
By Dr Alfred Price FRHistS 

"Surprise is obtained by opposing the enemy with a great many more 
troops than he expected at some particular point. The superiority in 
numbers in this case is very different to an overall superiority in 
numbers; it is the most powerful instrument in the art of war. " 

Von Clausewitz 
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f the actions fought during the Battle of Britain the best known was that 
on 15 September 1940, commemorated annually as "Battle of Britain 
Day". 

Following a heavy bombardment of RAF airfields lasting twenty-four 
days, on 7 September the Luftwaffe had shifted the focus of its attack 
to London. Since then there had been four daylight attacks on the 
capital, but RAF fighters had not engaged these with the ferocity that 

characterised many of the August actions. The first attack on the capital had come as a 
surprise, while during the others cloud cover had hindered the control of the defending 
fighter squadrons. 

To Luftwaffe intelligence officers, the drop in the effectiveness of the defences looked like 
clear evidence of Fighter Command was nearing its long-predicted collapse. Now was the 
time to mount further attacks on London, to draw the remaining fighters into engagements 
they were bound to lose. 

With that in mind, on 15 September the Luftwaffe planned to deliver two daylight attacks on 
London separated by a couple of hours. In the first, the main target was Latchmere rail 
junction at Battersea, an important concentration of routes linking the main line stations at 
Victoria and Waterloo with points north, west and south. The second attack would be 
against dock areas to the east of the capital. In the context of a strategic bombing 
campaign, these were all legitimate military targets. 

Since the primary purpose of the attacks was to draw British fighters into action, almost 
every Messerschmitt 109 Gruppe in France would be committed to support the attacks. 
Most single-engined fighter units would fly double sorties. 

THE NOON ATTACK 
In the vanguard of the first attack on London, planned to open shortly before noon, came 
approximately a hundred Messerschmitt 109 fighters. These flew free-hunting patrols across 
Kent, to hunt down defending fighters. Next came twenty-one Messerschmitt 109 fighter-
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bombers of Lehrgeschwader 2 to attack railway targets in the south-eastern quarter of the city. ' 
Then, twenty-seven Dornier 17s of Kampfgeschwader 76 were to attack Latchmere Junction.2 Each 
fighter-bomber and bomber formation was to have a similar number of fighters flying close escort. 

Almost from the start the German attack plan went awry. The Dorniers, from llnd and lllrd Gruppen 
of KG 76, assembled into formation at low level over their airfields at Beauvais and Cormeilles-en­
Vexin. Then the forces joined up and headed for the Pas de Calais to rendezvous with their fighter 
escort. During the climb the bombers ran into an unexpectedly thick cloud layer, which compelled 
them to break formation. Once above cloud, the leader had to orbit for several minutes to re­
assemble the formation. 3 Two bombers failed to rejoin and these returned to base. The Dorniers 
continued on to Pas de Calais, where they picked up their assigned force of escorting fighters . 
However, the unscheduled delay had eaten into the fighters' already meagre fuel reserves. 

PREPARING THE RIPOSTE 
By now the Battle of Britain had been running for seven weeks and the AOC No 11 Group, Air Vice­
Marshal Keith Park, had developed his defensive tactics to a fine art. If this was yet another attack 
on London, he knew that the Messerschmitt 109 escorts would be near the limit of their radius of 
action when they reached the target. 

Park planned to fight the forthcoming battle in three phases. In the first phase, to begin shortly after 
the German formations crossed the coast, three squadrons of Spitfires on the forward patrol line 
over Canterbury would go into action. If possible these fighters were to engage the enemy 
bombers. But if the escorting Messerschmitts prevented this and dogfights developed, that too 
would serve Park's purpose. It might draw some escorts away from the bombers, leaving the latter 
more vulnerable to British squadrons attacking later. It would also force the German fighters to fly at 
fu ll throttle and burn fuel much faster than in the cruise.• 

Air Vice-Marshal Keith Park who oversaw the 
direction of the air fighting on 15 September. 
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During the second phase, fought as the raiders headed across Kent to the capital, six squadrons of 
Hurricanes operating in pairs were to be fed into the action. Again the aim was to engage the 
enemy bombers if possible, and also to keep the escorts busy. 

For the third and final phase of the engagement, the bulk of the Spitfire and Hurricane units were to 
engage the enemy force over the south-eastern outskirts of London. By then, Park hoped, many of 
the escorting Messerschmitt 109s would be short of fuel and unable to spend long in action .5 

As the first of his fighters were climbing into position to engage, Park was requesting assistance 
from neighbouring fighter Groups. In reply No 10 Group in the south-west scrambled a squadron of 
Spitfires to patrol over Windsor. And No 12 Group in the midlands sent Squadron Leader Douglas 
Bader's "Big Wing" to patrol over the capital. For the first time, the "Big Wing" was heading south 
with its full planned strength of three squadrons of Hurricanes and two of Spitfires . 

. . . six squadrons of Hurricanes operating in pairs were to 
be fed into the action. Again the aim was to engage the 
enemy bombers ... 

Scramble take-off by Hawker Hurricanes during the Battle of Britain. This type bore the 
brunt of the Fighter Command operation on 15 September, flying 
327 sorties which engaged the enemy (63 per cent of the total). 
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Figure 1 The positions of the opposing forces at 1150 hrs, at the time of initial contact 

Three Squadrons of Spitfires were engaging the Dornier formation and its escorts. Other 
squadrons were over their patrol areas waiting to be directed into the fight, while yet 
other units were climbing into position. Squadron Leader Douglas Bader's "Big Wing" 
from No 12 Group in the midlands was airborne, and heading south to join the defence of 
the capital. 



MORE DIFFICULTIES FOR THE RAIDERS 
As the leading element of the raiding force made its landfall near Folkestone, the weather took a 
further hand in the proceedings. At the bomber's attack altitude, 16,000 - 20,000 feet, the wind at 
this time was about 90 mph from the north west.6 For the Messerschmitt 109 fighter-bombers and 
escorting fighters , cruising at an airspeed of around 270 mph at 20,000 feet, the wind's effect was 
not too serious - the Messerschmitts made good a ground speed of about 180 mph. For the 
heavily laden Dorniers it was a different matter, however. Cruising at an airspeed of 180 mph, the 
powerful headwind reduced the bombers' groundspeed by about half. Combined with the earlier 
delay to reassemble formation, the Dorniers were behind schedule and falling further behind with 
each minute that passed.7 

As Park had planned, the three Spitfire squadrons assigned to the Canterbury patrol line went into 
action against the Dorniers and their escorts soon after they crossed the coast. As the raiders 
moved across Kent six Hurricane squadrons joined the engagement, fed into action in pairs. The 
escorting Messerschmitts mounted an effective covering operation, however, and prevented attacks 
being pressed home on the bombers. 

The main action was concentrated around the Dornier formation and its escorts, allowing the 
fighter-bombers of Lehrgeschwader 2 a clear run to the capital.8 The high flyers looked like one of 
the dangerous free-hunting fighter patrols, and RAF pilots had learned that if possible it was better 
to leave those well alone. One defending pilot, Pilot Officer P. Gunning of No 46 Squadron, reported 
that part of the raiding force although he was ignorant of its true intentions. Afterwards he noted 
that a force of Me 109s had passed over him at high altitude but they " ... did not appear to attempt 
to attack anyone below."9 The German fighter-bomber pilots had orders not to engage enemy 
fighters unless they were directly threatened. In this instance, each side was happy to ignore the 
other. 

When the fighter-bombers reached London they split into the three-aircraft sections. The section 
leaders picked out rail stations and the elements attacked in 45-degree dives, each pilot releasing 
his 50 kg (110 pound) bomb from around 17,000 feet using the gunsight for aiming. 10 This crude 
method was inaccurate, and the fighter-bombers inflicted minor damage in the boroughs of 
Lambeth, Streatham, Dulwich and Penge. Their task complete, the fighter-bombers headed for 
home still without encountering British fighters. 

Although the Dornier formation had been harried most of the way across Kent, it reached the 
outskirts of London intact and without having lost a single bomber. However, due to the various 
delays the Dorniers were more than half an hour behind schedule when they entered their bombing 
run. By then the Messerschmitt 109 escorts were low on fuel and, section by section, they were 
forced to turn for home. 11 Several anti-aircraft gun batteries opened up at the raiders, but then 
ceased fire as they saw RAF fighters moving in to engage. 12 
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Although the Dornier formation had been harried most of 
the way across Kent, it reached the outskirts of London 
intact and without having lost a single bomber 

THE BATTLE OVER LONDON 
In accordance with AVM Park's plan, the fighter controllers had positioned twelve fresh squadrons 
with 131 Spitfires and Hurricanes over the eastern outskirts of London in readiness to meet the 
enemy. '3 The strong winds at altitude greatly helped the process; by slowing the advance of the 
raiding force during the flight across Kent, it gave the defending fighters an extra half hour in which 
to climb to combat altitude and move into their assigned positions. 

For the final few miles to the target, the virtually unescorted Dornier formation was heavily engaged. 
Holding his Dornier straight and level on the bombing run, Feldwebel Wilhelm Raab noticed what 
looked like a swarm of flies emerge from behind a cloud ahead of him. "Of course they weren't flies . 
It was yet more British fighters, far in the distance but closing rapidly . I counted ten before I had to 
give up and concentrate on holding formation." 14 

Piloting the nearest "small fly", Squadron Leader John Sample led twenty Hurricanes of Nos 504 
and 257 Squadrons in for a curving attack from the rear. Later he wrote: 

"As we converged I saw that there were about twenty of them and it looked as though it 
was going to be a nice party, for the other squadrons of Hurricanes and Spitfires also 
turned to join in . By the time we reached a position near the bombers we were over 
London. We had gained a little height on them, too, so when I gave the order to attack we 
were able to dive on them from their right." 15 



The bombers maintained a tight formation in vies of threes, with a frontage of about 200 yards. That 
forced the defending fighter squadrons to attack one at a time from the rear, with units "queuing 
up" to do so. The absence of German escorts in the area was regarded as a rare piece of luck. 

The Dorniers positioned at the rear of the formation took severe cumulative damage during the 
repeated fighter attacks. One bomber lost speed and straggled until it was half a mile behind the 
formation . Several RAF fighters moved in for the kill and the bomber crashed in the forecourt of 
Victoria Station. 16 

Things were bad for Bomber Geschwader 76, and they were about to get worse as Squadron 
Leader Douglas Bader's "Big Wing" arrived over the capital with fifty-five fighters. The three 
Hurricane squadrons were at 25,000 feet, the two of Spitfires were 2,000 feet higher and up-sun to 
block the expected counter-attacks from German fighters. Flight Lieutenant Bob Oxspring of No 66 
Squadron was one of several No 11 Group pilots heartened by the sight of the new arrivals: 

"I saw the formation of five squadrons coming from the north, Douglas Bader's Wing . 
I thought 'This is great! Five squadrons, that's what we want!' It must have been 
devastating for the Germans to see that lot coming in all at once."11 

For those in the Dorniers it was indeed a demoralising sight. In their post-action report the size of 
Bader's force swelled with the telling; the official Luftwaffe analysis on the action noted "Over the 
target large formations of fighters (with up to 80 aircraft) intercepted." 18 Certainly this did not look 
like Fighter Command in its death throes. 

Meanwhile, the German crews held formation and fought their way through the last seconds of their 
bombing run. Wilhelm Raab observed: "With the British fighters whizzing through our formation , the 
leading aircraft began releasing their bombs. My navigator shouted 'Ziel!' and released ours."19 

Thirty seconds after release, the sticks of bombs began exploding in rows across Latchmere 
Junction. Each plane's load of twenty 50 kg bombs fell in a stick about 500 yards long across at 
the convergence of railway tracks. But abutting the tracks on each side were close-packed houses, 
and inevitably many bombs fell among these.20 

Each lighter by about a ton, the Dorniers began a sweeping curve to the left and headed for home. 
Wheeling his squadrons above the enemy formation, Douglas Bader waited impatiently for the 
No 11 Group fighters to finish their attacks. The "Big Wing" idea was still on trial and nobody would 
thank him if his fighters got in the way of those of No 11 Group.2 1 Finally the way was clear, and 
later Bader wrote: 

"Dived down with leading section in formation onto last section of 3 enemy aircraft. P/0 
Campbell took left-hand Do 17, I took middle one and Sub Lt Cork the right hand one, 
which had lost ground on outside of turn ."22 
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The fight around the bombers now developed into a confused fracas, as the remaining "Big Wing" 
fighters joined the action . Bader later comm'ented: 

"The sky was full of Spitfires and Hurricanes, queuing up and pushing each other out of 
the way to get at the Dorniers which for once were outnumbered."23 

Badly shot up over London during the noon action on 15 September, this 
Dornier 17 of KG 76 returned on one engine and crash landed near Poix. 
Afterwards more than two hundred hits from machine guns rounds were 
counted, indicating the inadequate destructive power of the .303-in 
Browning gun fitted to RAF fighters. That number of hits suggests that at 
least two British fighters had fired almost their entire complements of 
ammunition into the aircraft from short range. The Dornier was a write off. 

Close-up of the same Dornier. 
On the original print more than 
fifty bullet hits are visible around 
the port engine. 
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