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The German attack in the West had been
long expected by the Allies. However,
when the phoney war finally ended in
May 1940, the scale and direction of the
assault took them completely by surprise.
The British Expeditionary Force and
various French units were pushed back to
the coast to an eventual perimeter around
the town of Dunkirk. From there the

Royal Navy was tasked to evacuate as many
men as possible — Operation Dynamo. The
infamous order to "halt the panzers" had
already been given of course, though none
of the defenders could have known that at
the time. It had been left to the German
Luftwaffe to finish the job and crush the
Allied remnants.

The British squadrons of the Advanced Air
Striking Force and Air Component (AASF)
had already been quickly overwhelmed.
Though dishing out serious damage to the
enemy, by May 15th the Royal Air Force
had lost almost 250 aircraft, including
many Hurricane fighters, which were
required for the defence of Great Britain
herself. The Commander-in-Chief of
Fighter Command, Air Chief Marshal Sir
Hugh Dowding, recognised the danger.

He saw his precious fighters getting frittered
away for little purpose so he made a stand
and refused to send any further squadrons
over to France. Churchill himself, who was
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trying to buoy up the crumbling French
resistance, later countermanded this order.
Only when the Chief of Air Staff backed
Dowding was a compromise reached where
British Fighter Squadrons would be based
in the South of England but carry out
sorties over northern France.

This then was the background to the RAF
attempt to provide an air umbrella for the
evacuation. Over 500,000 British and

French soldiers were within the perimeter
and beginning on the 26th, it was hoped
that around 45,000 might be rescued over
the following two days. After that it was
thought evacuation would be impossible.

In actual event, over nine days 338,226
Allied troops were brought back on the
destroyers and "little ships". Dowding was
forced to husband his resources ruthlessly to
maintain a credible defence for the country
itself, so only a daily average of sixteen
squadrons — many untried and under
strength — were able to provide air cover.

The RAF did the best job it could in bad
circumstances. Contemporary sources reveal
about 106 RAF aircraft were lost in the
battle versus 132 from the Luftwaffe. Part of
the credit for the success of Operation Dynamo
must go then to the outnumbered RAF, who
were much maligned at the time by both the
Army and Navy, largely unaware of the
battles being fought far above them in the
heavens. The experience gained over
Dunkirk by the RAF also proved extremely
useful in the upcoming Battle of Britain,
where Dowding's insistence on preserving
his fighters would prove its worth.
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