extend the range of its bomber fleet, but it was not necessarily a setback for the War Office. If the Army needed a dive-bomber or low-level assault plane, the Battle was still the only immediately available option. The War Office was making it very clear the Army needed something along these lines and the generals were becoming increasingly frustrated at the speed with which the Air Ministry was moving to provide it. They were also far from pleased with the large twin-engined B.11/39 the Air Ministry was proposing. The effectiveness of the close support the Luftwaffe had provided in Poland stung the War Office into putting forward its own plans for a small, cheap, single-seater, low-performance, close-support plane. It would only need to fly at 160 mph, would only carry 400 lb of bombs, and would be flown by soldiers. The idea was to mass-produce the plane using unskilled labour from outside the aircraft industry.27 The Air Ministry ridiculed the idea and insisted their B.11/39 plane was far superior. Neither approach was ideal, but the Army approach was arguably a lot closer to what was required.
The War Office deferred to Air Ministry wisdom and accepted the twin-engined B.11/39, but insisted that the plane had to be in service in time to deal with the expected German spring offensive. A horrified Air Ministry explained that this was quite impossible; a new plane could not be available in any numbers until 1942. The only way to get anything into service sooner was to adapt the existing Blenheim and Battle. That was fine by the War Office but they wanted it done quickly.
If you can fix up Blenheims or Battles or any other aircraft to take the job on, can we not get on at once to some trials and training? The CIGS [Chief of the Imperial General Staff] has his teeth firmly into this problem and it is a fact that we are, at the moment, one down on the German in not possessing an aircraft trained to work in the closest cooperation with the Army for Direct support. If we can eliminate that deficiency with existing aircraft let us get on with it.28
The Air Ministry promised to do what it could, and the AASF was told to give ground attack training top priority. The Army seemed to be getting what it wanted.
The Battle was the closest approximation to what the Army required and there was no shortage of them. By the outbreak of war, 1,800 were on order and over 1,100 had been delivered. The next generation of heavy bombers were still not ready to replace it so, soon after the outbreak of war, another 450 were ordered to keep production lines running. The idea was for most of these to be completed as two-seater dual control trainers or target tugs. The idea of building an improved Battle had not been entirely abandoned. One suggestion circulating Air Ministry corridors was a Battle with a huge 1,750-hp 42.5-litre Rolls-Royce Vulture replacing the Merlin. Fairey had been toying with Vulture-powered Battle since 1935; with this engine, even weighed down for long-range missions, the Battle would not lack for power, and top speed was expected to be around 350 mph.29 The Vulture version was seen principally as a two-seater reconnaissance plane with a secondary bombing capability, but it would have made an excellent basis for a ground attack plane.30 Indeed, it would have been remarkably similar to one of the finest ground attack planes of all time. At around this time, 1,500 miles away, another two-seater of similar size, weight, and power was being tested near Moscow—the TsKB-55; the plane that would eventually become the legendary armoured Il-2 Sturmovik. A Vulture-powered Battle would have been an interesting proposition, although with the problems the Vulture engine would experience, it could never have been a successful one. With the equally powerful Sabre replacing the Vulture, the Battle might have matched the Sturmovik.
The two-speed Merlin X offered a more immediate way of improving the Battle’s performance. Fairey had suggested this engine back in December 1937 as a way of powering a longer-range version of the Battle. The company now accepted that the plane had no future as a strategic bomber. However, by exchanging some of the fuel for considerably more armour protection, the company believed a useful tactical-reconnaissance and ground-attack plane might emerge. It seems that Fairey came to this conclusion independently, and were rather hesitant about even mentioning such a possibility to an Air Ministry that appeared only interested in strategic bombing. Early in October, they plucked up the courage and rather tentatively put the idea forward. 31
The Air Ministry was indeed thinking along similar lines. Before Fairey sent in their proposal, the Air Ministry was also using the 1937 Merlin-X-powered Battle as the basis for a ground-attack version, with armour instead of some of its fuel and four guns in the wings for ground strafing. It would still have the 200-mph cruising speed of the Fairey 1937 proposal but a range of just 600 miles.32 There were certainly options for giving the Army the plane it wanted and doing it quickly.
While these proposals were emerging, the AASF was acting on Air Ministry instructions to train the Battle crews for tactical air support. With no fighter escorts and unescorted Battles proving so vulnerable to enemy fighters, the only option seemed to be to try and avoid the enemy by flying very low, so Battle squadrons practised mock attacks on motor transports at altitudes as low as 50 feet.33 Interestingly, Hurricanes sometimes accompanied the Battles—the Air Ministry in London might be convinced close escorts were a bad idea, but it seems that the commanders in the field were learning on their feet.34 The Hurricane squadrons attached to the AASF were now officially given the escort role as well as air defence of the airfields. The problem was that there were still only two of them; RAF commanders in France deciding they needed escorts was not going to persuade the Air Staff or Dowding to send any more fighters across the Channel. With ten bomber and two fighter squadrons, the French were quite right. The AASF was an unbalanced force.
If the Battles could not have fighter protection, they perhaps could at least have armour protection. The plane was now getting the 85 lb of armour that had been agreed before the war, but this was designed primarily to deal with fighter attack. More would be required if the plane was to survive the intensive ground fire which the Air Ministry so feared, and Air Marshal Sir Brooke-Popham saw no reason why the Battle could not have it.
Henry Brooke-Popham was one of the Royal Flying Corps’ first squadron commanders, and had retired in 1937 after a long and distinguished career. On the outbreak of war, he came out of retirement and his first task was inspecting RAF units in France, where he was soon hearing from the Battle aircrews about the problems they faced. The plane was completely defenceless to attack from below and Brooke-Popham was impressed with the arrangement No. 150 Squadron had devised, with a machine gun pivoted at the rear of the bomb aiming position.35 Brooke-Popham was also very aware that if Battles were going to attack at low level, they had to have better protection from ground fire. A meeting was organised at the Fairey Stockport plant on 27 October with representatives from the Air Ministry and members of No. 150 Squadron to discuss the options.36
Initially, Fairey did not believe anything could be done. The plane had already been pushed to the limit of its design capabilities and could not take self-sealing tanks or armour unless the Air Staff were willing to accept a reduction in bomb load or range. It seems that neither Fairey nor indeed the Air Ministry knew that Playfair had followed Ludlow-Hewitt’s advice and already removed the fuselage tanks—once this was established, Fairey had 300 lb to play with.37 They suggested this could be used to carry an extra ventral gun (40 lb), extra armour for the crew (100 lb) and protection for the fuel tanks (100 lb), and still have something to spare. The rear gunner would get an extra 25 lb of armour and another 80 lb would reinforce and extend the ventral armour. There was a gap below the rear gunner’s shield that required a new plate to be designed and manufactured, but plates that already existed would do for the rest, and instructions were issued to get the extra armour plates out to France as quickly as possible.38
Installing self-sealing tanks would use up the 100 lb allocated to protecting the fuel tanks. These were still being tested so, in the meantime, small vertical pieces of armour would be used, weighing just 26 lb in total, but these would only protect the tanks from the rear. It would not provide much—if any—protection to ground fire. As long as the promised self-sealing tanks arrived soon, this might not be too serious a problem.
Unfortunately for the Battle, they did not arrive. It was not just the Battle that was having to do without this basic protection; the failure of the Air Ministry to give RAF planes self-sealing tanks was threatening to become a national scandal. French and German planes had self-sealing tanks as standard. Some feared that the sight of British planes falling in flames might provoke public outrage, if German, and indeed French, planes did not seem to have the same problem.39 It was not just a fire risk. Even if fuel escaping from punctured tanks did not catch fire, the loss of fuel meant the plane would probably not make it back to its base.
However, the Air Staff were still reluctant to do anything that might reduce the range of any of their bombers. There were even suggestions that perhaps covering one tank would be enough, to ensure planes at least did not lose all their fuel. Some questioned whether it was worth bothering with a plane like the Battle, which was about to be phased out of service. It was only after much debate that it was agreed that all planes, including the Battle, should have all their tanks protected. The Battle was to get the French ‘Semape’ covering; in trials this had proven very effective at plugging holes caused by rifle-calibre bullets, and even provided some protection against 20-mm cannon shells. The system was being tried out on a Battle, but there was still no urgency about fitting the Battle, or any other British bombers, with self-sealing tanks.40 All that changed in December 1939.
On 18 December, twenty-two Wellingtons headed for German warships in Heligoland Bight. German radar picked them up, fighters were scrambled and the formation was savaged, with many falling in flames. German pilots were quick to note how easily Wellingtons burned. Those that did not catch fire fled the battle with petrol pouring from holes in their fuel tanks. Only four made it back. Suddenly protecting fuel tanks had become a lot more urgent.
Two days after the raid, Newall was demanding that immediate steps should be taken to fit the Wellington, Hampden, and Blenheim with self-sealing tanks. The Battle was not mentioned.41 In the circumstances it was perhaps understandable; the three twin-engined bombers were engaged in daylight attacks on German naval targets and they were all suffering heavy losses, while the earlier Battle losses were not so fresh in the mind. With France suffering one of its severest winters for years, the Battles were not even flying much. However, with the squadrons preparing to fly low-level missions, their need was at least as great as any other plane—arguably, it was a lot greater.
There was now no lack of urgency about introducing self-sealing tanks. All the relevant parties were dragged from their Christmas holidays for an emergency conference and a programme drawn up for equipping all bombers with self-sealing tanks. This time the Battle was not forgotten. Trials with the Battle were now complete, but modifying the Fairey bomber was still not a priority. It was argued that the Battle’s wing tanks had already been armoured, so the plane’s need was not so great.42 It seems to have been forgotten how limited this armour protection was. The Battle was put at the bottom of the list, with the first not due for conversion until March.
In the meantime, the Battle was supposed to be getting the extra armour sent out to France. Different documents talk about different numbers of sets being sent, but all mention the urgency of increasing the armour of the Battle force.43 Despite this, it would seem that the extra armour never reached the squadrons.44 The extra gun was fitted to the rear of the bomb aimer’s position—a relatively straightforward modification that could be completed by the squadrons. However, it required a contortionist to fire it, as the gunner was facing forwards and had to bend down and then aim backwards with the help of a mirror.45 Fairey had come up with a more extensive modification, which involved sinking a well to the rear of the bomb aimer’s position so that the gunner could face rearwards. It would take three months to develop and trial, and the modifications could only be carried out by the manufacturer. With the likelihood that the Battle would have to stay in front line service for another year, Douglas was very keen to see this modification introduced. There would be no need to disrupt front line squadrons, as there were over 500 Battles sitting in stores. The stored Battles could be modified and dispatched to the front, and the Battles they replaced returned to store.46 Few shared Douglas’s enthusiasm; there was little interest in applying such a major modification to a plane that had no long-term future in Air Staff plans.47
Any extra defensive armament would help, but it could never be the solution. If the Battle was going to be used at a very low level, the ventral gun would be of little use as a defensive weapon. It would perhaps have been more useful, and far simpler, to fit more fixed forward-firing guns. At low level, ground fire was the greater danger and fixed forward-firing guns might help to suppress it. More fixed guns were needed anyway to give the Battle more offensive hitting power. This scarcely required new, radical thinking. Guns for strafing had been a common factor in all Air Ministry and War Office ground-attack proposals, and no-one thought it would be difficult fitting them. The Air Ministry’s own pamphlet on direct support for armies emphasised how ‘the moral effect of low-flying attack with machine guns against troops on the move or halted in the open can scarcely be over-estimated.’48
There was a problem with the extra weight: some equipment would have to be removed if the plane was to carry extra guns as well as armour and self-sealing tanks. As it so happened, a major review was underway about what could be removed from RAF planes, although this was more as a way of streamlining production than reducing weight. The country was trying to build as many planes as possible and it did not help if some of them were carrying equipment they did not need nor use. The reviewing committee had heard about the Battle’s change of role, and suggested that, as the plane was only going to be flying short-range low-level day missions, it could do without its autopilot (80 lb), night flying equipment (44 lb) and bombsight (34 lb).49 Indeed, there no was need to stop there. The committee were not looking into manpower savings, but the navigator/bomb aimer also now seemed redundant and there was no reason why the crew could not be reduced to the original two, saving another 200 lb. All these potential savings provided plenty of scope for more forward-firing guns.
However, the Air Ministry and Ludlow-Hewitt were still rather reluctant to drop any of the plane’s equipment. When asked to confirm the Battle’s change of role, the Air Ministry would only say that, ‘because of the peculiar strategical situation’, it was impossible to say exactly what the role of the Battle would be.50 The Ministry was determined to keep open the option of using the Battle strategically so, for the time being, the plane kept all the equipment it needed for long-range operations. Adding more fixed guns for ground strafing was not even suggested—indeed, the Air Ministry was not even happy about Battle pilots using their single fixed machine gun in their low-level strikes. Battle crews had to conserve their ammunition so that they could take on any enemy fighters that attempted to intervene, and crews were told that only in ‘exceptional circumstances’ should they strafe the target.51
Meanwhile, War Office pressure for more air support combined with the Battle’s apparent limited strategic capabilities suggested there was little point in keeping the AASF squadrons under Ludlow-Hewitt’s command. In January 1940, government insistence that more account should be taken of Army requirements, led to the creation of the British Air Forces in France (BAFF). This brought together the Air Component, already attached to the Army, and the AASF, and Barratt became the commander of the force. The Battles were no longer part of Bomber Command, so Barratt could now use the bombers as and when the British or French armies needed them.
Barratt was very mainstream in his views on air power. He broadly agreed with Air Staff policy that any tactical air support should be against communication targets in the rear, rather than targets near to or actually on the battlefield. However, even Barratt could see that there was a more useful role for bombers in the likely scenario of both Allied and German armies advancing across neutral Belgium to meet each other. In this ‘unusual situation’, delaying the most forward German troops would give friendly forces more time to take up their positions.52 The main target had to be the enemy’s leading elements, not targets deep in the rear. That meant attacking troop columns, motorised convoys and armoured fighting vehicles. These became the Battle’s priority targets.
The creation of the BAFF seemed like a major blow for Air Staff plans to use all bombers to attack industrial targets. However, the Air Staff had by no means given up hope of using the Battle strategically. The small print in the agreement provided for the return of the AASF to Bomber Command control if the Air Ministry could persuade the government that it was necessary. This did not seem a very likely scenario early in 1940. The War Office was on the offensive, the government was taking their side, and the Air Ministry was very much on the back foot.
As well as transferring the AASF to Barratt’s control, the government also made it clear to the Air Ministry that they had to make sure its squadrons were equipped with planes that were suitable for Army support, which meant replacing the Battle with the sort of plane the Army wanted. The Air Ministry was somewhat shaken by the vehemence of the government instruction. The medium-range bomber element of the B.11/39 project was rather hurriedly dropped and the project turned into a specialist, armoured, ground-attack plane. Slessor, however was made of sterner stuff, and was furious when he found out that the specification had been changed. The bomber was not supposed to attack targets on the battlefield; it had to be able to attack targets in the rear from medium altitude, and also to contribute to the strategic air offensive. This was not the Air Ministry being ‘narrow-minded’, he insisted—the generals might not realise it, but this was what the Army really needed.53 The B.11/39’s strategic capability was immediately restored. It seemed that nothing the War Office or government could say would stop the Air Ministry from believing what it wanted to believe. There was a sense of despair in War Office circles. The Air Force ‘are not thinking along our lines at all’, the Director of Military Training (Maj. Gen. Malden) complained. ‘In all conversations on the subject of direct support, I find the same. We think close co-operation is really close in, the RAF think 50 miles is close.’54
The same dogma that was driving the requirements for the long-term Battle replacement was also determining what the interim replacement the Air Ministry had promised should be capable of. The Air Ministry had been considering a Merlin-X-armoured Battle, which seemed to offer everything the War Office wanted, but this idea was soon dropped. Instead, they put forward a modified twin-engined Blenheim, a much larger plane that would become the Blenheim V, later known as the Bisley. The plane would be armoured and have a solid nose, with machine guns for strafing. However, both the armour and solid nose would be detachable, so that the plane could carry more fuel and a bomb aiming position, and be used for strategic bombing.55 With deep reservations, the War Office bowed to the Air Staff preference for a twin-engined plane, if that really was the only way of getting a specialist ground-attack plane into service quickly. Unbeknown to the War Office, it was not the quick fix they were expecting. Ensuring the Blenheim was suitable for its dual role involved a substantial redesign, and the modified Battle would have produced a much more suitable ground-attack plane far quicker.
Meanwhile, events in the North Sea were suggesting that the inferiority of the Battle when compared to other RAF bombers might not be as marked as the Air Staff were assuming. Since the beginning of the war, Blenheims, Hampdens, and Wellingtons had been operating against German naval targets in the North Sea. The mutual fire of a handful of Battles may not have been enough to beat off fighter attacks, but the Air Staff believed that twin-engined bombers, with their turrets, ought to be able to do much better. This was not borne out by operations: from the very start, losses were heavy. Initially, the Air Staff persuaded themselves that anti-aircraft fire was the problem and their theories on self-defending formations of bombers battling their way through to the target were still sound. The Wellingtons’ Heligoland Bight operation on 18 December finally put an end to such wishful thinking.
This time the evidence was indisputable—fighters had been responsible for the carnage. This was not a bombing raid on a target deep inside Germany, the formation had not even crossed the German coast. The problems experienced by the Battle had been half-expected. The massacre of the Wellingtons had not. Britain’s best, most heavily-armed bomber had been shot out of the skies just as easily as the Fairey Battle. Bomber crews demanded more armour, self-sealing tanks, and more guns. All these could be provided, but given the mauling the Wellingtons had received, few in the Air Ministry believed they would be enough to solve the problem. Bomber Command’s plans for a strategic bombing offensive had been shattered.
The early losses suffered by the Fairey Battle in France could now be put into better perspective. The Battle had been declared obsolete because it lacked the defensive firepower to fight its way through to its target in daylight, but it now seemed that neither the Blenheim, Hampden, nor Wellington could do any better. The Wellington was as obsolete as the Battle. Alternatively, neither was obsolete, and the problem was the Air Staff definition of ‘obsolete’. The inability to fend off enemy fighters was not a reflection of how obsolete a bomber was. There was no bomber in the world that could battle its way through well-organised fighter defences without an escort. By Air Staff criteria, every single bomber design in the world was obsolete. It was not the bombers that were obsolete; it was the Air Staff thinking that was wrong. With better armament and self-sealing tanks, the Wellington and Hampden were excellent day bombers—but they needed an escort. The same was true of the Battle; like the Wellington and Hampden, it needed a fighter escort to operate effectively.
The losses suffered on 18 December did not shake the Air Staff’s belief in strategic bombing, nothing could do that. The strategy just needed to be tweaked. If bombers could not penetrate by day, they would have to attack by night. Even before the 18 December raid, the Air Staff had been moving towards this conclusion. The losses suffered by the Wellingtons clinched the argument. It was a desperate measure to preserve the strategic bombing strategy. All the evidence gathered throughout the inter-war years demonstrated that precision bombing by night was impossible, but the need to maintain the strategic bombing strategy overrode the evidence. Night attacks were the only way of keeping the Air Staff’s bombing strategy on track.
It was a change of policy that had unexpected implications for the Fairey Battle. The inability of the Battle to contribute anything to the daylight strategic air offensive had been one of the main reasons for switching it to tactical bombing. The situation had now changed. If Bomber Command was going to operate under cover of darkness, there was no reason why the Battles could not join them. The decision to make the AASF part of Barratt’s BAFF was inconvenient but not irrevocable, and the Air Staff felt sure that, once the war started for real, the government would soon see the error of its ways. If London was being bombed and the Western Front was quiet, the cabinet would soon approve the return of the AASF to Bomber Command control. The AASF Battles had to be ready to play their part in the bombing exchange that the Air Staff still believed would decide the war.
There was a new confidence in the Battle as a strategic bomber. The committee attempting to rationalise aircraft production was still waiting to find out if the bomb aiming and navigational equipment could be removed from the Battle. In December, a rather frustrated note asked if the ‘strategical situation’ had been clarified yet.56 The Air Ministry was able to confirm it had: the role of the Battle had been changed again. It might now have to perform missions of up to 250 miles inside enemy territory under the cover of darkness, so the autopilot, bomb aiming, and navigational equipment would all be needed. New instructions were soon on the way to Barratt. He was told that his Battles might now be expected to operate by night deep inside enemy airspace, either attacking industrial targets or dropping mines on German waterways.
What actually happened to the additional armour the Battle was supposed to get is not clear. It seems the sets of armour were sent to France but there is no record of it ever being fitted. A 1943 investigation, as part of the process of writing the official history of British war production, concluded that the Battle never had anything beyond the initial 85 lb to protect it against fighter attack.57 There was no explanation, but the need to keep the Battle ready for long-distance night operations was a very good reason for not weighing the bomber down with more armour.
Instead of concentrating on preparing Battles for low-level daylight strikes on German columns, crews were involved in an intensive programme of night flying. Battle crews were sent off on 200-mile cross-country night flights. Accidents were frequent and the feeling among the aircrew was that flying the Battle by night was not practicable, especially the low flying that would be required for the proposed mining of German waterways.58 The problems became so severe, the Air Ministry Accidents Investigation Branch recommended that night flying on Battles should cease, but this recommendation was ignored.59 As additional practice, Battles dropped leaflets in Germany in areas where they might soon be dropping bombs.
Training for tactical air support was not abandoned. Early in 1940, Bomber Command was still emphasising the importance of dive-bombing to the AASF in France and training units in the UK. The AASF was asked to carry out some additional trials: the Air Ministry wanted to know if dive-bombing from higher altitudes (diving from 7-8,000 feet and releasing at 4,000 feet) was a realistic option. No. 105 Squadron was set the task but the trials were halted before much data had been gathered, as the crews were needed for ‘training of a more urgent kind’. Precision daylight bombing was not the priority.60
The drift towards a more strategic orientated bomber force gathered pace when, on 2 April 1940, Air Marshal Charles Portal took over from Ludlow-Hewitt at Bomber Command. During his time in command, Ludlow-Hewitt’s attitude to using the Battle tactically had tended to fluctuate. There would be no more fluctuations in Bomber Command policy under Portal. He was convinced that using any bombers to support ground forces would just waste the lives of valuable aircrews. He predicted 50 per cent losses if it was tried and warned that if he was ordered to carry out such missions, it was ‘likely to have disastrous consequences on the future of the war in the air’.61 He wanted all available bombers, including the Battles, used to attack German industry.
One way of doing this was the proposed mining campaign. The new W-Mine was about to enter service and was expected to have a devastating effect on German output; they were to be dropped from 300 feet into German waterways, where they would be swept along until they hit something. The Battle could carry sixteen of them and the idea was to drop them in the Rhine between Bonn and Heidelberg. The French were appalled by what they saw as a complete misuse of the AASF; they were also unhappy that Barratt was receiving instructions to attack German factories.62 Barratt took all this as confirmation of a spineless French attitude, but in fact the French just wanted the bombers used to support Allied ground forces rather than bomb German cities and mine their rivers.
Just weeks before the German offensive, Barratt was told that his Battles might soon be required to bomb objectives as far afield as Cologne, Frankfurt, and Stuttgart. Twenty-four targets were listed as suitable for the Battles, including electricity plants, chemical works, armament factories, and marshalling yards.63 The Battles were still ready to strike German columns as soon as the expected German offensive was underway, but RAF commanders were already looking ahead to more worthy ways of using the bomber force. Training for night missions continued apace.
Meanwhile, even before Portal took over at Bomber Command, the War Office was growing increasingly exasperated by the apparent lack of any progress with the interim army support bomber that the Air Ministry had promised. A request for details of when the Army could expect deliveries of the Blenheim V/Bisley took six weeks to produce a response and, to their horror, the War Office discovered this short-term interim solution would not be available until late 1941 at the earliest. There was no point in waiting until 1942 for a plane that was not even what the Army really wanted.64 The War Office renewed its demands for a small, manoeuvrable, ground-attack plane that would also be cheap and easy to build. There was no need for high performance or heavy defensive armament as, by flying low, planes could evade enemy fighters and hit their targets before anti-aircraft defences had time to react. These were claims that would come back to haunt the War Office.
The Army was sure the Fairey Battle was far closer to what they wanted than anything the Air Ministry was offering. Instead of phasing it out, the War Office wanted more Battle squadrons. To the dismay of the War Office, the Air Ministry offered the twin-engined Armstrong Whitworth Albemarle, which they hoped to have in production soon. The War Office had said they wanted something cheap and easy to build, and, the Air Ministry emphasised, that was precisely the thinking behind the Albemarle. The problem was that it was also very large; the War Office thought the Air Staff’s 20,000 lb B.11/39 was too big, and now they were being offered the 30,000 lb Albemarle.65 The gap between what the War Office wanted and what the Air Ministry was offering was widening.
The Fairey Battle was still the best option available—if it was properly equipped and the crews properly trained. There was now very little time to ensure that this was the case. The last chance for the crews to gain any bombing experience in combat conditions came in April, when German forces invaded Denmark and Norway. An Allied expeditionary force, without any air support, was sent to help Britain’s new ally. Army commanders were soon demanding something that could deliver the sort of incessant attacks the Luftwaffe was inflicting on their forward troops, lines of communication, and supply bases. Sending the Blenheim-equipped No. 40 Squadron to operate from Norway was briefly considered, but no thought was giving to sending one of the AASF Battle squadrons.66 The last opportunity to find out how inadequately prepared the Battle squadrons were had been lost.
The list of shortcomings was indeed daunting. No Battle had been equipped with the extra armour agreed the previous November. No Battles had protection for their fuel tanks—they were supposed to start getting self-sealing tanks in March, but the programme was running behind schedule, and the Battle was still last on the list to get them. The crews were going to be dropping bombs in action for the first time, and no more fighters had arrived to escort them. Barratt and Playfair were both very aware of the problems. They knew that, against strong fighter and anti-aircraft defences, losses would probably be heavy. Barratt had complained about the shortage of fighters and felt that the few he had would have to be used to protect the advancing BEF. He knew that, without an effective escort, the Battles would have to operate at low level, but there were no efforts to prepare the squadrons. There were no strident protests at the delays in equipping his Battles with self-sealing tanks. The additional armour had been forgotten. Barratt and his commanders seemed to be sleepwalking into a disaster.
Barratt had plenty of time to complain about the failings of his French allies. He would later claim that the French had refused permission for him to use his bombers to attack enemy columns in Germany once the offensive was underway. He insisted ‘repeated efforts to make the French see reason in this matter were unavailing’.67 However, Barratt’s complaints were not consistent with the instructions the French had sent him; it would seem the French objections he spoke of referred to plans to use the Battles to mine waterways and bomb factories.
French instructions were quite clear: as soon as the German offensive was underway, the AASF Battles were to go into action. Initially, targeting would involve a degree of guesswork, and the bombers would have to strike targets inside Germany, but as near to the frontier as possible. The only safe area to bomb west of the German frontier was Belgium to the east of the Albert Canal defences, which the Belgians had no intention of defending. Far from making repeated attempts to ‘make the French see reason’, there was concern in Barratt’s headquarters at the French insistence that:
British Air Forces will attack these objectives immediately on violation of the frontiers and before information from reconnaissance planes has enabled the position of German columns in Holland and Belgium to be determined.68
Provided they were military targets, there was no need to wait for authorisation, even if the bombing might cause civilian casualties.
As soon as the first reconnaissance planes returned with more accurate information on the direction of the advancing German forces, effort would concentrate on slowing down the advance of the lead columns. There was also surprise at AASF HQ over French plans to instruct their reconnaissance planes to make for a bomber base if they had spotted a particularly attractive target, so that air strikes could be launched immediately. None of this seemed to be part of RAF thinking.69
These were the French plans. Unfortunately, the French had to rely entirely on RAF bombers to carry them out as nearly all the French day bomber squadrons were in the rear converting to modern equipment. The RAF would be on its own. Barratt did not believe his Battles could do it: they were far too vulnerable to be used so intensively by day. They had to be used more sparingly and Barratt had no intention of launching his Battles on an all-out offensive.70 The Germans had gained a significant advantage before the battle had even begun.



4
Lessons Hard-Learned
By early May, evidence was growing all along the frontiers of the Netherlands, Belgium, and Luxembourg that German forces were about to strike. The main German effort was expected to come through central Belgium, north of the Meuse, and Bomber Command’s No. 2 Group and French bombers were to focus their efforts here. The Battles had the less important task of dealing with the expected secondary German drive through the Ardennes. However, as it turned out, the Battles would find themselves in the path of the main German effort.
On 10 May, German forces crossed the Dutch, Belgium, and Luxembourg frontiers. The German High Command expected the Allies to be strongest in central Belgium, where there were no natural defensive lines behind the frontier defences on the Albert Canal. The Germans hoped to surprise the Allies by making their main push much further south through the Ardennes. It was a huge risk: German forces would have to advance over 60 miles before they even reached the main French defensive line on the Meuse. There were few roads for the panzers and they would be very vulnerable to air attack. German commanders hoped that the push through Belgium would be strong enough to ensure the Allied air forces focused their attention there.
On the ground, the German assessment was accurate. The best-equipped Allied armies were set to advance into Belgium, while the French 2nd and 9th Armies defending the Meuse were not so well equipped. In the air, however, the Allied response was more evenly spread. The AASF was detailed to cover the Ardennes, regardless of where the main German effort was—not entirely logical, but the German plans might yet be undone by this pre-planned deployment of air resources. Quite by chance, the AASF Battles would have the opportunity to derail the German plan. The opportunities were immense, but so were the dangers. The same limited road network that would constrict the German advance would also concentrate the anti-aircraft defences.

German offensive May 1940.
At around 4.00 a.m. on 10 May, German troops began crossing into Luxembourg. The AASF was ready to respond; at dawn on the 10th, Battle flights were bombed up and ready to go. By 6.00 a.m., it was clear the German offensive was underway. According to the French plan, this should have triggered immediate attacks on tactical targets inside Germany, with follow up attacks once reconnaissance planes had identified the routes German forces were moving along. Squadrons were instructed to have half their planes ready to take off in thirty minutes, and the remaining half in two hours. They knew the targets they would have to attack. To avoid friendly civilian casualties, built up areas were to be avoided, but maps had been drawn up detailing natural bottlenecks on the roads through Luxembourg and Belgium, showing where the most delay could be inflicted on German forces. The squadrons merely had to be told which ones to attack.
At 8.30 a.m. on 10 May, Barratt set off for the joint RAF/French Air Force HQ at Chauny, arriving there at around 10.30 a.m. By this time, the first reports from French reconnaissance planes were beginning to arrive. German forces had been seen advancing towards Luxembourg City from the Echternach region. Barratt discussed these reports with General d’Astier, the commander of French Air Force units on the northern sector of the front, and around midday he ordered the first Battles into action. It was all rather indicative of the pace at which both the British and French thought the war would be fought. The scale of the response also scarcely seemed adequate: this first wave would consist of just eight bombers.
Much has been made of Barratt’s claimed frustration at not being allowed to let his bombers loose earlier on the advancing columns. It is difficult to disentangle the facts from the tendency at the time to blame the French for everything that went wrong. After the campaign, Barratt would claim that, even on the evening of the 10th, Gamelin was refusing permission to bomb targets in Germany, but this is scarcely consistent with the fact that French bombers attacked targets in Germany that night.1 In fact, the pre-offensive bombing plans the French had prepared did not require Barratt to seek permission to launch attacks on military targets. The time taken to reach his headquarters on the morning of the 10th, and the scale of the bomber offensive he then ordered, were not the actions of a man frustrated at not being able to get on with it. Indeed, Barratt had made it quite clear, just days before the Germans launched their offensive, that he wanted to commit the minimum number from the 160 Battles and Blenheims available to him. If there was any reluctance by the French to start bombing the advancing German columns, it dovetailed neatly with Barratt’s own plans.
No. 142 Squadron had the honour of delivering the first attack. By the time the squadron was ordered into action, the offensive had been underway for eight hours and the latest French reconnaissance reports had identified enemy columns already moving westwards from Luxembourg City towards Dippach. These were the targets assigned to No. 142 Squadron. The Battles were to attack at low level with bombs fused with 11-second delays. From the very beginning, the instruction not to use machine guns for strafing was ignored. During the bombing run, and on the way to and from the target, all the crew would use the dorsal, ventral, and single fixed gun to fire on any enemy activity they came across. It must have been frustrating for the crews to be risking their lives by flying so low but have so little fire power to take on the many targets that presented themselves—especially given that these targets included the gunners trying to shoot them down.
Of the eight No. 142 Squadron Battles, one was forced to return after its undercarriage failed to retract. The remainder headed at low level for Luxembourg and delivered their attacks. There was no close escort: the only fighter cover was provided by six Hurricanes that were ordered to sweep German fighters from the area. It was a tall order for even a much stronger formation of fighters. The Hurricane pilots would never even see the Battles they were supposed to be protecting. As soon as the Battles passed the German advance guards, they found themselves the target for what the crews described as ‘light flak’, but which was still enough to bring two of the planes down.2 Another force landed after reaching friendly territory, with the crew making their way back to their base the following day. It was not an auspicious start.3

Battle operations Luxembourg May 1940.
At around 1.00 p.m., No. 103 Squadron dispatched four Battles to the same region. The planes flew in two flights of two around three miles apart. Flt Lt Ingram’s plane was the only one to return. He reported that his flight had encountered intense machine-gun fire from the enemy columns he was flying over, but both Battles managed to deliver their attack. He thought he had seen the second flight dropping their bombs on enemy columns, but it seems that only one reached the target and this too was shot down soon afterwards.4
Soon after dropping its bombs, the plane accompanying Ingram’s was hit by ground fire and immediately burst into flames. On return, Ingram discovered twenty to thirty bullet holes in the wings; his port fuel tank had been punctured and the fuel had drained out. Ingram felt that the loss of three out of four planes made it difficult to justify continuing with the low-level tactics, but he also feared that operating at higher altitudes would just expose the bombers to greater risk of interception. He suggested in his report on the operation that ‘A fighter escort would help in this respect’.5 It was obvious to the aircrews what was required, but it was not so clear to their superiors in the Air Ministry. Shortly after, four Battles from No. 218 Squadron attacked vehicles a mile or so east of Dippach. All planes returned, but all had suffered damage, and one of the gunners had been killed. Nevertheless, both flight leaders still believed that the low-level approach had to be safer than dive-bombing from higher altitude. It was an ominous bombing debut for the Battle, with six out of sixteen from this first round of attacks failing to make it back to base.6 This was a loss rate the AASF could not sustain.
As these attacks were being delivered, crews from Nos. 105 and 150 Squadrons were being briefed for their first missions. It was 03.00 p.m. before the go ahead finally came through to launch their attacks. Both were to bomb columns reported to be retreating eastwards towards Echternach on the German-Luxembourg border. The two pairs of Battles from No. 105 Squadron soon discovered that there was little sign of any Germans retreating. As soon as they crossed the Belgian-Luxembourg frontier, they came under fire from the columns advancing rapidly westwards. Sensibly, they attacked these columns instead of pushing on to Echternach. Again, the attack was at low level with 250-lb bombs with eleven-second delay and again, the crews strafed the enemy with all the weapons they had. One of the planes was forced down by small arms fire, but the remaining three made it back.
The two flights from No. 150 Squadron, however, pushed on to the Echternach region, even though they too came under fire as soon as they crossed into Luxembourg. One of the flights was piloted by Fg Off. Blom and Sgt White. Soon after crossing the border southwest of Luxembourg City, Blom’s plane was hit by ground fire; the fuel tank was perforated and a fine spray of petrol obscured his vision and filled the cockpit with fumes. Despite the obvious fire risk, Blom pushed on. No enemy columns were found on the Echternach–Luxembourg road, but columns were spotted further south on the Grevenmacher–Luxembourg City road. The two planes strafed and dropped eight bombs from 100 feet. White saw three of Blom’s bombs hit the target but his own plane was hit in the wing and engine by ground fire, and his Battle was soon leaking petrol and engine coolant. He made it as far as Thionville before crash-landing and, three days later, he finally got back to his squadron.7 Miraculously, Blom made it back to base in his petrol-soaked plane. Both planes from the second flight were brought down, but one of them, again with the engine coolant system and petrol tanks punctured by ground fire, managed to make it to friendly territory before crash-landing. The crew returned to their squadron three days later.8 Attacking targets so far east was clearly riskier than hitting the first enemy columns encountered.
Late in the afternoon, another eight Battles were launched against German columns in the south of Luxembourg. Two flights of two from No. 12 Squadron set off to attack columns to the east of Luxembourg City, between Junglinster and Echternach. This was by now a long way in the rear. By the evening of the 10th, German forces were already well to the west of Luxembourg City. It seems strange that the assigned targets moved further east as the day progressed. Playfair and the squadrons were very aware of how far the Germans had advanced. The pilots on this mission chose to fly well to the south of the German advance, and then head north, in order to avoid the anti-aircraft fire of the units that they would otherwise have to fly over. The planes were trying to avoid the lead elements that they should have been attacking. It seems that the pre-offensive plans had been forgotten.
Flying at treetop height, the pair of planes led by Flt Lt Simpson suddenly came across columns of troops and vehicles ahead of them in a clearing. After nine months of waiting, the crews were not going to waste their bombs, and both were determined to cause maximum destruction. They circled around to the left and then turned right, to make sure they were attacking along the line of the road. Unfortunately, this gave the Germans plenty of time to bring their guns to bear. Before they had even turned to begin their bombing run, Simpson’s partner was in trouble. His engine cooling system had been holed, glycol was streaming from the plane and the Battle was heading for a crash-landing. Simpson dropped his bombs and strafed the columns but, even as the bombs fell, his plane was hit. The Battle fled the scene with glycol and petrol streaming from the punctured radiator and fuel tanks and Simpson was forced to crash-land. On hitting the ground, the petrol ignited and Simpson was engulfed in flames. He was pulled clear by his observer and navigator but suffered severe burns. In 1943, he gave his account of events in the book ‘One of Our Pilots is Safe’. In this, there was no mention of the punctured fuel tanks that the crew reported at the time. It is tempting to conclude that it was not deemed wise to draw the attention of the public to the failure of the Air Ministry to sort this problem out. One plane from the second flight reached and bombed the same targets, but the other was forced to turn back early when its bomb control cable was shot away by ground fire.9
The final mission was flown by Battles of No. 226 Squadron. This was the only squadron to use dive-bombing rather than the low-level approach, and four planes attacked enemy columns around the city of Luxembourg. One of the planes was seen crashing in flames but there was no indication of what happened to the second plane that failed to return.10 No. 88 Squadron was on standby all day, but was not called upon, and was the only Battle squadron not used. Apart from the four dive-bombing sorties flown by No. 226 Squadron, all the Battles had attacked from altitudes between 50 and 200 feet. Despite the confidence in the low-level approach expressed by No. 218 Squadron, the Battle in its existing state was clearly too vulnerable. It could not even cope with small arms fire. Yet dive-bombing from a higher altitude had hardly proven any safer. There was no obvious tactical solution to the Battle’s vulnerability.
In terms of the number of sorties flown, the response on this first day was modest. Barratt had only used one fifth of the force available to him over a six-hour period and only a handful of bombers had been used against each target. The Luftwaffe had far more aircraft at its disposal but it also made far more intensive use of them—some Stuka crews flew up to seven sorties on the first day. The 130 Battles managed just thirty-two sorties while the 350 Stukas flew over a thousand.
The same intensity was driving German ground operations. German commanders knew that every minute counted as they tried to push vast quantities of men, armour and equipment through the limited Ardennes road network. There were traffic jams and delays even without any interference from the air. The 6th and 8th Panzer Divisions, tasked with crossing the Meuse at Monthermé, could not even enter Luxembourg until the 1st, 2nd, and 10th Panzer Divisions, heading for Sedan, had been pushed through. There was enormous potential for intensive bombing to add to German difficulties, so it was a great relief to German commanders that the Allied bombing was on such a small scale.
Given the losses suffered, the lack of urgency on the Allied side was perhaps rather fortuitous. The targets on the 10th were well to the south of the main German advance and not particularly important. The Echternach border crossing was used by 10th Panzer, the most southerly of the panzer divisions pushing through the Ardennes, but the panzers then veered well to the north of Luxembourg City. The Battles operating near Luxembourg City had only been attacking the flanking covering forces. If more bombers had been used, they would have been wasting their effort on targets that were not crucial. There was now a chance for Barratt and his commanders to evaluate the lessons of the first day, consider how losses might be reduced and use the remaining Battles where they could do more damage.
The losses had been horrendous. Of the thirty-two Battle sorties flown, fourteen had failed to make it back. Yet it was scarcely a surprise; Portal had predicted this loss rate. Perhaps they were even worse than Barratt was expecting, but nevertheless he too had been fearing heavy losses. There was an air of helplessness among RAF commanders. German fighter and anti-aircraft defences were just too strong; it seemed that there was nothing that could be done about it. There was a tendency to credit the German anti-aircraft defences of the day with almost supernatural powers. The German flak defences were impressive, but they were not an insuperable barrier. Later in the war, when low-level battlefield support was a normal RAF activity, German anti-aircraft defences would be far stronger. The Luftwaffe did not have more fighters than the Allied air forces, they were just willing to commit a higher proportion in the crucial battle zone. The RAF was not entirely at the mercy of events—it had always been within the Air Staff’s power to do something about the problems the bombers would face: the fighters, armour, and self-sealing tanks all existed. RAF commanders might despair, but there was an element of self-fulfilling prophecy about what was happening. It was not a deliberate or conscious policy, but the Air Staff were ensuring that tactical air support would fail. Battle crews were paying a terrible price for Air Staff dogma.
There seemed little that could be done immediately to increase the Battle’s chances of surviving missions. Self-sealing tanks could not be introduced overnight. The additional armour that had been sent to France was presumably still there, but no-one seems to have considered using it or even remembered that it existed. There was no instant way of turning inexperienced crews into hardened combat veterans; the lack of combat experience was arguably a bigger disadvantage than the lack of adequate protection. Aircrews were perhaps a little too conscientious about getting their bombs on target: low-level attack is dangerous enough, without giving the enemy time to react. Later in the war, against much stronger anti-aircraft defences, pilots would learn to deliver their attacks quickly, sacrificing accuracy for the chance to fight another day. Such wisdom only came with experience, but more armour and self-sealing tanks would have at least given more crews the opportunity to gain that experience.
The weapons they carried did not help their cause. The eleven-second delay fuse on the bombs, and the time needed to drop a stick of four, meant that thirty seconds had to separate individual attacks. Even if the first plane achieved surprise, there would always be plenty of time to deal with the second. The idea that planes might get around this by attacking from different angles was not possible because, with the bombs ricocheting off the ground, they had to attack along the direction of the road. Smaller bombs could be dropped from relatively low altitudes without the risk of damaging the plane. Many months before, modifying the Battle to carry 40-lb anti-personnel bombs had been given the highest priority, but it was only two weeks after the offensive was launched that any were used. The greatest frustration of all must have been the single fixed gun for ground strafing; even Camel fighter-bombers in 1918 had two. Fixed guns were a more accurate and safer way of attacking exposed troops and soft-skinned vehicles, and also helped reduce return fire. The disadvantages the Battle squadrons had to operate under were numerous. The beginning of a crucial battle was not the time to be trying to find ways round these problems.
While the Battles focused on targets in southern Luxembourg, the Panzers were heading through central Luxembourg, northern Luxembourg, and southern Belgium to Sedan, Monthermé, and Dinant. On 11 May, the Battles were in action further north, but Guderian’s drive towards Sedan was still not the target. Between 9.30 a.m. and 10.00 a.m., two flights of two Battles from each of Nos. 88 and 218 Squadrons set off to attack columns around Prüm, the region from which Hoth’s Panzer Corps (5th Panzer and Rommel’s 7th Panzer) had started their advance towards Dinant. Prüm was 10 miles inside Germany, and would have been an ideal target in the early hours of the 10th but Rommel’s forces had already gone beyond Chabrehez by the 11th, twenty miles inside Belgium. Once again, targeting Prüm was scarcely in line with the policy of delaying the German advance by blocking the most forward elements. The RAF seemed to be gravitating towards its base instinct of striking as deep as possible in the enemy rear. For the Battle crews, this meant far longer in enemy airspace and, to make matters worse, attacking Prüm from bases around Reims meant flying diagonally across Luftwaffe-infested skies. It required a penetration of over 60 miles, which was close to the limit Ludlow-Hewitt had decided was safe even before any Battles had been lost in combat.
No. 88 Squadron was flying its first mission. To ensure the convoys had no opportunity to disperse, the two flights flew three hundred yards apart so that they could attack simultaneously. Only the plane flown by Plt Off. Riddell would make it back. Riddell reported that his plane had been first hit by ground fire just east of Neufchâteau, still 50 miles short of the target. From that point on, the Battles came under constant fire. The leader of the second section was forced down near Bastogne. The remaining three pushed on together, but two more were shot down near St Vith. By this time, Riddell’s observer was reporting that there was petrol in the cabin of the surviving Battle. He therefore decided to head back and bomb a column of troops they had just seen passing through a gorge near Oudler, 15 miles west of Prüm. It would have made more sense to bomb this target as soon as it was spotted, or indeed any other enemy troops they had flown over, rather than try and reach a target in Germany. Riddell found the gorge but, frustratingly, by this time, ground fire had damaged his bomb release gear and, despite two attempts, the bombs refused to drop.11
He then headed back to base and nearly made it, but had to put his badly damaged plane down at Vassincourt airfield. He then made his way back to his squadron by car to report on the mission. Of the eight planes sent out, Riddell and his crew were the only ones to return. The flight of four from No. 218 Squadron had disappeared without a trace. Interestingly, Riddell stressed that, although the ground fire was incessant, it was mainly machine gun and even rifle fire, with no heavier calibre anti-aircraft fire. It was the sort of ground fire that a little extra armour and self-sealing tanks could have dealt with; without this protection, even rifle-calibre bullets could bring planes down.12 The choice of target was extremely poor, and expecting Battles to penetrate so far was not reasonable or sensible. Bombing the leading elements of the German advance would have involved less risk and been far more useful.
This was the only mission attempted on the 11th. Another attack was supposed to be launched in the evening but, much to Barratt’s relief, it had to be cancelled because dusk was approaching. There was no shortage of targets but he dared not attack them. He did not feel that he could afford to expend his force before the crucial battle began.13 Guderian’s Panzers had another entire day to reach the French Meuse defences unhindered.
On the 12th, the battle already seemed to be approaching a climax. The Blenheims of No. 2 Group and the few available French bombers had been focusing on the German drive through Maastricht towards Gembloux, which the French still believed was the main German threat. Belgian frontier defences relied on the Albert Canal, a waterway that flowed 60 feet below the surrounding countryside. It was an excellent anti-tank barrier—provided the three bridges over it did not fall intact into German hands. Unfortunately, German airborne troops had captured the Vroenhoven and Veldwezelt bridges before the Belgians could demolish them and two German Panzer divisions were streaming westwards. Ahead of them was the French 1st Army, which was advancing to fill the gap between the British forces on the Dyle and the French on the Meuse.
Destroying the Albert Canal bridges would be a major setback for the advancing German forces, but bridges are notoriously difficult targets. Only a direct hit is likely to cause any damage against even a small bridge, and the bridges over the Albert Canal were very solid structures. The Belgian Air Force tried to destroy them on 11 May with its sole bomber squadron, which was equipped with Fairey Battles. Interestingly, the Belgians were using them as two-seaters. The planes only carried 50-kg bombs, which were unlikely to inflict much damage on a bridge. Six of the nine Battles, along with two of the six escorting Gladiators, were shot down by flak and German fighters and the few bombs that landed anywhere near the bridges did little damage.
Attacking such small targets required precision, which meant either low-level or dive-bombing. The Albert Canal was not supposed to be the AASF’s zone of operations, but destroying the bridges seemed like a job for the Battles. By 12 May, the 3rd and 4th Panzer Divisions were approaching Gembloux, some fifty miles to the west. The bridges were well in the German rear, close to German fighter airfields, and there had been plenty of time to organise strong anti-aircraft defences. The heavy losses that the French, Belgian, and British air forces had already suffered in the area underlined the strength of the German defences. Nevertheless, it seemed worth the risk. Rarely are targets so far in the rear so crucial; there were no obvious alternative ways of getting supplies and reinforcements across the Albert Canal and temporary substitutes would not be easy to organise. However, for a reasonable chance of success, the attack required a reasonable number of bombers carrying bombs larger than the 250-lb weapons the Battle could manage. As it was, a single squadron of Battles was given the task and this would only be assigning three planes to each bridge.
The mission was judged so dangerous that volunteers were called for. All the pilots volunteered, so the crews due to fly the next mission took on the task. Two Blenheim squadrons were supposed to bomb nearby Maastricht at the same time to distract the defences. The official narrative talks of twelve Hurricane squadrons providing cover, but most of these were only operating in the general area—indeed, half of them were operating well to the northwest, with instructions to cover the Belgian forces retreating westwards towards Antwerp. Only No. 1 Squadron seems to have had the specific role of protecting the bombers, and it hoped to achieve this by flying ahead and clearing the area of enemy fighters.14
Fg Off. Garland, Fg Off. McIntosh, and Sgt Marland had the metal Veldwezelt bridge as their target, while Fg Off. Thomas, Plt Off. Davy, and Fg Off. Brereton were to tackle the concrete Vroenhoven bridge. As they prepared to set off, Garland and Thomas were involved in a ‘heated discussion’15 about the best way of attacking the bridges. Garland was adamant that the low-level approach was best, while Thomas insisted dive-bombing was more likely to succeed. Brereton’s Battle had a technical fault, as did a second plane his crew tried, so just Thomas and Davy set off for the Vroenhoven bridge. They seemed to have benefitted from three Hurricanes that had attached themselves to the Battles in the run in, which helped beat off Bf 109s and gave the Battles a chance to begin their dive-bombing runs. The two planes dived from 6,000 feet and released their bombs at 2,000 feet. Both planes were hit by anti-aircraft fire and again, it was damage to the engine that proved to be decisive. Thomas crash-landed near the bridge, while Davy made it as far as friendly territory before his engine gave out. Their bombs appear to have landed close to the bridge, but did not inflict any serious damage.16
Meanwhile Garland’s flight was heading towards the Veldwezelt bridge. McIntosh’s fuel tanks were ablaze before he could drop his bombs, but he did his best to send his bombs in the general direction of the bridge before crash-landing. McIntosh was pulled clear from the blazing wreckage by his crew and had to endure a lecture from his German captors on the futility of attacking a bridge after giving the defenders two days to prepare their defences. Garland and Marland were able to aim their bombs more accurately and caused some damage but both were hit, and all six crewmembers died when the planes crashed within a few miles of the bridge.17 All of them were equally courageous, but fears of devaluing the Victoria Cross by distributing it too liberally meant only Garland and his navigator Sgt Gray were so honoured. There was no alternative posthumous award to give, so the bravery of LAC Reynolds, Sgt Marland, Sgt Footner and LAC Perrin went unrecognised. It was an operation that had all the heroic and hopeless qualities associated with The Charge of the Light Brigade. The known strength of the fighter and anti-aircraft defences made the Albert Canal operation a suicide mission, but so did the lack of adequate armour protection and self-sealing tanks.
The Albert Canal operation was always going to be a risky operation in which heavy losses were almost inevitable, but the losses against less well-defended targets were the real cause for concern. In the middle of a crucial battle, Barratt and his staff found themselves desperately trying to work out a way to use his bombers without incurring unacceptably high losses. Barratt felt the bombers needed to operate from higher altitudes to avoid the worst of the anti-aircraft fire, but Playfair believed that the maximum altitude from which they could expect to hit small targets would still be within the range of light flak.18 There were no easy solutions. Barratt and Playfair followed the various tactics adopted by the Battle squadrons on 12 May particularly closely in the hope that answers would emerge. For the first time, the Battles were targeting Guderian’s crucial drive on Sedan. All the missions were in the Bouillon area, where Guderian’s panzers were now just ten miles from Sedan and the main French defence line. The Semois flowing through the town was the last river barrier before the Meuse.
At dawn, a section of three Battles from No. 103 Squadron bombed a bridge over the Semois, it would seem from a very low level, and all returned safely. At around 1.00 p.m., three Battles from No. 103 squadron approached the same target at 4,000 feet. Almost inevitably, they ran into German fighters in the shape of twin-engined Bf 110s, but at least the Battles were now fitted with armour that offered some protection to fighter attack. There was no attempt to close formation and slug it out with the enemy; the Battles dived to ground level in an effort to shake off the Messerschmitts, which they succeeded in doing. They then bombed from just 20 feet what looked like a pontoon bridge under construction next to a blown bridge and made their escape.19
At around 03.00 p.m., three Battles from No. 150 Squadron bombed columns between Neufchâteau and Bertrix ten miles east of Bouillon. One of the planes was hit, exploded and crashed in flames, but the remaining two attacked the columns from 100 feet and escaped. Two hours later, three Battles from No. 103 Squadron and another three from No. 218 Squadron set out to attack more targets in the Bouillon region. Those from No. 218 Squadron were flying at 1,000 feet in formation, while the three from No. 103 Squadron flew to the target individually, presumably at low level. The Hurricanes of No. 73 Squadron were supposed to be in the area providing protection, but again, it was only very loose general cover. The bombers never saw the fighters, and the only claim made by the Hurricanes was for a Henschel Hs 126 observation plane.
Two of the three Battles from No. 218 Squadron were lost, at least one of them the victim of anti-aircraft fire. No. 103 Squadron’s individual low-level approach was no more successful, and they also lost two planes. Interestingly, by this time, No. 103 Squadron had decided it was pointless carrying a specialist navigator/bomb aimer for short-range, low-level daylight missions; they were not needed and it just put another life at risk unnecessarily. From now on, the squadron flew its Battles as two-seaters. It was a step that could have been adopted by all Battle squadrons long ago and would have enabled the bombers to carry more protection. The sole survivor from No. 103 Squadron had demonstrated another way of reducing losses. The plane, piloted by Plt Off. Cunningham, had not flown as far as Bouillon. Short of the target, he came across a column of German tanks and, in line with the original plans for using the Battles to block the leading German elements, bombed these. The column was taken by surprise and the Battle escaped.20 Admittedly, Bouillon was only a few miles further east, but attacking the first enemy forces encountered seemed far more useful and far less risky. There was perhaps a danger that pilots using their own initiative might hit friendly forces by mistake, but there were few Allied forces east of the Meuse, and the Battle crews seemed in little doubt that the columns firing at them were German.
The day’s operations provided no clear evidence that the low-level approach was more dangerous, although it was difficult to draw any conclusions from such a small number of sorties. The tragedy for the RAF was that its commanders were having to work out what might work in the middle of a crucial battle. So far, in sixty sorties, thirty Battles had been lost—Portal’s pre-offensive prediction was coming to pass with uncanny accuracy. In the evening, Newall ordered Barratt to cut back on operations in order to conserve the force for the crucial phase of the battle that must lie ahead. To the Allied commanders, that still seemed a few days away; German forces were beginning to reach the main French defensive position along the Meuse, but it would take time to bring up the artillery needed to cover a crossing. The failure to appreciate that air support could substitute for artillery was about to cost the Allies dear. On 13 May, German forces, covered by a fearsome aerial bombardment, began crossing the Meuse.
As dawn broke on the 13th, the AASF squadrons had no inkling that, just fifty miles from their airfields, a crisis was looming. Allied commanders believed the situation in the Netherlands was far more threatening; the French were in trouble in the south and the Dutch were asking for air support further north, on the central front. No. 76 Wing (Nos 12, 142 and 226 Squadrons) was ordered to send a flight of four Battles to bomb German forces advancing in the Wageningen area, some 250 miles from the Battle bases. Poor weather in the Netherlands spared the Battles from having to perform this mission but, later in the morning, seven Battles from No. 226 Squadron were dispatched to attack German columns moving south-westwards from Breda, some 200 miles from AASF airfields. It seemed strange to be sending Battles so far to attack targets that were easier to reach from No. 2 Group airfields in Britain. No enemy forces were spotted near Breda, but a factory was brought down to block the route. All the bombers returned. Ironically, just a few miles from the Battles’ home bases, there were countless targets to choose from, and all of them were far more important than any targets in the Netherlands.
As the day progressed, Playfair and Barratt slowly became more aware that a major crisis was brewing on the Meuse front. ‘[W]eaknesses in the French line between Sedan and Givet’ were enough for AASF HQ to begin discussing contingency plans for a possible withdrawal to safer airfields further south.21 Barratt and Playfair were not only becoming aware that the Allied line was in trouble, they also had an opportunity to do something about it. In the evening, a French reconnaissance plane had spotted Rommel’s first attempt to cross the Meuse at Dinant and, following instructions for passing on information about crucial targets of opportunity, the pilot headed for the base of No. 12 Squadron. It would have been an opportunity to provide real close support for the French forces struggling to contain Rommel’s advance. Authorisation was sought to attack the bridgehead but both Playfair and Barratt felt they had to conserve their Battles and so permission was denied.22 This was a missed opportunity. It would soon become clear that the decision to risk the Battles in the Netherlands but not along the Meuse was a serious misjudgement.
By late evening, Barratt was coming under intense pressure to use his bombers. General Billotte, the overall commander of Allied forces, explained how the air assault on Sedan had caused elements of the French Army to panic and flee. The German infantry had established bridgeheads on the west bank of the Meuse and pontoon bridges were under construction; once these were ready, the tanks would be able to cross. French reinforcements were moving into place but Billotte needed d’Astier and Barratt to buy as much time as possible. He wanted both commanders to throw everything they had against the German crossing points, starting that night if possible.23 This was a very different proposition to the attacks on the bridges over the Albert Canal on the 12th. These had taken place after the Germans had been given two days to set up their anti-aircraft defences, and the bridges had been very near German fighter airfields. Sedan was much closer to RAF bases and more distant from German airfields, and German forces were just beginning to cross the river, so had not yet had time to organise defences. The bridges were also just temporary pontoons under construction, far easier to destroy than permanent bridges.
Despite the plans Barratt was making for a possible evacuation, he still could not believe the situation had become so critical so quickly, and conservation remained uppermost in his mind. He would only promise a small raid at dawn the following day. Six Battles of No. 103 Squadron bombed pontoon bridges in the Sedan sector and all returned, although one wounded pilot was forced to crash-land. Encouraged by this relative success, another four Battles attacked the bridgehead at around 7.00 a.m., and all returned safely. It would seem at this point that the fighter and anti-aircraft defences were not as formidable as they would be a few hours later.24
During the morning of 14 May, French pleas became more frantic. The French Air Force was planning to throw obsolete Amiot 143 bombers against the bridges, a plane that was broadly equivalent to the Fairey Hendon, so desperate was the situation. At around midday, the French persuaded Barratt to join these attacks with every bomber he had. It was the AASF’s first all-out effort. The plan was for the French to attack first; the AASF would then follow. Both forces would then return to base, rearm and attack again. Blenheims from No. 2 Group would then round off the assault.
Hurricane squadrons operating further north would fly south to reinforce the AASF and the French fighter force. However, while French fighters would fly with their bombers, RAF fighters would still only be providing general support in the area. Once again, the Hurricanes would be operating out of sight of the Battles. They did useful work shooting down several Henschel Hs 126 observation planes and Ju 87 dive-bombers, but this was little consolation to the Battle crews. Some of the Battle formations were assured they would have French fighter escorts, but in reality, these were just fighters which happened to be in the general area on other missions. By the afternoon, German fighters were operating in strength and anti-aircraft guns had been extracted from the columns making their way into Sedan. The scene was set for the worst day in the RAF’s history. It was a day that would seal the reputation of the Fairey Battle.
The French attacked first. Eight modern LeO 451s and thirteen ancient Amiot 143s, with a powerful escort, attacked the bridges soon after midday, losing three of the lumbering Amiot 143s and one LeO 451 in the process. Between 03.00 p.m. and 03.45 p.m. forty-five Battles attacked bridges and another eighteen, along with eight AASF Blenheims, bombed enemy columns. It seems that some of the Battles were now flying at higher altitudes, which reduced their vulnerability to ground fire, but also increased the chances of meeting German fighters.25
Five Battles from No. 12 Squadron dive-bombed the crossroads at Givonne, between Sedan and Bouillon, where they ran into low-calibre but intense flak. At least two bombed the target, but only one made it back to base. Eight Battles from No. 142 Squadron set off in pairs to bomb the pontoon bridges, carrying eleven-second-delay fused bombs in a clear intention to attack from low-level. Nevertheless, they were unable to avoid German fighters, and at least two of the four lost were shot down by Messerschmitts. No. 226 Squadron sent six Battles to dive-bomb the bridges at Douzy and Mouzon, just south of Sedan, and here ground fire seemed to be the main problem. Of these six, one was forced to return with heavy damage before it even reached the target, and three others failed to return. Only four out of eleven No.105 Squadron Battles made it back—one very badly damaged machine landed at another airfield, while another made it to friendly territory before crash-landing. The four Battles of No. 150 Squadron ran into Bf 109s and all were lost. Eight Battles from No. 103 Squadron, still the only squadron flying with a two-man crew, attacked the crossing points, some at very low-level, others in dive-bombing attacks. Three failed to return, although all three crash-landed in friendly territory. One of the pilots subsequently died of his wounds, but the other crews safely made it back to their squadrons. Of eleven No. 218 Squadron Battles, only one returned.26 No. 88 Squadron dispatched ten Battles, four to attack bridges and six to bomb enemy columns between Bouillon and Givonne; all attacked successfully and only one plane was lost.27
It was the highest loss rate suffered by the RAF in any major operation in its history. Of the sixty-three Battles taking part, thirty-five were lost. Five out of eight Blenheims also failed to return. Those that made it back were so badly damaged that there was no question of carrying out the second round of raids.28 With more planes attacking from higher altitudes, there were fewer losses to ground fire but German fighters had made sure no advantage was gained. It had all been very different earlier in the day when neither the flak nor the fighter defences had been so strong: if the bombers had struck sooner, the outcome might have been very different. A prompt response could have helped to reduce the risks. This was another lesson learned the hard way.
Did the Battles achieve anything? Guderian’s XIX Corps reported that continuous air attacks had delayed the movement of the panzers over the Meuse, but this would not have impressed Portal.29 He maintained that inflicting brief delays on the enemy advance was meaningless, but he was wrong. In a fast-developing tactical situation, even a few hours’ delay can be crucial. On 14 May, Flavigny’s XXI Corps, a powerful formation with mechanised infantry and tanks, was supposed to counter attack from the south. The 10th Panzer Division was tasked with covering the southern flank of the breakthrough, but the delays caused by the bombing meant that it was not fully deployed on the west bank until the 15th. If Flavigny had struck on the evening of the 14th, the sacrifice of the Battle crews might not have been in vain. It was, however, only a fleeting opportunity. Flavigny hesitated and the opportunity was lost.
The Battles were operating where they were needed and had inflicted significant damage and delay. They had achieved what they set out to do and, in this respect, the missions were successful. The problem was the losses suffered. If these could have been avoided, and the Battles had been able to continue operating with the same intensity, they could have caused the panzers serious problems. The problem was not how the Battles were used; the problem was how well prepared the Battle squadrons were for the task.
The Air Staff, however, took the heavy losses as conclusive proof that tactical air support did not work—self-evidently the wrong conclusion, since tactical air support was working well enough for the German Army. There was also an element of self-delusional doublethink. The Battle losses were no worse than those suffered by the Wellington in the attacks on Wilhelmshaven. Never for one moment did the Air Staff consider the possibility that the Wellington losses proved their theories on strategic bombing were wrong, yet heavy Battle losses was taken as instant proof that tactical bombing did not work. The Air Staff were determined to believe what they wanted to believe.
In fact, the problems involved in tactical bombing were much easier to solve than those encountered by strategic bombers. No fighter existed that could escort bombers deep inside Germany, but existing fighters could escort the Battles over the distances the AASF was operating. More armour and self-sealing tanks existed. The problems the Battle had encountered were resolvable with the technology and resources that were available. Crucially, however, the Air Staff wanted their strategic bombing policy to succeed and they were not going to let any problems get in the way. It would be unfair to suggest that the Air Staff wanted tactical bombing to fail, but the heavy losses in France were very useful evidence that they had been right all along.
The losses in combat also provided the Air Staff with conclusive proof that the Fairey Battle was obsolete. In fact, the RAF had no better plane for the sort of mission the Battles were flying, nor was the Battle the only tactical bomber suffering heavy losses. The Blenheims were faring no better, although for the Air Staff this just proved the Blenheim was obsolete as well. The Ju 87 Stuka suffered heavily when fighters were not around to protect it, and the latest 300-mph French Breguet 693 attack bombers also had problems on their first low-level missions. The French quickly adjusted their tactics—a 60 per cent loss rate on the Breguets’ first day of operations became a 6 per cent loss rate for the subsequent 450 sorties flown. The Luftwaffe made sure there were fighters available to escort the Stuka. Somehow, Barratt and Playfair had to find a way of enabling the Battles to operate without suffering unacceptable losses.
Both Playfair and Barratt tended towards the Air Staff view that the problem was the type of mission that the Battles were flying. However, whatever the pros and cons of direct and indirect tactical air support, they also knew that there was no need for the excessive losses the AASF was suffering. They knew there were solutions and, perhaps rather belatedly, they wanted them applied. Pleas for more fighters brought some response, but every front needed more fighters and there were simply not enough, especially with Dowding insisting home defence should continue to have priority, even though Britain was not under attack. However, fighters were not the only way of reducing losses. There was no need for planes to burst into flames when hit by rifle calibre bullets. It was rather late in the day, but Barratt now expected something to be done about this problem. A stiff note to the Air Ministry made it very clear that the BAFF did not want any more planes sent to France without self-sealing tanks. The note pointedly hoped that the BAFF was right in assuming factories were working day and night to produce the necessary equipment ‘without which the lives of crews and success of operations are needlessly jeopardized’.30 The problem and the consequences of failing to resolve it could not have been stated more clearly.
Until better-equipped planes arrived, Barratt felt he had little choice but to operate his Battles by night. It seems like a major step backwards, but it was not seen as such at the time. The problems the Wellington had in operating by day had forced the Air Staff to convince themselves that accurate bombing by night was perfectly possible. They were convinced their night bombers could successfully hit oil refineries deep inside Germany, and there was no reason why the Battles could not be just as successful against reasonably large targets in the enemy rear. It was a belief that required a healthy dose of wishful thinking.
The night flying training the squadrons had been involved in now seemed like a stroke of good fortune; the crews at least had some preparation for their new role. Not all crews had sufficient training in night flying, and some continued to be available for day operations only. Squadrons continued to maintain aircraft on call, ready to intervene by day if a suitable target appeared. But, for Barratt, day operations were a last resort in extreme emergency, and the bulk of future Battle sorties would be flown by night.31 It was a retreat rather than a solution.
On 15–16 May, possibly as many as twenty Battles tried to bomb targets in the Bouillon–Sedan and Monthermé areas. All planes returned, but it was difficult to find any targets with cloud covering the moon and, despite all the aircraft dropping their bombs and seeing fires, nobody was particularly optimistic that the bombers had caused much damage.32 Even these nocturnal missions had to be halted. Barratt feared the Germans intended to drive south and outflank the Maginot Line, putting AASF airfields in the German line of advance. All squadrons were ordered to retreat to the Troyes region.
Confusion was total. Airfields were under constant attack and roads were blocked with French troops and refugees streaming south. Amid this chaos, squadrons abandoned equipment and headed south as best they could. As it turned out, it proved to be an unnecessary and premature retreat. The German forces were not heading south; they were making for the English Channel. The Battle airfields were not occupied and much of the abandoned equipment was later recovered but, at a crucial stage of the struggle, the AASF squadrons were focusing on saving themselves rather than supporting the French Army.
Retreating did not necessarily mean operations were not possible. In similar circumstances in March 1918, RFC squadrons were constantly forced to retreat to new airfields. Nevertheless, they still maintained, indeed even increased, the intensity of their operations. The AASF was not trained to think or act like that, although some squadrons did their best to stay operational during the move. The Battles of No. 103 Squadron retreated on 16 May with full bomb loads so that they would be immediately available for operations as soon as they landed at their new base, but no-one took advantage of their enterprise. It would seem that nobody was expecting any Battle squadrons to be operational. The AASF was not supposed to be a mobile force, and the initiative shown by No. 103 Squadron was the exception. There was no great urgency about returning to operations. All the squadron records talk of the need to organise billeting and generally ‘settle in’ to their new bases but, while they were doing this, the crisis was becoming more acute by the hour.33 A new French Army under General Touchon was being scraped together to block the German advance, and de Gaulle was trying to buy time for Touchon by counter-attacking with his hastily formed 4th Armoured Division. On the 17th, he struck north towards Montcornet, one of the key communications hubs for Guderian’s advance, but the French force was soon beaten back. This crucial battle was taking place just north of the AASF airfields but the Battle squadrons were still ‘settling in’ on the day of the counter attack, and did not fly any operations by day or night.34
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On 17 May, it was decided to reduce the Battle force to six front-line squadrons. Nos. 105 and 218 Squadrons were to be withdrawn with their aircraft, and aircrews transferred to the remaining squadrons. The decision was not immediately implemented; No. 218 Squadron crews flew a few more sorties for their squadron before being formally transferred. The six remaining squadrons also sent as much unnecessary equipment to the rear as possible, in an effort to make themselves more mobile.35
There seemed to be enough Battles in store to keep these squadrons up to strength. No. 98 Squadron had arrived in March as a reserve and was able to provide replacement aircrews and planes. No. 142 Squadron only had three serviceable machines on the 19th, but was soon claiming a strength of twenty-five machines. Despite the heavy losses, the Battle squadrons were still a significant force. The only shortage appears to have been gunners. There was a suspicion in France, probably justified, that the gunner needs of the Bomber Command squadrons in the UK were getting priority. There were occasions when pilots had to fly on missions as gunners.36
From the 18th, some of the Battle squadrons had planes on standby, but only No. 103 Squadron appears to have flown any sorties, with its Battles bombing targets in the St Quentin area. The low-level approach had now been abandoned. With no fighter escorts available, there was no advantage to flying in formation; the combined firepower of a Battle formation was not enough to beat off attack. At least operating singly, or at most in pairs, the pilots could fly as fast as the Battle could take them and try to use the plane’s manoeuvrability to shake off chasing fighters. With a speed deficit of over 100 mph, it was hardly an option that was guaranteed to succeed, but the crews believed it was better than flying straight and level in formation and taking on the Messerschmitts toe to toe. On the 18th, the Battles flew singly at around 8,000 feet and attacked their targets in shallow dives, with instantaneously fused bombs dropped at around 4,000 feet. It worked on the 18th, with all No. 103 Squadron’s Battles returning.37
On the 19th, Nos. 12, 88, 103, 142, 150, 218, and 226 Squadrons were available for operations. This was the day de Gaulle launched his second counter-attack from the Laon region. D’Astier attempted to provide air support, but Barratt was no longer working alongside the French Air Force commander and does not seem to have been aware any French attack was taking place. Indeed, Barratt was very much in the dark about what was happening anywhere along the front. He knew that German forces were advancing beyond the Montcornet–Neufchâtel road, and his own reconnaissance confirmed that there were substantial German forces to the east of this line, north of Rethel. These were a potential threat to his bases further south, so Barrett ordered all except No. 226 Squadron to attack by day, with every available Battle, any target they came across on the roads and villages between Rethel and Montcornet. Somehow, No. 88 Squadron got the wrong orders and bombed targets around Hirson, and No. 142 Squadron ended up bombing targets much further west, near Laon. Arguably these were both more useful areas to be operating in, as the former was at the heart of the German drive west and the latter close to where de Gaulle was advancing. The Battles operating in the Rethel area were only attacking screening forces on the fringe of the main German advance. 38
Six Battles from No. 150 squadron attacked columns of vehicles near Fraillicourt, south-east of Montcornet, and Chappes north of Rethel. Anti-aircraft fire was heavy; one plane failed to return while two others were damaged and were forced to land at the nearest friendly airfields. No. 218 Squadron appeared to find more targets, bombing tanks and trucks around Hauteville and Château-Porcien, a few miles north-west of Rethel. Shallow dive-bombing tactics were used, with planes descending from around 6–7,000 feet and dropping their bombs at 2–4,000 feet. No. 88 Squadron found no shortage of targets to bomb and strafe in the Hirson area and, along with No. 218, lost no planes, but all three Battles from No. 142 Squadron, attacking targets west of Laon, failed to return.39 No. 12 Squadron sent six Battles to attack targets north of Rethel, but only one small column was spotted. Two planes failed to return, one the victim of Bf 109s. Six Battles from No. 103 Squadron managed to bomb enemy forces west of Rethel without suffering any losses.40
These attacks on their own could not achieve much. There were no natural bottlenecks and, with so many routes now open to the German Army, it would be difficult even for a much larger force to slow down the advance significantly. For these raids to have value, they had to be taking place in the vicinity of counter-attacks on the ground, where ground forces might be able to take advantage of any confusion caused. If the bombing had been even loosely coordinated with de Gaulle’s action further west, it might have been more useful.
The loss of just six out of thirty-three Battles was hardly a triumph, but it was an improvement on the 50 per cent loss rate of the first five days of operations. In the circumstances, operating singly and dive-bombing from relatively low altitudes seemed the best way of using the Battle by day. However, an 18 per cent loss rate was still unsustainable and Barratt still believed operating by night was the only way of reducing losses to an acceptable level.
On the night of 20th–21st, the eve of the British counter-attack southwards at Arras, the Battles resumed their nocturnal operations. Thirty-eight Battles attacked communications in the Givet, Dinant, Fumay, Monthermé, and Charleville-Mézières regions and just one Battle failed to return. The roads through the Ardennes and across the Meuse were still a potential bottleneck, but any delays caused here were not going to have any effect on the battle at Arras, some 100 miles away, which opened just a few hours later. Again, attacking targets closer to where the fighting was taking place had more chance of influencing events on the ground. In the end, mist over the Meuse prevented many pilots from even claiming to have hit something. On the day of the Arras counter attack, the Battles did not fly any daylight missions.
On 22 May, it was to be the turn of the French to counter-attack. The target was Cambrai, and this time the British government insisted that the RAF make a greater effort to support the attack. On the night of 21st–22nd, forty-one Battles were ready to attack targets in the Ardennes but, after around a dozen had taken off, the Air Ministry ordered the operation to halt. Instead, the Battles were to operate the next day in the Amiens–Arras–Abbeville area, hunting down German tanks. Barratt was not at all keen on the idea of his Battles attempting to hit such small targets, as his bombers would have to fly very low to have any chance of success and would once again be vulnerable to ground fire.
The area the Battles were sent to was too far west to be particularly relevant to the French counter-attack on Cambrai. It seems that the government instruction had been interpreted rather liberally. Lord Gort, the British land commander in France, was already planning to evacuate the British Expeditionary Force from Dunkirk, and was more concerned about the threat to his right flank than any enemy forces that might block a French advance southwards. The Battles achieved little; the weather was poor and, after about a dozen had taken off, further missions were cancelled. The Battles spotted tanks in the Doullens, Amiens, and Bapaume areas, but only one was claimed. One Battle was lost, and another three were damaged.41
The confusion about whether the trapped Allied armies should be striking south or retreating north was apparent in the orders handed to the Battle squadrons the next day. An early morning strike by No. 88 Squadron in the Douai–Arras region was cancelled. The squadron was then ordered to attack German forces north-west of Arras that were threatening to cut off the British retreat to Dunkirk. This mission was also cancelled and the squadron ended up flying no daylight missions that day.42
In the evening, No. 12 Squadron dispatched four planes to bomb German tanks advancing along the Arras–Doullens road. The weather was poor and only two planes found the target, but all four returned. At about the same time, just south of Arras, four Battles from No. 150 Squadron dive-bombed a convoy of armoured fighting vehicles leaving the village of Ransart, and more vehicles parked in a copse further south. Sqn Ldr Bradley, from No. 150 Squadron, had already dropped his bombs when he came across another German column. Undeterred, Bradley set about strafing the column, amidst heavy anti-aircraft fire. Again, it must have been frustrating to attack with such boldness, yet only have a single fixed machine gun to do it with. All the Battles from No.150 squadron encountered heavy ground fire, but all returned.43
The Battles did not fly any day sorties on 24 May, but on the next day, flights from five squadrons attacked transport moving northwards along the Abbeville–Hesdin road. Out of probably around ten planes, only one failed to return, although the crew eventually made it back to friendly lines. As these planes were delivering their attacks, developments in the UK were setting up the next daylight Battle operation. The Germans’ lax procedures for operating their Enigma machines was making it relatively easy for the Bletchley Park cryptologists to read Luftwaffe signals. A message picked up at 1.30 p.m. on the 25th was decoded and turned out to be instructions for German Air Force commanders to attend a conference the following morning at 9.00 a.m. The venue was Roumont Château, near Libramont, the headquarters of Major-General von Richthofen’s VIII Corps, and the commanders were to arrive at nearby Ochamps airfield at 8.30 a.m. This information was in the hands of the Air Ministry in the early hours of the 26th. At 2.40 a.m. AASF HQ was informed, with more details following at 5.15 a.m. Soon after 7.30 a.m., Nos. 103, 142 and 150 Squadrons received instructions to disrupt the meeting.44
At 9.00 a.m. on the 26th, six Battles from No. 103 Squadron, six from No. 142 and two from No. 150 set course for the château. The proximity of Ochamps airfield, and the presence of high-ranking officers, made it very likely that German fighters would be operating in the area. Nos. 1 and 73 Squadrons were given the task of protecting the attack but, once again, it appears to have been only an indirect escort. The Battles made their own way to the target in pairs, with Plt Off. Vernon leading the two planes from No. 150 squadron. He would soon find himself wishing the promised escort was closer to hand. Vernon lost touch with the second plane when a storm forced them to drop down to 5,000 feet. With some difficulty, Vernon found the château and dive-bombed it from 3,000 feet but he was immediately set upon by four Bf 110s—he tried to shake them off by diving to ground level but the Messerschmitts followed. Although under constant attack, Vernon still had the presence of mind to take aim at an enemy aircraft that happened to be landing at an airstrip he found himself flying over. The Battle kept going despite the pounding from the Messerschmitts, demonstrating the value of the armour that had been installed to protect the crew from fighter attack and how much punishment the basic airframe could take. However, the more vulnerable engine did eventually succumb and Vernon was forced to crash-land. His two crewmembers were captured but he eventually made his way back to friendly territory. A second plane also failed to return.45 Despite the poor weather, most of the Battles involved in the operation did manage to find the château, and inflicted some damage on the building. Those attending the conference were certainly aware that they were under attack, but there were no casualties.
There were no more day operations until the 28th, by which time AASF squadrons were focusing their efforts on slowing down the build-up of German forces along the Somme and Aisne. The Germans had already established bridgeheads across the Somme, and it was from these that they were likely to launch the next phase of their offensive, once the Dunkirk pocket had been eliminated. On the morning of the 28th, six Battles of No. 226 Squadron tried to dive-bomb targets in the Laon area, but were largely defeated by low cloud. Three picked out targets between the clouds but the other three returned with their bombs. A little later, six more set off to attack roads leading to Amiens and Péronne. One had to return immediately when a Perspex panel blew out but the other five attacked transport and troops, using steep and shallow dive-bombing tactics. All the planes strafed any troops they came across, one pilot strafing enemy columns for five minutes until he had exhausted his ammunition. One of the Battles was damaged, but all returned. No. 103 Squadron was also flying day sorties on the roads leading to Abbeville; one of its planes was badly damaged by ground fire, but again all returned. These missions saw 40-lb anti-personal bombs used for the first time by day. (They were used by night a few days earlier.) These were much more suitable for attacking dispersed vehicles and troops and could be dropped safely from a lower altitude. Why it was so long before these were used is not clear, but it was another indication of how unprepared the Battle squadrons were for tactical air operations.
AASF aircrews were beginning to use their Battles with more confidence. There were still no fighter escorts, and the fuel tanks and engines were still horribly vulnerable, but the crews were gaining combat experience. Since the disasters of the 14th, the Battle squadrons had flown around 100 day sorties and nine planes had failed to return. The losses were still heavy but they were not catastrophic.
Meanwhile, most Battle sorties were being flown under cover of darkness, with the Meuse crossing points the main targets. On the night of 23–24 May, thirty-seven Battles set off for Monthermé and Fumay. The next night, forty-one Battles bombed railway sidings at Libramont, supply dumps at Florenville, and routes passing through Sedan, Fumay, Givet, and Dinant. Battles were now carrying three different types of bombs: 40-lb general purpose, 20-lb incendiaries, and the standard 250-lb bombs. 46
In numerical terms, the Battles were making a useful contribution to the Allied tactical nocturnal offensive, with the AASF managing as many night sorties as the French Air Force. However, there had to be questions about how effective these missions were. Despite the nocturnal training exercises in the spring, even the most experienced pilots were far from proficient night flyers. The planes they were flying did not help; the Battle was simply not designed for night bombing, and the navigator cooped up in the internal cabin could do little to help his pilot find the target. Short-range bombing just beyond the front line might be possible, but anything that required deep penetration of enemy airspace was not so easy. From their airfields around Troyes, even the Meuse crossing points were 100 miles away and these were no longer the crucial targets they had once been. For several days after the breakthrough, the routes through the Ardennes were still the only way of supplying the advancing German Army. However, as the Allied armies fell back on Dunkirk, the number of routes available multiplied and there were no longer so many obvious bottlenecks.
To make matters worse, Barratt was following his natural inclination to bomb ever further behind the front line. On the night of the 22nd, No. 103 Squadron bombed Trier, in Germany. Two nights later, the Battles of No. 88 Squadron set off for Frankfurt, nearly 100 miles inside Germany and a 250-mile haul for the luckless Battle crews. There were enough problems finding targets close to the front line without being expected to find targets deep inside Germany. Nor was it particularly useful; bombing Frankfurt was of very little relevance to any sector of the front, least of all the Allied troops holding the Dunkirk perimeter 300 miles away.
Bombing was not particularly accurate, especially in the early operations, with crews relying on a combination of calculation, guesswork and hope. Even over short distances, most crews were happy just to get their plane somewhere near the target, drop their bombs and head for home. By far their biggest concern was finding their airfield and landing safely in the dark. Many of those claiming to have reached the target area were simply dropping their bombs on estimated time of arrival (ETA)—which meant when the crews guessed that they might be over the target area. This was a little more accurate when crews spotted a recognisable landmark fairly close to the target and then bombed on ETA from that point. Even so, it was scarcely likely to bring much success. Crews were told to stop using this method, but they were also told not to come back with any bombs, so bombs continued to be dropped on the flimsiest evidence of a target below. Some simply flew at 10,000 feet and bombed any sign of the enemy, such as a searchlight or the flash of an anti-aircraft gun but, from such high altitudes, the chances of hitting anything were remote. The more experienced night flyers might be able to fly low enough to actually identify a train or convoy and shallow dive-bombing gave them some chance of getting their bombs reasonably close. Some flew low enough to strafe the target as well, but it would take time for all aircrews to develop this degree of expertise and confidence. In the circumstances, it was hardly surprising that a plane making its way back to its airfield without its bombs was enough for the mission to be rated a success.
Poor weather prevented any missions on the night of 26th–27th, but thirty-six Battles resumed the offensive the following night. A blaze was reported at Florenville, but this was the only indication any bombs were hitting their target. The continuing bad weather meant that only a handful of sorties could be flown over the next three nights. The weather and poor targeting, along with the inadequate training and unsuitable equipment, all combined to reduce the effectiveness of these nocturnal efforts. The overall inconvenience caused was probably not great but, with stretched supply lines, the German Army was likely to find any disruption unwelcome.
It had been a traumatic three weeks for the Battle squadrons. For an inexperienced force, it was a very steep learning curve, but a more battle-hardened force was beginning to emerge. A terrible price had been paid for the experience gained; over 100 Battles had been lost and 119 pilots, observers, and gunners had been killed. But if the hard-learned lessons were taken on board, and an effective army air support force emerged, their sacrifice would not be in vain.
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The Beginnings of a Revival
The evacuation of 200,000 British and over 100,000 French troops from Dunkirk gave the Allies some cause for hope. Originally, Allied commanders thought they would do well to lift 40,000 off the beaches; to have over 300,000 trained troops to redeploy seemed to be nothing short of a miracle. They would need time to reequip the troops and get them back into the front line, but if the remaining French forces in France could hang on, the Allies might yet be able to stabilise the situation.
If they could not hang on, Britain would be on her own and in very serious trouble. Even with the resources of the Empire, victory would be impossible and defeat highly probable. The next few days would be crucial. The Germans forces were elated, but exhausted after their victorious 200-mile advance—if their next offensive failed, German units would have to be rested and brought up to strength before a second attempt could be made, which would give the Allies much-needed time. The French believed that, if they could hold the next German offensive for a week, the situation would look very different.1 Everything hinged on the next few days.
The French Army had lost forty divisions in the battle so far, including some of their best equipped. Just sixty divisions remained, with the only British contribution a single infantry division (the 51st Highlanders). General Weygand, the new commander of the Allied forces, correctly decided that there was no point in trying to fight a war of manoeuvre with the Luftwaffe dominating the skies. Instead he organised a defence in-depth along the Somme and Aisne, where every village and hamlet became a strongpoint, which would carry on fighting even if surrounded. Obsolete and mothballed 75-mm cannon were rushed from stores and liberally distributed along the front as makeshift anti-tank guns. The German Panzers and Stukas would be as formidable as ever, but at least they would not come as a surprise. In the air, the French Air Force was beginning to get first-rate American Boston and Maryland light bombers, and the excellent Dewoitine D.520 was reaching more fighter squadrons. However, if they were to stand any chance of holding off the Wehrmacht, they would still need all the help the RAF could provide.
Barratt was all too aware of this. He accepted that the French had been right about his AASF being unbalanced. If his Battles were going to make a significant contribution to the coming struggle, it would have to be by day, with a fighter escort. It was no good attempting to sweep vast areas of airspace clear of enemy fighters or just patrolling the areas the bombers were attacking, the fighters had to accompany the bombers. To use the Battles by day, Barratt needed more fighters.
This was a lesson that the Air Staff were still reluctant to accept, even though the unescorted Blenheims of No. 2 group had also been suffering very heavy losses. As late as 19 May, after nine punishing days, the Air Ministry still seemed to be putting the cart before the horse by suggesting close escorts for bombers would not be possible until the RAF had air superiority.2 However, the sheer scale of losses forced the Air Staff to change its policy. From the 20 May Blenheims operating from Britain began to get a close escort and losses dropped dramatically. Barratt’s Battles needed the same; the three Hurricane squadrons he had were not enough to protect the six Battle squadrons.
Barratt presented the Air Ministry with a stark choice: either the AASF became a properly balanced force with sufficient fighters to escort its bombers, or the entire force returned to Britain. He made it clear that, given the desperate situation the French were in, the latter was not a serious option. Barratt also insisted that these fighter reinforcements had to arrive before the German offensive resumed—it was no good throwing in more RAF squadrons when the ground forces were already in retreat.3 These pleas made little impact on a government and Air Staff terrified by what German bombers might do to targets in Britain if the country’s air defences were weakened by sending more fighters to France. Barratt did not get his extra fighters; he did not even get reinforcements to bring his three Hurricane squadrons up to strength. He would use as many of the Battles by day as his fighter resources allowed, but the rest would have to operate by night.
There was never much doubt about where the Germans would strike. They had established bridgeheads over the Somme at Abbeville, Amiens, and Péronne, and were clearly building up their forces in these areas. The AASF was trying to slow down this build up, although not always in a way that was likely to produce the most useful results. On the night of 31 May–1 June, the Battles were out in force but, perversely, targets included bridges across the Rhine near Mainz, nearly one hundred miles east of the Meuse. With both the French and Germans feverishly packing their front lines for a battle that could only be days away, bombing such distant targets was not the priority. The bridgeheads at Abbeville, Amiens, and Péronne were much easier to find than towns on the Meuse or Rhine and they were packed full of German forces preparing to strike. Anything that happened to be passing through Mainz, or even the Ardennes, would have little bearing on the fighting that would be taking place over the next few days.
Even these nocturnal efforts were severely disrupted by the decision to move the Battle squadrons from the Troyes region to airfields around Tours, 150 miles west of Paris. Basing squadrons so far from the front meant that they were much safer from air attack, but the move still seemed a little overcautious. They were already 100 miles behind the nearest front from their airfields around Troyes; from Tours, the nearest front was some 200 miles away. It would be a major navigational exercise just to find the front line. The targets that the Battles were bombing in the Ardennes were a further 100 miles beyond that. It scarcely seemed the time to be moving squadrons so far from the front. It was particularly bizarre that No. 12 Squadron had to move from its base at Échemines to Sougé, north of Tours, but still had to use Échemines as a forward airfield for operations.
At least a couple of squadrons (Nos. 103 and 150) managed a few night sorties against targets in the Ardennes and Germany while these moves were underway. On the night of 3–4 June, it seems only No.12 Squadron flew any sorties, managing five against railway lines near Trier. On the 4th, the eve of the German assault, operations were suspended to give squadrons time to carry out maintenance and organise billeting. Once again, the squadron records make frequent mention of the need to ‘settle in’.4 The lack of urgency is striking. There seemed little awareness that a crucial battle was about to begin.
On the morning of 5 June, the German Army launched powerful assaults from all three Somme bridgeheads. The attacks from Amiens and Péronne threatened Paris directly and this was where the French defences were strongest. This time there was no immediate breakthrough; French resistance was fierce and German progress slow. Barratt had just eighteen serviceable Hurricanes and these were fully employed defending Rouen. There had been no daylight Battle operations since the 28th and, given Barratt’s determined stance on the escort issue, it would have been no surprise if he had continued to use the Battles solely by night. Nevertheless, with the French throwing everything into the battle, he felt duty bound to do his best, even if it meant Battles flying unescorted.
The first intervention by the Battles did not come until the evening of the 5th, when the struggle had already been raging for close on eighteen hours. At 7.30 p.m., eleven Battles from Nos. 150 and 12 Squadrons used Échemines as a forward base to bomb German units on the Péronne–Roye and Amiens–Montdidier roads. Many of the crews dispatched failed to find any worthwhile targets. This seems strange when such a large-scale offensive was underway, but it is quite possible that the front line was so far away that they failed to find it. Some of the Battles tried to attack French tanks in the Tricot region, south of Montdidier and twenty-five miles behind the front. French fighters intervened and must have been puzzled when the bombers beat a hasty retreat away from the front line.5
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Échemines and other airfields would continue to be used as forward bases for day and night sorties. There were complaints that facilities there were poor and that operating so far from the main bases was difficult, but it was scarcely an exposed forward airfield in the normal sense of the word. Until a few days before it had been a main base. The Germans had expanded their bridgeheads by the evening of the 5th, but the French line was holding. On the night of 5th–6th, Battles bombed the airfield at Guise, just behind the front, but another eleven continued their offensive against targets in the Ardennes. Again, this was of no immediate benefit to the French soldiers desperately clinging on to their positions on the Somme.
On the second day of the offensive, the Germans continued to apply enormous pressure all along the Somme front. Fighter reinforcements did finally arrive, and the replacement planes and pilots brought all three Hurricane squadrons up to full strength, but it was nowhere near enough to meet all the tasks the fighters were required for. As a reminder of the RAF’s other responsibilities, the 51st Division, which had been suffering ferocious dive-bombing attacks, sent a delegation to BAFF HQ to demand better air cover. Battles operated against German forces advancing from Péronne, with nine leaving Échemines at 4.30 p.m. to attack enemy columns on the Ham–Péronne Road and others bombing motorised transport and tanks between Péronne and Roye. A flight of Hurricanes from No. 73 Squadron covered the Battles, but it was scarcely an adequate escort. They could not prevent Bf 109s breaking through to two of the Battles, but they managed to beat off their assailants and no bombers were lost. As on the previous day, the BAFF bombing effort was limited and arrived very late in the day.67 The nocturnal Battle operations were now switched to targets closer to the front, where there was at least a chance they could influence events. Battle pilots were gaining in experience and more of them were beginning to fly lower in search of targets; sorties flown from Harbouville on the night of the 6th–7th targeted a bridge over the Somme north of Abbeville and roads leading out of Abbeville and Amiens. The circumstances could not have been more trying. German raids on their airfield disrupted the first attempt to take off at 11.45 p.m., and the second attempt at 1.15 a.m. A third raid caught planes returning from the mission, and this damaged two or three. Twelve Battles operating from Échemines bombed airfields and other military targets near Laon, Guise, and St Quentin, with one pilot claiming to have a hit a petrol dump at Laon. Overall, the damage inflicted was probably not great, but at least the bombers were operating where any damage inflicted might help the troops in the front line.
On the evening of the 6th, the French were still holding the line but the pressure was increasing, in particular south of Abbeville, where resistance to Rommel’s 7th Panzer was weakening dramatically. The next day, twenty-two Battles tried to relieve this pressure by bombing convoys in a wide area between the road from Abbeville to Blangy-sur-Bresle and Poix. The Battles bombed from 2,000 to 3,000 feet, which kept them out of range of small arms fire, but exposed them to the many Bf 109s operating in the area. Once again, a flight of AASF Hurricanes from No. 73 Squadron was all that were available for escort.8 This was clearly inadequate, although it would seem that the Hurricanes were at least flying with the Battles, one Battle crew witnessing a luckless Hurricane brought down by anti-aircraft fire.9
When fighter escorts were available, the Battles approached the target in formation before attacking individually and making their own way home. If escorts were not available, the Battles flew singly or in pairs and relied on their manoeuvrability to evade any fighters encountered. The Battles were not trying to hit targets too far beyond the front line, so they did not have to retreat far before the Messerschmitts might be tempted to abandon the chase. Several Battles did manage to shake off their pursuers on the 7th, but three were shot down.10 Attacking tactical targets was still a dangerous business, but at least it was not as suicidal as it had been in the early days of the campaign—in the first three days of the latest offensive, Battles had flown forty-two daylight sorties and only three planes had been lost. The escorts were still inadequate and the Battle’s unprotected fuel tanks were still an unnecessary Achilles heel, but the squadrons were working out ways of making the best of the situation.
The loss rate was approaching a more acceptable level, but the scale of effort scarcely matched the seriousness of the situation. In the first three days of the offensive, the seventeen available French day bomber groups had flown over 300 sorties. Barratt did not feel he could risk any more of his Battles by day with the limited fighter resources available. By the 8th, the situation on the ground was looking ever more precarious. To make matters worse, while the French clung on along the Somme, reconnaissance was picking up a build-up of German forces further south along the Aisne. The Germans were clearly preparing to strike east of Paris. During the night of 7–8 June, eight Battles attacked the Laon–Soissons road, where tanks had been spotted. However, the situation much further north was becoming so serious, this had to be the priority. Between Amiens and Péronne, the French Army was still blocking the road to Paris, but north of Amiens the French line was buckling. Poix fell on the evening of the 7th.
At 1.30 p.m. on 8 June, twelve Battles bombed columns in the Abbeville–Longpré–Poix–Aumale region. The escort consisted of just seven AASF Hurricanes and these could not prevent the loss of three Battles. Two hours later, eleven more Battles set off to renew the attack, even though their fighter escort did not turn up. There were plenty of targets to choose from; pilots reported that the German columns of tanks and motorised transport stretched five miles. One Battle failed to return.
There was no shortage of fighting spirit amongst the Battle squadrons. Plt Off. Thorougood from No. 103 Squadron was returning home after delivering his attack when he came across a large formation of Ju 87 Stukas. He fearlessly dived his Battle through the formation, damaging one enemy plane, before being set upon by the Bf 109 escort. His gunner, Plt Off. Webber, was wounded, but he claimed one of the assailants. The battered Battle escaped but Thorougood had to make an emergency landing south of Paris.11 Sgt Popplestone of No. 150 Squadron was on the way home from his mission, when he spotted a Ju 88, which he gamely attempted to shoot down.12 Pilots fearless enough to take such risks deserved more than a single fixed machine gun to deliver their attacks. Two more Hurricane squadrons arrived from Britain to bring the total available in France to five. It was a welcome reinforcement but it was also precisely what Barratt had warned against—sending more fighters when it was too late.13
During the night of 8–9 June, efforts to relieve the pressure on the northern front continued. Eight or nine Battles bombed crossings over the Somme at Abbeville and Amiens, with another seven operating in the Laon area, where the build-up north of the Aisne continued to cause concern. German forces believed to be sheltering in nearby forests were the target. The French had good reason to be concerned: the Panzers that had failed to make the breakthrough at Amiens and Péronne were being been switched to the Aisne front.
The situation in the north was now desperate; German forces had broken through and were heading for Rouen unopposed. The forces still holding out further to the north along the Bresle and further south between Amiens and Péronne were being outflanked. On 9 June, Battles were supposed to attack armoured columns, mechanised artillery, and troops near Argueil, but the available Hurricanes were desperately trying to protect the British Highlanders, and could not be spared for escort duties. The mission was therefore cancelled. It was a decision that demonstrated escorts were now considered essential—but with so few fighters and the situation so desperate, it was not easy to maintain this resolve.14
The situation on the ground now began to deteriorate rapidly. On the 9th, Guderian launched his offensive across the Aisne. Again, initially the French defences held and German progress was slow, but the French Army was now hopelessly stretched and their left wing on the Channel coast was already shattered. On the night of 9th–10th, ten Battles attacked bridges and roads in Abbeville and Amiens, while nine operating from Échemines bombed communications near Laon. The bombers showered incendiaries on Forêt de Saint Gobain, just west of Laon, in the hope of forcing out the German forces believed to be sheltering there, and also picked out lorries heading south with their headlights blazing.
Early in the afternoon of 10 June, twelve Battles attacked columns approaching Vernon on the Seine. One Battle was lost and another damaged, the latter apparently by a Hurricane. Later in the afternoon, another twelve Battles attacked motor transport near Vernon, a bridge at Pont St. Pierre, and another bridge over the Seine a little further south. It seems that there was no available escort available, as all fighters were required to cover the evacuation from Le Havre, but all the Battles returned. Fifteen more Battles attacked similar targets during the night, but another seven returned to crossing points over the distant Meuse.15
From the 11th, the rapid German advance in the north meant that it was no longer necessary to use forward airfields, which at least removed one complication for the Battle squadrons. A dawn attack on the 11th saw twelve Battles bomb crossings over the Seine, south of Les Andelys. Just after midday, six escorted Battles attacked more bridges in the region and, later in the afternoon, another sixteen Battles attacked similar targets, again with an escort. In the evening, the French naval commander in Le Havre asked for attacks on tanks believed to be advancing towards the port, and so six more escorted Battles were sent out. They could not find the reported tanks, but a couple of armoured fighting vehicles were spotted and attacked. In fact, the Panzers, having reached the coast, had turned east to complete the encirclement of the French 9th Corps and the 51st Highlanders Division. In these missions, the Battles flew at least thirty-eight sorties with two, possibly three, planes failing to return. Twenty-four Battles were supposed to continue the attack in the area south of Rouen during the night, but poor weather prevented all but five from taking off.16
At dawn on 12 June, nine Battles bombed roads in the Les Andelys region without loss. In the afternoon, twelve more attacked convoys near Le Manoir railway bridge, scattering German engineers attempting to repair it. Again, there were no losses. Another attempt to attack pontoon bridges south of Les Andelys was less successful, with poor visibility causing crews to doubt if any of their bombs had hit the target. A French fighter escort protected a raid by another twelve Battles against pontoons south of Compiègne, where German forces were now bearing down on Paris. One Battle was lost and another badly damaged but these were the only losses that day. Another Battle was lost during the night when fifteen Battles attempted to bomb roads leading to Les Andelys, but poor weather prevented all but seven from reaching the target area.17
On 13 June, a dawn armed reconnaissance mission by six Battles patrolled the Vernon-Evreux region. Poor weather prevented any fighters protecting the mission and made it difficult to spot any targets, but also helped shield the Battles and all returned. Two later missions flown by Nos. 150 and 142 Squadrons were not so fortunate. The weather was so bad that two of the twelve Battles aborted the mission, and only five managed to find the target. The weather again appears to have prevented any fighters operating with the bombers, but this time it did not provide the Battles with any protection, and four Battles were lost after both squadrons ran into Bf 109s.18 It was a salutary reminder of the dangers of operating without an escort.
In the afternoon, attention switched to targets east of Paris. The line along the Aisne was crumbling and a general retreat underway as the French attempted to re-establish a new defensive position along the Marne. Unfortunately for the French, some of the Panzers were overtaking the retreating French troops. Two neighbouring French Armies had lost touch with each other and powerful German forces were pouring through the gap, sweeping past Montmirail and on towards the lower Seine. At 3.00 p.m. on the 13th, twelve Battles delivered attacks on convoys a few miles south of Montmirail, with one plane failing to return. The concentration of tanks and vehicles was so large and the danger so great, caution was thrown to the wind and all available Battles launched a repeat attack. Twenty-six took off, but it seems AASF fighters were still grounded by the weather. French fighters were supposed to be in the area providing some protection for the Battles, but they were fully occupied defending their own bombers. The Battles ran into a large number of enemy fighters and some intense anti-aircraft fire. Six Battles were lost, at least four at the hands of enemy fighters.19 Paris was now threatened from north and south, and on the 13th the capital was declared an open city. With the capital abandoned, the end of French resistance seemed imminent. Preparations for an evacuation of the BAFF were already underway, but the Battle squadrons continued flying operations, although, it would seem, without any fighter escort. On 14 June, fighter operations were still restricted by the poor weather, and attempts to provide escorts were further handicapped by a disorganised attempt by the fighter squadrons to retreat to new airfields. Ten Battles tried to bomb German columns in the Evreux area but bad weather foiled the attack. A further two Battles on an armed reconnaissance spotted a couple of German fighters on Le Coudray airfield, just south of Paris, a particularly disturbing discovery as the airfield had only just been evacuated. In the afternoon nine Battles set out to attack woods south of Evreux and Le Coudray aerodrome, where two out of the three from No. 12 Squadron were shot down. Another attempt was made in the evening, with twelve Battles bombing enemy transport around Evreux, but the Messerschmitts accounted for two more Battles.
That evening, instructions came through to fly back to Britain. Squadrons bombed up all their serviceable planes for one final dawn attack. Ten Battles from No. 150 set off to attack enemy forces in the Evreux region, with a Hurricane escort, and then set course for Nantes and the first leg of their journey home. The other surviving squadrons flew a dozen sorties before joining them in retreat. In all, around sixty Battles made it back to Britain.
A wartime study by the Air Ministry estimated that from 5–15 June the Battles had flown 264 sorties by day and lost 23 planes, a loss rate of 9 per cent.20 Many squadron records were lost during the retreat so accurate figures are difficult to assemble, and the number of sorties flown and the losses are both probably underestimates. The loss rate is probably broadly correct, and a significant improvement when compared to the 50 per cent loss rate in the first five days of the campaign. However, even 9 per cent was too high. The most successful Allied bomber during the campaign had been the American Martin 167 Maryland that the French Air Force was using, with a loss rate of 4 per cent. The Blenheim had an overall loss rate of 7 per cent for the campaign but from 20 May, when Blenheims began getting a close escort, it was just 5 per cent. Getting better results from the Battle was very much an ongoing process, but the loss rate was going in the right direction.
For ten days, until the German advance forced the AASF to retreat to Britain, the Battle was able to maintain daylight operations. In the same period, the Blenheims of No. 2 Group had flown 473 and the French Air Force 619 daylight bombing sorties. The Battles had therefore flown around one fifth of all Allied day bombing sorties. It was unfortunate that the majority had been flown when the situation had already deteriorated considerably, and therefore the course of events was more difficult to influence. Nevertheless, it was a highly creditable performance from just six squadrons.
Many lessons had been learned. The vulnerability of the liquid-cooled Merlin to ground fire had not attracted much attention before the offensive, but it should have been clear by this point that the engine also needed some extra protection. The value of the self-sealing tanks was now beyond all doubt, and the additional armour that had been agreed but never fitted would have been very useful. RAF commanders had rather reluctantly accepted that day bombers needed close escorts. Attempting to defeat the enemy fighter force and create general air superiority was far too ambitious an aim. Fighters had to concentrate on ensuring the bombers and reconnaissance planes could carry out their mission, and achieving local air superiority, even if only temporarily, was a much more attainable goal.20 The importance of appropriate targeting was perhaps not attracting enough attention. Battles could not be used deep inside enemy air space; they had to be used close to the front line so that safety was never too far away. Even if the plane was shot down, there was a reasonable chance that the crew would survive to fight another day. If the lessons learned could be applied, there was no reason why the Battle could not become a very effective army support bomber.
A few days after the Battle squadrons left France, the French government surrendered. In two months, Britain’s position had gone from being reasonably secure to the brink of defeat. Britain was on her own and facing the prospect of a German invasion. The country would need to make best use of every resource at its disposal if it was to stand any chance of defeating an invading German Army. One of those resources was the Fairey Battle. The plane’s finest hour might still be to come.
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A Wasted Resource
Late in June, the battered squadrons of the AASF returned to Britain. Aircrews were immediately sent home on leave for a much-needed rest. For RAF commanders, this was an opportunity to step back from the confusion and stress of a fiercely fought campaign. Much should have been done with the Battle before the May/June campaign, but it had never been reasonable to expect the deficiencies to be put right in the middle of an ongoing, desperate struggle. Now, however, there was time to reflect and time to do something about the Battle’s vulnerability.
How the Battle should be improved would depend to some extent on how the bomber would be used. Would fighter escorts be available? If so, perhaps low-level dive-bombing tactics might be the best option but if not, and the plane had to operate at low level without an escort, then it had to be properly armoured. Whichever approach was chosen, self-sealing tanks were essential. Also, although the Battle could never rely entirely on defensive firepower, more guns would be useful. The Blenheim, Lysander, and Hampden were all having their dorsal armament increased to two machine guns, so there was no reason why the Battle could not be similarly modified. It was not too late to add a proper ventral gun position. Alternatively, the plane could be flown as a two-seater, as No. 103 squadron were already doing, enabling bomb aiming equipment to be dispensed with. Either way, if the plane was to operate by day, there was no need to weigh it down with night flying equipment. There were also decisions to make about the type of bombs the Battle should use, and whether its ground-strafing capability should be improved.
Time was short—an invasion might come any day—but many of these improvements were already in hand. Schemes for improving the armour protection had been worked out and approved, and the armour had been manufactured. The Battle was already scheduled to get self-sealing tanks and trials with the Semape self-sealing tank had been successfully completed. The bomb bays had been modified to carry 40-lb anti-personnel bombs. Extra fixed guns had not been trialled, but Battle variants with guns for ground strafing had been proposed and no-one thought there would be any problems adding them. No-one knew if Britain had days, weeks, or months, but there was time to apply at least some of these modifications. There was every reason to suppose the Battle could do better than it had done in the second half of the French campaign. The plane could still become the effective close-support aircraft the Army was demanding. It was certainly needed. The remnants of the British Army were desperately short of the firepower defeating an invasion would require.
While the aircrews were on leave, the Air Ministry set about deciding what to do with them when they returned. It was not the straightforward issue it might seem. Helping the Army defeat an invasion seemed to be the obvious priority, and using the Battles as they had been used in France seemed an obvious role, but the tactical BAFF no longer existed. The Battle squadrons were no longer part of the AASF; on returning to Britain, they became No. 1 Group again and were once more under the control of Portal’s Bomber Command. Portal had made it very clear that he did not want any of his bombers wasted on Army support.
Nevertheless, in the circumstances Britain found herself in, it seemed unthinkable not to use every available resource to defend Britain’s shores. Times were desperate. A million had answered the call to join the Home Guard, and the public had been asked to hand in any firearms so that they might have more than pikes to fend off the invaders. The Army had left nearly all its heavy weapons behind at Dunkirk and had little more than the rifles the 200,000 rescued troops had brought back with them. Factories were working around the clock to replace what had been lost and the Americans were rushing everything they could spare across the Atlantic. However, the Army was going to lack fire power for some time to come and it would need all the help it could get from the RAF.
The War Office was in no doubt about how it should help. They did not need a crisis to justify more air support. Long before the German offensive against France, the War Office had been convinced that even an army with its full complement of artillery and other heavy weapons needed air support as well. The superbly equipped German Army had still benefitted enormously from the fearsome Ju 87 Stuka; British troops had been traumatised by the incessant dive-bombing. The British Army had to have something similar. The desperate shortage of equipment merely increased the need for air support, and desperate measures were already being taken to provide it. Tiger Moth trainers were being fitted with bomb racks and instructors were preparing to fly them against the German beachheads. In the circumstances, the battle-hardened veterans of the ex-AASF seemed like a priceless asset.
The pressure from the War Office was intense. Throughout the summer of 1940, Anthony Eden, the Secretary of State for War, bombarded his counterpart in the Air Ministry, Archibald Sinclair, with demands that the Air Ministry make sure that the RAF had the ability to provide the Army with as much support as possible. Early in September, with invasion barges gathering on the far side of the Channel, Sinclair wearily insisted he had got the message. In response to yet another demand for action, he reassured Eden:
As regards close support bombers, I assure you there is no need for you to insist on the importance of adequate air support for any army taking the field. I and my advisers are keenly aware of it.1
The Air Ministry was very ‘keenly aware’ of the pressure the War Office was applying. They were not so keenly aware of the justification for air support, but what the Air Staff really thought did not seem to count for much in the desperate summer of 1940. The sheer gravity of the situation was forcing the Air Ministry in a direction it did not really want to go. With an invasion looming and the Air Ministry facing scathing criticism for the lack of air support for the BEF in France, they seemed to have little choice but to give the Army what it wanted. The Army case was so strong, the Air Ministry genuinely feared, that if they did not concede some ground, the War Office might get its way and solve the problem by having its own air arm. For the Air Staff, this was a bigger concern than any German invasion.2
Portal, however, seemed completely unconcerned by the furore that was engulfing the Air Ministry. For the Bomber Command chief, what should become of the Battle squadrons was obvious. He wanted them all immediately disbanded and the aircrews used to reinforce other squadrons in Bomber Command so that he could step up his offensive against German industry.3 Portal, and indeed Newall and the rest of the Air Staff, genuinely believed this offensive was already driving Germany to defeat. There was no inkling of how far this was from the truth. No-one suspected that nearly all of the bombs Bomber Command was dropping were missing their targets by huge distances. Many were not even hitting the city the target was in.
The threat of imminent invasion was not going to change Portal’s mind. He remained convinced tactical bombing was a complete waste of time, resources and lives. He still saw no point in using his bombers to delay the odd German column by an hour or two when they could be used to wipe out German industry and cripple the entire German Army instead. Put like this, it is easy to understand why Portal wanted to disband the Battle squadrons and throw everything into his nocturnal strategic air offensive. The more crews he could use against German industry, the quicker he believed victory would come. The Air Staff agreed, but whether they dared insist on this strategy in the desperate situation Britain found herself in was another matter
Portal did not get his way, and the Battle squadrons were not disbanded. Not all the reasons were tactical; some argued that it would be demoralizing for the aircrews if squadron traditions were lost. Douglas, however, also pointed out that, if the Germans invaded, ‘a close support force of maximum size’ would be needed, and the Battles helped provide this.4 It would not be the only occasion on which Douglas came to the defence of the Battle squadrons in the weeks ahead. When Dowding argued that pilots were wasted flying Battles and wanted them retrained as fighter pilots, Douglas begged to differ, saying that the Battles ‘were a good type to attack troops as they land’.5 The Battle force remained in existence, and the Army even won back a degree of control over these squadrons. If the Germans invaded, half of the medium bomber squadrons (the Battles of No. 1 Group and Blenheims of No. 2 Group) would be available to the Army, just as they had been in France. Indeed, if communications broke down and it was not possible to contact Bomber Command, then the Army could have control of the entire medium bomber force. Portal might not like it, but the idea was to use his Battles and Blenheims for army support.
With the need for a tactical bomber force apparently established, the next question was whether there was anything better than the Battle to equip it. Douglas wanted to replace the Battles with the American twin-engined Martin Marylands and Douglas Bostons that were just beginning to arrive. These were excellent tactical light bombers and a big improvement on the Blenheim but, like the Blenheim, they were too large for steep dive-bombing or the low-level assault role. The Army wanted twin-engined bombers like the Blenheim, Maryland, and Boston but they also needed a much smaller, single-engined bomber. The success of the Ju 87 in the French campaign had only reinforced this belief. The plane they wanted had to be small, manoeuvrable, and armoured, with fixed forward-firing guns for ground strafing, and a dive-bombing capability.
The Air Ministry again warned the War Office that, if they were starting from scratch, such a plane could not reach the squadrons until 1942. Lord Beaverbrook, the Canadian-born press baron Churchill had brought in to beef up war production, ordered hundreds of Vultee Vengeance and Brewster Bermuda dive-bombers from the United States, but these could not arrive until 1941. The Army needed something in 1940. The War Office saw no reason why the Hawker Henley could not be put back into production in its original light bomber form. It was much faster and more manoeuvrable than the Battle and precisely what they wanted, but somehow, Beaverbrook seems to have been convinced that this was quite impossible. ‘The jigs and tools are no longer set up. In fact it is a memory of the past and of no practical value for the present’, he insisted, which seemed a little harsh for a plane that the Gloster plant had only recently stopped building.6 However, not even the Henley would have been an instant solution. Two hundred were in training schools, and it probably was possible to convert them back to bombers, but even with an immediate decision, no more could be built in time to deal with a 1940 invasion.7
The Fairey Fulmar was another suggestion. This was a naval fighter version of Fairey’s own P.4/34 light-bomber, which in turn was a scaled down version of the Battle. It could still carry its original 500-lb bomb load and, with eight machine guns, had an excellent ground strafing capability. However, the first had only just come off the production lines and at the beginning of July, only nineteen had been delivered. It would also not be easy to persuade the Admiralty to hand over their latest fighter.8
Then there was the Lysander. This was the Air Ministry’s preferred option for the army support role, although not as a replacement for the Battles in No. 1 Group. For the Air Staff, the main advantage of the Lysander was that it was not a Bomber Command plane, and using Lysanders would put responsibility for army air support where the Air Staff felt it should be—with the army-cooperation squadrons. The Lysander had advantages as a close support bomber; it was smaller and more manoeuvrable than the Battle, it was already capable of shallow dive-bombing, and it had been designed with the low-level ground attack role in mind. The Air Ministry went to considerable lengths to ensure the Lysander would be even more suitable. All Lysanders had self-sealing tanks by the end of June, and instructions were issued to arm the plane with two forward-firing 20-mm cannon for ground strafing.9 Westland were also told to develop hydraulic air brakes so it could dive more steeply. Even so, it would still not be a better dive-bomber than the Battle. Despite the new air brakes, the plane would only be able to dive as steeply as the Battle without air brakes, and these new air brakes were not even tested until September.10 The main problem with the Lysander was that there were not enough of them. The single army-cooperation squadron attached to each army corps would have its hands full carrying out its normal tactical reconnaissance duties. Expecting them to be the primary source of close air support for the Army was not reasonable.
The Fairey Battle was the only single-engined bomber immediately available in substantial numbers. Despite the losses in France, there were still over 300 in stores and more could have been built. It was still in production as a trainer and, given the scale of the crisis facing Britain, it would have been reasonable to switch production back to the bomber version. Modern monoplanes for training purposes were in short supply, but the immediate problem for Britain was surviving long enough for long-term training plans to have any significance.
Compared to the planes available, or even planes likely to be available in the future, the Fairey Battle was not particularly inferior, if at all. Besides, the country could scarcely afford to be too choosy. Even without armour and self-sealing tanks, it would not have been the most desperate measure Britain was prepared to take in the summer of 1940. With these and other improvements, the Battle was far from being a desperate last resort—it was certainly a lot less desperate than using Tiger Moth trainers. It was the only bomber available in any numbers that had the manoeuvrability to fly low enough to provide close support for ground forces.
The Army seemed to be perfectly justified in believing the Fairey Battle was the best plane available for the Army support role. Just weeks before, the War Office had been demanding more Fairey Battle squadrons.11 With each passing day of the German offensive, the Stuka seemed to be proving that the War Office was right to prefer single-engined bombers for close air support. Unfortunately, the campaign also seemed to prove that the Fairey Battle was not the right bomber for the Army. It was clearly not as effective as the Stuka and the War Office found itself having to make a rather humiliating climb down. The horrendous losses suffered in the first five days of the French campaign had taken the War Office by surprise. The generals had been wrong-footed. Their argument that even very slow planes would be able to evade enemy fighters at low level, and take enemy anti-aircraft defences by surprise, had apparently been proven embarrassingly wide of the mark. They were not aware of all the unnecessary handicaps the Battle squadrons had been forced to operate under. Nor had the subsequent reduction in loss rate been obvious or dramatic enough to banish the shock of those early catastrophic losses. The War Office found itself on the back foot.
The Air Ministry was quick to take advantage. The losses had been rather convenient and apparently incontrovertible proof that the Battle was as obsolete as they had always claimed. Early in June, the Air Ministry responded to the War Office request for more Battle squadrons with a certain smug ‘we told you so’ attitude, explaining that it was quite impossible to form any more Battle squadrons because of the enormous losses that existing squadrons had suffered.12 This was somewhat misleading on two counts. Firstly, the Air Ministry was already in the process of forming more Battle squadrons. Rather condescendingly, it had been decided that Polish pilots that had fled to Britain would find it easier to fly single-engined rather than twin-engined bombers. The first two Polish Battle squadrons were already forming and there were plans to form more. Secondly, there was no shortage of Battles, as there were hundreds in stores. Nevertheless, the Air Ministry had made its point, and the War Office did not feel it could challenge the decision or the reasoning behind it. Indeed, the very suggestion that the Fairey Battle could be used for close support seemed like an embarrassing misjudgement that was best forgotten. The type suddenly disappeared from the list of War Office interim solutions. They would continue to push hard for a single-engined tactical bomber, but not the Fairey Battle. Ironically, with Douglas still suggesting the Battle could be used for close support, there was now arguably more enthusiasm in the Air Ministry for using the Fairey bomber in this way than there was in the War Office. If the Battle squadrons were going to be used tactically, the impetus would have to come from within the Air Ministry.
Of the eight operational Battle squadrons that returned from France, the two squadrons withdrawn from the front line (Nos. 105 and 218) were re-equipped with Blenheims and transferred to No 2 Group. No. 98, the reserve squadron, had lost most of its personnel when RMS Lancastria was sunk on 17 June, but nevertheless the unit was reformed on Battles, bringing the total to seven. However, there was not much sign that these remaining squadrons were seen as any sort of asset. There was not even much desire to keep the force together. Nos. 88 and 226 Squadrons were transferred to No. 61 Group, which was being set up in Northern Ireland as a precaution against a German invasion of Ireland, while No. 98 Squadron was earmarked for transfer to Iceland for coastal reconnaissance duties. This would leave just four Battle squadrons in No. 1 Group.
Playfair was no longer the commander of the force. Before he departed for his new post in the Far East, he left an assessment of operations in France, which scarcely encouraged the idea the Battle might be useful. ‘It can hardly be said that any striking new lessons emerge from the day bombing operations of the AASF’, he unpromisingly observed.13 He clearly resented the way his squadrons had been used. They had been forced to make up for the mistakes of French Army commanders and ‘do the work which infantry and artillery have failed to do’.14 Operations had confirmed that if the enemy possessed strong anti-aircraft and fighter defences, ‘accurate attack against precise and well defended targets is always likely to be costly in casualties’.15 This might well be true, but it was scarcely an observation that only applied to tactical bombing. It was true for any kind of bombing, tactical or strategic.
Playfair conceded that escorts had helped deal with the fighter threat, but he seemed anxious to underline the problems of relying on fighters. The low endurance of single-seater fighters would always make covering deeper penetration missions impossible, he insisted. This was not a valid argument against short-range close air support; indeed, it seemed to be an argument against long-range strategic bombing. He also emphasised that large numbers of fighters would be needed, which Playfair seemed to be using as an argument for not having army air support, rather than a reason for building more fighters.
Playfair described how vulnerable the early low-level attacks had proven and how ineffective these attacks tended to be, with bombs ricocheting past their targets. Shallow dive-bombing from higher altitudes had been more successful, he conceded. There was no mention of the need for self-sealing tanks or the value of more armour—he just assumed bomber operations in the face of fierce anti-aircraft defences were not possible. The report was full of the problems the Battle squadrons had faced, but Playfair was not trying very hard to suggest solutions.
As had always been the case, the fate of the Battle, and indeed the prospects of any daylight bombing, depended on the Air Staff attitude to fighters. There was very little sign of this changing. They might now concede tactical bombers needed escorts, but there was no desire to make sure there were enough fighters to meet this new demand. Bomber production still had to have priority over fighter production. Even as the Battle of Britain was coming to dominate the conflict, the Air Staff were bitterly complaining about the high proportion of fighters Beaverbrook was planning to build. A frustrated Slessor complained that the RAF was soon going to be awash with them.16 A few, however, had seen the light. Air Commodore Saundby was reminding anyone who cared to listen that air superiority in the First World War had come about by possessing the largest possible fighter force and this was what Britain should be aiming for, but not many were listening.17 The consensus within the Air Ministry remained that only bombers could win wars, not fighters. The Fairey Battle was as much a victim of this fundamental flaw in Air Staff thinking as any issues there might be with the way the bomber was equipped.
As far as Playfair was concerned, the only way to use the Battle was by night. He made much of how enthusiastically his aircrews had taken to nocturnal operations once it became clear how dangerous daylight missions were. This is perhaps not surprising, given the planes that they were flying were proving to be so vulnerable. Playfair admitted that, during the early nocturnal missions, the high altitudes the crews chose to bomb from meant that little was achieved. It was only once the bomber crews began operating at lower altitudes that results improved, and this was the way Playfair felt tactical bombing should go. There was some truth in this. There is no doubt that tactical night bombing can be very useful, and later in the war round-the-clock air support would become a key feature of RAF tactical operations. During the French campaign, German bombers had also operated by night, even though they had air superiority and bombing by day was not a problem. However, it was not sensible or reasonable to expect the British Army to rely entirely on nocturnal air support.
In his post-campaign dispatch, Barratt broadly agreed with these views. He did not make himself popular in Air Ministry circles with his insistence that not enough fighters had been sent to France and his rather obvious assertion that fighters had to be deployed where they were needed. That did not just mean deploying them in France where the Luftwaffe was, rather than in Britain where the Luftwaffe was not; it also meant operating fighters near the bombers the Luftwaffe was trying to shoot down. However, like Playfair, he did not believe bombers were best used close to the front line. He remained convinced that the Battles would have achieved far more attacking targets in the rear. French weakness, he insisted, had forced him to misuse his bombers.18
Neither Barratt nor Playfair could be considered advocates of close air support. However, even they appear to have been viewed as a little too close to the tactical end of the air doctrine spectrum for Air Staff liking. Their expertise and experience were not needed in Britain in the summer of 1940: Playfair was given command of the RAF in India and Barratt was given no role at all.
Playfair’s place at No. 1 Group was taken by Air Commodore J. J. Breen. Previously he had been the Senior Air Staff Officer at the Whitley-equipped No. 4 Group, the only specialist night bomber force in the RAF, so it was natural for Breen to develop Playfair’s preference for nocturnal bombing. Following Playfair’s analysis, there was little attempt to examine more closely the tactics used in France or investigate how they might be improved. The Air Force training department was anxious that their experience in France should not be lost, but their requests to No. 1 Group for information seem to have been ignored.19 The Air Ministry and Bomber Command seemed to want to put the entire French experience behind them. They believed there was nothing to be learned from a type of warfare that Britain was no longer engaged in—a conclusion that seemed to ignore the possibility that Britain might soon be fighting the German Army on home soil. Breen was happy to follow the Air Ministry lead. Under his command there was no analysis of Battle operations in France, and No. 1 Group was not even considering how best to use the Battle by day. Instead, the squadrons set about improving their night flying skills.
Yet the plan was still to use the Battles against an invasion. On 5 July, No. 1 Group declared itself operational in an emergency. The ‘emergency’ referred to a possible invasion and, for much of the summer, the bombers would continue to be on standby to deal with this ‘emergency’. It was rather typical of the Air Ministry attitude to tactical air support that it was only something required in an emergency. It was not something that was supposed to enable ground forces to operate more effectively; it was just there to help out if the Army was in trouble. There would be no attempt to make the sort of support the Battle could provide a normal feature of army operations. In the intensive training that Army units were involved in up and down the country, there was no air support element. Army commanders at all levels were practising and refining their ability to deploy infantry, call in artillery support, and manoeuvre tanks, but close air support was not an element of any of these exercises.
No. 1 Group headquarters was set up at Hucknall in the Midlands with the Battle squadrons occupying airfields at Binbrook and Newton. On 5 July, the four Battle squadrons mustered forty-five Battles and fifty-five crews, but reinforcements seemed to be on the way, in the shape of the Polish squadrons that were forming. Originally the Poles were supposed to fly Wellingtons, but it was then decided, rather patronisingly, that they lacked the ‘British team spirit’ required from a Wellington crew, so they formed Battle squadrons instead. The idea was to send them off to France to keep the War Office happy, but France collapsed before they could arrive. Two squadrons (Nos. 300 and 301) were forming and two more (Nos. 304 and 305) were due to follow; with over 300 in stores, there was no immediate shortage of Battles for these squadrons. Even the Air Ministry agreed that there were ample to maintain eight squadrons throughout the summer.20 A hundred-strong force of properly equipped Battles might be useful in an invasion.

Battle operations July–October 1940.
On 8 July, No. 1 Group was told exactly what it was supposed to do in the event of an invasion. Although France had been occupied, and the English Channel provided the shortest sea crossing for an invading German Army, it was still assumed the invasion would come along the North Sea coast. (It was not until early September that it was realised the Germans planned to invade along the south, not the east coast.) It was decided that the three most likely landing sites were the Kent coast north of Folkestone, the coast between Flamborough Head and Sunderland, and the Shetlands. No. 1 Group was reasonably well placed to deal with landings between Flamborough Head and Sunderland. The instructions for the Battle squadrons were quite specific. They were to operate by day at low-level and they would be required to strafe the invasion fleet and bomb it with 250-lb and 40-lb bombs. The Group was assured fighter cover would be available.21
Despite the intention to use the Battles at low level, nothing was done to increase protection. The plans to equip all RAF bombers with self-sealing tanks was now even further behind schedule and there was a particular shortage of the Semape covering that the Battles needed.22 Despite the low-level missions it was expected to fly, the Battle was still last on the list for conversion, nor was any additional armour fitted. Instructions to strafe the German vessels seemed almost pointless if all the Battle had was a single-forward firing machine gun. While Lysanders were modified for dive-bombing and ground-strafing, nothing was done to improve the Battle’s capabilities. The only modification trialled with a specific tactical use was the fitting of a siren so that the Battle could make as much noise as a Stuka. These were considered very successful and the Air Ministry wanted all medium bombers to have them as soon as possible.23 It was a pity there was not the same urgency about fitting self-sealing tanks, armour, or cannon. In an invasion, these would have been more useful than a siren.
There was no effort to ensure the Battle squadrons could coordinate their efforts with operations on the ground. The only joint army and air force exercises involved Battles in mock dive-bombing attacks on British troops, to give them some idea of what it was like. The War Office were pleased just to get this level of cooperation from the Air Force. The Air Ministry had previously proven extremely reluctant to give British troops experience of air operations that they believed the Luftwaffe was unlikely to indulge in. However, the hammering that British troops had suffered in Norway and France had forced the Air Ministry to back down and agree to War Office requests. No. 1 Group got the job because it was the only Group equipped with bombers that were capable of steep dive-bombing. The instructions the Group received emphasised that these were not in any way tactical exercises for the Battle crews; the aim was simply to familiarise troops with dive-bomber attacks. The idea was to demonstrate to British troops what it was like to be on the receiving end of close air support, not to practise giving British troops similar support.
Breen was not very enthusiastic about the task. Strangely, No. 1 Group’s operations record book claimed the Battle was unsuitable for the task because it had not been designed for dive-bombing. Breen insisted his squadrons had far more important training to do, but in the summer of 1940 there could hardly have been a more important training task than preparing bomber crews to hit the sort of battlefield targets an invading army might present. The Army request was forcing the Battle squadrons to practise a skill they should have been practising anyway. However, Breen was right in suggesting that it was not particularly realistic practice for the troops. The Battle was not capable of replicating the Stuka’s steep diving angle, and half a dozen diving Battles was nothing like the swarms of Stukas that soldiers could expect to face. Indeed, Breen felt the Battles might be doing more harm than good, as troops who thought they knew what to expect might be even more surprised by the reality of Stuka attack.24 Clearly Breen was well aware of what that reality was, and how frightening it might be.
The Army, of course, did not just want their troops to know what dive-bombing was like; they wanted British soldiers to benefit from it. Experience in France had shown that:
The rapid advance of the enemy armoured forces was due in no small measure to well-timed intervention by dive bomber formations directed immediately ahead of advancing columns wherever these were held up.25
The War Office wanted the same and they continued to demand that the Air Ministry should provide it.
A crisis meeting on 2 August allowed the War Office to air its grievances. Under pressure, the Air Ministry agreed to get close air support trials going as quickly as possible and the two Battle squadrons in Northern Ireland were given the task. There were very good reasons for choosing these two squadrons. No. 61 Group had been set up in Northern Ireland to support the Army if the Germans invaded the Republic of Ireland. The Group was a mixed force with an army-cooperation squadron, a long-range Coastal Command reconnaissance squadron, and the two Battle squadrons (Nos. 88 and 218) of No. 75 Wing. If Éire was invaded, the group would be immediately reinforced by two more Battle squadrons and two fighter squadrons. It was a force designed to cooperate directly with the Army and would respond to requests from the army commander in Northern Ireland. It was a tactical force, just like the BAFF, and the army units stationed in Northern Ireland were enthusiastic about the air support it could provide. Grp Capt. Carr, the commander of No. 61 Group, was very anxious to provide it.26 No. 61 Group was the new BAFF and the Battles of its No. 75 Wing would be continuing the tactical traditions of the AASF.
The location of the Battle squadrons ensured there were no distractions. They were still technically under the control of Bomber Command, but they could not reach targets in mainland Europe so, unlike the squadrons in No. 1 Group, there could be no temptation to force them into a nocturnal strategic role. Initially, the squadrons were confined to coastal patrols, guarding against any uninvited German visitors landing on the coastline. However, the decision to use the squadrons to develop close air support tactics put the focus firmly back on their intended army support role. If there was any doubt about their role, it was clarified in instructions issued in September—the Battle squadrons were to provide ‘either close support or direct support of land operations according to the situation at the time and as directed by the General Officer Commander in Chief’.27 The trials the Air Ministry were organising would help them perform this role, and the procedures they would develop would include ‘radio techniques, machinery for command, target selection and methods of synchronising attacks on the ground and in the air’.28 This was real close support: the aircraft would be attacking targets on the battlefield that front line troops needed eliminated. Lt-Col. Woodall, who had been Barratt’s Army liaison officer in France, was put in charge of the trials.
Given the danger the country faced, it might seem somewhat perverse to confine these exercises to squadrons based on the other side of the Irish Sea. The Germans might invade Éire, but they were far more likely to invade Britain. The tactics and systems the Battle squadrons were supposed to develop in Northern Ireland were obviously skills and techniques the Battle squadrons would have found very useful in an invasion of the UK. If squadrons in England had conducted these trials, embryonic command and control systems would be in place that could actually be used in an invasion. Instead of just having them pretending to be Stukas, Battles could have been attempting to respond to Army requests for support. This would have been a far more useful way of giving inexperienced troops some idea of what it was like to have aircraft intervening on the battlefield.
This was not how the Air Staff saw it. This was not the beginning of a new phase in the Battle’s operational career. There were no efforts to make the Battles in Northern Ireland any more suitable for the role than the Battles in Britain. The techniques developed were not going to be used by Battle squadrons in No. 1 Group; for the Air Staff, it was just a rather academic exercise. The Battle was a suitable plane for the trials because it was a close approximation to the Bermudas and Vengeances on order from the United States, and trials with the Battle would be useful for developing the tactics these planes would use when they arrived. There was no immediate use for these tactics as they were for offensive, not defensive operations. They would only be needed at some distant future stage in the war when British forces were advancing.
The Battle squadrons in Northern Ireland were just paving the way for future close-support planes that might one day equip the RAF and provide the Army with close support. There was therefore no hurry—indeed, as far as the Air Staff was concerned, this scenario was scarcely likely: by the time the British Army was ready to go onto the offensive, the long-range bomber would have already won the war. These trials were taking place simply to keep the War Office happy. The War Office might have suspected this but the generals were just delighted to get any sort of development going. The upshot was that the two Battle squadrons in Northern Ireland began developing sophisticated close air support tactics while the Battle squadrons in England were just practising their night flying skills.
The commander of No. 75 Wing in Northern Ireland was a certain Group Captain Wann. When the exercises were complete he would help pen the Wann-Woodall report which many would claim revolutionised army and air force cooperation. In August 1940, however, he was showing little sympathy for the Army cause. He was not against using the Battles for low-level attack, which he felt had been abandoned too quickly in France. There was no reason why this approach could not be very effective, he argued, provided surprise could be achieved, and dive-bombers distracting the anti-aircraft defences might be one way of achieving this. However, like Playfair, he believed that his Battles should be used for interdiction in the rear and that they had been misused in France. The French Army, which had ‘an imperfect knowledge of the role of the bomber’, had chosen their targets and his Battles had ended up being used ‘to retrieve the mistakes of the French generals’.29 Bombers could not be used against fleeting targets, which had invariably moved on by the time the bombers arrived, and bomber pilots could not be held on standby like fighter pilots, waiting for such targets to be identified. These had ‘the thrill of the fight’ to look forward to, while bomber crews had only uncertainty about what they might be expected to attack.30 His Battle crews on standby in France had found the wait demoralising and much preferred ‘the steady job of night flying’.31 The one lesson he felt everyone should remember was that ‘Air Forces cannot take the place of Armies. To forget it would mean that one day the Air Force would be asked to fight the Army’s battles, such operations being called ‘close support’.32 His first assertion was correct, but it did not lead to his conclusion.
Days after making these comments, Wann was told his Battle squadrons would have the task of developing the close support tactics he so clearly did not believe in. The exercises began on 5 September. On the 17th, the complete procedure for calling in air support was tried for the first time; it took 45 minutes from the request to the Battles taking off.33 It was unfortunate that these trials did not begin in July rather than September and with Battle squadrons in Britain rather than Northern Ireland. When they finally got going, a German invasion fleet was already gathering in the Channel ports.
While the Battle squadrons in Northern Ireland were preparing to support the Army more effectively, the Air Staff was laying down the normal way Battle squadrons in England should be used when they were not required for an ‘emergency’. Daylight low-level missions, or indeed daylight missions of any sort, would not be a normal role for the Battle. On 17 July, the Group was told that the Battles’ general role was to target enemy airfields, shipping and barges, naval installations, and oil supplies, as well as mining inland waterways with the W-Mine. All of these missions would be done by night. Oil in storage depots was a particularly important target, as the Air Staff were convinced Bomber Command had already devastated the German oil industry, and the enemy was running short of oil. The loss of any stored oil ought to be a particularly heavy blow.
The Battles were still supposed to play their part in opposing an invasion. They were to attack any vessels carrying troops, and bomb troops that were establishing or had established a bridgehead. They were also to be ready to spray the invading forces with mustard gas, if the government decided to take such drastic measures. However, Air Vice-Marshal Bottomley (Portal’s Senior Air Staff Officer) made it very clear in a covering letter that the primary role of the Battles would be targets on the continent. The Battles would not be able to penetrate far, but they would be able to provide a short-range supplement to the strategic air offensive.34 It was this mission that the Battle squadrons should prepare for.
The Battle was clearly not suitable for this task, and Portal was particularly anxious to replace them as quickly as possible, but not with the dive-bombers on order from the United States, nor the Bostons and Maryland light-bombers that were already arriving. The Group needed bombers suitable for long-range bombing by night.35 In August, crews from Battle squadrons began visiting Wellington squadrons so that they could start familiarising themselves with the plane. Portal may not have been able to transfer the Battle crews to heavy bomber squadrons, but he was determined to make sure he achieved the same end by reequipping the Battle squadrons with heavy bombers. The days of No. 1 Group as a tactical force were numbered.
While they waited for their Wellingtons to arrive, the Battle squadrons stood ready to fend off an invasion. From 9 July, six fully armed Battles were on standby at Binbrook or Newton every night, from an hour before dusk until they were released the following morning, ready to strike an approaching invasion fleet. Those not on standby were largely involved on long-distance cross-country night flying exercises. The first combat mission flown from Britain was on the night of 21–22 July; the target being an oil storage unit in Rotterdam. From their bases in Lincolnshire, it was a long trek, but it was all good practice for their future role. The planes followed the coast round to Orford Ness, and then headed across the North Sea. The Admiralty refused to turn on lighthouses to help guide the bombers, so even the trek along a blacked-out coast was a challenge. Three Battles from each of Nos. 103 and 150 Squadrons set off but only two dropped their bombs on the designated target. Two had to return with technical problems, and the remaining two bombed alternative targets.36 It was not the best of starts.
No. 12 Squadron’s first night mission from the UK was a total failure. On the night of 23rd–24th three planes tried to take off, but two collided before they could get off the ground and the third gave up when its radio failed to work. The squadron had no more luck two nights later when Evere aerodrome near Brussels was the target: again, one of the Battles had problems with its radio, and the other two were forced to turn back by the weather.37 On the same night, three planes from No. 150 Squadron attempted to attack Hingene airfield, south-west of Brussels, but none found the target. On the night of 28th–29th, five planes from No. 142 Squadron made another attempt to bomb Evere airfield. One had to return early after the plane’s radio aerial became detached and two of the remaining four failed to return. The next night, three planes from No. 150 Squadron were supposed to bomb Waalhaven airfield, just south of Rotterdam, but deteriorating weather forced the mission to be cancelled after only one plane had taken off.38
It was all too much for the crews. They were still not sufficiently trained in night flying and they were trying to fly aircraft that were not designed for night bombing. Breen accepted that finding dimly-lit targets after a long sea crossing was too much to expect of his crews and, with the moon on the wane, he decided to call off future missions.39 The squadrons needed bombers that were more suitable for long-range nocturnal bombing and crews that had acquired the skills to fly them. More night flying practice was the order of the day.
In the meantime, the Battle squadrons would return to short-range daylight bombing—missions they were more capable of performing. It was not, however, a return to the army support operations they had flown in France. Instead, the Battle was to be used against naval targets. All those qualities that made it suitable for close air support in a land battle also made the Fairey plane a useful naval bomber. It was manoeuvrable enough to hit small targets so high-speed E-boats operating in the English Channel seemed a reasonable target. With an invasion likely, this might seem like a very useful way of using the Battle. In fact, in an actual invasion, E-boats would be last on the list of targets for attack—the slow cumbersome barges carrying tanks and troops would be the priority.
The Battle’s new role led to some rather uncertain, and on occasion confusing, times for the squadrons. On 6 August, No. 1 Group ceased to be a part of Bomber Command, and the Group was transferred temporarily to Coastal Command for training.40 From the 13th, Battle squadrons were no longer required to have aircraft on standby to deal with an invasion. The day before, Nos. 12 and 142 Squadrons were assigned to No. 16 Group Coastal Command. On 16 August, after delays due to poor weather, No. 98 Squadron finally departed for Iceland. Nos. 103 and 150 squadrons were the only squadrons left in No. 1 Group and these began an intensive training programme which included tasks like dive-bombing targets pulled by speedboats. Ironically, there was now a sudden revival of interest in the operations the AASF had flown in France, and No. 1 Group was asked for more information on the dive-bombing tactics that they had used. Again, the request seems to have fallen on deaf ears.41 Its new naval role had not absolved the Group of any responsibility for supporting the Army. What was left of No. 1 Group was still supposed to support the Army’s Northern Command, and in the event of an invasion, half its squadrons would be transferred to Army control.42 As No. 1 Group only had two squadrons, it meant the Army would get just one Battle squadron from the arrangement.
Meanwhile Nos. 12 and 142 Squadrons were involved in operations with No. 16 Group Coastal Command, operating from Detling and Eastchurch. The Battle of Britain was raging all around and these airfields were constantly targeted by the Luftwaffe, adding to the difficulties of the two squadrons. The squadrons were used for attacking French ports, mainly Boulogne. The first of these attacks was on the evening of 17 August, when six Battles from No. 12 Squadron were instructed to attack E-boats in Boulogne harbour. One failed to take off, but the others set off together half an hour before sunset. The idea was that the fading light would provide some protection, but it was counted as a daylight operation and the Battles were accompanied by Blenheim fighters, although as an escort these were of very dubious value. No enemy fighters were encountered and all the Battles made it back across the Channel, although one had been badly damaged by anti-aircraft fire and was forced to crash-land.
The squadron repeated the attack the following evening, this time setting off 40 minutes later in two flights of three. The later take-off time was sufficient to classify it as a night operation and no escort was provided, but again all the planes returned. This was the last time the squadron attacked in formation; subsequent missions would be flown individually and completely under cover of darkness.
No. 142 Squadron also began operations for No. 16 Group on the night of 17 August, dispatching six planes to bomb Boulogne harbour. They set off individually a little later than No. 12 Squadron, relying entirely on the gathering gloom for protection. Two turned back with technical problems, but the other four found the target and all returned safely. The squadron flew a similar late evening mission the following day, but most of the subsequent missions were flown entirely in the hours of darkness. There was the occasional attempt to fly by day using clouds for protection, the most determined effort being made on the evening of 23 August. At around 6.30 p.m., well before sunset, six Battles set off in pairs to bomb Boulogne; two made good use of clouds to evade the defences but two were chased back across the Channel by Messerschmitts, with one crash-landing near Ashford. The two that failed to make it back across the Channel were probably also victims of German fighters. It was clear that relying on cloud cover was no substitute for a fighter escort.43
In all, the two squadrons flew around sixty sorties while they were with No. 16 Group. The crews were not happy with their move. They felt neither part of Coastal Command nor Bomber Command, ‘nobody’s baby’, as the Group operations book records.44 It was a reasonable summing up of the status of all Battle squadrons. No. 1 Group’s solution was to suggest the move to Coastal Command should be permanent. Nobody seemed to want the Battle squadrons.
Dowding was one commander who wanted them, or at least the pilots. He still saw the Battle force as a waste of good pilots with valuable experience of flying single-engined planes, and made another appeal to have some of them transferred to Fighter Command. This time he got his way. Battle squadrons were asked for volunteers, and many pilots were delighted at the opportunity to play a part in the crucial battle that was taking place in the skies above the south-east. Nevertheless, it was another weakening of a tactical bomber force that might still have a very important role to play if the invasion came. There was perhaps an opportunity here to satisfy Dowding and the Army. Ironically, the War Office had suggested on more than one occasion that fighter-bombers could satisfy its close air support needs.45 Equipping the Battle squadrons with single-seaters would have given Dowding the extra fighters he wanted and the Army a much better ground attack plane. It was of course quite unthinkable that, in the RAF’s compartmentalised organisation, a Bomber Command group should be equipped with fighter-bombers.
No. 1 Group’s separation from Bomber Command proved to be very temporary and, in early September, it returned to the fold. It is not clear if the imminent threat of invasion or the imminent availability of Wellingtons was the driving force behind this reunion. Nos. 12 and 142 Squadrons moved back to Binbrook, and the number of Polish Battle squadrons increased to four by the end of the August, with Nos. 304 and 305 Squadrons joining No. 1 Group. The Group might yet become a significant force in time for an invasion.
The problem was that the Polish squadrons were not seen as a way of expanding the Battle force, but a replacement for the existing British Battle squadrons as they converted to heavy bombers.46 There was therefore no rush about forming them. The latest two were manned by experienced personnel, many of whom had flown with the Polish and French air forces. They did not need much training, but they were told that they would have to wait until the existing Battle squadrons had re-equipped with Wellingtons and could pass their Battles on before they got anything to fight with.47 This remained the plan even though there were plenty available in store.
How effective this rapidly reconstituted Battle force might be in the Army support role remained to be seen. The Poles were dedicated to the anti-Nazi cause and would be a welcome reinforcement for any air force, but they had not flown Battles in combat nor had much opportunity to practise low-level or dive-bombing. Overall, No. 1 Group was a far less experienced tactical force than the AASF that had returned from France. It was not even clear to what extent it would be used for Army support if the invasion came. Portal, as always keen to boost his strategic bombing offensive, had managed to extract Bomber Command from its commitment to put half of its medium bomber squadrons under Army control. In an intriguing justification for this move, Sinclair, the Secretary of State for Air, argued that the Army might need the support of all the medium bomber squadrons in an invasion, not just half.48 Sinclair seemed to be suggesting that having control of half the force meant the other half was not allowed to support the Army.
On 7 September, Invasion Alert No. 1 was issued and all squadron personal on leave were recalled. Squadrons had to have planes standing by from an hour before dawn, ready to bomb and strafe an invasion fleet at sea and as the landing craft came ashore. After two months of indecisive toing and froing, the Battles were back on anti-invasion duties. As a reminder of how inadequate the available ground attack forces were, and how desperate the country was, all the Battle bases were warned to be ready to accommodate the Tiger Moth trainers that would be flying in from training schools to reinforce the assault.49
At least the scheme to use the Tiger Moths displayed some forethought and planning, not to mention a determination not to waste any resource, however meagre. This philosophy did not seem to stretch to the Battle squadrons. No. 305 Squadron, the fourth Polish Battle squadron, had formed on 29 August. Although many of its aircrew had combat experience with the Polish Air Force, they had spent the last two months kicking their heels, waiting to be given some planes to fly. Now they finally had the chance to join the fight, but all No. 305 Squadron had were two unarmed dual-control Battle trainers and one example of the operational version. The latter was not equipped for operations, and was only supposed to be used as a display model for teaching the Poles the names of the different parts of the aircraft in English. When the invasion alert sounded, the Poles hurriedly made their display Battle fully operational. The squadron’s pilots would have a single Battle with which to take on the invading German Army. Common sense now seemed to take over and on 14 and 15 September, fifteen Battles were rushed from stores to the squadron. The Poles finally had something to fly. Some hasty familiarisation followed and the squadron declared itself ready for operations on 22 September.50 After eleven weeks of inactivity, the Poles had got their squadron up and running in a week.
It was symptomatic of the Air Ministry failure to make best use of the Battle squadrons. By September 1940, No. 1 Group could have been a powerful battle-hardened force equipped with well-protected, well-equipped ground-attack bombers. However, in the two months that had passed since the squadron had retreated from France, nothing had been done to make the Battles any better prepared for daylight bombing. They still had no self-sealing tanks. They still had only a single machine gun for strafing. With Fighter Command struggling for survival, an escort was problematic, but the Battles still did not have the additional armour that might enable the pilots to brave the flak at a low altitude. Each dawn, No. 1 Group had twelve planes at 20 minutes’ readiness, bombed up and ready to strike the invading German forces, just as they had been on the eve of the German offensive in France, but they were no better prepared than they had been four months before. If the invasion had come, the Battle crews would once again have to fly in planes that, as the AASF HQ had pointed out four months earlier, lacked the protection, without which ‘the lives of crews and success of operations are needlessly jeopardized’.51 Even though it was now clear the invasion was coming along the south coast, the Battle squadrons remained in Lincolnshire, 200 miles from a possible German landing. It was scarcely the ideal location for a quick reaction force.
The build-up of invasion barges in the Channel ports forced the Battles back into the night bombing role. They could not match the bomb loads of the Whitleys, Wellingtons, and Hampdens and they would find it far more difficult to find their targets, but they had to do their bit. The Air Staff were anxious not to divert too many of their ‘heavies’ away from the hammering they believed they were inflicting on German industry. Any bombers that could not contribute to the strategic air offensive could at least reduce the need to use the heavies against the barges. With only four squadrons and with some of these planes on standby every night to strike an invasion fleet, the Battles could scarcely be expected to contribute much.
Attacking the Channel ports from Lincolnshire was going to be no easier than it had been a couple of months before. The Battles were ordered to give London a wide berth so that they did not run into the anti-aircraft and night fighter defences. Initially planes flew to the west of London to Odiham before heading east towards Dungeness. They then crossed the Channel to their targets, flew to the east of London to Orford Ness and then followed the coast round to their bases. It was a very long flight just to hit targets on the other side of the Channel. Operating from airfields further south would have involved more risk, as Nos. 12 and 142 Squadrons had discovered while they were with Coastal Command. Even so, in the three weeks they were based in the south-east, only one enemy raid had inflicted serious damage on the Battle squadrons when, on 2 September, five Battles had been damaged beyond repair.52 Even if this was unacceptable, it should have been possible to find reasonably safe airfields closer than Lincolnshire. The overland westward leg proved particularly challenging for the Battle crews and was soon dropped; it was much easier to follow the coast and fly to and from their targets via Orford Ness. The Admiralty helped by dropping their opposition to using the Orfordness Lighthouse to mark the route.
The offensive against the barges began on the night of 7–8 September. Nos. 142 and 150 were held back to deal with an invasion. Only Nos. 103 and 150 Squadrons were used initially but these also had had to have six planes on invasion alert from an hour before dawn. They had also been weakened by the recent transfer of five pilots to Fighter Command. On this first night of the so-called ‘Battle of the Barges’, twelve planes from these two squadrons bombed Calais harbour. All claimed to have found their target, dropping bombs from altitudes that ranged from 3,000 to 10,000 feet. The crews found that the searchlights and flak made accurate aiming difficult, but all twelve made it back, although two from No. 103 Squadron had to land at airfields short of their home base because they were running low on fuel.
There were no missions the following night, and only six sorties against Calais from the two squadrons on the evening of the 9th. Attention then focused on Boulogne, with three sorties from these two squadrons each night the weather allowed. The targets were only a maximum of fifty miles from the British coast, but these raids involved arduous four-hour missions from their bases in Lincolnshire. On the 14th, the two Polish squadrons (Nos. 300 and 301) dropped their first bombs, with both squadrons flying three sorties, and Nos. 12 and 142 Squadrons joined the offensive on the 17th.
When the weather was clear, high-level attacks, ranging from 10,000 to 14,000 feet, were preferred. Often the crews could not see the barges below, but they confidently reported that their bombs must have hit them. No. 1 Group was not convinced. As in France, a successful mission was simply a plane returning without its bombs; there was not much belief that they were actually doing a great amount of damage.53 Cloud cover often forced the Battles to attack from lower altitudes, sometimes as low as 1,000 feet, which increased the dangers but also greatly improved the chances of hitting something. Ironically, when the weather was worst, the bombing was often more effective.
For the most part, however, results were disappointing. The raid on the night of 20–21 September was typical. Eighteen aircraft were ordered to attack Boulogne, six in the late hours of the 20th and twelve in the early hours of the 21st. One crew got completely lost and actually failed to leave the country. Two returned with their bombs because of technical faults. Five could not find the target—of these, two bombed the German batteries at Cap Gris Nez and one bombed Calais, but the other two could not find anything worth attacking and returned with their bombs. The remaining twelve dropped their bombs on Boulogne harbour. It was, in the words of the No. 1 Group operations record book, a ‘bad business’.54 In the first week, thirty sorties were flown; in the second, this rose to sixty-eight; and in the third, when it was already becoming clear the invasion had been called off, another fifty-six. The total of around 150 compares to approximately 550 sorties flown by Blenheims and some 700 flown by Wellingtons, Whitleys, and Hampdens.
By 20 September, the danger of an immediate invasion seemed to have passed and squadrons no longer had to have planes ready to take off with twenty minutes’ notice. The offensive against invasion barges continued until 26–27 September. On this final mission, seventeen Battles from Nos. 103, 150, and 300 Squadrons bombed Ostend. Fifteen found the target and bombed from altitudes ranging from 4,000 feet to 12,000 feet, while two aircraft from No. 150 squadron found weather conditions over Ostend poor and bombed Dunkirk instead. All the planes returned. The only casualty was a plane from No. 103 squadron that overshot the flare path and crashed into the airfield perimeter fence. With the moon on the wane, Breen decided not to risk any more Battles on night operations.55 The No. 1 Group’s summary of the campaign was not particularly upbeat.
Last night was, therefore, the last day of the best part of a month’s successful operations. Successful does not necessarily imply that a great deal of important damage had been done and in fact subsequent photographs have been very disappointing. The success of the operations lie in the fact that pilots and crews have gained experience…in aircraft incomparably more difficult to operate than the twin-engined aircraft with which they will be rearmed in the near future.56
Arguably, the Battle squadrons might have spent the time more usefully preparing to meet an invasion, but this was not on No. 1 Group’s agenda. Breen was not worrying about how well equipped the planes were or how well prepared their crews might be to deal with an invading German Army; his primary concern was how prepared his force was to play its part in the strategic bombing offensive against German industry.
On 27 September, all bombers were released from anti-invasion standby duties. Strangely, with the invasion fleet dispersing and the immediate danger passed, Battle squadrons began exercising with army units, and anti-invasion drills became a regular feature of squadron training. On 5 October, Battle squadrons were testing how quickly planes could be refuelled and bombed up for the repeat missions that the Battles would have to fly against an invasion. Battles continued to give troops some idea of what it was like to be attacked—on 1 October, Polish Battles delivered dummy attacks on the 44th Division as it practised crossing a river. However, it was not always just about getting troops used to air attack. On 7 October, Nos. 12 and 142 Squadrons were involved in exercises with the same division, this time attacking ‘enemy defences’ in support of the troops on the ground.57 Several squadrons were also practising dive-bombing and low-level attacks on small targets such as gun positions. It was not a wasted effort. It had to be assumed an invasion would come in 1941. Nevertheless, it was all rather late for a 1940 invasion. It was also a somewhat strange activity for squadrons about to convert to Wellingtons. Low-level attacks on individual gun positions would be quite impossible with such a large bomber.
On 9 October, with the moon returning, the Battles resumed their attacks on Channel ports. There was still the occasional invasion alert, so these missions were more than just general attempts to disrupt German shipping. Also, these same barges might still be part of a 1941 invasion, so it was an opportunity to destroy as many as possible before they were all withdrawn to safer waters inland. Battles flew some forty-eight sorties in this final phase of operations. The bombers generally set off soon after dusk, so the mission could be flown before the moon set. Boulogne, Calais, and Ostend were all targets. The final mission was on the evening of 16 October; an hour after sunset, six Battles from No. 301 Squadron set course for Boulogne. All the planes dropped their bombs on the target and all returned safely, the last one landing fifteen minutes after midnight.
By the end of October all the Battle squadrons had begun converting to Wellingtons.



Conclusion
It was ironic that it should be the Wellington that replaced the Battle. From the very beginning, both planes had been parallel developments, and both were designed to perform exactly the same role. The only difference was that the Battle was expected do this with one engine, while the Wellington could use two. The Fairey Battle was the Air Staff’s first choice—the Vickers Wellington was only ordered for comparison purposes. It was no more than a way of checking that the single-engined bomber was the right way to go.
In their final form, the mighty 18,000-lb Wellington and the streamlined 10,000-lb Fairey Battle scarcely looked like they were ever supposed to do the same job. Appearances aside, they both had a lot in common: both were excellent designs, and both far exceeded the requirements they were supposed to meet. They had approximately the same top speed and both won the respect of their crews for being reliable planes with no major vices. Initially their operational careers were also remarkably similar. Neither was capable of taking on and defeating enemy fighters and both suffered catastrophic losses in daylight missions.
They were both victims of flawed Air Staff thinking. The entire bombing strategy assumed that bombers could reach their targets without fighter support. Once the speed advantage that the Battle was supposed to have did not materialise, the Air Staff realised that they had a problem. Single-engined planes could not carry the defensive firepower required to fight off enemy fighters and this was enough for the Air Staff to declare the Battle obsolete. The early losses suffered by Battle squadrons seemed proof that the Air Staff had been right. What the Air Staff did not expect was that larger bombers with far more powerful defensive armament would prove just as vulnerable. It soon became clear that no matter how many guns it carried, the bomber could not defeat the fighter. It did not matter if the plane was a Fairey Battle or a Flying Fortress; if there was no fighter escort, heavy losses were inevitable. In the end, as a day bomber, the Wellington seemed to be as great a failure as the Battle.
From this point, the histories of the two planes followed very different paths. The Wellington could carry a heavier bomb load much further than the Battle, and had more space for a navigator and bomb aimer. The Battle was smaller, far more manoeuvrable, and capable of operating at low-level. The Wellington was the superior long-range bomber; the Battle was the better short-range tactical bomber. The problem for the Battle was that the Air Staff did not want tactical bombers.
Unlike the Battle, the Wellington’s failure in the day bombing role did not mean instant obsolescence. Instead, the Air Staff decided the Wellington could operate under cover of darkness. With far less enthusiasm, the Air Staff bowed to War Office pressure and allowed the Battle to become a tactical army-support bomber. The Air Staff were as confident that the Wellington would succeed as a long-range night bomber as they were sure that the Battle would fail in its army support role.
Although the two designs were now following very different paths, there were still striking similarities in their stories. The Air Staff required both planes to perform roles they were not equipped to carry out, with crews who were not trained to perform them. The Wellington crews did not have the night-flying experience or navigational equipment to find their target and bomb accurately. The Battle crews did not have the experience, armament, or protection to fly daylight tactical missions.
It was not surprising that both planes encountered problems. The Wellington, however, had two very significant advantages. Firstly, the Air Ministry wanted its strategic bombing mission to succeed, and therefore the plane had priority with any improvements that might help. The second and more significant advantage was that no-one realised that the Wellington was failing. Crews claimed they were finding and hitting their targets under cover of darkness and the Air Staff were happy to believe them. It was what they wanted to believe. Only much later did it become clear that the vast majority of bombs dropped by the Wellingtons were missing their target by a very wide margin.
Preparing the Battle to support the Army by day did not have the same priority—indeed, it did not have any priority at all. The consequences were immediate and, for many aircrews, fatal. The Sedan operation on 14 May became the worst day in the RAF’s history. It was indisputably a disaster. However, instead of putting right the problems, the Air Staff used the heavy losses as incontrovertible proof that they had been right all along: the Battle was obsolete. Nor were they just right about the plane; they believed that the heavy losses also proved they were right about army air support being a misuse of the bomber. The Battles had achieved nothing during their costly Army support operations. It was what the Air Staff wanted to believe. Only strategic bombing would bring success.
The reality was quite the reverse. German generals testified to the delays caused by Allied daylight bombing, but they did not even notice that the nocturnal strategic air offensive against the Ruhr had started.1 The Fairey Battles may not have changed the course of the war, but their daylight attacks on German troops in 1940 inflicted more damage on the German war machine than the Wellingtons bombing the Ruhr by night.
The two planes were now at opposite ends of the Air Staff requirements spectrum. The Wellington had become a valuable asset. It was not ideal, but it was an extremely useful interim type that would meet RAF needs until the four-engined bombers arrived. The Fairey Battle was not filling any gap in Air Staff plans, and there was no intention of replacing it with a better single-engined tactical bomber. Events would prove such a plane was required. In the end, the RAF would choose the single-engined fighter-bomber to fill this role, but there was no reason why the two-seater could not succeed, as the success of the Il-2 Sturmovik on the Eastern Front demonstrated. Eventually, the RAF opted for the more versatile single-seater, just as it had in the First World War, but this was all in the future. In the desperate days of 1940, the Fairey Battle was all Britain had, but it was never given a chance to show what it could do if properly equipped.
The Wellington, with much justification, is credited with having a very distinguished combat career. In contrast, the Fairey Battle has been repeatedly derided as an embarrassing failure. In truth, neither was allowed to achieve as much as they could have achieved. With fighter protection, both planes could have been successful day bombers, and both could have played a crucial role in defeating the German offensive in France in May 1940. They should have both been ready to play a full part in helping the British Army defeat a German invasion. Fortunately for the Air Staff, that invasion never came. If it had, it would have exposed their flawed thinking and subsequent histories might have asked more searching questions about how both these bombers were used.
The real tragedy in the Fairey Battle story is that its brave crews had to endure the myth that their efforts had been pointless. Air Staff dogma required the Battle of France to be seen as nothing more than an unnecessary prelude before the proper war began. They believed that wars would be won by bombing the enemy’s people and resources, not by armies fighting on the battlefield, and that the RAF had always been wasting its time and the lives of its aircrews by getting involved in the Battle of France. The Battle crews who survived had not just risked their lives in a losing cause; their efforts had always been futile and pointless. Their comrades had sacrificed their lives for no good reason.
The truth is that their efforts were neither futile nor pointless. Indeed, the Battle aircrews could have changed the course of the campaign, with far-reaching consequences for the future course of the war. Muddled thinking had given the RAF a bomber that it did not want. Quite by accident, the RAF found itself equipped with a bomber that could be used tactically, and chance then put the squadrons equipped with this bomber in the path of the main German advance. While the Air Staff were convinced that the decisive struggle would take place over the Ruhr, it was actually taking place over the Ardennes—and it was the Battle crews who were fighting it. The German Army knew it was taking a risk by going through the Ardennes. If the Battles had been properly armed, protected, and escorted, their repeated attacks against the German forces winding their way towards the Meuse might have exposed just how great this risk was. Even in the appallingly underprepared state in which they were thrown into action, the Fairey Battle still managed to give the French a fleeting opportunity to restore the situation. A more prolonged effort by better-prepared squadrons would have given the Allies far more time to react to the German breakthrough, and sustained bombing from the first day of the offensive might have helped prevent it. While the crews of the heavies, bravely fighting the elements in their attempts to bomb the Ruhr, never had any chance of influencing the course of the war in 1940, the Fairey Battle crews at least risked their lives in a winnable cause—and the plane they flew was good enough to enable them to win it. It is sometimes suggested that a plane like the Battle could never operate effectively until air superiority had been won. This is not true and wars cannot be fought on this basis. Armies cannot wait for air superiority before they can benefit from air support. The Fairey Battle did not need air superiority. It just needed more armour, self-sealing tanks and fighter escorts.
The Fairey Battle may not have been the ideal army support plane, but it was a lot closer to what Britain needed than the misguided Air Staff policies and thinking that made sure it would fail. In more questioning times, the circumstances in which Battle aircrews were sent into combat might provoke more criticism, or even condemnation. The disastrous losses were avoidable. Hindsight was not required; all that was needed was the implementation of decisions made at the time. The story of the Fairey Battle sums up the failings in British air policy. The attitudes and policies that had robbed the Battle aircrews of any chance of carrying out their missions successfully also helped ensure defeat on the battlefield for the Allied cause.
The Fairey Battle could never have been the strategic bomber the Air Staff wanted it to be, but it could have been a successful army support bomber. The Air Staff insistence that this was not the way to use bombers was a major misjudgement, but the scale of the error has been concealed by a myth that has remained remarkably durable. As far as the Air Staff was concerned, the Battles did not fail in combat because they were not provided with self-sealing tanks or adequate armour, nor were they a failure because they were denied fighter escorts and the offensive weapons they needed to be effective. For the Air Staff the reason for the Battle’s failure was very simple. The Fairey Battle failed because the plane was obsolete. That was the version of history that the Air Staff wanted recorded—and that is the version that fills our history books.



Appendix I
Comparison of performance required by the specification and achieved by the first production model
 
	    
	 P.27/32  
	 Battle K.7558  

	 Empty Weight  
	 6,300  
	 6,720  

	 Speed at 15,000 feet  
	 Not less than 195 mph  
	 252 mph  

	 Service ceiling  
	 Not less than 22,000 feet  
	 26,300  

	 Range at 15,000 feet  
	 720  
	 1,050 miles  

	 Range with extra tanks  
	 1,500  
	    

	 Distance from 50 feet screen to rest  
	 500 yards  
	 690 yards  

	 Landing run  
	 200 yards  
	 350 yards  





Appendix II
Fairey Battle performance
 
	    
	 K4303  
	 K9281(Austin)  
	 K7758  

	 Date  
	 December 1936  
	    
	 February 1938  

	 Engine  
	 Merlin F 970 hp  
	 Merlin II 967 hp  
	 Merlin I 980 hp  

	 Weight excluding bombs  
	 8,019  
	    
	    

	 Bomb load  
	 1,000 lb  
	    
	    

	 Fuel  
	 1,632 lb  
	    
	    

	 Oil  
	 126  
	    
	    

	 Total weight  
	 10,777  
	 10,900  
	 10,898  

	 Max speed 10,000 feet  
	    
	    
	 234  

	 Max speed 15,000 feet  
	 257 mph  
	 237 mph  
	 252  

	 Max speed 20,000 feet  
	    
	    
	 252  

	 Range  
	 1,045 miles  
	    
	 1,050  

	 Landing speed  
	 53 mph  
	    
	 69 mph  

	 Take off run  
	 280 yards  
	    
	 435  

	 Distance from rest to clear 50 feet barrier  
	 445 yards  
	 630 yards  
	 725 yards  

	 Distance to rest clearing 50 feet barrier  
	    
	    
	 690 yards  

	 Landing run with brakes After clearing 50 feet barrier  
	 390 yards  
	    
	 350 yards  

	 Service ceiling  
	    
	 24,600  
	 26,500  





Appendix III
Dive-bombing limitations of various RAF aircraft
 
	 Aircraft  
	 Max. Diving Speed (mph)  
	 Max. dive-bombing angle (degrees)  

	 Fairey Battle  
	 308  
	 80  

	 Hawker Hind  
	    
	 65-70  

	 Vickers Wellesley  
	 220  
	 54  

	 Bristol Blenheim  
	 285  
	 30  

	 Armstrong Whitworth Whitley  
	 220  
	 30  

	 Handley Page Harrow  
	 220  
	 30  

	 Fairey Hendon  
	 170  
	 15  


(Air 14/1812, 15 February 1938)



Appendix IV
Range of Fairey Battle at various speeds
 
	 Speed  
	 Main wing tanks (212 gal.)  
	 Main wing tanks plus aux. wing tank (33 gal.)  
	 Main wing tanks plus fuselage tank (45 gal.)  
	 Main wing tanks plus aux. wing and fuselage tanks  

	 Fairey built Battles

	 222 mph at 15,000 feet (Max. economic cruising power)  
	 800  
	 955  
	 1,015  
	 1,170  

	 200 mph at 15,000 feet  
	 910  
	 1,080  
	 1,150  
	 1,323  

	 157 mph (Most economical cruising speed)  
	 1,030  
	 1,220  
	 1,350  
	 1,540  

	 176 mph at 1,000 feet (Max economic cruising power)  
	 800  
	 954  
	 1,010  
	 1,163  

	 182 mph at 3,000 feet (Max economic cruising power)  
	 790  
	 943  
	 998  
	 1,150  

	 Austin built Battles

	 197 mph at 15,000 feet (Max. economic cruising power)  
	 712  
	 850  
	 900  
	 1,037  

	 150 mph (Most economical cruising speed)  
	 917  
	 1,093  
	 1,157  
	 1,333  

	 157 mph at 1,000 feet (Max economic cruising power)  
	 710  
	 846  
	 896  
	 1,032  

	 163 mph at 3,000 feet (Max economic cruising power)  
	 710  
	 846  
	 896  
	 1,032  


(12 January 1939 AIR2/2620)



Appendix V
Depth of penetration (miles) of Battle at maximum cruising speed while over enemy territory (without auxiliary wing tank)
 
	 Location  
	 Approach and attack at 15,000 feet  
	 Approach at 15,000 feet, attack at 1,000 feet  
	 Approach and attack at 3,000 feet  

	 From bases in France with fuselage tank  
	 275  
	 250  
	 200  

	 From bases in France without fuselage tank  
	 185  
	 170  
	 135  

	 From bases in Kent with fuselage tank  
	 184  
	 165  
	 140  

	 From bases in Kent without fuselage tank  
	 95  
	 85  
	 75  


(12th January 1939 AIR2/2620)



Appendix VI
The alternatives to the Battle 1939/40




Appendix VII
Battle production at the Austin and Fairey Stockton plants
The figures in brackets are the number included in the total that were built as trainers.
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Design Engine Role ‘Armament | Armament | Bomb | Weight loaded | Wing area | Max. speed | Cruising | Range Remarks
defensive | fixed load (Ib) | (Ib) (sqfect) | (mph) speed | (miles)
offensive (mph)

Battle 1,030 hp Merlin 11 Medium bomber | 2 mg Tmg 1,500 10,890 22 237 203 855 with 1,500 I
Basic model L070 with 1,000 Ib
Battle variant 1,280 hp Merlin X Direct support | 3mg mg 1,000 422 200 Proposed

bomber 10/10/1939
Amstrong Ix1.390 hp Medium bomber | & mg 3500 [ 32,000 S04 250 300
Whitworth Hercules XI
Albemarle
Bristol Bisley 2x870 hp Mercury XX | Direct support | 2mg Tmg 1000 | 14630 469 245 350 Proposed 1/8/40
(Blenheim V) bomber
Bristol §40 hp Mercury XV ‘Medium bomber | 2 mg Tmg L000 | 13.100 40 266 233 1210 Proposed
Blenheim IV 1/8/1940
Bristol 965 hp Direct support | 3 mg mg 1,000 469 215 300 Proposed
Blenheim Mark IV | Pegasus XVIIL bomber 10/10/1939
adapration
Brewster SB2A 950 hp Wright Cyclone | Dive bomber Tmg Tmg 474 12,200 379 270 231 850 Deliveries expected
Bermuda in US January 1941
Douglas DB7 21,050 hp P&CW Twin | Attack bomber | 2mg 4mg 2000 | 15,030 465 304 852 40 per month in US
Boston Wasp from July 1940
Fairey Fulmar 1,080 hp Merlin VI al fighter Tmg Smg 500 5,300 342 250 00
Hawker Henley 1,030 hp Merlin 1T Light bomber mg Tmg 750 8,393 342 280 940 Out of production

target g 200 buile as targer

tugs

Martin 167 2x1,050 hp P& W Twin 2mg mg 2,000 542 305 248 1,300
Maryland Wasp medium bomber
De Havilland Tiger | 130 hp Gipsy Major Trainer 120 1770 239 109
Moth
Vuliee 72 1,600 hp GR 2600 Dive bomber | 2mg L300 | 10963 332 310 286 1900 Deliveries expected

Vengeance

in US February 1941

Wiestland Lysander

590 hp Mereury XII

Army co-
operation

Tor2mg
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