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Foreword 

At the Battle of Crecy, on August 26, 1346, the English Army under 
King Edward III faced apparently hopeless odds. A hard fight, with 
every possibility of disaster, was at hand. When the king drew up his 
army, it was to his eldest son, the 16-year-old Black Prince, that 
Edward "gave the place of honour and greatest danger, commanding 
the vanguard on the right of the line". '*' The battle was hard indeed, 
with the Black Prince's division bearing the brunt of it throughout. The 
English won, and the boy prince won his spurs, the supreme accolade 
of chivalry. It is from those distant times that "the right of the line" has 
come to mean, in battle, "the place of greatest danger" - "the van
guard" - and in ceremony "the place of honour". Thus, when the 
Army is on parade, it is the Cavalry (whose traditions go back to the age 
of chivalry) which forms on the right - unless the Royal Horse Artillery 
is present, in which case the horse Gunners claim the post of honour. 
When the three Services parade together, the Royal Navy, as the senior 
Service, takes the right, and the Royal Air Force, as the junior, takes the 
left. But in this book it is argued that in the war in Europe between 
1939 and 1945 the RAF was, in effect, "the vanguard", holding for 
much of the time the place of honour on the right of the line, as the 
Black Prince and his men did at Crecy. 

This argument will no doubt be considered odd by a number of 
people, because even now, in the 1980s, so much modern military 
history continues to be written two-dimensionally, that is to say, from 
the point of view of the land and sea forces only. And indeed, in World 
War I, when air warfare made its debut, it was the armies and navies 
which continued to play the overwhelmingly larger part. In World War 
11 the terms of reference were quite different; the Air role was always 
significant, often dominant. In the first half of 1940 the German Air 
Force ruled the skies of Europe; it is possible that its ten Panzer 
divisions would have enabled the Army to win the Battle of France 
without the aid of the Lufiwaffe - possible but, I would suggest, not very 
likely, because it was the Air arm that produced the fatal demoralization 
of the Allies, leading to successive surrenders. Thereafter, it can 

*The Black Prince by Hubert Cole, p. 49, Hart-Davis, MacGibbon, 1976. 
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Foreword 

certainly be argued that the decline of Germany may be measured 
by the decline of the Luftwaffe. So the importance of the Air arm in 
Germany's effort is very clear. Meanwhile, as I shall hope to show, on 
the other side, the Royal Air Force found itself without option 
shouldering the burden of the war when the Army was in eclipse and 
the Royal Navy strained to its limits. 

That is one of the main threads of this story; the second is my 
intention, throughout, to place both the war itself and the RAF's part in 
it firmly in the perspectives to which they truly belong. I do not 
subscribe to the notion that World War 11 was a thing apart, without 
resemblance to anything that had gone before. On the contrary, I see it 
as belonging to a sequence of great wars (that is, wars of great powers 
for survival) in the period whose technology was dominated by the First 
Industrial Revolution. These are: the American Civil War (this con
nection became very clear indeed in 1942-43), the First World War (so 
many of whose lessons had to be painfully relearned in the Second) and 
finally the great conflict of 1939-45. In all three the prime war material 
was steel, and the prime motive force was steam; but by 1939 a second 
revolution was well advanced, and it is to that, with its dependence on 
light metals and the internal combustion engine, that the RAF evident
ly belongs. From this standpoint it was soon obvious that any narrative 
of the RAF's war which did not dwell considerably on the products of 
the technology - the aircraft themselves - would probably be wide of 
the mark. The RAF, like the Navy, fights entirely with machines; they 
are of the essence. 

The outstanding human aspect of the three great wars of this period 
is the mobilization of the masses. In World War I this was a totally 
unfamiliar procedure in Britain (though not in America or Europe), 
and having raised and maintained a mass army for the first time in their 
history by splendid and heroic efforts, the British then recoiled from 
the whole feat with disastrous results when war loomed again. The 
RAF profited from this recoil by presenting itself as an alternative to 
mass warfare. How amazed its founders and its champions must have 
been when they saw the mass air force of nearly one-and-a-quarter 
million men and women which the war brought forth! 1939-45 was the 

. time of the vast air fleets, the big aircraft with large specialized crews, 
and the host of people on the ground required to direct and service 
them. The 1939-45 RAF was not, in other words, by any means the air 
force that it had expected to be. 

The British are notoriously equivocal in their attitudes towards their 
armed forces. Grudging and parsimonious in peacetime, they try as far 
as possible to ignore the Services (or, indeed, abuse them), and then as 
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war approaches to see them through the rose-tinted lenses of sen
timentality and military ignorance. It came as a great shock in World 
War I that the Royal Navy, Britain's pride, not only failed to produce 
another Trafalgar, but suffered grievous losses, and at one stage looked 
like losing the war at sea. No attempt was made between the wars to 
strengthen the Navy so that this should not happen again; in 1939 it was 
far weaker than it had been in 1914 - yet it was expected to "rule the 
waves" as though nothing had happened since Nelson's famous 
victory. When the Army met defeat and disaster in 1940, the national 
instinct was to pretend that no such thing had occurred, and to elevate 
the Dunkirk debacle into some kind of "miracle" victory. But the grim 
fact was that for the next two years the British Army was never able to 
engage more than four weak German divisions in battle - a hopeless 
situation. 

Delusions about the RAF were - not unnaturally - similar. Even 
serious students of air power were misled by the prevailing optimistic 
sentiment. Thus J. M. Spaight, who rightly perceived and stated in 
1945 that the Air Force had held the right of the line (as quoted on my 
title page) in the same passage echoed the national credo. Mistaken 
pre-war policies, he wrote, 

were reprehensible, but they were atoned for by one great service which was 
rendered to the nation and indeed to civilization in those years of gathering 
storm-clouds. The standard of the Royal Air Force was not lowered. The 
Force was too small in 1939, but for all that it was the finest air force in the 
world. It was a superb arm of war. ** 

I leave it to readers to assess that judgment against the condition of 
the RAF at its "coming of age", as reported by its responsible 
commanders, Air Chief Marshals Sir Edgar Ludlow-Hewitt and Sir 
Hugh Dowding, and related in Chapter 8. For the nation, the five and a 
half years of the war against Hitler were a painful time of awakening 
from superstition; for the RAF they were equally painful - a time of 
awakening from false dogma, and learning the practicalities of war. 
The fact that this was such hard going only makes the achievement 
greater, the post of honour that much more deserved. 

These, then, are the threads that I try to follow. I am conscious of 
many omissions, and I am sorry about them. Originally, I had intended 
to include the war against Japan in this account, but as I proceeded I 
realized that to do so would require another volume and another title, 
because the texture of the air war in the Far East was (for Britain, at any 

**AHB/IV1l6/17, p. 38. 
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rate) a very different matter from that in Europe. Yet I regret this gap, 
because that story is full of interest and drama. I regret the gaps in the 
Westem narrative also - the Commands and functions which here 
receive bare mention or none at all. To all those who feel left out, I 
make sincere apologies now. And in addition there are individuals who 
do not receive their full deserts: members of the Air Council and the 
Air Staff, Group Commanders, "back-room boys", aircrew and 
ground-crew. To them, too, I can only apologize - and point to the 
already great length of the book, uncomplainingly accepted by the 
publishers. 

It will be seen that in writing it I have leaned heavily on the material 
which exists in the Air Historical Branch of the Ministry of Defence. 
All this is, of course, also available in the Public Record Office, but it 
will be understood that great benefit accrues from having one's 
researches guided - as mine were - by the friendly and knowledgeable 
members of the Branch. To Air Commodore (rtd) H. A. Probert, the 
Head of the Branch, for his unfailing encouragement, to Mr Hum
phrey Wynn, its Senior Historian, for much enlightening discourse, to 
Mr J. P. Macdonald (now also retired) who went to much trouble on my 
behalf, to Mr Denis Bateman, Mr Eric Munday and all their obliging 
colleagues, I wish now to say how deeply grateful I am, and how much I 
valued their advice and cooperation. I could not have written this book 
without their aid. I must also add that this was at all times given without 
any attempt to influence my thoughts or conclusions beyond correcting 
palpable errors. This is not in any way an "official" history; it expresses 
my personal view, and the Air Historical Branch gave me invaluable 
assistance in forming it. 

Group Captain (rtd) E. B. Haslam, the ex-Head of the Branch, has 
given me immense support throughout, and I can scarcely express the 
debt that I owe to him for his careful reading and re-reading of the 
manuscript, his wise suggestions and his great fund of information. 
Others on the Air side to whom I owe sincere thanks are Group 
Captain (rtd) T. P. Gleave, ex-Battle of Britain pilot and an Official 
Historian with great knowledge and wisdom, Mr Denis Richards, also 
an Official Historian, whose words are much quoted on the following 
pages, and Dr Noble Frankland, not merely for his contribution to the 
three volumes of the Official History of The Strategic Air Offensive 
Against Germany, but also for the penetrating and illuminating lectures 
which he delivered to the Royal United Services Institute in the wake of 
that publication. Robert Wright, biographer of Dowding and Sholto 
Douglas, is an old friend whose support I also value. Two other old 
friends to whom I owe a debt are Stewart Rodgers and Laurence 
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Perkins, through whom I have been able to feel a certain intimacy with 
the ground-crew of the wartime RAF. Mr Tom Potts, though not an 
ex-airman but an ex-soldier, has been a mine of information on the 
technical aspects of the air war, and very kindly supplied me with a 
number of most useful items from his own library. Other soldiers have 
also been most helpful: Field-Marshal Lord Carver paid me the great 
compliment of reading the whole manuscript and making valuable 
comments on it; Major-GeneraIJ. M. McNeill CB, CBE (rtd) supplied 
additional information on the important subject of Air Support; it was 
my friend Brigadier Shelford Bidwell (rtd) who led me to him in the 
course of some of our consultations which are by now a regular feature 
of my composition of military history. To all of these, and to others 
who, perhaps without realizing it, have helped to illuminate these 
pages, let me now say "Thank you". Finally, I must also thank Ion 
Trewin, my editor at Hodder & Stoughton, who has been unfailingly 
encouraging and supportive, Stephanie Darnill, the meticulous copy
editor, and Mary-Lou Nesbitt, who obtained the illustrations. 
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