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INTRODUCTION:

UNDERSTANDING THE TIMELINE
OF A PIVOTAL CONFLICT

The summer and autumn of 1940
marked a crucial turning point in the
Second World War. For the people of
Britain, and indeed for the free world,
these months were defined by a
relentless aerial struggle that became
known as the Battle of Britain. When
discussing this historic campaign, one of
the first questions that arises is: what
exactly are the Battle of Britain dates?
The answer is not as simple as a single
day or month. Instead, it encompasses a
period of intense aerial combat that
stretched over several months, with
distinct phases and key turning points.
Understanding these Battle of Britain
dates is essential for grasping the
context, the heroism, and the strategic
importance of the conflict that ultimately
prevented a Nazi invasion of the British
Isles.

The commonly accepted official Battle of
Britain dates are from 10 July 1940 to 31
October 1940. However, some historians
argue for a slightly narrower or broader
window. The Royal Air Force (RAF)
officially recognises this period, marking
the day when the Luftwaffe began its
concerted attacks on Channel shipping
and coastal targets, escalating towards
the full-scale assault on airfields and
later cities. This article will delve into
these Battle of Britain dates, breaking

down the timeline into its key phases,
exploring the critical events that
occurred within each period, and
explaining why understanding this
chronology is vital for appreciating the
battle’s immense significance.

WHAT EXACTLY ARE THE
OFFICIAL BATTLE OF BRITAIN
DATES?

To begin with clarity, the most widely
recognised and historically
acknowledged Battle of Britain dates are
10 July 1940 to 31 October 1940.
This 114-day campaign was the first
major military campaign to be fought
entirely by air forces. The British
government and the RAF officially define
this timeframe. However, it is important
to understand that the Battle of Britain
was not a single, continuous battle with
a clear start and finish line. It was a
series of coordinated attacks, feints, and
strategic shifts by the German Luftwaffe,
designed to achieve air superiority over
southern England in preparation for a
seaborne invasion (Operation Sea Lion).

The Pre-Battle
Context: Why
These Dates
Were Chosen

The choice of 10 July as the start date is
not arbitrary. Before this, there had been
sporadic air raids and skirmishes. But on
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10 July 1940, the Luftwaffe launched a
systematic attack on a convoy in the
English Channel, marking the beginning
of what became known as the
Kanalkampf, or Channel Battles. This
phase was intended to test British
defences, disrupt shipping, and draw the
RAF into combat over the sea where
damaged German pilots could be
rescued. Therefore, 10 July is the first of
the critical Battle of Britain dates for this
reason: it represents the shift from
probing actions to a sustained offensive.

The end date of 31 October is equally
deliberate. By late October, the
Luftwaffe had failed to achieve its
objective of destroying the RAF. The
German High Command, realising that
air superiority was unattainable,
postponed Operation Sea Lion
indefinitely. While sporadic bombing (the
Blitz) continued, the focused, high-
intensity campaign to destroy the RAF's
fighter capability had effectively ended.
Thus, 31 October marks the conclusion
of the defined battle, even though the
bombing of British cities would continue
well into 1941.

THE FOUR PHASES OF THE
BATTLE OF BRITAIN TIMELINE

To understand the Battle of Britain dates
more deeply, it is helpful to break the
period into four distinct phases. Each
phase had different objectives, tactics,
and key dates that shaped the overall
outcome. These phases are essential for
any comprehensive study of the battle.

Phase 1: The

Channel Battles
(10 July - 11
August 1940)

The first of the Battle of Britain dates,
from 10 July to early August, focused on
the English Channel. The Luftwaffe
attacked convoys, coastal ports like
Dover and Portsmouth, and radar
installations. The goal was to strangle
Britain’s maritime supply lines, force the
RAF to fight over the sea, and test the
British defensive system. This phase saw
heavy losses on both sides but provided
the RAF with invaluable combat
experience. Key events during these
Battle of Britain dates included the first
major dogfights and the destruction of
several merchant vessels. The Germans
learned that the RAF was a tenacious
and well-organised opponent, but they
underestimated its resilience.

Phase 2: The
Assault on
Airfields and
Radar Stations
(12 August - 23
August 1940)

This is often considered the most critical
period within the Battle of Britain dates.
From 12 August onwards, the Luftwaffe
shifted its focus from the Channel to the
very heart of Britain’'s air defence: the
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RAF’s airfields in southern England and
the Chain Home radar stations. The date
12 August saw massive attacks on radar
masts and airfields at Manston, Lympne,
and Hawkinge. The following day, 13
August, known as Adlertag (Eagle Day),
was intended to be the decisive blow
against the RAF. While weather
hampered the planned mass assault,
attacks continued relentlessly. These
Battle of Britain dates were arguably the
most dangerous for the RAF. Airfields
were cratered, communication lines
severed, and the strain on pilots and
ground crews was immense. By late
August, the RAF was pushed to its limits,
but it managed to keep its squadrons
operational.

Phase 3: The
Crucial Phase -
Attacking Fighter
Command (24
August - 6
September 1940)

Historians often point to this brief but
intense period as the turning point within
the Battle of Britain dates. From 24
August to 6 September, the Luftwaffe
concentrated almost exclusively on
destroying RAF Fighter Command’s
infrastructure. They targeted the sector
stations—the nerve centres that
coordinated squadrons—such as Biggin
Hill, Kenley, and Hornchurch. These
attacks were devastating. For example,
Biggin Hill was bombed multiple
times, with severe loss of life and

damage to operations. During these
Battle of Britain dates, the RAF was
losing aircraft and pilots at an
unsustainable rate. If the Luftwaffe had
maintained this pressure for just another
week or two, the outcome might have
been very different. However, a critical
event on the night of 24-25 August
changed the course of history.

THE ACCIDENTAL BOMBING OF
LONDON

During a raid on the night of 24 August,
a German bomber crew, navigating by
radio beams, accidentally dropped its
bombs on the City of London. This was a
violation of Hitler’'s specific orders not to
bomb London. In retaliation, Churchill
ordered a raid on Berlin on the night of
25-26 August. While the damage was
slight, it enraged Hitler. He retaliated by
ordering the Luftwaffe to shift its attacks
from RAF airfields to British cities,
particularly London. This decision, made
on 7 September, marked a monumental
strategic error and a new phase in the
Battle of Britain dates.

Phase 4: The
Blitz on London
and Daylight
Raids (7
September - 31
October 1940)

The final set of major Battle of Britain
dates began on 7 September 1940, with
the first large-scale daylight raid on



London. This day is often called the start
of the “London Blitz.” The Luftwaffe’s
shift in strategy gave the RAF the
breathing space it desperately needed.
Airfields were repaired, pilots were
rested, and new aircraft were rushed
into service. While the bombing of
London and other cities like Coventry,
Liverpool, and Birmingham caused
horrific civilian casualties and
destruction, it saved Fighter Command
from defeat. The RAF was now able to
meet the Luftwaffe over the capital,
where the Germans fought at the limit of
their range. This phase reached its
climax on 15 September 1940, now
celebrated as Battle of Britain Day. On
this date, the Luftwaffe launched two
massive daylight raids, intended to
deliver a knockout blow. The RAF
intercepted them in overwhelming
strength, inflicting crippling losses. This
day proved to the German High
Command that they could not defeat the
RAF. Hitler postponed Operation Sea
Lion on 17 September, although the
battle continued in the air until the end
of October. The Battle of Britain dates
officially close on 31 October, when the
last major daylight raids were effectively
abandoned in favour of night bombing,
which continued as the Blitz.

KEY DATES WITHIN THE BATTLE
OF BRITAIN TIMELINE

Beyond the broad phases, several
specific dates stand out as pivotal
moments. Understanding these helps to
appreciate the ebb and flow of the
conflict. The following list highlights
some of the most significant Battle of
Britain dates:

¢ 10 July 1940: Official start of the
battle; first major Channel convoy
attack.

e 13 August 1940 (Adlertag): The
Luftwaffe’s intended decisive blow
against the RAF, though hampered
by weather.

e 15 August 1940: The largest air
battle of the campaign so far, with
massive engagements across
southern England. The Luftwaffe
lost 75 aircraft, a staggering blow.

e 24 August 1940: Accidental
bombing of London by German
aircraft, leading to RAF reprisal
raids on Berlin.

e 7 September 1940: Start of the
London Blitz; the strategic turning
point as the Luftwaffe shifts focus
from airfields to cities.

e 15 September 1940 (Battle of
Britain Day): Decisive defeat of
the Luftwaffe’s daylight offensive;
Hitler postpones invasion.

e 31 October 1940: Official end of
the Battle of Britain as a defined
campaign, though night bombing
continued.

WHY THESE BATTLE OF BRITAIN
DATES REMAIN SIGNIFICANT

The Battle of Britain dates are not
merely historical footnotes; they
represent a precise window during which
the fate of Europe hung in the balance.
The 114 days from July to October 1940
determined that the United Kingdom
would remain an active, unconquered
base for the eventual liberation of
Europe. These dates mark the first major
defeat of Nazi Germany’s military forces
in the Second World War. The battle
demonstrated that air power alone could
be decisive, and it showcased the critical
importance of radar, advanced fighter
aircraft like the Spitfire and Hurricane,
and the indomitable spirit of the
pilots—the “Few.”
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Furthermore, understanding the Battle of
Britain dates helps to separate the battle
from the subsequent Blitz. While the
Blitz continued for many months, the
Battle of Britain was a specific air
campaign to win air superiority. The
period from 10 July to 31 October
encapsulates that specific goal and its
failure. For students of history, the
precision of these dates allows for a
granular analysis of strategy, tactics,
and technology. For example, the shift
on 7 September from airfields to cities is
a classic case study in strategic error,
forever remembered as a turning point
within the Battle of Britain dates.

CONCLUSION: THE LEGACY OF A
TIMELINE

In conclusion, the Battle of Britain
dates—10 July to 31 October
1940—represent one of the most

consequential periods in modern history.
From the early Channel skirmishes to the
desperate defense of the airfields in
August, and finally the decisive daylight
battles over London in September, these
dates chart the course of a struggle that
saved Britain from invasion and
preserved a front for the Allies. The
timeline is not just a list of days; it is a
narrative of resilience, strategic
miscalculation, and ultimately, victory
against seemingly insurmountable odds.
Remembering these Battle of Britain
dates is a way of honoring the courage
of those who fought and died in the skies
over England, and of understanding how
a few months of intense combat
changed the course of the Second World
War forever. The legacy of these dates
continues to inspire, reminding us that
even the most powerful air force can be
defeated by a determined and well-led
defense.



