ADLG Visit to the RAF Uxbridge Battle of Britain Operations Room
This visit, originally arranged in February but postponed because of transport difficulties due to snow, was rearranged to 15th March – luckily, as visits to this site are rare and there is a long waiting list. Fewer members were able to make the changed date and consequently a select band met Ben Chan at Uxbridge Tube station for the short walk to RAF Uxbridge. RAF Uxbridge is not a flying station as Northolt is nearby but it is the base for the Queen’s Colour Squadron, the RAF Central Band, some RAF Regiment quarters and training and administrative personnel. In 1940, RAF Uxbridge was a split Station.  RAF Uxbridge was everything to the South of the River Pinn, and this was where No 1 Depot, RAF was located.  To the North of the River Pinn was RAF Hillingdon, and this was the HQ for 11 Gp.  After checking in at the guardroom to be met by the Curator, we walked through the grounds of the establishment to the entrance to the underground bunker, built in 1939, leading to the battle of Britain Operations Room which was used in the Battle of Britain Film. 
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Although RAF Uxbridge was targeted by German bombers during the war, the bunker was unknown to the enemy and the general public so was missed by enemy attack.  The bunker was built before the invention of nuclear weapons, and is gas tight with blast doors and would therefore survive a 1940 attack. Passing the war memorial unveiled by Air Chief Marshal Lord Dowding, C. in C. of Fighter Command in the Battle of Britain, steps lead down sixty feet to the Operations Room complex.  
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The Curator told us that above us were 30 feet of concrete and below us four feet of concrete so it was well protected from the effects of any World War II bomb attack.  While the HQ of Fighter Command and Air Chief Marshal Dowding its commander in Chief were based at Bentley Priory in Stanmore, Middlesex, RAF Uxbridge was an RAF Depot but the Headquarters of no 11 (Fighter) Group, responsible for the defence of London and South East England, was housed there but was independent of it. The rest of the country was covered by other Groups. No. 11 Group controlled the sector fighter stations with the evocative names of  Biggin Hill, Debden, North Weald, Hornchurch, Tangmere, Northolt, and Kenley, with satellite stations such as Croydon, West Malling, Lympne, Hawkinge, Manston, Rochford, Gravesend.  [[image: image3.jpg]ORDERLD
10 AT

LA LA
AT RELNLTS
e
RDERTO ORDERED
STaNDOY T3 STANDEY
seee
AT STANOSY
seve

ORDIRED
o T PATEL

aeae
UIFT RO
ceoe

ORDIR: ORDIRYD
l; ulMl(‘;; 10 kAN

L] Seee
AT READSTIS AT READOVSS
.o «eve

OROERED ORDERLD
0 STanosY

AT mRANEESY
-
ORDARED QROTRLD

19 STARDEY Yo \TANGSY
eove eoen
AT STANDAY AT ATANDSY
eove e
ORDERED

0 STARDEY 10 ITARREY
eene shan
AT STANDRY AT STARDEY
e

AY STANDRY
evee
ORDERED
OF T PR
se0ve
LT SROUNG
esces

esee
OROLRED
ON T PATROL
saee

ON T PaTRIL
ac0e
LEFT Ghoune
enee
IN PORITION

DETAILID
TO RAID

EETEY
NEMY

DETAILED
TQ RAID
assa

ENEMY

seen

\ STATE OF SQUADRON!

PAPAP A P
9 2201 19 W0 =

A P A/PAP A
i2 17 102012'23 9



The Operations Room and plotting table exists today as it did on 15th September, 1940, at the height of the Battle, the day it was visited by Winston Churchill. The plotting table shows the locations of hostile and friendly plots at 1130hrs (the first major raid on Sept 15th - the other being at 1400hrs.) The plotting table shows a map of South East England with the Group boundary divided up into sector boundaries and the various airfields in each sector.  There were two enemy raids on this day and the plotting table shows the disposition of 280 attacking enemy aircraft and the defending fighters on the 14:00hrs raid. Small flagged blocks which could be pushed into place by the WAAF Operators, show the positions of aircraft, the squadron numbers, numbers of defending. Additionally, hostile Plots show the estimated numbers of aircraft, along with the code number for that plot.  RAF plots show the Sqn numbers on the top, the numbers of aircraft in the formation and the altitude in thousands of feet on the bottom.
At the rear of the room are cleverly designed tote boards - "Squadron Indicator Panels" showing the readiness states of each particular squadron whether engaged with enemy, patrolling, at readiness, available, damaged, unserviceable, at dispersal, refuelling, etc. etc., by means of rising coloured lights, green, red, yellow, blue, representing each three ‘ship’ section of a squadron of 12 aircraft (an additional four were held as spare). [image: image4.jpg]


The tote board also shows the state and position of all the barrage balloons protecting the approaches to London and the South East and the Weather in each sector. Numerous telephones conveyed reports of incoming enemy aircraft from radar stations and observer corps straight to the plotters.
Overlooking the Operations Room is the control room and to one side is a small observation area which was put in for a visit by King George VI.  All the original cables are still in place. Stairs and corridors lined with many nostalgic wartime photographs of the period lead to other control rooms which now house an extensive museum of Second World War material, material held, particularly German material, such as a bust of Hitler, Gestapo material, German Pilot’s log book, German pilots’ flying gear,  German aircraft relics, etc. 
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Material on display included much on the role of the WAAF, WRAF and the Royal Observer Corps and contemporary front page newspaper reports describing the downing of 175 enemy aircraft on the day of the battles depicted in the Operations Room below.  (This total has been the subject of much debate in books, film and TV documentaries and journals ever since. ) There are photos of both allied and German fighter aces, with such famous names as the South African ‘Sailor’ Malan, Irish Brenden “Paddy” Finucane, ‘Johnnie’ Johnson, Douglas Bader and the top German ace Adolf Galland, with accounts of their dogfights and shot down escapades in their flying logs, records of their medals, and losses of pilots.
As a war child, I had lived through the worst of the Second World War in Plymouth when the Germans targeted the city particularly due to its proximity to the naval dockyard and the city centre was destroyed including the Central Library. My father spent his war digging people out of bombed buildings as a Chief ARP Warden and firing at enemy aircraft overhead attacking the city.  I saw the remains of German aircraft shot down over the city.  This visit to RAF Uxbridge enabled me to learn more detail of the planning and operation of the Battle of Britain and I was very conscious of the strong sense of nostalgia permeating throughout this visit.  Biggin Hill airfield is a place I visit every June for the annual Air Show to enjoy seeing both the fast jets and the numerous Spitfires still flying take off and display over that famous site, and engines and those of the Battle of Britain Memorial Flight. Our thanks go to Ben Chan for organising the visit and to the Curator and the RAF authorities for allowing us to enjoy it.  The struggle to return home due to signal failures on our clapped out 21st century transport system did not destroy the enjoyment of the day.
Mark Lunt, FCLIP,  ADLG member and committee member of the Surrey Library and Information Group (Sub-branch of CILIP South East Branch)

 markwlunt@yahoo.co.uk 
The Battle of Britain Operations Room – to book your visit call Hazel 01895 815400 (morning calls preferred) or email at 11gpcurator@btconnect.com 
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