
New College Notes 21 (2024), no. 8 
ISSN 2517-6935 

1 

Ralph Hope 
 
If you want to stiffen the nation’s sinews and summon up its blood, pronouncing ‘never in the 
field of human conflict was so much owed by so many to so few’ in growling Churchillian tones 
probably cannot be bettered. However, leaving aside the veracity of the statement, Leonidas and 
Co or Horatius notwithstanding, Shakespeare was also keen on the relationship between the 
paucity of armed strength and subsequent iconic status. 

‘We few, we happy few, we band of brothers’ he slips into the mouth of Henry V shortly 
before the Battle of Agincourt. And, just as in the long years of the First World War, it was the 
ultra-green 2nd Lieutenants, some barely of university age, who led their platoons of a few men 
out of the trenches and over the top into a more than likely shadow of death; so, a quarter of a 
century later but for an intense period of just four months, it was the young fighter pilots of the 
Battle of Britain who took up their front line positions in the sky, isolated certainly from the 
madding crowd’s ignoble strife but bearing a burden of heroic proportions. 

These young men were indeed a ‘happy band’ if by that we mean a group of like-minded 
souls, appreciating the absolute commitment which spawns camaraderie in pursuit of a noble goal. 
However, the aftermath version of what might have been said by the warriors of 1415 was not 
emulated by the flying victors of 1940. They were never tempted by the pomp of victorious power; 
they could never be persuaded to strip their sleeves and show their scars nor remember with 
advantages what feats in the face of celestial fire they did that day. It was invariably presented as a 
matter of fact, ‘we just got on with the job’ approach with brave but natural smiles giving ground 
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Transcript typescript of Ralph Hope’s letter, 29 September 1940 
New College Archives, Oxford, NCA JCR/R/HopeR 
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A note about Ralph Hope’s death on 14 October 1940, from RAF Croydon 
New College Archives, Oxford, NCA JCR/R/HopeR 
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