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4THE BATTLE OF
BRITAIN:

Canada’s contribution to
the valiant ‘few’
by Tyler Hooper
so bear ourselves that, if the British
SEVENTY-FIVE YEARS ago a
Empire and its Commonwealth last
significant aerial battle was fought
for a thousand years, men will say,
over Britain’s skies that historians
‘This was their finest hour.’”
consider an early turning point in
With Britain and its Allies on their
the Second World War: The Battle
heels, Adolf Hitler saw the opportunof Britain. In September 1939, both
ity to try and gain aerial superiority,
Britain and France declared war on
which would create the possibility of
Germany after its invasion of Poland
an amphibious invasion of Britain,
and, over the next six years, battles
code named Operation SEA LION.
were fought in Europe, Africa and
From the onset the German air force
Asia — on land, in the sea and in
— the Luftwaffe — targeted British
the skies.
shipping convoys, ports and Royal
From the beginning of its decSquadron Leader Douglas Bader with pilots of Canadian No.
Air Force (RAF) fields and wartime
laration of war against Germany,
242 Squadron in front of his Hawker Hurricane at Duxford,
infrastructure in hopes of weakening
France crumbled under the GerSeptember 1940. Most fighter pilots flew several different
British defences for an amphibious
man war machine. The German
aircraft during the war, with the introduction of new machines.
assault. As a result, what ensued
military and Panzer corps pushed
For example, No. 242 flew Bristol Blenheims when it was first
was an intense aerial battle that
back British, French, Belgian and
formed in 1939; they flew Fairey Battles for a short period
before receiving Hawker Hurricanes in January 1940.
lasted from July to October 1940.
other European troops through the
During these few pivotal months,
Ardennes and towards the English
British and Canadian pilots flying Hurricanes and Spitfires
Channel; by this point Poland, Denmark and Norway had fallen
hunted German bombers while dog-fighting the Luftwaffe’s Mesto the German’s military might. Germany’s initial campaign, the
serschmitt Bf 109E and Bf 110C fighters. From the beginning of
Battle of France, saw almost 50,000 French soldiers killed while
WWII, Canada’s air force was terribly under-equipped. In fact, the
another 1.5 million were taken prisoner. By comparison, the British
majority of Canadian pilots crossed the Atlantic to join the Royal
lost approximately 10,000 troops, and Germany 43,000.
Air Force; New Zealanders, Poles, Czechs, Australians, French,
It seemed the only hope for the Allies to recover and regroup
South Africans, Irish, and Americans also fought in the battle.
was to retreat across the English Channel. The evacuation of
Eventually, the RAF formed a Canadian squadron, No. 242.
allied French, British and Belgian troops in May and June of 1940,
According to Canadian military historian Tim Cook, these Canknown as the evacuation or “miracle” of Dunkirk, saw more than
adians “flew Hawker Hurricanes, a closed cockpit monoplane,
300,000 men escape the French shores and retreat across the
part metal and part fabric, with a top speed of 530 kilometres
English Channel to Britain.
per hour. It was well armed with eight Browning .303 machine
On June 18, 1940, Winston Churchill, Prime Minister of
guns, but outmatched by the Luftwaffe’s front-line fighter, the
the United Kingdom, gave a speech to British parliament that
Messerschmitt Bf 109, which could out-dive and out-climb the
foreshadowed the next chapter in the Allied war effort: “The
Hurricanes and was equipped with 20mm cannons.” A second
Battle of France is over. The Battle of Britain is about to begin
Canadian unit was formed, No. 110 or the “City of Toronto”
… Hitler knows that he will have to break us [on] this island or
squadron; it was primarily a reconnaissance squadron.
lose the war. Let us therefore brace ourselves to our duties, and
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G LIBERATION OF HOLLAND SCHELDT ESTUARY JUNO
S S I N G D E V I L’ S B R I G A D E C O N V O Y S C - 4 2 O R T O N A
N G R AY V C D A M B U S T E R S R AY M O N D C O L L I S H A W

“During the month of August, RCAF Squadron No. 401
joined in the battle and helped keep the Luftwaffe from
dominating Britain’s skies.”

Between July and October
their devotion … Never in
1940 British and Canadian fighter
the field of human conflict
pilots held their own against
was so much owed by so
relentless attacks from the Germany to so few.
man Luftwaffe. In the beginning,
The heaviest fighting done
the Luftwaffe targeted civilian
by the RAF and RCAF came in
and military structures such as
August and September of 1940.
dockyards and airfields, which
During the month of August,
almost pushed the RAF to defeat.
RCAF Squadron No. 401 joined
Although the Luftwaffe greatly
in the battle and helped keep the
outnumbered RAF aircraft, GerLuftwaffe from dominating Britman commanders failed to recogain’s skies. By the end of October
nize the importance of the Allied
the Battle of Britain had come to a
British troops line up on the beach at Dunkirk to await evacuation.
radar system which warned of
close. In his book The Necessary
German intrusions in British skies Some 330,000 Allied soldiers were evacuated to Britain by over 800 War, historian Tim Cook writes:
small ships over a period of 10 days as the German army watched,
and helped even the odds.
“Of the 3,000 or so combat flyers
waiting for an order to attack that never came. In his memoirs, the
But there was also another cruwho served with the RAF, some
German commander-in-chief in France during the 1940 campaign,
cial element that helped the British
105 Canadians qualified to attach
Field Marshall Rundstadt, called Hitler’s failure to order a full-scale
and Canadian fighters battle the
the coveted Battle of Britain clasp
attack on the troops on Dunkirk his first fatal mistake of the war.
Luftwaffe. Canadian-born Max
to their Air Crew Europe Star.”
Aitkin, also known as Lord Beaverbrook, was appointed minister
Although the Battle for Britain officially ceased in the fall of
of Aircraft Production by Churchill in May 1940. Despite butting
1940, the Luftwaffe’s bombers continued to relentlessly pound
heads with senior leaders of the Air Ministry, Aitkin drastically
British cities until the spring of 1941. The German Blitzkrieg hoped
increased the production of fighters. This rapid rise in production
to bomb the British to defeat by targeting urban centres where
couldn’t have come at a better time — when the most intense
schools, factories, and residences were destroyed and hundreds
months of the Battle of Britain were taking shape. Furthermore,
killed. By May 1941, thousands of British men, women and
the increase of fighters on the assembly lines gave the British
children had perished in the bombings. The bombings would have
people hope that the war against the Luftwaffe would be won.
continued but Hitler instead diverted his attention and resources
On August 20, 1940, Churchill gave another now-famous
to the East, as the Soviet Union was preparing to invade Germany.
speech in the British House of Commons in which he praised
During the Battle of Britain and the months that followed, the
the brave pilots:
Allies suffered 600 killed, over 400 wounded and almost 1,500
The gratitude of every home in our island, in our
aircraft destroyed; by comparison, the Luftwaffe suffered almost
Empire and indeed throughout the world, except
3,000 killed, another 900 captured, and almost 2,000 aircraft
in the abodes of the guilty, goes out to the British
destroyed. However, the largest casualties came from British
airmen who, undaunted by odds, unwearied in
civilians. In the end, more than 40,000 civilians lost their lives
their constant challenge and mortal danger, are
in the bombardment of Britain while more than 130,000 were
turning the tide of the world by their prowess and
wounded. 
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