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    This book is dedicated to all those men and women who designed, built, serviced, flew and loved the Spitfire

 

  PROLOGUE

  JUNE 2016

  Mornings were a struggle for Ken Farlow; the cocktail of drugs softened but did not kill his pain. But the Yorkshireman was made of sterner stuff and a night of broken sleep wasn’t going to stop him relishing every last detail of the sight that he had travelled so far to enjoy. He had lost many good friends to a different battle many years before and he knew life was precious. The cancer had been discovered a few months earlier and he had given his daughter a wish list of things he wanted to achieve before the end. Crucially, he wanted to see his beloved Spitfire one last time.1

  The young Ken Farlow had left his Yorkshire roots seventy-six years before, in 1940. Life had been tough in the poverty-riven mining community he’d been brought up in, where a mere apple core could be an item of trade. He had left school at fourteen because money was needed to sustain his family. Still, he’d enjoyed a loving upbringing with his parents and sister Renée, in a house that had been full of fun and laughter. Until 1939, when the world around him changed forever and it became time to grow up and to give something back. His beloved country and very way of life were under threat and it would be up to teenagers like Ken to fight back. He joined the Royal Air Force as a mechanic and served around the world for the entire war.

  It had been both the best, and the worst of times. He had dodged U-boats in the North Atlantic, and had lived in trenches in the baking heat of day then the freezing cold of the desert night. Fresh drinking water was rare because of the dead bodies, animal and human, the enemy dumped in the wells.

  He had formed lifelong friendships forged in the teeth of conflict that only those who had been there could understand. He had been strafed by low-flying Messerschmitts and watched his mates die next to him, blown apart by Nazi bombs. He had seen their shattered bodies wrapped in canvas ready for burial. He had helped to rescue stricken aircrew from burning aircraft and recovered their mangled bodies from catastrophic crashes. Of course, like most of his generation, he didn’t talk about the horrors he’d witnessed or how they had affected him. Not until the end was near. Then the long-buried memories would easily bring a tear to his tired eyes. But he had loved his time in the RAF, working on the likes of Wellington bombers and Hurricane fighters. And, of course, the Spitfire.

  Now, at ninety-five, he was reliving the happier days of the war that had been the making of him. He sat silently in his wheelchair, gazing through the chain-link fence at Gloucester airport. Here she was, the iconic Spitfire, sunlight glinting on her long, slender nose and distinctive wings. He marvelled once more at the sleek, elemental beauty of the machine which, perhaps more than any other, had secured our enduring freedom.2

  His ground-crew friends no longer swarmed around the airfield working on her, ensuring she was ready for battle. Her engine cowling was screwed shut, her cockpit canopy secured, her ammunition long ago removed and stowed elsewhere. Yet he could still hear the beat of her propeller blades, the throb of the Rolls-Royce Merlin engine at her formidable heart. Some described it as Wagnerian; others, a roar of defiance.

  He could feel her accelerating giddily down the runway, lifting off, the gentle clunk of the wheels tucking themselves away beneath her leaf-shaped wings as she reached again for the sky. It didn’t take long to fall in love with the Spitfire. Pilots, mechanics, land girls, civvies – they all fell under her spell. Ken certainly loved her. And once you were smitten, she never let you go. It was different for her enemies, of course. For them, she was beautiful but unobtainable. And deadly.

  As Ken stared through the fence, he gave a sigh of happiness tinged with melancholy. It was also a sigh of satisfaction. He had done his bit; though he always denied he’d been a hero, he was an honourable man who’d led a good life and fought for his country.

  Now he had fulfilled his final wish to see his beloved Spitfire one last time before he died. He was ninety-five; it wouldn’t be long now. The tears and sadness turned to a smile.

  Ken Farlow died in November 2016.
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    Ken Farlow

  

 

  INTRODUCTION

  What is it about the Spitfire? Why do people stop and gaze in awe at her sleek lines? Why do eyes turn skywards when the distinctive growl of her engine is heard? Why, over eighty years after she first flew, is the Spitfire regarded as the very symbol of Britishness; of tenacity, courage, dedication, faithfulness? Why is this particular aircraft loved so much?

  To be honest, I hadn’t thought about these questions until I had a chance meeting with an elderly Second World War Spitfire pilot. My background in the Royal Air Force had been on more modern aircraft: the Tornado Ground Attack and Air Defence jets. My post-RAF writing career had concentrated on the aircraft of Bomber Command during WWII – the legendary Lancasters and Halifaxes, and the staggering bravery of the men who flew them. The Spitfire had never been on my radar. This all changed during a visit to the Imperial War Museum at RAF Duxford, where my eyes were opened to the legendary status of an aircraft that had first flown in March 1936.

  Children and adults alike were experiencing the awe of the mighty warplanes close up. The mammoth B52 bomber, the menacing outline of the Stealth bomber, the hedgehog spikes of machine guns covering the B17 Flying Fortress, the power of an F15 fighter and that great British warplane, the Vulcan bomber. The visitors to RAF Duxford were gripped by the aviation giants, eager to absorb as much detail as possible in the limited time they had available.

  As I stood on the airfield, away from the public areas on grass that had once seen scores of Spitfires take to the skies during WWII, I watched in amazement as an astonishing phenomenon unfolded. For a moment, the cough and splutter of an engine went unnoticed – like the preliminary chords of an orchestra – and people carried on their conversations. Then the stammer turned into a roar as soothing as anything philharmonic. Chatter stopped, cameras pointed away from the domineering aircraft – even from the majestic Concorde – and towards the sound humming from the runway. People began to pour out of the exhibition halls and move, some even running, struggling to release cameras from their bags, towards the barriers at the edge of the airfield. The aircraft they sought out was small, one of the smallest on the Duxford track. They had recognised the distinctive notes of a Merlin engine and, yet to actually see the aircraft itself, they still knew what was to come. A few heads nodded in recognition; enthusiasts squinted, trying to identify the variant. Parents pointed and whispered to children: Spitfire.

  The hum turned to the glorious crescendo of the Merlin engine at full power as the fighter streaked down the grass runway mere yards away from the admiring crowd. In seconds its curved, leaflike wings were outlined above as the wheels tucked neatly into its lean belly. Cameras tracked skywards. It was a wonderful treat to see a Spitfire in flight. Something to show those back home. As the fighter disappeared into the Cambridgeshire sky, the visitors turned back to the other displays with broad grins, happy that they had seen a legend, no, the legend, take to the air. Some had frowned at a slight deviation in the Spitfire’s usual elegance. A second canopy sat behind the first, for this was one of the few two-seat versions which carried passengers. What they couldn’t have known – the reason I was there, the reason this book came about – was that a ninety-year-old veteran, who had not flown a Spitfire for nearly seventy years, sat in the rear cockpit, grinning like a schoolboy.

  * * *

  After a frantic last few months fighting the Germans in Italy, Brian Bird had eventually landed after his final operational flight and jumped down from his trusty Spitfire on 28 June 1945. It was a sad moment, turning his back on the finest aircraft he had ever flown. As the postwar years went by, the sound of a single-engine aircraft would often turn his head, just in case the distinctive shape of the ‘Spit’ could be seen overhead. But the years passed and memories of his beloved fighter seemed to fade.

  Then one day in August 2014 the phone was brought to him at his British Legion veterans’ home in East Sussex. Brian was recovering from a hip operation and was on enforced bed rest.1

  The caller was a television producer I was working with on an aviation documentary. When she told me she’d found a Spitfire veteran we might be able to take airborne again I was delighted. Knowing little about the incredible history of the aircraft, I presumed it would be a veteran of the Battle of Britain. No, she told me, Brian had flown Spitfires in Italy during WWII in 1945. I was confused – Spitfires? In Italy? In 1945? I asked her to check the facts again. They were correct and it transpired I had much to learn about the war record of the Spitfire.

  Initially, Brian was doubtful about the reality of taking his beloved aircraft into the skies again. He was ninety, relied on a wheelchair and walking frame, was on a cocktail of drugs and fitted with a catheter – how could he possibly fly again? But his wartime spirit shone through and a few days later his GP had passed him fit to fly once again. The no-nonsense matron from his care home, understandably concerned about the risks involved and the number of disclaimers that had to be signed, took it on herself to supervise the whole trip. So it was she who had the honour of wheeling Brian across the hallowed Duxford airfield to stare again at the fighter he had loved so much.

  Scrambling out of his wheelchair, he grabbed his walking frame and slowly, painfully, made his way around his beloved Spitfire. The joy, and perhaps a little sadness, on Brian’s face were clear to see, and those of us gathered around were more than aware of the significance of this reunion. We stood back and allowed them both some time together.

  While ageing had marked Brian’s face, the Spitfire’s perfect lines remained smooth, polished and unchanged since their last meeting in 1945. He recorded his memories of the day in a letter he later sent to me; they are a testament to both him and the Spitfire. ‘The sight of a Spitfire gracefully sitting there – no one will ever experience the degree of thrill I felt at that moment; it boosted my resolve to overcome my disabilities and get airborne.’

  He marvelled at the deadly beauty of the aircraft he had loved and flown so many years before. He was twenty again, smitten by her curves and allure. She too was a veteran of WWII, having been delivered to the RAF in 1944 and flown on many operational sorties towards the end of the war.2 Refurbished, maintained and loved by an endless array of engineers and enthusiasts, she had been converted into a two-seat aircraft and, at the tender age of seventy, was still flying regularly, now worth many millions of pounds. She is one of just a handful of WWII Spitfires still flying today.

  Brian was a fount of information about the Spitfire; it was he who educated me about its incredible history and set me on a path to discover more about its fabled status. He was among some of the few surviving Spitfire pilots to have fought in the war, flying during the conflict’s closing weeks, hitting the Germans on the ground as they retreated from Italy. He had flown a Mark IX; in his opinion, the greatest of all Spitfire models. It could fly high, fast and turn on a wingtip. The Mark IX had evolved from the original Spitfire Mark I which, at the outbreak of war, had seen off raiders over the North Sea, helped protect troops over Dunkirk then established itself as a national icon by fighting alongside the sturdy Hurricane to keep the Luftwaffe at bay during the Battle of Britain.

  The aircraft was constantly improved, getting stronger, faster and more deadly as the war progressed. Every time the Germans fielded a competitor or developed a new threat, our scientists and engineers came up with a new mark to counter the Nazi challenge. It evolved, grew and adapted during the war; the final version of the near-23,000 Spitfires, and its naval counterpart the Seafire, built would be the Seafire Mark 47.3 The Spitfire had fired its first shots in combat in October 1939 when 603 Squadron brought down a German bomber off the Scottish coast near Edinburgh. The last time a Spitfire fired its guns in anger was during the Malayan conflict in 1951.

  By the time Brian was flying a Spitfire, it had long evolved from its legendary status as a fighter in the skies during the Battle of Britain, and he was tasked to use it to strike targets on the ground, increasing the danger to pilots, bringing them well within reach of the Germans’ anti-aircraft guns and small-arms fire. This fact had been made brutally clear to him in the briefing before his first operational flight in April 1945. Hence his nerves as he waited for the pre-dawn take-off, the Spitfire’s engine ticking over.

  ‘I can still remember the collywobbles I had at the end of the runway at 5am, and I tell my family this – sometimes, if you get nervous, just switch off; ignore the fears and you will become lethal. And that is exactly what happened when I got to the end of the runway, I turned the fear off and I became lethal.’

  On the Duxford airfield Brian was surrounded by former and current RAF fliers, including myself, who had experienced similar dangers in later conflicts. Air Marshal Cliff Spink had volunteered to take Brian flying again. Cliff had been my Station Commander at RAF Coningsby and had commanded part of the Tornado Air Defence force during the first Gulf War in 1991 when I’d been shot down over Iraq. He had also amassed huge experience on countless aircraft – Spitfires, Hurricanes, Mustangs, Hunters, Lightnings, Phantoms and Tornados, to name but a few. A renowned aviator himself, he was keen to ask a WWII pilot what it had really been like to fly the Spitfire in action.

  ‘Did you take any hits?’ he asked.

  ‘Oh yes, one or two during strafing runs,’ Bird replied, shrugging his shoulders as if seeing bullet holes appearing in your aircraft was as common as ice on the car windscreen. ‘But generally only in the wings,’ he added, almost apologetically. Having taken a ‘few hits’ myself when I was shot down, I couldn’t help laughing at his nonchalance. And, in a further nod towards just how much times had changed, he added, ‘When you came down with holes in your wings, you just went off to breakfast and by the time you came back the mechanics had mended them and you were airborne again.’ Sticky tape and filler; with such meagre items battles had been fought for our nation’s survival.

  It was time for the next part of Brian’s adventure as Cliff asked him, ‘How would you like to fly a Spitfire again?’ His smile of unbridled delight said it all. ‘I’d love to! Absolutely love to. Yes, yes I’m game. I have not lived this long not to have another go!’ Despite his ailments Brian was already trying to clamber back on the wing as Matron carefully moved to restrain his enthusiasm.

  Getting Brian, who could not stand unaided, into the cockpit was something of a battle itself but six of us managed to lift, carry and push him up some hastily found steps and lower him over the side of the fuselage and down into the cockpit where he was securely strapped in. Although Matron wisely wondered how he might get out in an emergency, Brian wasn’t about to wait for the answer.

  Brian knew the drill from here. As Cliff went through start-up checks, he secured the hood, then his eyes roved over the instrument panel and settled on the oil temperature gauge.

  ‘Cliff,’ he spoke into the microphone to the former senior RAF officer piloting the plane. ‘Should it be showing fifty degrees before engine warm-up is complete?’

  ‘Not bad for a ninety-year-old memory!’ the retired air marshal replied as he opened up the throttle.

  As the remarkable song of the Merlin engine, that spoke of power, endurance and consistency, filled the cockpit, Brian instinctively checked left and right, above and behind. He was back in April 1945, on that early morning in northern Italy, a line of Spitfires assembled in front of him, propellers blurring amid the collective sound of their Merlins’ dominant roar.

  ‘I had two 250lb bombs under me and guns full of ammunition. At the age of nineteen I was flushed with nerves as I sat at the end of the runway awaiting instruction to take off.’

  It was Brian’s first operation against an enemy who had developed a canny skill in using anti-aircraft fire to bring down ground-attacking Spitfires. He looked down the dusty runway and up to the brightening sky. He was struck by the sudden anxiety of going into the unknown, where the law was kill or be killed. His grip tightened on the stick. Bloody collywobbles. He opened the throttle and he felt his nerves calm as the plane gracefully lifted into the air. His instructor’s words came back to him: become absolutely lethal.

  ‘Immediately I was airborne those nerves had evaporated, never to return. Thus it was no surprise to me at Duxford that, once the Spit was in the air, I felt no nervous emotion at all.’

  He felt a bump as Cliff let the Spitfire rise from the grass runway and into the friendly skies above Cambridgeshire. Seventy years on, the fighter was still as doughty and reliable as it had been during the war. For twenty glorious minutes the present became the past as Brian swooped and roared around the airfield. The aching bones, the painful hips, the failing body were all forgotten. He had waited for this moment since 1945. Sergeant Brian Bird, Spitfire pilot, was back.

  For those of us on the ground it was a magical experience; we had managed to give something back, a tiny reminder of a glorious past, to a man who had given so much to his country. As time went on we began to search the skies in readiness for Brian and Cliff to appear. Matron, who had gone to enjoy a well-earned cup of tea, returned and asked, ‘Where’s Brian now?’ As the words left her lips, we all ducked as the Spitfire roared over our heads at around 50ft, waggling its wings in salute. I pointed to the sky at the retreating shape of a Spitfire: ‘He’s up there!’

  As the Spitfire taxied back towards us, Brian pushed back the hood and undid his harness, just as he had done during his wartime sorties. His enthusiasm was contagious. ‘It’s a dream come true! It brought back so many memories. It was great, terrific. Really terrific! Everything came back to me!’

  ‘Do you think you could take her up on your own?’ I asked. There was no hesitation as Brian replied: ‘Yes, yes.’ And I believed him. His face suddenly lit up, perhaps thinking it wasn’t in jest. ‘Do you want me to do it now?’

  His hands hovered over the throttle as he glanced towards Matron, who gently shook her head. There were a few more chuckles.

  The Spitfire had acted like an elixir on Brian, as if the short flight had restored something from his youth, not quite a spring in his step, but certainly a revitalisation of the spirits. The freedom and delight of flying a Spitfire had never left him, and to step back into the aircraft in his nineties was a tonic he thought he’d never take again. I could see a mental and physical change in his demeanour; it had been a privilege to see how one of the last of those who had flown the Spitfire in its fierce wartime role could now revel in the pleasure it gave in peace.

  Sadly, it was to be Brian’s final flight, as he died just a few months afterwards. In his last letter to me he wrote: ‘After a gap of seventy years since my last operational sortie in a Spitfire, the opportunity to sit in a Spit cockpit and to get airborne was an unimaginable thrill and made me wish for a return to my youth!’

  In a way, though, he truly had recaptured a sense of his youth on that last flight.

  So here was the very essence, the magic of this aircraft; the Spitfire was more than a plane; it was an aircraft like no other, it was an icon loved, worshipped by all those – apart from her enemies – whose lives she touched.

  I was determined to find out more about her and subsequently discovered many hundreds of books that already recount the technical development and wartime record of the Spitfire. This is not one of those books. I wanted more; I wanted to hear that ‘human’ story of the Spitfire, the story of the men – and women – who flew, serviced and built her. People like Brian Bird and Ken Farlow – why were they so desperate to have one last glimpse, one final flight in their beloved Spitfire, before they died? I wanted to understand the personal story of the Spitfire and why those connected with her seemed to fall in love with this iconic lady of the skies . . .

  John Nichol, April 2018

 

  CHAPTER ONE

  BIRTH OF A FIGHTER

  SPRING 1932

  Half-a-crown was all eleven-year-old Allan Scott needed for the ten-minute flight circling above Southport’s landmarks with the flying circus which had come to town. It was 1932 and many people were still wary of entering the strange machines that left the safety of the ground, with a mere engine to keep them aloft. It was less than thirty years since Orville and Wilbur Wright had tossed a coin to see who would be first to try out their new invention: the Wright Flyer, a skeletal flying machine constructed out of wood, string and muslin. That very first, twelve-second, 120ft flight over the sands of Kill Devil Hills, Kitty Hawk in North Carolina changed the world forever and gave mankind a tool that would revolutionise both peace and warfare.

  The science of flight was still in its relative infancy as Allan headed alone to the Fox Moth biplane. He was gripped by the excitement of taking to the air. ‘I could not believe that it was me, that it was really me following the attendant towards the Moth. My heart thumped all the way.’ Allan was helped up the ladder into the small passenger cabin, similar to a train carriage with bench seats facing each other. He sat facing forwards, glancing out of the window at Southport’s flat, sandy beach, anxiously anticipating the moment of take-off. ‘Hello, this is the pilot.’ A voice called from the cockpit above him. ‘We’re just about to take off.’ The aircraft rolled forwards, moving faster and faster across the ground. ‘I found myself staring at the sand whizzing by in a long strip at what seemed like a dizzying speed until it came to that incredible, magical feeling of lift. We were in the air, we were flying.’1

  As the left wing dipped and they headed out to sea at 100mph, Allan marvelled at the tiny dots of cars and people disappearing below. ‘It was the most wonderful, most exciting sight to behold, but I had only a few moments to take it in before the sand was whizzing by again and I felt a bump.’ They had landed.

  ‘The whole trip took ten minutes but what could I expect for only half-a-crown [12½ pence]? As far as I was concerned, it was worth every single penny. The seeds of my future were sown the minute I had stepped into that Moth.’

  A few years later, as the storm clouds of war spread over Europe, Allan found himself drawing precise lines and reading mighty tomes as an architect’s apprentice. He was bored and his mind drifted both to flying and to duty. His thoughts went back to the empty seats in the Fox Moth and to his twin sister, Lena. They had both been caught by the tail end of the influenza epidemic that had followed the Great War. Allan, being the stronger of the two, had survived. Lena, aged four, had not. Somewhere in his heart he felt that she had died so that he could live. He would make something of himself, something of which she would have been proud.

  He now knew precisely what that was.

  He was going to be a fighter pilot.

  * * *

  It was perfect timing. Flying was no longer the exclusive preserve of the rich or the military. The sleek, streamlined aircraft competing in the Schneider Trophy heralded a new era of speed that seemed fully in tune with the decade of Art Deco, Hemingway, champagne and jazz. Crowds of 200,000 or more would clamour to watch the race for the world’s fastest seaplane.
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Jeffrey Quill in prototype K5054, 18 June 1936, before the first demonstration to the press

    

  



  The trophy had largely been won by Italians and Americans, until a Staffordshire-born engineer stepped into the arena. Hardworking, plain-speaking and brilliant, R. J. Mitchell built the swift and elegant S5 and S6 racing seaplanes which from 1927 won three Schneider competitions in a row, thus securing the trophy permanently for Britain. The S6B was the first to break the 400mph barrier, setting a new world record in 1931.

  Other nations took note. None more so than the Germans. They were beginning to take their flying – and everything else – very seriously indeed.

  APRIL 1935

  Two years into power, Adolf Hitler had openly established his ‘air weapon’, in direct violation of the Treaty of Versailles. The time of secretly training pilots in glider clubs or the Soviet Union was over. The Luftwaffe began its first fighter pilot training sorties in February1935.

  Winston Churchill warned of Nazi belligerence. ‘A terrible process is astir,’ he wrote in the Daily Mail. ‘Germany is arming.’ But he was virtually a lone voice. Britain and the rest of the world still chose to avoid confrontation.

  The Nazi threat was seen first-hand by RAF pilot Jeffrey Quill when he flew a grand tour of Europe soon after. Quill was a cool, astute observer of people and places, and not readily fazed by confrontation.

  His skills had been quickly recognised by the RAF. He had first flown solo after just five hours and twenty minutes of instruction, when the average was over ten hours. He achieved an ‘exceptional’ rating out of the four possible categories for trainee pilots. And he took one particular piece of wisdom from his instructor very much to heart: ‘Aeroplanes are not inherently dangerous, but they are very unforgiving.’

  His fortitude had been further examined in the hazardous Meteorological Flight. Taking temperature and humidity readings at 20,000ft in an open-cockpit Siskin biplane was a challenging occupation. Foul weather sometimes made it impossible. But for every calendar day of 1935, bar Sundays, Quill and a fellow pilot flew through storms, hail, fog and blizzards, earning the Air Force Cross, awarded for valour while flying not on combat operations.

  He was a good man to examine the calibre of the new enemy at close quarters. On his flying tour of Germany, Quill landed first in Saarbrücken, which Hitler had recently managed to get returned to German sovereignty by plebiscite. No ‘booted and strutting Nazis’ appeared at the small airfield before Quill refuelled and continued to Munich.2

  A visit to a bierkeller further calmed his fears. The mood was jovial and boisterous. Buxom waitresses carried five massive steins of Bavarian beer in each hand, and slender women polished them off as if they were cups of tea.

  Then he began to notice aerodromes packed with paramilitary aircraft and flying clubs full of purposeful-looking air and ground crew. The atmosphere of vigour and menace made Quill uneasy. There was only one conclusion: Britain was being left behind in a race that had no rules.

  The RAF had been basking in the glow of bygone days. Small, agile biplanes with a couple of Vickers machine guns were the norm. But some members of Britain’s defence establishment had begun to share Churchill and Quill’s concern. As the Luftwaffe sprang into life, the Air Ministry issued Specification F10/35 in the search for a new fighter.3

  The RAF had woken up to the demands of modern air warfare. They needed a single-engine, single-seat fighter armed with eight machine guns that could produce the greatest destructive power possible in one quick attack.

  Building on his success in the Schneider Trophy, R. J. Mitchell seized upon F10/35 and assembled a team at Supermarine’s headquarters at Eastleigh, Hampshire, to come up with the best possible design for a fast, manoeuvrable aircraft. Its planform wing, a leaflike elliptic or oval shape, was close to perfection aerodynamically, and allowed the thinnest possible structure to accommodate four machine guns.

  Using the technical skills evolved from the successful seaplane designs, the prototype took shape in an erecting shop at Supermarine’s aircraft manufacturing plant in Southampton. Hitches were overcome. Rolls-Royce’s magnificent Merlin engine had originally been developed for the Wellington bomber, not for a high-altitude fighter, and lost efficiency the higher it went. Rolls-Royce’s engineers resolved this by using a coolant of pure ethylene glycol, which boiled at 160°C at sea level and 120°C at 27,000ft.4 Mitchell had more difficulty with the aircraft’s name. He had hoped to call it the Shrew. Sir Robert McLean, chairman of Vickers engineering company, who now owned Supermarine, wanted it named after his daughter Ann, ‘a little spitfire’. On such a minor whim, a legend was born.5

  Willy Messerschmitt did not need a name for his deadly efficient fighter. A number was enough. Three years younger than Mitchell, aged thirty-six, the brilliant German aircraft engineer designed the prototype of the 109 that took to the air in May 1935 and moved swiftly towards mass production.

  Spitfire prototype K5054 made an eight-minute maiden flight over Southampton ten months later.

  It had cost £20,765 to develop, looked good and flew well. Everyone at Vickers Supermarine was delighted.

  But it was not headline news.

  The very next day, 7 March 1936, Hitler’s Stormtroopers marched into the Rhineland demilitarised zone.

  SUMMER 1936

  There was a certain élan about the members of White’s Club, the exclusive gentlemen’s club in Mayfair, London. Blue stock and Tory, many had time on their hands, and most had a sense of duty and a nose for danger. Some were restless, some eccentric. And some had the prescience to realise that defending the skies would be vital in any future conflict.

  Lord Edward Grosvenor, son of the Duke of Westminster, an habitué of White’s and a former naval flier, had set up 601 as one of the five new squadrons in the Royal Auxiliary Air Force. The Auxiliaries were formed as an elite corps of civilian pilots who would fly for the RAF in time of war. The initial batch of pilots for 601 was almost exclusively recruited from the distinguished drinking clientele of White’s. It seemed only sensible that their summer camps should be held at Lympne airport in Kent, close to Goldenhurst Farm, owned by Noël Coward, and Port Lympne, seaside home of Sir Philip Sassoon, the urbane politician and art collector.6

  It was to prove a most satisfactory way of balancing the intensity of flight with the more indulgent demands of their lifestyle. And there was much that was indulgent about Port Lympne. Gilt-edged chairs with jade-green cushions stood in the dining room; nude statues disported themselves among the greenery of the splendid landscaped garden. Its guest list was as notable as the roses and juniper trees: Hollywood’s Charlie Chaplin, Winston Churchill, the backbench MP, and T. E. Lawrence, of Arabia fame.

  The men of 601 Squadron were welcome any time. Port Lympne was their unofficial mess, where officers came to swim, sunbathe and play tennis.

  Wealth counted for something in Lord Grosvenor’s selection criteria, but not everything. One recruit who turned up for interview wearing a shiny suit and scuffed shoes refused to accept his rejection and soon embraced the Auxiliary ethos: ‘Be a good pilot and a good comrade, but don’t take anything other than flying too seriously.’7

  * * *

  Jeffrey Quill certainly took flying seriously. Despite some misgivings, Quill had resigned his RAF commission and joined Vickers as Assistant to the Chief Test Pilot.

  When he saw the Supermarine fighter take to the air, he knew he had made the right choice. Three weeks after the maiden test flight he climbed into the Spitfire cockpit for the first time.

  He was immediately struck by ‘a very long nose’ that completely blocked the forward view. Zigzagging to ensure all was clear ahead, he opened the throttle for take-off. The acceleration was ‘sluggish’. Strangely, he needed to apply full right rudder to maintain a straight line.

  When the wheels of the Spitfire finally left the ground Quill was immediately impressed. It was in a class of its own.

  ‘It began to slip along as if on skates with the speed mounting steadily. An immediate impression of effortless performance was accentuated by the relatively low propeller RPM at that low altitude. The aeroplane just seemed to chunter along at a very much higher cruising speed than I have ever experienced before, with the engine turning over very easily. In this respect it was somewhat reminiscent of my old Bentley cruising in top gear. I climbed up to a few thousand feet and carried out some steep turns and gentle rolls. The aeroplane was light and lively, but with a tendency to shear about a bit directionally. I put it into a gentle dive and it accelerated with effortless ease; then it was time to rejoin the circuit for landing . . . As I chopped the throttle on passing over the boundary hedge, the deceleration was hardly discernible and the aeroplane showed no desire to touch down – it evidently enjoyed flying. I noticed how the stick hardly moved during the flare-out for landing, and in fact the aircraft seemed almost to land itself. “Here,” I thought to myself, “is a real lady.” ’8

  Despite its smoothness the plane was struggling to find the speed required of a true fighter. Quill recorded a disappointing 335mph on his first outing, in the same league as the Hawker Hurricane, the other new single-seat monoplane fighter. There would be no room for two fighters of the same ilk. And no production order.

  The Spitfire’s two-bladed propeller was taken off and worked on by Mitchell’s team of engineers to make it produce more speed by refining the tips, making them more aerodynamic. It was also given an ultra-smooth paint finish. ‘I think we have something here,’ Quill said on landing in May 1936. Its top speed was now 348mph – close enough to Mitchell’s 350mph objective for it to be sent to the RAF for official trials just three months after its maiden flight.

  On 26 May 1936, Humphrey Edwardes-Jones, commander of A Flight at the RAF testing airfield in Martlesham, became the first air force pilot to fly the Spitfire.

  On landing he had been instructed to immediately call the Air Ministry.

  ‘I don’t want to know everything and obviously you can’t tell me,’ the Air Ministry man said. ‘All I want to know now is whether you think the young pilot officers and others we are getting in the Air Force will be able to cope with such an advanced aircraft?’9

  His answer was affirmative. Edwardes-Jones shared Quill’s sentiments.

  ‘The aeroplane is simple and easy to fly and has no vices,’ the official report said. ‘The controls are well harmonised and appear to give an excellent compromise between manoeuvrability and steadiness for shooting. Take-off and landing are straight-forward and easy.’

  The Ministry immediately put in an order for 310 of them. On the same day, 6 June 1936, it signed a contract for 600 Hurricanes. Finally, the RAF would have a force of modern fighters.

  * * *

  The Germans flew the V1 prototype Me109 proudly over the audience for the Berlin Olympics in August 1936.10

  Willy Messerschmitt had focused on combining the most powerful engine with the lightest possible body. He built an advanced, all-metal airframe with closed canopy and retractable landing gear. German test pilots were impressed with its speed and agility.

  When it went up against the Luftwaffe’s He51 biplane in a mock dogfight in front of the Reichsminister of Aviation, Air Marshal Hermann Goering, he too was impressed. With news of the major Spitfire and Hurricane commitment, Goering ordered it into production at the Regensburg factory in Bavaria in November 1936.

  It was also going to have one significant advantage over its British rivals. The 109 was going to war. By February 1937 the first models were delivered to the front line in Spain to help prop up Franco’s Nationalist government.

  As the Germans trialled their aircraft in combat, the British were using dried split peas to improve performance.

  The prototype Spitfire, serial number K5054, had employed flush riveting to create a smooth, aerodynamic surface. Cheaper dome-headed rivets would be required for mass production. Supermarine glued hundreds of split peas to the flush rivets in various key locations and then removed them progressively, in order to identify the most effective balance of cost and performance.

  The Spitfire’s pilots quickly discovered that its slender wings produced turns so tight that the resulting G-force induced blackouts. The classic elliptical wings also allowed for an excellent climb rate and lower stall speed. More importantly, and unlike the Me109, the elliptical wings also produced an alarming wobble if a turn was about to lead to a stall, giving the pilot a chance to pull out. Being able to out-turn an opponent in a dogfight and pre-warning of a stall could prove decisive in the fast-evolving world of aerial combat.

  New exhaust pipes boosted the top speed to 362mph. Engine heat was diverted to the wings to prevent the eight machine guns freezing at high altitude.

  The first Spitfire Mark I was soon ready to take to the sky. Sadly, it would not be witnessed by its creator. R. J. Mitchell finally succumbed to cancer aged forty-two in June 1937. ‘His work,’ wrote one admirer ‘is his memorial.’11

  Seeing the Spitfire in the skies gave some succour to a British public worried by an increasingly bellicose Germany. Jimmy Taylor, a schoolboy at Eton, the renowned English public school, was on manoeuvres with the Officer Training Corps when one streaked low over Aldershot’s bracken. It was a wonderful moment for the fifteen-year-old aeroplane enthusiast who always had a camera to hand. The sight encouraged his belief that he might one day be alone with his thoughts in a flying machine that responded instantly to his every wish.

  His father, the Reverend Harold Taylor, had administered to the dying and led the burial service far too often as a chaplain in the First World War. Such conflict, he concluded, was obscene. So he had taken his son to Portsmouth a few years earlier to see first-hand what life was like aboard a submarine.

  The exercise worked. Much to his delight, when young Jimmy clambered out of the cramped, oily and nausea-inducing vessel, he had vowed never to join the navy.

  He would join the RAF instead.12

  * * *

  Jimmy Taylor had seen just a single Spitfire. Delivery dates for the batch of 310 were badly adrift. A desire to rapidly rearm was one thing; the practicalities were altogether different. British industry simply wasn’t equipped to deal with the demands that it now faced. Large-scale, specialised expansion with skilled labour could not happen overnight. Supermarine had to subcontract the work, which led to further delays. Delivery of its wings was held up for months. Manufacturing fell at least six months behind schedule.13

  The Southampton plant managed to roll out its first production Spitfire in May 1938. At the same time Me109s were coming off the Bavaria assembly lines in their hundreds and the Luftwaffe had 20,000 airmen with operational experience from the Spanish Civil War. In just five years it had become the best-equipped, most technologically advanced and battle-hardened air force in the world.

  Many hoped that it would not be put to further use. Foremost among them was Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain, who flew to Munich in September that year to head off Hitler’s threat to seize the Sudetenland. A chunk of Czechoslovakia was the price for appeasement. Chamberlain returned to Heston airport, waving his piece of paper and declaring ‘peace for our time’. Then his car got stuck in the mud.

  Jimmy Taylor was on hand with his Eton pals to help push him out of the quagmire.14 He had survived the bullying and beatings at Eton by closeting himself in his study-bedroom and building an armada of 1:72 scale models. Hawker Furies, Wellingtons and a Spitfire were carefully constructed and painted. He also lost himself in the tales of dashing pilots like Biggles in his Sopwith Camel.

  Reverend Taylor had first taken his family on a tour of Nazi Germany, along the fast and impressive autobahnen, in their Ford V-8 in 1935. Then, the only sign of military activity on that first trip had been a labour battalion carrying polished spades.

  Three years later, during the Taylors’ most recent visit, the shadows had lengthened, though Jimmy had found some kindness among the swastikas and massed ranks of Stormtroopers. One helped him find a space to photograph Hungary’s Admiral Horthy driving through Berlin to meet Hitler in August 1938. Jimmy retained a ‘warm spot for that soldier, whatever his future role . . .’

  While Goering’s boasts of Luftwaffe supremacy were widely reported, Vickers remained an old-fashioned institution that saw publicity as vulgar and undesirable. So when Jeffrey Quill flew the Spitfire from London to Paris in a record-breaking forty-two minutes and thirty seconds in November 1938, virtually nothing appeared in the press.15

  1939

  While Messerschmitt employees were hard at work in Regensburg, the gentlemen of 601 Squadron were not far away, enjoying fresh snow in the Bavarian mountains. With poor weather in January and February and a scarcity of Spitfires or Hurricanes to practise in, downhill skiing seemed a good alternative.16

  Germany might have been considered a curious choice of venue in early 1939. The remilitarised Rhineland was churning out arms, the Condor Legion had subdued the Spanish Republicans, Czechoslovakia had been eviscerated and Hitler was making noises about Poland. However, Chamberlain’s ‘peace’ still held.

  Although the snow was glorious, the edge of their enjoyment was taken off somewhat when they skied alongside a detachment of German alpine troops. There was something in their swagger that suggested both confidence and menace.

  Something was afoot.

  * * *

  The Germans could build three Me109s in the time it took to construct one Spitfire. With its revolutionary wings and complex engineering, the British fighter was a tricky machine to assemble.

  Under the muddled leadership of motoring magnate Lord Nuffield, the Castle Bromwich factory set up in 1936 to turn out 100 Spitfires a month was experiencing major delays. The First World War plant in Eastleigh, near Southampton, Hampshire, had to step up to the plate. But, as the American millionaire flier Charles Lindbergh, famous for his solo non-stop transatlantic flight in 1927, could not fail to notice on a visit in 1939, it lacked the chromium-plated modernity of Germany’s Regensburg production line.17

  Lindbergh had been invited to Europe by Goering for a red-carpet tour of the ultra-modern Messerschmitt factories, where 2,000 fighters had already been assembled. He was invited to Supermarine’s Eastleigh works afterwards. As the aviator’s eye roved over the old wooden roof trusses and factory floor, Jeffrey Quill detected only a passing interest in the Spitfire. ‘I was suddenly aware of a burning anger and resentment which I hope I managed to disguise. As he taxied out I felt like shouting after him in the American idiom, “OK, wise guy, just you wait.” ’

  Sadly, it was the RAF that would have to wait. Things at Eastleigh were not about to improve, and progress at the Castle Bromwich factory verged on the non-existent. Then, in June 1939, a government memorandum appeared. It suggested that on completion of the order for 310 Spitfires, Eastleigh should concentrate on building Beaufighters, the heavily armed, twin-engine night-fighter.18

  There were no plans for continuing with the Spitfire beyond the Mark I.

  * * *

  Ken French’s love of trout fishing should have kept him casting into the lakes and rivers that flowed through the green hills of West Cork for the rest of his life. But a well-off Protestant family was always going to be a target in post-independence Ireland. His uncle had been taken hostage by the IRA and his father only just avoided summary execution.

  In the end, it was the economy that lured Ken French abroad, as it did for thousands of his compatriots. For an educated young man, England offered opportunity. It was his brother’s suggestion that the number of pretty girls there were worth more than a boatload of trout that finally made up his mind. In July 1939, aged eighteen, he landed the princely sum of £83 a year as a clerk for North British and Mercantile Insurance in London.19

  He arrived in Southend in time for the carnival. Everyone was happy and carefree and his brother’s promise was not unfounded. Ken’s love of dogs, and slight limp – from a knee injury sustained at Portora Royal School, which had counted Oscar Wilde and Samuel Beckett among its past pupils – provided frequent openings for conversation that he rarely passed up.

  * * *

  Hugh Dundas joined the part-time pilots of the Auxiliary Air Force too late for the Bavarian alpine jaunt. But the 6ft 4in redhead was made of the right stuff. He wanted the kind of excitement that wasn’t on offer in a solicitor’s chambers. For reasons never given, he failed his medical three times, despite being at peak fitness, so found a rugby-playing Irish doctor to sign him off, fit for duty.20

  By June 1939 Dundas was a ‘Pupil Pilot’ flying Avro Tutor biplanes with 616 Squadron. The thrill of flight swept aside everything else going on in the world. Nicknamed ‘Cocky’ by one of the veterans who thought he resembled a Rhode Island Red rooster, he was a quietly popular source of advice. But during annual camp among the orchards of east Kent, he also showed an eighteen-year-old’s eagerness for the new and the magical.

  He learned the joy of taking off into the dawn sky, of crossing the Channel when the air was crisp, of glimpsing the luxurious Pullman coaches that waited at Calais and Boulogne to transport travellers to far-off places.

  Afternoons were reserved either for drinking gin in the mess tent or dozing in the sunshine, or both. There was little to trouble them beyond their imminent inspection by Air Vice-Marshal Trafford Leigh-Mallory, brother of George Mallory, the Everest mountaineer who died in 1924.

  Formalities over, Leigh-Mallory took a snifter of gin and accepted the popular mess-game challenge to shimmy up one marquee pole, through the ventilation hole, along the spine then back down the other. Despite some middle-age ‘thickening’, Leigh-Mallory achieved the first phase of the mission, but became stuck when he attempted the descent. A climber was sent up to pull No.12 Fighter Group’s commander through the hole. He popped out like a champagne cork and descended the last 10ft in freefall.

  Restored with a stiff whisky, he promptly left.

  Two days later, the squadron was enjoying its postprandial nap when the mess tent received news that a Nazi–Soviet Pact had been signed.

  ‘Well that’s fucked it,’ one pilot, a former Guards officer, said. ‘That’s the start of the fucking war.’

  In less colourful language, Jimmy Taylor’s father told his family to pack their bags in readiness to flee France. The family were holidaying in the Pyrenees as Hitler’s forces massed on the Polish border. The Reverend’s hopes and prayers that his three boys would avoid war had proved forlorn.21

  The Taylors were forced to leave the blue skies and tranquillity of the mountains when their hotel shut down. They headed north to the nearest port for passage to England, threading through mobilised French reservists. When they got to St Malo it was crammed with their fellow countrymen fighting to return home.

  They boarded the ferry to Portsmouth on the morning of 1 September, after a final sightseeing trip to celebrate the ‘splendid defiance’ of Mont St Michel, as the Luftwaffe bombed the Polish town of Wieluń, killing 1,200 civilians.

  * * *

  Flames lit the night sky to the north of their Kent home the night Brian Bird’s half-brother was born in 1936. Brian rushed downstairs to tell his stepfather the news that the Crystal Palace, the glory of Victorian Britain, was burning down after an accident.22

  Three years later, on Sunday, 3 September 1939, fifteen-year-old Brian prepared to bring him an even more momentous bulletin. He crouched by the wireless, waiting for the Prime Minister’s 11am announcement. His stepfather had gone to church, having left him with strict instructions to be kept informed.

  ‘This is London . . .’

  It was 11.15.

  Brian felt the tension crackle in the air as Chamberlain began speaking. ‘It is therefore with regret that I have to tell you we are at war with Germany . . .’

  His address had barely ended when Brian was pedalling hard through the deserted streets of Sittingbourne.

  Somewhat self-consciously, he marched up the aisle of St Paul’s Church and delivered the note his mother had written just as his stepfather began the sermon.

  Air-raid sirens wailed as he cycled home. Brian stopped and raised his eyes to the sky with a deep sense of foreboding. Even at the tender age of fifteen, the young Brian Bird was shaken by the sound. He contemplated what the future might hold for both him, and his country. He could never have imagined.

  * * *

  The shows still went on in London’s West End. Ann Todd was treading the boards on her way to becoming a Hollywood star, winning praise for her poignant performance in The Man in Half Moon Street, the story of a man who retains his youth and cannot die.23 The morning’s sirens had disturbed the city’s Sunday peace. She counted ten people dotted about the stalls. They were ushered to the front and the show began with blackout curtains in place. The performance was completed in half its usual running time, and audience and actors gratefully left the building.

  Ann Todd took a taxi and drove through the night to Shropshire to be reunited with her small son David from her first marriage and her budding fighter pilot boyfriend, soon to be husband, Nigel Tangye. They made an intriguing couple. Todd was a diminutive and beautiful blonde, nicknamed ‘the Pocket Garbo’. Tangye was a tall, good-looking Cornishman with a colourful history. He had combined journalism with clandestine work for MI5 during the Spanish Civil War, and had joined the Auxiliary Air Force a few months earlier. He had just been called up by the RAF.

  Ann Todd experienced the same moment of introspection that couples all around the country were feeling: uncertainty and fear.

  ‘During that long drive I realised how important it is to belong to someone who cares, when one is in danger and to a woman, how necessary it is to have a man around. It was interesting when the raids were on and there was fear for survival. Couples who weren’t getting on or even disliked each other rushed into each other’s arms and clung together rather than be alone.’

  * * *

  The Vickers Supermarine workforce in Eastleigh looked at each other in resignation and dismay. They had known for some time that their precious fighter would be tested in combat, and were working their hardest to assemble as many as they could. But resources and capacity were still limited. As the bungling at Castle Bromwich continued, all Eastleigh could manage in September 1939 was thirty-three Spitfires.24 The Messerschmitt factory built more than 120 Me109s. At the outbreak of war little over 300 Spitfires had been built, with less than a dozen squadrons operational.

  They did not have to wait long for the first Spitfire action. Sadly, it was an engagement all concerned wanted to forget. At 6.15am on 6 September, Spitfires from 74 Squadron were scrambled by ground control to vector on an enemy presence over the River Medway in Kent. Two aircraft were shot down. But they were Hurricanes, not Messerschmitts.

  The scientists had to come up with a solution fast to prevent further ‘friendly fire’ tragedies: the first ‘Identification Friend or Foe’ system that could spot friendly aircraft was introduced. A transponder that was fitted onto RAF aircraft amplified and returned the incoming radar signal. It gave a distorted ‘blip’ on the radar operator’s screen, which made it easily identifiable as non-hostile on the ground controller’s screen.

  German bomber crews were not new to combat. Nor were they particularly nervous. Most had seen action in Spain or Poland. They had confidence in themselves and their aircraft.

  The Junkers 88 crews had more right to be confident than most. Their Schnellbomber – fast bomber – was designed to outrun fighters. Twin Jumo engines could power it to 320mph, roughly the same speed as a Hurricane. They had been briefed about the Spitfire. They knew it was dangerous and fast, that it could top 350mph, possibly 364mph. But they also knew its eighty-five-gallon fuel tank limited its range to 425 miles.

  Thus when Leutnant Horst von Riesen was ordered to bomb the Royal Navy at their Scottish base in the Firth of Forth on 16 October 1939, he was content.25 There was enough speed in the V12 Jumos to get them out of trouble, and they had a 1,400-mile range.

  After the two-hour trip across the North Sea he watched with satisfaction as his boss, Hauptmann Helmut Pohle, straddled the cruiser HMS Southampton with 3,000lb of bombs.

  Moments later his face fell. Pohle’s aircraft ditched into the chilly Firth of Forth, riddled with bullets.

  Seconds later von Riesen saw the sleek outline of a Spitfire for the first time, over his right shoulder. He acted swiftly and instinctively. The procedure was to drop to 50ft above the water, protecting their vulnerable underbelly from enemy fire.

  As von Riesen streaked across the wave tops, raindrops peppered the surface. Except there was no rain.

  The clatter of metal on metal a split second later confirmed his fears.

  Then came the unmistakable churn and screech of mechanical failure. The starboard engine cut out. Von Riesen shut it down, reducing the fire risk, and held the Ju88 steady. There was little else he could do. He risked another glance over his shoulder. Thank God. The Spitfires had broken off.

  Some 375 miles of open sea separated them from Germany, and they were limping along at barely 100mph.

  He consulted the three other crew members. ‘Turn back and ditch in the Firth of Forth or carry on?’

  ‘No, no, never,’ one rasped over the intercom. ‘If we go back, the Spitfires will certainly get us.’

  He was right. Better take our chances swimming in the North Sea rather than face the ferocious fighters again.

  Von Riesen kept the Ju88 aloft for the next four hours, until the seaside lights of Westerland, lying off the Danish peninsula, twinkled on the horizon. They were home.

  * * *

  German bomber crews were not going to be put off by a few losses. And they were out to prove a point to the RAF: We’re not scared, and we’re coming for you.

  Despite growing rumours about the Spitfire, the Staffel – squadron – of He111s that left Germany early on 8 December 1939 were confident of catching the Royal Navy in port.

  If they came from far to the north, there was little chance of detection by whatever paltry defences the British might muster, and thus a greater chance of surprise. The squadron was cruising south of Aberdeen when the gunner-radio operator in the lead aircraft received a three-letter code. ‘Careful. You have been detected by the defence.’26

  He repeated it to the Staffel Kapitän. ‘Rubbish,’ the officer replied. ‘The English defences are no good.’

  But he took the precaution of gaining height on his way down to the Firth of Forth.

  It was a wise decision.

  Flying directly towards them and a few thousand feet above were five Spitfires from 72 Squadron.

  They had been scrambled just after midday when radar picked up seven enemy aircraft flying towards the warships moored in the Firth of Forth.

  For the first three months of the war, Flying Officer Desmond Sheen, twenty-two, had spent hours searching the skies for his first enemy targets. He had come over from Sydney, Australia, two years earlier to join the RAF and by December 1939 he was impatient for action. When he spotted the bomber formation he felt his heartbeat quicken.27

  ‘Blue Flight strike!’ he ordered over the radio, not caring whether he used the right terminology.

  The lead Heinkel’s gunner saw them coming. ‘Behind us. Fighters!’

  ‘All right, turn away to the North Sea,’ the Staffel Kapitän calmly replied. ‘We can fly for a long time, they cannot. We’ll have to shake them off.’

  The Heinkels dropped to sea level then closed in tight formation as the Spitfires dived near vertically down onto them.

  The fighters were met with a curtain of defensive gunfire. Sheen ignored the streaks of tracer and fired on the rear bomber, scoring multiple hits. The Heinkel quickly lost height.

  The Australian turned his attention elsewhere. He pulled a tight turn, swept past a lighthouse fifteen miles out to sea, and zeroed in on a Heinkel on the extreme right that had already been hit. The other Germans fought hard to protect their comrade, but to no avail. The bomber’s guns went silent and it began to drop away.

  The lead German gunner was not going to let the British fighter claim another victim. He was a veteran and excellent shot. But this was his first close combat with a Spitfire and he knew their weapons would be deadly at close quarters. He waited patiently for the British pilot to close in then let go burst after burst of 7.92mm fire.

  Sheen was caught in the crossfire of three Heinkels’ rear-facing machine guns. A bullet smashed through his canopy and sliced through his earphones, cutting his ear as it skimmed past his head. Another speared through the cockpit and into his thigh. The damage to his body he could deal with, but not the damage to the aircraft. A round had blown a hole in its fuel tank. Petrol streamed into the cockpit, stinging his skin, blurring his vision.

  Sheen tried to pull round for another attack but he felt lightheaded, dizzy, verging on blackout. He manoeuvred back to the coast.

  The battle was far from over. Seeing Sheen hit put his 72 Squadron comrades in vengeful mood. The Spitfires went for the Germans, diving and firing in fury. The Heinkel gunner looked left and right. Only one other rear gunner remained in action. But he was inexperienced and slow, engaging the enemy only after they turned away from his tail.

  The 72 Squadron pilots were quick to spot an easy prey. They dived on him relentlessly.

  The Heinkel gunner fired a long salvo in his comrade’s defence. There was a metallic click. He’d finished his last drum of ammunition. He turned and shouted at the Staffel Kapitän: ‘All the ammo you have, back to me at once!’

  The Staffel Kapitän didn’t need to hear it twice. He made his way on his hands and knees along the catwalk between the bomb racks, dragging the much-needed ammunition behind him.

  The gunner whipped on a drum and fired. As he pulled the trigger he shouted: ‘More. Quick!’

  The Staffel Kapitän crawled back as quickly as he could. For what seemed like an age the gunner aimed, fired and changed drums while the officer frantically fed him ammunition. Another Spitfire was hit and began smoking. The fight had taken them far out to sea.

  Finally the British broke off and headed home.

  The Heinkel gunner sat back, wiping the sweat from his brow. He looked over at the Staffel Kapitän. They both grinned and shook their heads. The officer pointed to his trousers. He had donned his best uniform that morning. Now they were threadbare at the knees.

  The Heinkel’s interior was a mess, its aluminium fuselage torn apart by .303 Browning rounds. Brass casings and empty ammo drums were strewn everywhere. The gunner wiggled his toes then pulled off his flying boot, emptying a cascade of shell casings. The plane lurched and he looked out of the window in time to see one of their fellow bombers gently ditch onto the water.

  They could do no more than wave at the survivors before setting their own mauled Heinkel on a south-easterly course for home. But they had a problem. The wireless had been shot to pieces and after the long-running battle no one had any idea where they were. At that moment one of the two engines stopped.

  The Heinkel lost height.

  Five hundred metres. Two hundred metres.

  We’re going to join our comrades in the sea.

  One hundred metres. Fifty metres.

  Slowly, the pilot managed to get the nose up.

  Thirty metres.

  Their position held just above the waves. At any moment they expected the machine to give out and plummet into the sea.

  Then they had a stroke of luck. The direction-finding instrument suddenly sprang into life, giving their position and course.

  The nearest airfield was Westerland, on the island of Sylt, just off the Denmark peninsula. They headed straight for it, making a belly-landing.

  They had survived. Just. It was a testament to the He111’s durability.

  It had been estimated that bombers needed to be hit a maximum of 300 times to be sure of destruction.

  ‘Counted holes in aircraft,’ the gunner recorded. ‘Three hundred and fifty.’

  The bomber’s resilience and the Spitfire’s inability to bring it down only strengthened German confidence.

  72 Squadron’s encounter did not go unnoticed. RAF Fighter Command pored over every scrap of after-action report. How could seven Spitfires fire 2,400 rounds each – their full complement – and only account for two out of seven He111s in such favourable circumstances?

  An inquiry was ordered. It found that the bullet groupings of the eight Browning machine guns was too far apart, lacking the concentration needed to fatally damage a plane. It recommended that the muzzles be refocused to concentrate the spread of bullets at 300 yards rather than 400 yards.28

  Fighter Command was learning some valuable lessons.
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ATA pilot Diana Barnato Walker

    

  

  1940

  Diana Barnato Walker joined the British Red Cross in the belief that there would be mass casualties on declaration of war.29 By early 1940, they hadn’t materialised and her services were not required.

  For the granddaughter of Barney Barnato, joint founder of De Beers mining, and the daughter of the multimillionaire racing driver Woolf ‘Babe’ Barnato, there was only one thing left to do. Socialise.

  After a long night dancing at the Embassy Club on Bond Street, Diana decided to go skiing in France. It was mid-January 1940. Bar the odd sandbag, the war had barely touched London, and she’d heard the Scots Guards were on manoeuvres in Chamonix. Diana came from a hugely enterprising and fearless Jewish family; she was not going to let a war put her off. And the opportunity of skiing with the Guards was too good to miss.

  Driving off the ferry in Calais, she discovered that France offered a number of immediate benefits. With no rationing she could fill her thirsty Bentley as often as she liked. She motored south, via an overnight château stop, to the slopes of Mont Blanc.

  She couldn’t pass Paris on her return without dropping in on her friend Gogo’s atelier studio. During Diana’s five-day stay, the House of Schiaparelli created a collection for her that included a pink satin evening dress and silk afternoon outfit in duck-egg blue with fine red and blue stripes.

  Before finally heading back to Calais, Diana lunched with Count Henri de la Falaise in Amiens, where he was acting liaison officer to the 12th Lancers. As the two friends shared an excellent duck pâté at the Café Godebert, the German General Staff were finalising their plans for the invasion of France.

  * * *

  Joe Roddis felt the same joy when he tinkered with a motorcycle as he’d had assembling his red Meccano steam traction engine. He understood it, cared for it and could fix it.30

  Joe passed the RAF recruiting office every day as he fetched the sandwiches for his mates at their Sheffield motorcycle workshop. His desire to service fighters that could fly at five times the speed of a Royal Enfield Bullet motorbike increased each time he saw the Spitfire and Hurricane posters. As did his determination to provide his impoverished family with a steady income.

  When the eighteen-year-old Yorkshireman’s application to join up was accepted, he was overjoyed. His sandwich delivery duties were cut short, as was his mechanics course when he was put on a wartime footing. Joe was posted to 234 Squadron at RAF Leconfield in Yorkshire to await delivery of their Spitfires.

  When the red Very flare went up over the airfield signalling a scramble for another squadron, Joe sprinted across to see his first ever Spitfire in flight. ‘It was magical and elegant. The tail was just coming off the ground. It looked like it was doing 400mph. It was a beautiful war machine, especially to have on our side.’

  But the thrill quickly evaporated as a Miles Magister training aircraft taxied onto the runway. The Spitfire pilot could not avoid a collision. His whirling propeller cut through the open cockpit of the monoplane trainer, which disintegrated in a shower of plywood and fabric. The Magister’s pilot was killed instantly.

  ‘There was nothing we could do. It was just a mass of human flesh scattered around which had to be cleared up. I picked up a flying boot with a foot in it. The seagulls had been feeding on it for a while. A terrible sight.’ It was 21 February 1940, and Joe’s first view of death close up.31

  The gloom lifted considerably a fortnight later with the arrival of eighteen brand-new Spitfire Mark Is. ‘We crawled all over them, taking the cowling off and drooling over the Merlins. It really felt we were becoming part of the war, part of the fight. You could also see the change in the pilots. They were drooling over the aircraft too, desperate to get airborne.’

  He and his fellow mechanics learned the intricacies of the Rolls-Royce engine and could soon feed the gun belts all 2,400 rounds and fill the eighty-five-gallon tank in twenty minutes. The pilots learned to fly and fight the plane, whose value was so high that they were dispersed to fields a few miles away every night, to protect them from marauding German bombers.

  With his RAF pay packets, Joe made regular visits to the local pubs and, when he felt really flush, took a bus to the pictures in Hull. But at that point there was little social mixing between what he described as the different classes. ‘Ground crew would never dare initiate a conversation with a pilot. The aircrew then were from rich backgrounds. They were only used to telling a garage mechanic to fill up their Bentley or wipe the windscreen. They were not rude, but we rarely spoke to them other than about the aircraft.’

  But the distinctive lines of the British class system, which had survived relatively unscathed from the Great War, were about to become severely blurred. The divide between mechanic and pilot would quickly close, as neither the Spitfire, nor the war, would be any respecter of class.

 

  CHAPTER TWO

  THE FALL OF FRANCE

  
      [image: image]
    Hugh ‘Cocky’ Dundas

  

  The incursions across the North Sea proved useful continuation training for the Luftwaffe bomber force. In April 1940, following the pattern set in Spain and Poland, they started bombing civilians in Norway.

  Britain’s hapless participation in the Norway campaign led to Chamberlain being replaced by Churchill on 10 May 1940. Hours later, the German blitzkrieg – lightning war – was launched on the Low Countries.

  The British Expeditionary Force (BEF) had been sent to France on the outbreak of war to bolster the French army, as it had done in the previous war. But it was ill-equipped to fight the blitzkrieg.

  German paratroopers swept through Belgium’s defences, rendering France’s fabled Maginot Line an irrelevance. And the campaign came to an irreversible conclusion when General Erwin Rommel’s 7th Panzer Division ghosted through the Ardennes.

  The French rustled up a mixed bunch of 826 combat-ready fighters and 250 bombers. Their command and control systems were chaotic at best, and at times non-existent. More than 4,000 Luftwaffe aircraft were released to bomb them into submission.1

  As the French lines collapsed, the BEF called for Spitfires to cover its headlong retreat. Churchill had fought in the trenches alongside the French army, and felt compelled to assist. But Air Chief Marshal Dowding had other ideas.

  Sir Hugh ‘Stuffy’ Dowding, head of Fighter Command, was not widely loved. Socially awkward and abidingly obstinate, he appeared to deserve his nickname. However, he was also focused, clear-sighted and iron-willed – essential qualities for the times.

  It was Dowding who had the foresight to ensure the RAF had a modern fighter, and to make radar integral to home defence. He had overseen the introduction of the Fighter Control System, which used a combination of radars, direction finders and the Observer Corps. It gave Fighter Command headquarters the direction, height and time of incoming raids, allowing them to ‘vector’ fighter squadrons for the intercept. This saved on fuel, engine use and perhaps most importantly pilots’ energy, as they were not required for airborne patrols. It also sapped German morale. The Luftwaffe had underestimated Britain’s complex home defence system which left its pilots bemused how nearly every raid was met with RAF fighters waiting to pounce.

  But Dowding now had to answer the most burning question of the conflict thus far: would his Spitfires be able to blunt the Luftwaffe’s efforts long enough for the French army to regroup?

  In a two-page memorandum to the Air Ministry on 18 May 1940, he set out his arguments.

  While the Allies might still prove victorious, defeat had to be contemplated. If this happened, he ‘presumed’ Britain would fight on – and therefore required a minimum fighter strength. ‘I would remind the Air Council that the last estimate which they made as to the force necessary to defend this country was fifty-two squadrons, and my strength has now been reduced to the equivalent of thirty-six . . .’2

  The Air Ministry needed to decide as ‘a matter of paramount urgency’ what numbers should be left to defend Britain. Once they had done so, he wanted reassurance that ‘not one fighter will be sent across the Channel, however urgent and insistent the appeals for help may be’.

  Then came the final, career-risking but visionary paragraph. ‘If the Home Defence Force is drained away in desperate attempts to remedy the situation in France, defeat in France will involve the final, complete and irremediable defeat of this country.’

  Dowding was listened to.

  Not one Spitfire would be deployed in the defence of France. The force of 452 Hurricanes, joined by the woefully inadequate Bristol Blenheims, Fairey Battles and Lysanders, would have to make do.

  MAY 1940

  RAF pilots who made it home after crash-landing in northern France in late May reported chaos on the ground. Former portrait painter Hugh Riddle, twenty-eight, of 601 Squadron, was among them. ‘Refugees block main roads and there is a sense of complete confusion. Soldiers without rifles roam aimlessly about the countryside, all making their way westwards.’3

  Bombed to near-madness, French soldiers would run panic-stricken at the merest sound of an aircraft engine. For an orderly withdrawal to have any hope of success, the skies had to be protected from the marauding Luftwaffe.

  Twelve squadrons of Hurricanes had been in France since the outset of the blitzkrieg, and Dowding had been powerless to prevent another eight going in mid-May, although he cannily ensured they were half-squadrons.

  Churchill had done his best to keep his closest allies in the fight, but it was not enough. He finally conceded that the attempt to hold off the Germans was a ‘colossal military disaster’. To retrieve anything from the impending defeat, the 400,000 men of the BEF – ‘the whole root and core and brain of the British Army’ – had to be saved.

  It was vital, therefore, to protect the northern evacuation ports. Dowding could not argue against using the most modern aircraft available to cover the troops streaming towards the beaches of Dunkirk.

  The Spitfire was about to be pitched into battle against an undefeated foe. All the toil that had gone into its creation would count for nothing if it proved a failure.

  * * *

  ‘I saw another Messerschmitt curving round. It had a bright yellow nose. Again I saw the ripples of grey smoke . . . Red blobs arced lazily through the air between us, accelerating dramatically as they approached and streaked close by, across my wing.’4

  It was 28 May, day two of the Dunkirk evacuation. Hugh Dundas had left the Garden of England for the Dunkirk beaches. He was about to confirm the adage that the fighter pilot’s first fight was his most dangerous.

  ‘I pulled my Spitfire round hard, so that the blood was forced down from my head. The thick curtain of blackout blinded me for a moment and I felt the aircraft juddering on the brink of a stall.’

  He straightened out and his vision cleared – to reveal the twisting confusion of fighters locked in combat. Another Me109 took a shot at him. Dundas threw his Spitfire into a turn so tight it led to another blackout. For a split second, a Messerschmitt filled his windscreen. Dundas pressed the Dunlop firing button for the first time in anger. His deflection shot – estimating his foe’s flight path and shooting ahead of the moving target so the bullets would intersect with it – was wide of the mark.

  The enemy were all around him. ‘I was close to panic in bewilderment and hot fear. Instinct drove me to keep turning and turning, twisting my neck all the time to look for the enemy behind. The consideration uppermost in my mind was the desire to stay alive.’

  Suddenly he was all alone, far out to sea and uncertain in which direction safety lay. ‘It was then that panic took hold of me for the second time that day. Finding myself alone over the sea, a few miles north of Dunkirk, my training as well as my nerve deserted me.’

  He set off blindly in what he thought was the right direction, directly north into a wilderness of sea, then came to his senses and turned back. Perhaps he could crash-land and get a boat home? Spotting two destroyers below restored some calm. Then he saw the French coastline. He forced himself to work out the simple navigation problem which panic had blinded him to.

  Soaked in sweat, he took a few deep breaths then set on a northwesterly course. He soon picked up Essex, then Southend Pier, and landed at Rochford, where 616 Squadron had arrived the previous night to assist the evacuation.

  He recalled the unimpressed looks the 72 Squadron pilots – fatigued and scarred by the loss of comrades – had given them the day before after 616, then yet to be bloodied in battle, had demonstrated a perfect formation landing.

  As he taxied to the dispersal point, knowing the ground crew could see he had fired his guns in anger, he felt himself transformed, Walter Mitty-like, from frightened child into debonair young pilot.

  His barrack-room mirror demanded a more honest appraisal. ‘Well, Hughie, you couldn’t insure your life now, for love nor money,’ he told his reflection. He was nineteen, and felt far from immortal.

  * * *

  The whistle of artillery fire punctuated the screech of Stukas as the Germans closed in on Dunkirk. The beaches, crammed with soldiers, became, as one German pilot saw it, a place of ‘unadulterated killing’.

  Discipline was just holding in the long lines waiting to board the boats. Signaller Sidney Leach had queued for ten hours when a naval officer told him a ship was waiting at a pier several miles away. As shells dropped around them the soldiers trudged through the sand, fighting exhaustion and the scars of battle.5

  At 4am, just as Leach reached the jetty, a shell burst in front of him. He was thrown backwards along the pier, just managing to avoid a plunge into the sea. Painfully, he got up and dusted himself down, then saw the piles of French dead stacked on the pier. He stared at the pale, blank faces for a moment then quickly walked past. Finally, at 6am, he boarded a minesweeper and put out to sea.

  They did not get far. Whether it was a bomb from above or a shell from shore-based artillery made no difference. The ship began to sink by the stern. Leach scrambled onto a lifeboat that rowed them to another minesweeper headed for home.

  But that still did not mean safety. The Luftwaffe did not want a single British soldier surviving long enough to fight their Wehrmacht comrades on the English beaches. Leach and his companions were attacked every nautical mile until they were halfway across the Channel. ‘Planes followed us, continually bombing and machine-gunning us until about halfway across.’ The Luftwaffe appeared to have freedom of the skies.

  Many a Tommy had looked skywards at the black crosses of the German planes during the crossing and cursed the scarcity of RAF roundels.

  A bitter feeling took hold. Where the bloody hell are the RAF?

  The vast black smoke cloud that now stretched for seventy miles across the beaches might have helped as a navigation aid for the British rescuers, but it was working more in the enemy’s favour. The thick, oily plume from burning equipment was used by the Germans as cover for their bombing and strafing runs.

  At least two if not three RAF squadrons were patrolling constantly overhead in daylight, but intercepting the enemy far from the English coast, and their radar cover, was tricky and they could manage little more than forty minutes at a time over Dunkirk.

  The Germans also had far more planes to throw into the fight.

  Pilot Officer Johnny Allen of 54 Squadron had been patrolling up high without success, so took his Spitfire down to 4,000ft. When he got there, he instantly regretted it. Immediately overhead was a formation of twenty enemy bombers escorted by forty fighters – and he’d given up the precious advantage of height.6

  Allen rammed the throttle forward, pulled back the stick and soared upwards, speeding towards his first dogfight against an Me110. Happily, he found that the Spitfire’s manoeuvrability far outclassed the twin-engine fighter. In a matter of seconds the enemy’s rear sat nicely at the centre of his sights.

  He thumbed the trigger button once then twice. The smell of cordite fumes blowing back from the Brownings’ 153 ‘squirts’ a second filled the cockpit. Flame spurted from the enemy aircraft as rounds hammered home. For a fraction of a second, Allen saw the pilot’s head half-slewed round to see what was attacking him. Then the 110 plummeted downwards.

  Wow, that was bloody dangerous, Allen thought, as the exhilaration of the dogfight wore off.

  The Messerschmitt pilot was almost certainly experienced, but he was not prepared for the ferocity and agility of their new foe. ‘The British attack with the fury of maniacs,’ a surviving comrade wrote in his diary.7

  The RAF pilots faced two certainties: the Nazis were ominously close to their home shores, and they had to do everything possible to save the troops below.

  This was not immediately apparent to those on the ground, bruised by defeat and retreat. One army officer made the mistake of confronting the high-class amateur boxer-turned-pilot Ken Manger after he had just bailed out onto the beach and queued patiently for a destroyer. ‘All boats are for the Army and not the RAF.’8

  Manger responded with a punch that sent the officer sprawling into the sea, then calmly stepped on board. He was back in the fray, flying over the beaches, the very next day.

  * * *

  Jack Bell, a former solicitor and now with 616 Squadron, sampled similar chagrin in more trying circumstances. He had dived after a flight of Messerschmitts machine-gunning ships, downed one, then had to bail out himself. He spent some time in the water, until an open boat crewed by navy ratings came alongside. Instead of bringing the shivering airman on board, the sailors used their oars to push him away. When Bell finally persuaded them he was an RAF pilot he was sarcastically told they thought all airmen in the area were German.9

  A diminished RAF presence was not the Luftwaffe’s experience over Dunkirk. ‘Our bombers pressed home their attacks but were constantly harassed by the RAF who inflicted substantial losses,’ wrote the Luftwaffe ace Ulrich Steinhilper.10 ‘I understand that it is a complaint of many British and French soldiers who were on the beaches that the RAF were nowhere to be seen. Believe me, they flew to their limit.’

  23 MAY 1940

  Squadron Leader Francis White, of 74 Squadron, had got into a tangle with some Me109s and a two-seat Henschel 126 reconnaissance plane whose rear gunner scored a lucky hit. With glycol pouring out of his cooling system, White was forced to crash-land his damaged Spitfire at Calais Marck airfield. Germans were driving past the main gate as he landed and Calais was encircled. There was no way back to the beaches.

  His friend Squadron Leader James ‘Prof’ Leathart, of 54 Squadron, had seen White go down, and was determined not to let him fall into enemy hands. He dashed back to Kent and grabbed the squadron’s two-seat Miles Master trainer. The Master had the advantage of a Kestrel engine that gave it 142mph, but as a trainer its underside was painted bright yellow. Not ideal camouflage for a combat zone. It was decided to fly very low level, escorted by two Spitfires flown by the New Zealander Al Deere and Johnny Allen, twenty-four, and already credited with 54 Squadron’s first kill, shooting down a Ju88 the previous day.
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