Search for the lost fighter plane – Battle of Britain video review 
 
 
The video under review documents the exhumation of a World War 2 Hawker Harrier fighter engine which has remained buried under Buckingham Palace Road encased in tarmac for over half a century.   Its presence is there due to the actions of its pilot Flight Lieutenant Ray Holmes who had purposely rammed a German Dornier Do 17 bomber on course for Buckingham Palace during the Battle of Britain on the 15th of September 1940.   The video was originally aired in 2004 for the National Geographic titled  ‘Search for the lost fighter plane – Battle of Britain’ and follows the journey of Chris Bennett, a professional aviation researcher, and Steve Vizar, an Aviation Archaeologist, uncovering the location of the forgotten engine, while linking its provenance specifically to Ray Holmes of 504 Squadron and their importance in defeating the Luftwaffe, thwarting Hitler’s plans to immobilise Britain ready for an invasion.   Combining archival footage, eyewitness testimony, photographic evidence  and the use of computer graphics to reenact the historic event of the collision of the two aircraft, it aims to highlight the importance of the rediscovery of the plane’s engine as it remains one of the only examples of allied aviation that had crashed over London in the time of The Battle of Britain.   It continues to emphasise the wreckage as a reminder of Holmes’s bravery in the face of adversity and whose actions and those of his squadron turned the tides of the war thus avoiding a catastrophic outcome, all while situating the event within the wider narrative of Britain’s wartime resilience.  This review evaluates the video’s historical accuracy, narrative framing, use of evidence, and overall contribution to public understanding of the Battle of Britain, and Holmes’ contribution to the war effort. 

The video opens with a fast-paced montage of the beginning of the Battle of Britain by the narrator using original footage of the RAF pilots being summoned to attend their planes using the air - raid sirens – notifying them of incoming bombers entering British airspace, rallying them to action.  This instantly establishes the sense of urgency and importance to the event, those actions that followed and the people involved, with the narrator marking it as ‘the darkest hours of the Battle of Britain’.  Ray Holmes is introduced into the narrative of this story through use of his picture to obtain a concept of the individual and provide authenticity. This is followed by graphics displaying and narrating the incident in which he had decided to collide with a German bomber, resulting in both planes crashing, later accompanied by original footage of both planes plummeting to the ground and photographic evidence of the location of Ray’s Hawker upon impact and the condition of it upon discovery.   The crash site was not officially recorded at the time, which leads Chris Bennett down more avenues of investigation which runs along the story of events that led to the lead-up of the crash nicely creating intrigue and suspense and a sense of reverence for the viewer.  Along with Steve Vizar’s expertise stemming from his reconstruction business of WW2 aircraft he adds intensity to the project by emphasising the suspected levels of decay that will be present in the remains and its overall condition due to heavy corrosion possibilities, with the acidity of the soil raising further concerns. 

John Suchet is famous in the world of broadcasting as one of the most recognizable faces on British television which has earnt him both great recognition and respect, making him the ideal candidate to narrate this piece.   He continues throughout the film to communicate in such a way that expresses passion, intensity and appreciation for those involved in World War 2 as well as those specifically in the Battle of Britain.  The script takes great effort to pay homage to Ray’s actions describing them as heroic, and making him a national hero, this supported with original newspaper cuttings which increases the impacting and authenticity of both the narrator and Ray himself. Effort is made to continue the intensity of Ray’s story of how he became a fighter pilot in conjunction with the Nazi timelines supported with photos and videos of Nazis, all of which create a build up to the Battle of Britain  with the sound design concentrated solely when live footage is cast making it more effective at supporting emotional moments without overwhelming the overall piece, and keeping the viewer engaged. 
Although the graphics used in this video seemed visually dated, it is important to remember that this documentary is over 20 years old and as such not as visually stimulating as the level available today.  However in absence of real life footage of how the crash occurred the visuals do offer a detailed account of what happened, accompanied by the narrator explaining in detail Ray’s manoeuvring tactics and the events leading up to his decision, including that Ray previously tried to open fire on the bomber to find his guns had jammed – something later confirmed by the excavation team when they surprisingly found the control panel under the engine intact. Following this there is a good level of original footage of the planes crashing down and eyewitnesses accounts of the incident, which were used successfully to validate this part of the story,  

The National Geographic channel  which produced this film has been delivering high quality educational information that spans a legacy of 133 years and although at the time of production of this film social media was in its infancy, it still drew a considerable audience and now stands as the biggest brand for social engagement, so such documentaries as this may reach a wider audience due to its accessibility with the likes of You Tube as platforms.  The documentary itself is insightful and educational displaying concise facts and evidence in ways of witness interviews, video footage, pictures and newspaper articles, drawing the viewer into the atmosphere of 1940, and may appeal to those of all ages if they possess a desire to learn about Great Britain’s history or archaeology.   Although the Battle of Britain is not considered the last major conflict, it was a significant military campaign and was the first major defeat suffered by German forces in the war (Cwcg, 2025).   The story itself remained true to the title of the film thus providing a back story to the engine, its recovery and the circumstances surrounding the crash and completion of the excavation offering closure to the story, however no further information was provided about the German pilot that died from his injuries, or where the engine now resides now.  
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