
Air Power In The Western Desert 1940-1942:
Dominating the Skies
When we look back at the Second World War, we often focus on the major battles
on land and sea. However, the role of air power cannot be underestimated,
especially in the Western Desert campaign that lasted from 1940 to 1942.

As the war progressed, both the Allies and Axis powers recognized the strategic
importance of controlling the skies. The vast expanses of desert in North Africa
presented a unique opportunity for the effective utilization of air power.

The Battle for Air Superiority

The Western Desert campaign began in June 1940 when Italy declared war on
the Allies in an attempt to expand their African territories. The Italian air force, the
Regia Aeronautica, initially appeared formidable, but the British Royal Air Force
(RAF) quickly gained superiority. This marked the beginning of a fierce battle for
air dominance that would shape the outcome of the campaign.
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The RAF's air power was primarily focused on tactical bombing, ground support,
and reconnaissance missions. The use of fighter aircraft, such as the iconic
Spitfire and Hurricane, played a crucial role in neutralizing the Axis air threat.

The of RAF's Desert Air Force (DAF) further bolstered the Allied air power in the
Western Desert. The DAF specialized in close air support for ground operations,
providing cover for advancing troops and disrupting enemy supply lines.

On the Axis side, the German Luftwaffe and Italian air forces sought to challenge
the RAF's dominance. They employed a combination of bombers, fighters, and
dive bombers to counter the Allied air threat. The Luftwaffe introduced the deadly
Junkers Ju 87 Stuka dive bombers, known for their accuracy and psychological
impact on the enemy.

Strategic Airstrikes and Tactical Support

One of the key tactics employed by both the Allies and Axis was strategic
bombing. The RAF carried out devastating bombing raids against Axis airfields,
supply depots, and communication lines, hampering the enemy's ability to
operate effectively. Similarly, the Axis forces launched counterattacks targeting
Allied air bases to undermine their air superiority.

The close air support provided by both sides played a crucial role in ground
operations. The ability to quickly deploy aircraft to support troops on the frontlines
proved decisive in many battles. The RAF's Hurricane and the Stuka dive
bombers were particularly effective in this role, providing crucial air cover and
suppressing enemy positions.
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The Allied air forces also targeted Axis supply lines, disrupting their logistics and
weakening their overall combat capability. This interdiction campaign significantly
impacted the Axis forces, affecting their ability to sustain the frontlines and forcing
them into defensive positions.

Technological Advancements

Air power in the Western Desert campaign was not just about the aircraft
themselves, but also the advancements in technology that provided a significant
edge. The of radar systems enabled both sides to detect enemy aircraft earlier,
allowing for better strategic planning and effective defensive measures.

The development of advanced fighter planes, equipped with radar and superior
firepower, gave the RAF an advantage in the dogfights over the desert skies. The
Hawker Typhoon and the Messerschmitt Bf 109 were among the standout aircraft
that played a crucial role in air superiority battles.

Impact on the Outcome

The air power exerted by the Allies, particularly the RAF, proved instrumental in
the eventual defeat of the Axis forces in the Western Desert campaign. The
superior strategic planning, effective coordination, and technological
advancements allowed the Allies to gain control of the skies and incapacitate their
opponents.

By dominating the air, the Allies neutralized the Axis forces' ability to maneuver,
resupply, and reinforce. This dominance played an essential role in the success
of subsequent ground operations, ultimately leading to the defeat of the Axis
powers in the Western Desert.



Air power played a crucial role in the Western Desert campaign of 1940-1942,
shaping the outcome of the battles fought in the North African desert. The RAF's
ability to gain air superiority and effectively employ strategic bombings, close air
support, and interdiction tactics significantly weakened the Axis forces.
Technological advancements and superior aircraft further solidified the Allies' hold
on the skies.

The lessons learned from this campaign continue to resonate in modern military
operations, highlighting the importance of air power in shaping the course of
warfare.
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This is a comprehensive reference to the structure, operation, aircraft and men of
the 1st Tactical Air Force, or Desert Air Force as it became known. It was formed
in North Africa to support the 8th Army and included squadrons from the RAF,
SAAF, RAAF and eventually the USAAF. The book includes descriptions of many
notable defensive and offensive campaigns, the many types of aircraft used,
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weapons and the airfields that played host to these events. The five main
sections of the book include a general historical and overview, operations,
operational groups, aircrew training and technical details of each aircraft type.
Lengthy annexes cover personnel, the squadrons in World War II, accuracy of
attacks, orders of battle for each wartime year, maps of airfield locations and
numbers of enemy aircraft downed.
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