
This Day in History…  October 31, 1940

Battle of Britain Ends
On October 31, 1940, the Battle of Britain came to an end. For nearly four 

months, RAF pilots and ground crews had fought to prevent Germany from 
gaining the air superiority needed to invade.

The battle followed the collapse of France in June 1940. German forces 
had driven the British and French armies back to the Channel coast. In late 
May and early June, more than 338,000 Allied troops were evacuated from 
Dunkirk, but much of their equipment was left behind. Britain now faced 
Germany across the Channel. Prime Minister Winston Churchill rejected the 
idea of negotiating peace. On June 18, he told Parliament, “What General 
Weygand called the ‘Battle of France’ is over. I expect that the Battle of 
Britain is about to begin.”

Hitler ordered preparations for an invasion on July 16. His Directive No. 
16 named the proposed landing operation “Sea Lion.” It called for Britain 
to be removed as a base for continuing the war against Germany and, if 
necessary, occupied. The invasion depended on air superiority. German 
aircraft had to weaken Fighter Command and protect the crossing from RAF 
attacks. German air commanders believed sustained attacks could destroy Fighter Command 
before the invasion began. Plans envisioned the main landings on England’s south coast, between 
Folkestone and Worthing. German commanders debated the risks and the shipping available. 
They also argued over how the army could cross the Channel under RAF and Navy attack.

The RAF’s defense relied on more than fighter pilots. Britain’s Chain Home radar stations 
detected approaching aircraft. The Observer Corps tracked them over land. Their reports 
flowed through the “Dowding System.” It linked telephone lines, plotting rooms, and command 
centers. Fighter Command used this information to send squadrons toward incoming raids. 
Hurricanes and Spitfires met German bombers and their fighter escorts. Ground crews refueled 
and rearmed aircraft, repaired damage, and returned fighters to service. When airfields were hit, 
repair teams filled craters and restored runways. Dispersal fields and reserve airfields helped 
keep aircraft operating.

On August 13, the German High Command began its main assault, known as “Eagle Day.” 
Poor weather disrupted the attacks, and the Luftwaffe did not achieve the results it expected. 
Through August, German raids struck RAF airfields, radar stations, aircraft factories, and ports 
across southern England. The pressure was severe, especially on fighter stations in southeast 
England. Still, the RAF continued to intercept raids and repair damaged bases. The radar network 
also remained in operation, despite attacks on some stations.

On September 7, the Luftwaffe shifted its main daytime attacks toward London’s docks and 
the city. The change gave some RAF airfields time to recover, though British cities and civilians 
now faced heavy bombing. On the night of August 24–25, German bombs fell on London by 
mistake during a raid aimed at other targets. The RAF later bombed Berlin. From September 7, 
attacks on London intensified, redirecting German effort away from the immediate air campaign 
to destroy Fighter Command.

By September 17, Hitler had postponed Sea Lion indefinitely because Germany had not 
gained air superiority. On October 12, the invasion was called off until the spring, though it was 
never formally canceled. October 31 marks the accepted end of the Battle of Britain, not the end 
of German air raids on Britain. The Blitz continued into 1941.

The RAF’s success prevented Germany from securing the conditions Hitler considered 
necessary for invasion. The battle also showed how radar, communication, command decisions, 
pilots, and ground crews worked together in Britain’s air defense. Churchill later praised the 
airmen who fought, but the defense depended on the entire system behind them.
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