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  About the Book


  After the fall of France in May 1940, Britain stood alone to face Hitler’s inevitable invasion attempt. Within weeks, he had assembled a vast fleet ranged along the French coast. But before the German Army could land across the Channel, Hitler needed to achieve mastery of the skies. His biggest obstacle, the small and under-resourced Royal Air Force would have to be broken.


  And so began the Battle of Britain: thirteen terrifying weeks which saw 2,500 young RAF pilots pitted against the larger and more experienced German forces of the Luftwaffe high above the English Channel.


  During that fateful summer, Britain’s air defences were badly battered and nearly broken, but against all odds, The Few, as they came to be known, bought Britain’s freedom – many with their lives.


  These are the personal accounts of the pilots who fought and survived that battle. Their stories are as riveting, as vivid and as poignant as they were seventy years ago.


  Lauded by Churchill as The Few … The survivors of that campaign are now in their eighties or nineties, their ranks thinning by the year … Max Arthur brings together the voices of the living and the dead to recreate the events of July–October 1940, when vapour trails against a blue sky marked the battle to save civilisation – Daily Telegraph


  Entertaining and moving … This is a brilliant introduction for anyone seeking to understand the origins and outcomes of the battle. A dramatic tale, well told – News of the World


  No one can relive the battle except the men who fought it, and here they are in a tide of telling testimony … expertly tracked down and anthologised by out foremost oral historian of war, the self-effacing Max Arthur … Read it and remember. – Daily Mail


  2


  First Combat and the Battle for France


  FOR THE PEOPLE of Britain there was a brief – but hopelessly optimistic – respite from the conviction that war was unavoidable when Prime Minister Chamberlain returned from talks with the German Chancellor Hitler in September 1938 with a promise of ‘Peace for our time’. Air Marshal Sir Hugh Dowding, however, continued to pursue his goals of building the strength of the RAF, increasing the production of new fighter aircraft and setting up the radar defence chain around the south coast.


  The nation’s optimism was shattered when Hitler invaded and annexed Czechoslovakia in March 1939 – and went on to invade Poland on 1 September. Two days later, Chamberlain addressed the nation:


  This morning the British Ambassador in Berlin handed the German Government a final note stating that unless we heard from them by 11 am that they were prepared at once to withdraw their troops from Poland, a state of war would exist between us. I have to tell you that no such undertaking has been received, and that consequently this country is at war with Germany.


  At once preparations were made to send troops and the Advanced Air Striking Force across the Channel to stand against any encroachment Hitler chose to make beyond the Belgian border and into France. Dowding once more found himself at odds with the wishes of senior air staff. He resisted all demands that Spitfire squadrons be sent abroad – the new elite aircraft were too crucial to his defence plans for Britain to sacrifice them in a bid to protect other nations.


  For the first nine months of the war the presence – or otherwise – of Spitfires in France and Belgium was immaterial. The ‘Phoney War’ lulled the nation into a sense of false security – which was broken when on 10 May 1940 German troops parachuted into Belgium as a prelude to the full-scale invasion of Belgium, Holland, France and Luxembourg – Blitzkrieg. Tanks and motorised troops and guns smashed through the Belgian and French defences in a relentless and irresistible wave – and the RAF squadrons who had been rusticating comfortably at their adopted airfields, making only standing patrols and reconnaissance flights, were suddenly in action.


  For the first time the German Luftwaffe showed its strength, bombing strategic targets, devastating civilian dwellings – and strafing the streams of defenceless refugees who took to the roads to flee the advancing enemy. Dowding’s fighter boys now met the new adversary – the Me 109 fighter – and as they were unprepared for its speed and agility, losses were high. In his plan, Dowding had set at fifty-two the number of squadrons essential to defend Britain. A full-strength squadron would be twenty aircraft and two reserves, plus sixteen operational pilots. The squadron would be expected to fly twelve aircraft as either four flights of three, or three flights of four. For him the ‘security of base’ overrode all other considerations – but by 13 May his reserve of home squadrons was down to just thirty-six. This parlous state strengthened Dowding’s resolve not to jeopardise more vital fighters in a bid to remedy the situation in France.


  As the German advance beat the British Expeditionary Force back to the beaches of Dunkirk, RAF fighters flew from bases in France and from forward airfields in England – Hawkinge and Manston. The troops on the ground, taking cover from German strafing and bombing over Dunkirk, unfairly accused the RAF of failing to protect them – but the fighters were there. If they were not seen it was often because they were far inland, trying to prevent German bombers from getting near to the beaches, or were so high above Dunkirk that they were out of sight. The RAF knew they were in a battle, and by the time all British forces were evacuated from France on 18 June, the Luftwaffe had lost 150 aircraft shot down – but the RAF had lost 25 per cent of its strength – 100 precious fighter aircraft, and 80 irreplaceable pilots.


  To: Air Council


  Air Ministry


  16th May 1940


  Sir,


  I have the honour to refer to the very serious calls which have recently been made upon the Home Defence Fighter Units in an attempt to stem the German invasion on the Continent.


  2. I hope and believe that our Armies may yet be victorious in France and Belgium, but we have to face the possibility that they may be defeated.


  3. In this case I presume that there is no one who will deny that England should fight on, even though the remainder of the Continent of Europe is dominated by the Germans.


  4. For this purpose it is necessary to retain some minimum fighter strength in this country and I must request that the Air Council will inform me what they consider this minimum strength to be, in order that I may make my dispositions accordingly.


  5. I would remind the Air Council that the last estimate which they made as to the force necessary to defend this country was 52 Squadrons, and my strength has now been reduced to the equivalent of 36 Squadrons.


  6. Once a decision has been reached as to the limit on which the Air Council and the Cabinet are prepared to stake the existence of the country, it should be made clear to the Allied Commanders on the Continent that not a single aeroplane from Fighter Command beyond the limit will be sent across the Channel, no matter how desperate the situation may become.


  7. It will, of course, be remembered that the estimate of fifty-two squadrons was based on the assumption that the attack would come from the eastwards except in so far as the defences might be outflanked in flight. We have now to face the possibility that attacks may come from Spain or even from the North coast of France. The result is that our line is very much extended at the same time as our resources are reduced.


  8. I must point out that within the last few days the equivalent of ten squadrons have been sent to France, that the Hurricane squadrons remaining in this country are seriously depleted, and that the more squadrons which are sent to France the higher will be the wastage and the more insistent the demand for reinforcements.


  9. I must therefore request that as a matter of paramount urgency the Air Ministry will consider and decide what level of strength is to be left to the Fighter Command for the defence of this country, and will assure me that when this level has been reached, not one fighter will be sent across the Channel however urgent and insistent the appeals for help may be.


  10. I believe that, if an adequate fighter force is kept in this country, if the fleet remains in being, and if Home Forces are suitably organised to resist invasion, we should be able to carry on the war single-handed for some time, if not indefinitely. But, 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.


  I have the honour to be,


  Sir,


  Your obedient Servant


  Air Chief Marshal


  
    [image: image]
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    Air Chief Marshal Sir Hugh Dowding. ‘It was Germany’s objective to win the war by an invasion, and it was my job to prevent such an invasion from taking place.’

  


  Pilot Officer Frank Carey


  43 SQUADRON


  I was a fully trained pilot when war broke out. I had joined the RAF in 1927, and had four years’ flying experience and even one year on Hurricanes before anything started. In November 1939 I was sent to a North Sea station from Tangmere with 43 Squadron.


  It was a very, very cold winter. We were in a sort of hutted camp in Acklington, which is not the warmest place at the best of times! Our first important task there was to find a way to cope with the Germans who used to come over with an individual He III when the cloud base was at about 1,000 feet. They’d pick out small fishing boats and coastal shipping and bomb and strafe them. Our job was really to clobber these chaps. This was very difficult because, if they spotted us, they went up in cloud and hid for a while and came back down again, for as long as they had fuel. I don’t know how we thought of it, but one day the idea came that we should keep right on the deck – because you can’t be seen nearly as well if you’re skating across the sea at nought feet. The moment we did that we started to have success. We hit them before they could clamber up and get away. It made all the difference.


  Squadron Leader Sandy Johnstone


  602 SQUADRON


  Together with pilots of 603 (City of Edinburgh) Squadron, I took part in the first historical fighter engagement over the United Kingdom on 16 October 1939, when German bombers attacked naval units moored near the Forth Bridge. My first victory was at night when I attacked a Heinkel bomber caught in the searchlights – it crashed into the sea and the crew were taken prisoner.


  People went about their everyday business with little idea of what was taking place high in the sky. Usually all they saw was the ever-changing patterns of our white vapour trails, but sometimes they would see us as a number of tiny specks scintillating like diamonds in the strong sunlight of those cloudless days.


  Flight Lieutenant Peter Brothers


  32 AND 257 SQUADRONS


  The first hint of war came into my life with the Munich crisis, when I began to think, yes, this is deadly serious. Then came the so-called Phoney War, convoy patrols and constant scrambles, but you never saw the enemy. When we went into action for the first time, on 10 May 1940, we were told to ground-strafe an airfield in Holland which had been captured by the Germans.


  I was leading the squadron because the commanding officer was new, and flying number two to me. We left ‘A’ Flight up above to protect us whilst we went down to ground-strafe, but to my surprise the airfield was covered with Junkers 52s, troop transport aircraft. They were all burned out in the middle, but the nose, tail and wing tips were still there. We thought this was very odd, so we didn’t fire at them because it was a waste of time. Then we found one undamaged aircraft parked between some hangars. We set that on fire and came back to base. It was some months later before we discovered that the Dutch had recaptured the airfield just before our arrival. They’d destroyed those aircraft on the ground, leaving one in which to escape to England. And that was the one we’d set on fire.


  We then started doing the usual thing, going to France for the day. We started in Belgium, at a place called Mooresele. It was only a little flying club airfield, and when we arrived, the chaps there, 615 Squadron, were rather jumpy because refugees were streaming down the road, and that morning one of their sergeant pilots had been found with a knife in his chest. We operated from there during the day, but it was all very chaotic. We received no instructions, and not only did we have to refuel the aircraft ourselves, but we also had to hand-start them. We’d start mine, then I’d get out and wind somebody else’s, and so on, until we’d got them all started.


  We received no assistance whatsoever from the French. In fact, on one occasion, we were refuelling when a Do 17 flew over us at about 8,000 feet. We thought he was going to bomb us on the ground, but he carried on his way. Meanwhile, there was a French fighter aircraft doing aerobatics over the airfield. When we shouted to the Colonel and pointed to the aircraft, he said, ‘Oh, today he is only authorised for aerobatics, not combat.’


  It was a very tiring business, because we were getting up at about three o’clock in the morning, having breakfast, getting airborne in the dark, flying inland across the French coast and arriving at first light. We’d spend the day operating there with no assistance, begging food from a local farmer or something, then come out at Le Havre and back across the Channel, reaching Biggin Hill at 9.30 or 10 at night, having a meal and going to bed. Then being called up in the morning again. Very wearing. It all seemed rather pointless too, because we didn’t feel we were achieving very much. We had several engagements in France but not enough, I would have said, to justify our presence there.


  The bombing of UK ports started next, as well as attacks on our airfield at Biggin Hill. I had got married in 1939, and one night I went to see my wife, in Westerham, and discovered that she’d been sitting at her dressing-table one evening, and a bomb splinter had come through the open window and smashed her mirror while she’d been sitting there. I decided these people needed to be taught a sharp lesson.


  Prior to the evacuation of Dunkirk in 1940, we had several combats while we were operating in places like Merville. The first chap we lost was my great chum, Johnny Milner. He baled out and became a prisoner of war. Interestingly, all the fatal casualties were new boys. Chaps got shot down, they got burned and were wounded, but they survived. The only ones who were killed were the replacements coming in. Of course, most of the chaps had been in the squadron for a couple of years, so they knew the aircraft, they knew the tactics. They knew what they were doing.


  Taking on the enemy was a game to start off with. It was fun and you didn’t wish to hurt anybody. You wanted to shoot an aircraft down, but when you’d actually hit a cockpit … well, it was a bit sick-making to see that you’d killed a chap. That was only in the early days. Later on, you couldn’t give a damn whether you’d killed someone or not – you thought, ‘So much the better!’


  I vividly remember shooting a 109 down and seeing him crash in Kent. He went straight into the ground, and I flew over it, thinking, ‘Jolly good, that’s one. Now, where are the rest?’ The object really was to shoot the bombers down as the fighters weren’t doing any damage to anybody, apart from ourselves. The trouble was that, when you attacked the bombers, you got jumped by their fighter escort. That often used to happen to me, probably because I was flight commander leading ‘B’ Flight. ‘A’ Flight would go in after the bombers first, followed by us, by which time the fighter escort was coming down, and so we’d be the ones who’d break away to fight them off.


  Bringing down a bomber was really satisfying, particularly if you got it before it dropped its bombs. Getting them when they were on their way home was better than nothing, but if you’d caught them before they’d made their drop, it was a real success. You usually went for the engines, but one of the best ways to attack them was head-on. The He III, for example, had a glazed nose, and they could see you coming, but they’d got no protection head-on; all their guns were firing backwards. Our machine guns were arranged to fire a pattern at 250 yards, although some of us decided to have our guns turned in to concentrate at a point. Usually, we tried to get much closer than 250 yards. In head-on attacks the question was whether you went over the top of the aircraft or underneath it after the firing. I always used to go down, because I thought the bomber would pull up instinctively.


  I was hit once in those early operations. I got shot up and the controls were broken, shot away. I was halfway out of the cockpit before I realised the aircraft was still controllable, and climbed back in again.


  Stukas were pretty easy meat because you could shoot straight into the top of them as they pulled out of their dive and they were slower than we were. That awful screaming sound they made had been built into them to terrify people. Once they had started the dive, you could follow them down, and hit them if you were lucky. If you were too close, of course, you’d overtake.


  Pilot Officer Nigel Rose


  602 SQUADRON


  At Drem the only actual enemy action I saw was at night where they were still trying to bomb Clydeside and the Forth Bridge. Our squadron was sent up every now and then because there was a warning of something approaching by stations in Yorkshire. We were put up in the air quite a bit but never saw a German by day – but the squadron had had a number of episodes before I arrived there – famously some months before I arrived one of the first raids the Germans put across to try to get the Forth Bridge, a Heinkel came over and the squadron was under the command of Squadron Leader Farquhar – a Scot – and they got up in time to shoot this Heinkel down. He evidently couldn’t continue his flight so he jettisoned his bombs in the Forth and found a lovely large field and put down in it on his belly.


  Farquhar sent the chaps that had been with him back to base and said, ‘I know I’ve expended my ammunition on this thing, and we don’t want this chap to set fire to it and there may be important things in the aircraft – I’d better make sure I get hold of the chaps before they set fire to the thing. It’s a big enough field so I’ll put down too.’ But he failed to notice that there was a ditch across the middle of the field so in due course he turned over and landed – he was running along still doing 20–30 mph – in this ditch. There he was, on his back up above the ground, which would be sufficient to break his neck if he pulled his straps – because there was no way of dropping yourself gently on the ground if you were upside down in a Spitfire.


  The Germans meanwhile had climbed out of their aircraft, and having seen this Spit doing this curious exercise they scratched their heads as it was strange for a chap to immolate himself right in front of them. They went over and gently eased him out of his aircraft and put him on his feet. Whereupon – I think he was a bit puzzled by all this too – they were chatting for a while and Farquhar noticed that there was a body of men with what looked like pitchforks arriving on the horizon.


  In fact, this was the Land Army with all the weapons they could muster. I don’t know if they had First World War rifles with a round or two up the spout – it’s possible. But he drew his captors’ attention to this, ‘In no way had I better leave you to this lot – you’d better surrender your Lugers. It would be better for you.’ Two or three of them had revolvers and they handed them over to him – obviously a gentleman. When these chaps came nearer they reckoned they’d got the lot, and they surrounded them all, including Farquhar – especially as he was carrying German revolvers which he had to hand over to the Land Army.


  The whole lot were marched up the hill – and Farquhar was now a POW – and the Land Army marched them up to the local farmhouse where the farmer’s wife provided them with a cup of tea, while they awaited the arrival of somebody from the army who came up with their rifles, and the whole thing was explained. They sent somebody down to confirm that it was a Spitfire and that they could verify that Farquhar was a Brit. He was in flying kit because in those days you wouldn’t put on anything that would identify you. His trousers might have been air force blue – but they wouldn’t have taken any notice. The upper part would have been a Sutton suit from flying up a little higher.


  So he got back to base and raised hell and was much commended – and also slightly in the doghouse for ruining one Spitfire. But they got the Heinkel intact, and everything that was in it.


  Flying Officer Michael Wainwright


  64 SQUADRON


  One of our first flights on 19 May we had to patrol Calais and Boulogne, and I had my section – Red Section – but Yellow Section got shot at by some Germans, and they had some slight damage but nothing serious.


  On one very bad day we had four sections of three stepped down – because you couldn’t see in front of you in a Spitfire so you flew below the section in front of you so you could see them to keep in formation. In the afternoon we made the landfall of Calais and made a left-hand turn to go to Dunkirk, and we might have been doing a fly-past for the Queen’s birthday – perfect formation – and we got bounced by Me 110s and we lost a whole front section with the CO and two others, and some others from another section.


  I said to my section, ‘Let’s get into a turn and see what we’re doing and one of you starts to do lookout.’


  I said to my number two, ‘Do the lookout. Number one, keep in formation with me.’


  So I started going round, looking to see what was happening, in a right-hand turn, because in a Spitfire, if you wanted to sort things out, it was best to go into a right-hand turn. I saw an Me 109 and a Do 17 go past me and I thought, ‘Oh my God, what’s next?’


  My number two said, ‘I think you’re going to get somebody on your tail,’ so I told number one to break away – every man for himself. I went into a steep right-hand turn and then a 109 spun in while chasing me round in the right-hand bend. I was going quite slowly and he tried to get in front of me to shoot and he spun in. He pulled it too hard and he spun in so I put him down. I couldn’t claim him because I didn’t shoot him. We’d started off from Gravesend, so we went back there – we knew that three had gone, but we didn’t know what the others had done. I think they went back and landed somewhere else – but there were only five of us at Gravesend, and Keith Park who was the AOC of 11 Group came to see what was happening.


  My flight commander survived – then I said, ‘Excuse me; I’ve got something to say. We were flying in perfect formation and got bounced. It’s crazy. If we’re going to survive we can’t go up that way.’


  It was Keith Park who went back and said that we should fly in looser formation so that somebody could keep an eye on things. Then they decided to put on little mirrors so you could see what was behind you – but you couldn’t see much as there wasn’t much field of view. Thereafter they kept our squadron on the front line and they used to try to replace our losses one at a time, so we never got back to a full twelve-aeroplane squadron for some little time.


  Flying Officer Gerry Edge


  605 SQUADRON


  On 23 May we were ordered to take off at 4.50 hrs, and I led 2 Squadron of Spitfires with 605 Squadron of Hurricanes to rendezvous over the coast. I had not been to bed for five nights and had difficulty keeping my eyes open. The trouble seemed to be that the evening shift of controllers kept telling us we would not be called before midday, and the next shift brought us to readiness at dawn. However, I thought I could manage one more patrol – but I did not know if there had been any other wings patrolling and thought this might be the first, and I was sorry not to be in better condition.


  We joined the Spitfires at 6,000 feet over the coast and climbed to 20,000, crossing into France just south of Boulogne, and set course for Bethune. My eyes closed and I was asleep; waking with a start, I looked to starboard and saw what for a moment I took to be a formation of enemy aircraft – and I thought I had let my wing be jumped. I then realised that my port wing was pointing at the ground and that the aircraft I had just seen were those I was meant to be leading. I climbed back and took over the lead again, and we carried out the sweep without seeing any enemy aircraft.


  On landing, I turned off the petrol and then switched off the magnetos before my plane stopped rolling and as the propeller stopped I was asleep again. My crew thought I had been wounded and had brought a stretcher for me, and were trying to lift me out of the cockpit when I woke.


  Flight Lieutenant Robert Stanford Tuck


  92 AND 257 SQUADRONS


  When war broke out, I’d been in the RAF for some four years and was delighted when I was posted as a flight commander to a new Spitfire squadron that had just been formed. We put in some pretty intensive training and long before the spring of 1940 arrived, we were right up to the mark and ready to go. Our first combat chanced to be with a large formation of Me 109s. It took place over the coast of north Belgium in May, and the first thing I noticed after we had closed with them was that the air seemed to be full of planes milling around. I singled one out, and was lucky enough to shoot him down in a wood near St Omer. On that first meeting, the squadron shot down eleven Huns for the loss of one of our pilots, who had crash-landed on the beach. That beach near St Omer shall be one of the first places I will visit when we have won the war – because while out on our second patrol that same afternoon, I shot down two Me 110s right beside it.


  I had picked the first one out of a large bunch covering a bunch of Ju 87s which were dive-bombing the harbour, and I forced him to crash-land beside the wreckage of my morning Me 109. Incidentally, the pilot of that Me 110 very nearly made an early end to my fighting career with nothing more than a pistol. I had circled him very low to make sure that he’d crashed when he stepped out of the cockpit, apparently unhurt, and took a pot shot at me with his pistol. It was either wizard shooting or the world’s biggest fluke – for that shot went through my windscreen within an inch or two of my head.


  I turned quickly and dealt with him, and as I did so, I saw that another 110 had been snooping along behind me over the treetops. He opened up with cannon-fire and put a shell through my fuselage. I did a tight turn, squirted at him with what ammunition I had left, and he went down and crashed alongside his two friends. As you can imagine, I was pretty bucked with that bag of three from my first day in action.


  There were a couple of Do 17s the next day, and another of the same type on the third day. The second three were bagged over the Dunkirk, Calais, Boulogne area, and the last affair was a regular shooting match. I arrived back at base with no oil, no glycol and the sliding hood and side door of my Spitfire shot away. I had a cannon shot through the tail which left only two inches’ play on the elevators with which to land – and I had no flaps, no brakes and a flat tyre. I did somehow manage to put it down all right, and as I finished my landing run, the engine seized up. That Spitfire was too shot up and damaged to fly again, but I was lucky enough to escape with only a slight wound in the thigh, caused by a piece of metal flying off the rudder bar.


  Pilot Officer Frank Carey


  43 SQUADRON


  We went from Acklington up to Wick in Scotland. By that time the weather was getting a little warmer; it was March. We thought that we would be even further away from the action, but suddenly we had a raid on Scapa Flow. So we even had fun up there.


  I was then commissioned, and went straight to France with 3 Squadron from Kenley. We patrolled the front line, wherever it happened to be at the time. The Hun aircraft were all over the place – you just took off and there they were. If you flew anywhere in the Pas de Calais or east over Belgium, there were lashings of them, absolutely asking for it. And they had very few fighters about at that time. Over the first four days after my arrival, I must have had about twenty engagements. I shot down what I think was about six aircraft in that period. I didn’t get out of my clothes because we had nowhere except the floor to sleep. We had nowhere to eat. We used to ask the ground crew to get bits and pieces from the local village and bring them out to us. On my fourth day there, I was finally given a billet. So I picked up my kit – which was still on a big pile at the edge of the airfield – and took it to this place. I was on the dawn shift the next morning, so I couldn’t sleep there, and I thought, ‘Tomorrow night I’ll have a bath and I’ll have a sleep.’ And then I was shot down.


  I was attacking a Do 17 and it did a snap half-roll – which was an extraordinary thing for a kite of that size to do. I did the same and followed it closely down. It was nearly vertical; in fact, the pilot was dead, I think, because it just went straight on in. But before I’d realised that, the rear-gunner fired and hit me well and truly. Stupidly, perhaps, I’d been following it rather closely – because it was such a fast aircraft and I knew it could get away from me. If I’d known the pilot was dead, of course, I wouldn’t have bothered. Then I was busy getting down myself.


  First of all, I was on fire. So I thought, ‘Right, I must get out.’ I thought what I had to do in my mind, pulled the thing up into nearly a stall, and stood up. Of course with a 100 mph draught over me I got thrown back, and my parachute pack got caught up in the hood. The aircraft slowly got itself into a dive, and the faster it went, the harder it was for me to get out. Eventually, I climbed up on to my own legs to get back into the cockpit. My ticker was going at a fairly fast rate; but at least the fire seemed to have gone out and I was able to select a big ploughed field and had no difficulty in getting it down.


  When I stood up in the cockpit I heard a little clink – it was the core of an armour-piercing bullet which had come straight through the engine and finished up in my parachute! I knew I’d been hit in the leg, but didn’t know how lucky I’d been until I examined the bullet holes in my trousers: I could have finished up with a very different category of voice! I was very lucky because I was in what they would have called, in the First World War, No-Man’s-Land. The British ground forces had retired to a river a few miles back just the night before.


  Being ignorant of the changed circumstances on the ground, I started walking due east, which was quite the wrong way. I’d gone quite a distance when I heard two motorcycles coming. I pulled out my revolver to sell myself dearly and greeted these two chaps by shouting at them to halt. I didn’t know who they were. When they started to talk it was even more confusing because they were Belgian motorcyclists who had been on a morning patrol and had met some German tanks up the road. They’d seen me come down and they jolly bravely went across a lot of ploughed fields to where I was – and they were greeted by a revolver!


  I got on the back of one of these motorbikes and they rushed me back. But all the time, of course, they were pretty worried about being caught themselves. They left me with four or five British sappers who were blowing up a bridge we had just come over, which saved me a swim across the river.


  I then took up walking with the refugees along the roads; we were regularly strafed by He IIIs. Then a British Army truck came along and took me to a village somewhere south of Brussels. I had a slight leg wound, and they said there was an army medical officer in one of the houses. I went along to see him, and he gave me some brandy and cleaned up my leg quite painlessly.


  I was put on another truck for a while and joined up with a bloke who had the best part of a long-nosed Blenheim front end in his eyes, and his bomb-aimer, who had only one hand. They’d been shot down a few miles from where I was. They were strafing one of the German columns and ran into a solid block of anti-aircraft guns, which threw an awful lot of stuff at them. It blew the nose off his Blenheim straight into his face and took a hand off the front bomb-aimer. The pilot only had very imperfect sight through all the bits of Perspex in his face and eyes; he crash-landed it with what little he could see, plus the directions of the one-armed bomb-aimer. They had done their best to bury the rear-gunner who had been killed outright, and collected the contents of his pockets for his next of kin.


  They not only brought back their parachutes, they had disconnected the gun and brought it with them too. And they’d crossed a river with that lot! I thought they were fantastic. It sort of pulls you back and makes you think how proud you are of them. There was I, limping along, thinking I was badly wounded! It took all the limp away from me, I can tell you.


  We then got into a 1914 Crossley ambulance, where they asked us if we would hold down a poor chap who was badly shattered in the pelvis with a bit of shrapnel. We were taken to a casualty clearance station which was just over the French border. That took an hour or two and it was a very bumpy trip; the poor devil was screaming his head off. On arrival, I sat on a bench in a tented camp with a lot of other people, delighted to sit down stationary at last. Then I don’t remember any more, and they said that, by the time it was my turn to be dealt with, I was fast asleep. I’d had four nights with almost no sleep and no clean clothes – I must have smelt to high heaven. They dressed my wounds – they didn’t bother about any anaesthetic, put me into a bed, and I woke up late the following day.


  I was taken out of this casualty clearing station to a Dieppe hospital; I finished up in a ward where there were only four of us. There was the Blenheim pilot, a chap with meningitis, me and the Duke of Norfolk – a very nice fellow, very shamefaced because he was in with gout! We played rummy for two or three days.


  But the Hun was moving along fast and getting closer, and eventually the commander of the hospital decided to evacuate everybody. He arranged for a hospital train, and we had just settled into our seats when a couple of dozen Heinkels came and unloaded everything they had on us. They hit the train. That was when the boat Maid of Kent was sunk in Dieppe harbour: it was alongside the train. The interesting thing was that, when the bombing started, there was I with the leg, limping again, and His Grace with gout, and it was touch and go who was beating whom! We did about a hundred yards in four seconds.


  We felt rather sheepish because we could see all the fire and damage behind us, so we sort of tottered back and did what we could to save the seriously wounded and move them into the part of the train that wasn’t burning. The walking wounded then disconnected the burning part of the train. The French driver had already unhooked his engine and disappeared. Then we pushed the train out. It was very flat there, and once we got it moving it was all right to keep it going. We pushed it out of the danger area – probably about a mile or so. Those that were able to just leaned against it. It staggered me that we were able to do it, but we did.


  We were left with a very limited number of medical supplies and no medical officer that I could remember seeing, but several medical orderlies did a wonderful job. We also got our driver and engine back once the bombs had stopped. After two or three days we finished up in La Baule, a well-known resort town right on the Atlantic coast. There The Hermitage, an immensely posh hotel, was the officers’ hospital.


  Suddenly it was impossible to believe that there was any war going on at all. All the lights were on, we had strawberries and cream – we were in totally new surroundings! And very thankful we were for it too. The next thing was that they were going to evacuate that hospital back to England. Much to our disgust, the chap with the damaged eyes and I were discharged back to the nearest Royal Air Force unit, which was an aircraft stores depot not too far away from Nantes. I was still in the same uniform; it was full of bullet holes, but at least the shirt had been washed. There we joined up with two similar RAF derelicts. None of us knew where our units were, so we were stuck.


  In the second week of June we got a message that there was a British aircraft on an adjacent airfield that somebody had left several days previously. It was a Bristol Bombay – a bright-yellow transport plane. We checked it over and filled it up with some petrol we got from a small French Air Force contingent there. The next morning at dawn we left, all four of us. They put me in the back at the rear gun, as I was the only one who had fired a gun. All the way back I was trying to find out how to work the thing. We felt very naked, I can tell you – a bright-yellow plane, clear blue sky and doing about 120 mph!


  We were not sure where the front line was: the whole place was a mass of rumours. Even the Forces broadcasts didn’t seem to know where anybody was. We had to take our chance. We didn’t see a thing until we got just off the English coast, where the British fighters intercepted us. There were all sorts of funny-looking aircraft coming from the Continent over those days; nobody took a pot at us. Everybody knew what we were – bright yellow, 120 mph – complete lunatics! They could have hit us with rocks.


  We landed at Hendon, and then I had to find out where my unit was. It turned out that my squadron had left France only two days after I was shot down! They had nothing much left, so they were sent up to Wick to relieve 43 Squadron, who came back to Tangmere. Well, 43 was my old squadron, and I wanted to get back into action. I asked the Air Ministry if I might rejoin them. They said they’d have a word with the CO, Squadron Leader George Lott. Two days before, he had taken twelve aircraft on a Dunkirk patrol, and arrived back with just two – one flight commander and himself. They didn’t all get killed – some of them were shot down over the water and were picked up by boat. Others fell on land the other side and scrambled out; they were coming back in broken condition for quite a few weeks. So I was very lucky because the CO was dying to get some pilots, and I started flying again with 43 squadron in late June.


  Flying Officer Gerry Edge


  605 SQUADRON


  On patrol in the Calais–Dunkirk area, south of Gravelines, we engaged a formation of twenty-plus Ju 87s heading for the coast. I closed with one which went on fire after a short burst and I began looking for another. I saw my number two, Pilot Officer Mike Cooper-Slipper, firing at one, which went on fire. I closed right up with a third, which went down on fire with a short burst. The sky seemed to have cleared and, for a short time, I could see no other aircraft.


  I had climbed to about 8,000 feet when I saw a large formation of about 30 to 40 Ju 87s in the south-east, some 2,000 to 3,000 feet above. I did not climb away from them in case I should lose sight of them, so I opened up to full boost and climbed towards them. As they came closer, the range between us diminished very rapidly and I realised that their leader was almost overhead, so I pulled up into vertical climb. My speed dropped very quickly and I thought I would crash into the middle of them. I realised a Ju 87 was about to pass over me. I fired and my plane came to a stop, but I was hitting the Stuka from about twenty feet. Pieces of it fell past me as my aircraft was reversing away. I had never done a tailspin before, but I had been told that if I ever found myself in that position, to hold the controls against a stop, as if they were loose, the reversed airflow might smash them across and break them. I pushed my right foot hard forward and pulled the stick hard back and to the right and saw the flames below me on the starboard side.


  My plane fell into a dive very smoothly, but the engine kept running and I lost a great deal of height, so I was down to a little over 1,000 feet. I turned for home and saw, about half a mile north of me, a Ju 87 flying east at 3,000 to 4,000 feet, just south of the coast road, which was packed with refugees. The rear-gunner was standing up and well out of the rear-gun cockpit, firing at the refugees. I had a good look round while diving towards him.


  Overtaking too fast, I throttled right back, but to keep out of his slipstream, as I knew I could only have very little ammunition, I kept a small distance above him. The gunner suddenly started to swing his gun towards me. Easing the guns down on to target about fifty yards away, I fired and, after about one second, ran out of ammunition – but it was enough. The Stuka rolled over to port and dived into the field and burst into flames some 100–150 yards south of the coast road. Feeling naked without any ammunition, I returned to base, but being low, I ran into very heavy ack-ack, which damaged my starboard wing spar.


  The aircraft had to go back to MU for repair and I asked my fitter to put my parachute – which I always left in the cockpit of my plane – into another aircraft. When he moved my chute, it revealed that the back of my aluminium seat was all dented from the rear. A shell which had hit on my previous patrol had burst on the armour plate behind my seat, but did not penetrate, the shrapnel ricocheting into the back of the seat. Further search revealed that the shell had hit the plywood cowling just forward of the throttle controls. The plywood had sprung shut, leaving only a black line about 1.5 inches long which was not easy to see, and then made a small rip in my leather glove, from where it passed through the ripcord handle, making a hole in my Irvin jacket and a tear in my uniform. It also grazed the ripcord handle on the other side. It went on to make a quarter-inch groove in the side of the seat before bursting on the armour plate.


  As my crew apologised to me amidst laughter, I said, ‘So you did think I was going nutty!’


  They answered, ‘Oh no, sir, we are sorry we didn’t find the damage.’


  I was really sorry to lose No. 2557, which I had been using for quite a while, and which so far had carried me safely through several tight spots over France.


  Sergeant Pilot Iain Hutchinson


  222 SQUADRON


  We weren’t taught to think about tactics, at our level – you did what you could, but you were not really thinking objectively about the whole thing, otherwise we would have done something different. But another thing I would have liked to have known about earlier is that some of our aces harmonised their guns at 50 yards, while we were harmonising ours at 250 yards – because we were being harmonised for attacking bombers. In fact, however, Spitfires were designated to tackle the enemy fighters, and you didn’t tackle the enemy fighters from 250 yards. You tackled them from close up – which meant that a lot of your bullets were just zizzing off into empty air. You went up as close as you could but you weren’t really being as effective as you could in destroying the other aircraft.


  I only found that out after the war, when I was talking to Johnny Johnson and he was telling me that’s what he did – but he was an officer and so he had the right to do that. As a sergeant pilot I would have been rapped over the knuckles if I’d tried to tell the armaments sergeant how to harmonise my guns. But it was simply a question of survival at that time.


  Sergeant Fred Roberts


  ARMOURER, 19 SQUADRON


  We used to take the Spitfire down to the firing range at Duxford, put it up on trestles, level it fore and aft, and laterally, then sight the guns on the target in front of the firing range. The gunsight was harmonised with the guns, and then we got the pilot along. We had a little microscope that we put on the breach of the guns to sight them, and the pilot went along, on the wing, to make certain that the guns were sighted on the target to his satisfaction, and the same with the gunsight. Then we locked all the guns and wired them up. But that changed after Dunkirk, when a lot of the pilots disagreed with this method of sighting, and they had their guns harmonised on a target like a dartboard. Then all eight guns were harmonised on this one central point about 300 yards in front of the aircraft.


  We didn’t fire the guns – that was a pilot’s job. When they wanted to fire the guns, three or four of us went and hung on to the tail of the plane while it was up on trestles, and a couple more of us were on each wing, to keep it steady while they fired the eight guns.


  Flight Lieutenant Billy Drake


  1 SQUADRON


  We first met the Luftwaffe in France, 1939. We were standing by, but we had no early warning, and it was literally a question of looking up and if you saw a con trail you asked permission to take off and to investigate. My first sight of an enemy aircraft was when I chased one of these condensation trails until eventually I found what was causing it – which was a 109 going back to Germany.


  I caught up with him and he dived away. I did my best to catch him, which I couldn’t, as the 109 was a good deal faster than the Hurricane – however, he got down to ground level and went under some high tension cables. He pulled up to see whether he’d forced me to crash – which I hadn’t – and by pulling up he lost his speed advantage and I was able to get a shot in at him and he crash-landed. He was not in flames, he just crash-landed.
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    Flight Lieutenant Billy Drake, 1 Squadron, seen here later in the war.

  


  It was exciting, no doubt about it. It was exciting – but what was much more exciting was that I was running out of fuel so I had to find out where I was and get back to base. I was proud of this first success, but there was nothing euphoric about it – it was just a job that I’d done for which I’d been preparing for three or four years.


  Flight Lieutenant Johnny Kent


  303 AND 92 SQUADRONS


  About two weeks after my first sortie I flew over to France in a Hudson to visit our sole remaining base at Meaux, some forty miles east of Paris. On the way over I could see the long lines of refugees as they made their way south, away from the invading Germans; it was a horrible sight and one that made my blood boil.


  On arriving at Meaux I was welcomed by Bob Niven, who declared that I was just the chap they wanted, and I had better stay. I pointed out that I had no kit of any kind and I would have to go back and get some – which I did – and returned to France the next day.


  Early in June and shortly after landing from a sortie, the sirens sounded and the low hum of approaching aircraft could be heard. It turned out to be the first mass raid of the war and some 250 German aircraft took part. Their targets were various factories on the outskirts of Paris but, just for the hell of it, they dropped a number of visiting cards on us at Meaux, both on their way to Paris and on their way back.


  In the middle of the attendant hullabaloo, I managed to get some of the airmen into shelters, but several were unaccounted for, so I set out to find them in case they had been wounded. By this time there was quite a fight going on overhead and jettisoned bombs, spent bullets and cartridge cases were exploding and spattering around all over the place. It was sickening to be stuck on the ground and unable to do anything about it.


  The Germans were advancing more and more rapidly and it was not long before we were ordered to clear out and go south to the airfield at Bricy near Orléans. Two of us remained behind after the main party had gone to finish clearing up and then, on 9 June, we departed in the sole remaining aircraft – two Tiger Moths.


  Although operating from Bricy, most of us were accommodated in Orléans, and the city was filled with refugees, all desperately trying to keep ahead of the advancing Germans. Some of the sights were so pathetic that it was impossible to avoid a moist eye – one old lady I recall particularly apparently had all her possessions piled into a pram, and swinging from the handle was a parrot cage with her pet cat inside it. She herself just wandered on as though she was unaware of the crush of people around her, all moving south.


  Sergeant Pilot Paul Farnes


  501 SQUADRON


  My first combat was over France, before Dunkirk. I remember shooting at this and that, but I have no clear memory of most of the things I did. I can remember one or two – the pilot baling out and me waving to him – and another one I went and landed where the pilot had come down, and I met him. There was a 109 that I shot down, and the pilot baled out, and I flew around him and followed him down – I waved to him halfway back. He was all right and I saw a farmer come out to him.
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    Pilot Officer Frank Carey, 43 Squadron, seen here later in the war in the Far East.

  


  Pilot Officer Frank Carey


  43 SQUADRON


  In early May 1940, the air over northern France and Belgium fairly teemed with German aircraft – mostly without fighter escort. With this backing, my luckiest sorties began promisingly enough when I saw a He III with one engine feathered. A short burst at the working elastic abruptly terminated its flight. Minutes later a great gaggle of some sixty-odd Ju 87 Stukas hove into view. The Stuka had the rather obliging habit of bursting into flames almost as soon as one opened fire. Two of these performed predictably and hit the ground and two others were following suit on their way down when I saw a beautiful bright-silver Do 17 float across my bows. Giving it the remainder of my ammunition in one long burst, it slewed violently with much smoke pouring out, but, being very short of fuel, I turned hurriedly for base. The conspicuous Do 17 was confirmed by a fellow pilot who saw it crash.


  Flying Officer Geoffrey Page


  56 SQUADRON


  Our operations over Dunkirk fell into two main categories. One was that we would do a fighter sweep. We would sweep all the way round, behind the beaches and try and intercept any German aircraft coming up to attack the soldiers on the ground. In the other role, we would escort a bomber called the Blenheim, and be their fighter escort when they went to bomb targets that were related to the evacuation from Dunkirk.


  I think our ground crews were the people who got into more fisticuffs in local pubs, because after a few beers, the soldiers would say, ‘Where were you?’ and our ground crews knew very well that we’d gone over there.
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    Flying Officer Geoffrey Page, 56 Squadron.

  


  Flight Lieutenant Robert Stanford Tuck


  92 AND 257 SQUADRONS


  At 1045 on 23 May 1940, No. 92 (F) Squadron took off from Hornchurch, led by Squadron Leader Roger Bushell, and headed for a patrol line of Dunkirk, Calais, Boulogne. At 1145 hours a large number of Me 109s dropped on us in a steep diving attack. Pat Learmond’s Spitfire immediately went down in a ball of flame – sadly 92 Squadron’s first casualty of the war. As the Me 109s pulled up, using full throttle, I was able to get in behind one which had turned for home. Skimming the top of some cloud, I closed on him, knowing that he hadn’t seen me. After some tense moments I had him centrally in my gunsight. At 300 yards I pushed the firing button and the Me 109 performed a violent upward manoeuvre followed by three flick-rolls, and went over on its back into a vertical dive, shedding debris.


  At near maximum speed I followed him through a thin layer of cloud at 16,000 feet, but he made no attempt to pull out and hit the deck with an almighty explosion just outside St Omer. This was my first victory.


  Sergeant Pilot Paul Farnes


  501 SQUADRON


  In France our radios were terrible. We used to get lost in France – and the maps we had were not much better than kids’ geography maps. We could communicate between aircraft, but once we got away from the ground base we were out of touch. I remember that twice one of the six of us had to do a forced landing as it was getting dark. We didn’t know where we were and couldn’t get anything on the RT. We all got away with it and twice we had to come down – we ran out of petrol and didn’t know where we were over France. At that stage the Germans hadn’t reached the coast.


  I never flew over Dunkirk, as we were further into France. We were trying to stop the German fighters from getting to Dunkirk, and protecting the chaps on the beach that way. We eventually got out through Le Havre through Jersey, and three of us were detailed to go on to Guernsey and see to the evacuation there. Nothing much happened and we hung around for a couple of days so we flew back to Tangmere.


  Flight Lieutenant Brian Lane


  19 SQUADRON


  There we were smoking, talking, fourteen pilots assembled on the tarmac, wondering who would be the unlucky two who would have to stay behind on this first patrol over Dunkirk. We had brought twelve aircraft with us, and two extra pilots had come down by road the previous night. The section leaders alone looked quite happy, for they knew they were definitely starters. For fairness we drew names out of a hat and face after face lit up as its owner’s name was called. In my flight the unlucky one was Flight Sergeant Unwin, and he stood looking at me with a hurt expression on his face, for all the world like a dog that has been told he can’t come for a walk. I went over to try and console him, but he just shook his head sadly and said, ‘Well I’m damned, sir!’


  I couldn’t help it – I burst out laughing, while the other pilots shot humorous remarks at him. ‘Go on, Grumpy, you’ll live to fight another day! Don’t get too drunk while we’re away!’ And that was why, from that time on, one flight sergeant was called Grumpy.


  On 26th May we flew over to France. Ahead rose up a great black pall of smoke from Calais, drifting out in a long trail across the water. To the left, another inky column showed the position of Dunkirk. There was something infinitely sad and terrible about that towering mass of smoke. I cannot describe just how I felt as I gazed, fascinated, on the dreadful scene, but I know that a surge of hatred for the Hun and all his filthy doings swept over me, and I felt that no mercy must be shown to a people who are a disgrace to humanity.
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    Flight Lieutenant Brian Lane, 19 Squadron.

  


  As these thoughts were racing through my mind, the CO turned and we flew up the coast towards Dunkirk. We were at 18,000 just below the layer of high cloud, and turning at the other end of the patrol line we gradually lost height towards Calais. Suddenly from behind a bank of cloud appeared twenty-one Ju 87 dive-bombers, heading out to sea over Calais and looking like some sort of strange bird with their big spotted undercarriages and upswept wings. We turned in behind them and closed to the attack.


  The Huns flew on unheeding, apparently suffering from the delusion that we were their own fighter escort, until the leading section of Spitfires opened fire. Panic then swept the enemy formation. They split up in all directions, hotly pursued by nine Spitfires, while Eric and Co. kept watch behind us. I picked out one dive-bomber and got on his tail, staying there as he twisted and turned this way and that, trying to avoid the eight streaks of tracer from my guns. Finally he pulled up and stalled, rolled over and then plunged headlong towards the sea out of control.


  I felt happy! I had often wondered what it would feel like really to shoot at an aircraft and bring it down. Now I knew, and it was definitely exhilarating!


  Flight Lieutenant Billy Drake


  1 SQUADRON


  When I got up to 14–15,000 feet I realised that I hadn’t got any oxygen. I called up my leader and said I had no oxygen and I was going home. I looked around and I saw three or four Do 17s, and decided to have a go at them. They were quite low at about 10,000 feet, so I got behind one of them and shot at him. I realised I had inflicted damage on that one, so changed my sights on to another one – and then there was an almighty bang. An Me 110, the twin-engined fighter, had got behind me and was doing the same damage to me that I’d been doing to his chum. He was a good shot because I was in flames and I decided the best thing was to get out. But being inexperienced in getting out of a burning aeroplane, I undid everything, but forgot to release the hood – so I didn’t get out that way. But this probably saved me from getting very badly burned, as all the flames were going upwards, but by the time I’d released the hood I was upside down and all the flames were going in the right direction and not towards me. I popped out and landed in – in a field.


  When I landed I’d been wounded and I thought my leg had been shot off. It was hurting like hell and my back was hurting too. The French farmers thought I was German because I was very blond in those days, so they walked towards me very cautiously with scythes and pitchforks. Fortunately I was able to speak French and I was able to persuade them that I was not a German but an Allied airman, and when they realised that and I was able to show them my wings, they couldn’t have been nicer.


  They took me to the local field hospital which was being evacuated at the time, so when I arrived there was no doctor – but some nurses said, ‘We’ve got to get all this stuff out of your back – but we have no anaesthetic.’ I asked what they were going to do, and the nurse said, ‘We’ll give you some morphine …’ It was a very unpleasant ten minutes while they took all the cloth and stuff out of my back and made certain that my leg was still all right – that it hadn’t disappeared. Then eventually they got me to the local hospital.


  Bernt Engelman


  LUFTWAFFE PILOT


  On the beaches and in the dunes north of Dunkirk, thousands of light and heavy weapons lay in the sands, along with munitions crates, field kitchens, scattered cans of rations and innumerable wrecks of British Army trucks.


  ‘Damn!’ I exclaimed to Erwin. ‘The entire British Army went under here!’ Erwin shook his head vigorously. ‘On the contrary! A miracle took place here! If the German tanks and Stukas and navy had managed to surround the British here, shooting most of them, and taking the rest prisoner, then England wouldn’t have any trained soldiers left. Instead, the British seem to have rescued them all – and a lot of Frenchmen too. Adolf can say goodbye to his Blitzkrieg against England.’


  Flying Officer Al Deere


  (NEW ZEALANDER) 54 SQUADRON


  The three squadrons at Hornchurch – 54, 65 and 74 – were the first Spitfire squadrons to be sent over to Dunkirk to try and protect the evacuation. I was then operational on Spitfires. Not all the squadron were but we had a hard core of experienced pilots. Unfortunately, we lost most of them at Dunkirk. There were seventeen pilots in the squadron and twelve aircraft at Dunkirk – I crashed, one or two chaps baled out and got back, but we lost quite a few.


  The first time that we knew we were going to be involved on the Continent was when the station commander, ‘Boy’ Bouchier, assembled all the pilots in the billiard room in the officers’ mess to tell us we had been assigned to take part in the protection of British troops over Dunkirk. For fourteen days we went non-stop: I did something like thirty-seven hours in ten days. We just kept flying. We had no reserve pilots.


  For the first week or so we went across and cruised around in an old ‘Vic’ formation – which was already outdated. We didn’t see anything and thought this was a piece of cake. One morning 74 Squadron’s CO, ‘Drogo’ White, got shot down and crash-landed at Calais/Marck airfield, which was still in French hands. It was decided that our CO would fly a Master – a twin-seat training aircraft – to pick him up, and I and a chap named Johnny Allen went along to protect the Master. That’s when I got into the first dogfight with an Me 109; the battle was observed by the CO, who was on the ground hiding in a ditch.


  Johnny Allen, my number two, was above the cloud, and he shouted when the 109 arrived. It came through the cloud right in front of me. It was a sitting duck. I wasn’t all that good a shot, but I was close to him. I turned behind him and he saw me and pulled up, which was the worst thing he could have done, because he slowed his plane and I shot him, and down he went. Johnny Allen got one too. We got three altogether. The Master picked up Drogo and brought him back.


  That afternoon we went out again and were jumped by some 109s. I shot a lot of ammunition – not in the right direction. Then I got behind one and in range, had a couple of bursts, and then ran out of ammunition. I thought I would stay with this guy; in retrospect it was a bit stupid, but I did it; and I found that I could stay with him in every manoeuvre except when he dived. When I got back, I made my report to the powers that be that I’d flown with this chap and was convinced that the Spitfire could do anything the 109 could do and in some cases better: it could turn better, it could climb better, but it couldn’t dive quite so well. They laughed at me and said that didn’t match up with their figures. But they hadn’t accounted for the fact that 54 Squadron was equipped with the Rotol constant speed propeller. All other Spitfires were two-speed. It gave me a lot of confidence.


  The next time I went up I got tangled with an Me 110. A few days later I was coming back and I saw two strange aircraft and wondered what the hell they were. They were 110s. They didn’t see me – it was cloudy – and I managed to shoot one down. I had no difficulty because it didn’t know what to do. The other one pulled into cloud.


  On 31 May No. 54 Squadron flew one last patrol before 41 Squadron came to relieve us. I was leading the squadron, and just as we arrived over Dunkirk, a Do 17 came flying up the coast. We went after it and, being the leader, I was first there. I was lining up behind to shoot it when the rear-gunner fired; he hit my engine and the glycol header tank, which is the cooling system. I had to break off and I crash-landed north of Dunkirk.


  The tide was out and I got down on the beach, but I knocked myself out on the edge of the windscreen. When I came to, I got out and was looked after by a girl who stitched me up with an ordinary needle and put a plaster on me. Then I headed for Dunkirk, where I knew the British Expeditionary Force was intending to evacuate. We had been reading in the British newspapers that the British Army was retreating ‘according to plan’. Somewhere en route to Dunkirk, I went into a small café where I saw two Tommies.


  ‘Am I heading for Dunkirk?’ I asked. ‘I understand the British Army are going to be evacuated.’


  They looked at me and said something to the effect of ‘What British Army? There’s no retreat, chum, there’s bloody chaos.’


  Dunkirk was a complete shambles – burning buildings, abandoned vehicles, falling masonry. On the beach were thousands and thousands of troops. They were swimming out to the boats.


  I could see a destroyer coming in. I think it was the last destroyer to get into Dunkirk harbour. I managed to force my way on to this against the wishes of the army: the troops were all down the side of the pier for protection from the bombing, but I ran along the top, and a major jumped up at me and said, ‘Get down there!’ And I said, ‘Not bloody likely.’


  Anyhow, I got on a destroyer and the army aboard weren’t very impressed at all – where the hell had the RAF been? All I could say was, we’ve been over here: I wouldn’t be here if we hadn’t been over here. They weren’t friendly at all. We were bombed quite badly, and about halfway across the Channel a harassed army captain came to me and asked if I’d come up on the deck because they didn’t recognise the aircraft and didn’t know which to shoot at. So I finished up on deck identifying aircraft for the gunners.


  When we got to Dover they had an orderly disembarkation. Again, I wasn’t going to be held up, so I climbed up one of the mooring ropes and got off that way. I went to Dover Station and on to the train. I was looking a bit of a mess by this time: I was bleeding, dirty and unshaven, and had a filthy bandage wrapped around my head. I got into a carriage with an army general. The ticket chap came round, and I said, ‘I haven’t got a ticket; I’ve just come back from Dunkirk, and I’m going back to my base in Essex, and you’ll have to charge it up to His Majesty the King or something because I haven’t got any money. We don’t carry money.’ He wanted me to get off the train, but the general stood up for me. I went through to London, took the tube and got all the way back without a ticket. I walked into the mess at Hornchurch, much to everyone’s surprise.


  My squadron had moved north to Catterick to re-equip and refurbish. I went up to rejoin them. It was only when I arrived there that I realised what losses we’d had. I think we were down to eight or ten aircraft. We’d lost a lot of pilots – a lot of friends. We lost two flight commanders, and I became a flight commander because of that. We had lost the experienced ones. That’s always the way: they were leading. I’d gone out to fight full of excitement, but after a few days of that I realised war wasn’t all that much fun.


  Pilot Officer Bob Doe


  234 AND 238 SQUADRONS


  I fell in love with the Spitfire the first time I saw it. We had been flying Blenheims and Battles with a bomber squadron at Leconfield when a Spitfire landed. This marvellous thing taxied over to our hangar and we swarmed around it. It was an early model; the wings had a coating on them, so the rivets were flush. It was absolutely smooth, almost hand-made. We walked around it, we sat in it, we stroked it, oh it was so beautiful. It really was beautiful.


  The next day fifteen more turned up, which was a dream we never thought would happen. When you closed the cockpit of the Spitfire, you just felt part of it. You were out of the world, you were on your own. You were your own boss, you were everything you wanted to be. The first time I took off in a Spitfire was, I think, the greatest joy I have known. The joy of this thing that rocketed up into the air and was so easy to fly, so smooth! And in spite of its looks, how easy it was to land!


  By June 1940 the war had begun in earnest and we were moved to St Eval in Cornwall as 234 Fighter Squadron and assigned to convoy patrols. I know of nothing more boring in life than convoy patrols! You take off and meet a convoy, you circle that convoy for an hour, and then come back. The most boring thing I have ever done. We also had to do night patrols over Plymouth. There were only four of us that were deemed night operational, so we had to do all of the night patrols, as well as the day patrols.


  In Cornwall you get odd weather conditions where the weather will suddenly clamp without any notice at all. Once when I’d gone on patrol down off the Plymouth area somewhere the weather clamped. I was entirely on my own, and I found that there was a gap in the cloud cover around the coast between the top of the cliffs and the sea. So I went from Plymouth right the way round the coast. I hadn’t realised how far it was until I got back to St Eval – I had been up two hours and twenty minutes, which is more than maximum endurance of a Spitfire. In that time, the rest of the squadron had started to auction my gear; they had sold quite a lot of it. I had trouble getting it back.


  I suppose we were developing a callous sharpness – it was our way of dealing with death.
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    Operations Room at Fighter Command at Bentley Priory.

  


  INTRODUCTION


  During the First World War the Royal Flying Corps (RFC) had proved the value of air reconnaissance and bombing raids over the battlefields of France and Belgium – and in return, cities in Britain had come under air attack from German Zeppelin airships. The future of warfare had been changed for ever.


  The aircraft of the Royal Air Force (RAF) – officially named as such on 1 April 1918 – were unsophisticated biplanes. Clearly, the aircraft deployed in any future conflict would be very different machines, but in the years after the Great War, aircraft development was slow. The Treaty of Versailles which dictated the terms of peace had effectively prevented Germany from developing any armed strength and the Allies retired to recover from their devastating losses. Sir Hugh Trenchard, a former pilot, became marshal of the new RAF, and it was his vision that shaped the role of the aeroplane in future conflict. He saw aircraft as an offensive tool, taking the war to the heart of enemy territory with bombing raids against communications, production and transport centres – so he ordered increased production of bombers. Fighters, he felt, were a sideshow – a presence to boost the morale of the populace as they came under air attack. As politician Stanley Baldwin declared in 1932, ‘The bomber will always get through.’


  It was therefore fortuitous that Air Marshal Sir Hugh Dowding, Air Member for Research and Development, saw the need for new, faster and more manoeuvrable fighter aircraft and plenty of them. Certainly bomber production should continue, but fighters would be vital to take on incoming bombers and allow their own bomber force to fight on. He insisted that resources be dedicated to developing new fighter aircraft.


  While Germany was still obeying the embargo on building military might the need for increased aircraft production in Britain was not deemed to be of paramount importance, but in 1933 Hitler’s Nazi Party came to power in Germany. The build-up of German military power began – at first covertly, and then with no attempt at concealment – and the German threat was a reality. The new German air force – the Luftwaffe – was to be equipped with the best aircraft, and in 1935 Hitler commissioned the Messerschmitt 109 fighter. In the meantime, in Britain, in November of the same year, the Hawker Hurricane with its Rolls-Royce Merlin engine made its first flight – but at full speed it was still 30 mph slower than the Me 109.


  The other British fighter innovation first took to the air in March 1936 – Reginald Mitchell’s Supermarine Spitfire. At last there was a fighter to challenge the Me 109, and in 1938 first Hurricanes, and then eight months later Spitfires, started to be delivered to the squadrons.


  All this would still be no defence against a determined invasion attempt – Dowding knew that he would need to put in place an advance warning system which would allow his fighters time to take off, gain the height they needed for effective attacks and confront the enemy before the bombers could drop their loads. This new detection system, radar, was developed and twenty-two ‘Chain Home’ stations were built along the south coast, with thirty lesser ‘Chain Home Low’ stations in support – and this, with the new Hurricane and Spitfire fighters, would be the technology on which Dowding would base his defence of Britain against invasion.
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    A Sergeant Pilot sits for a moment, reflecting.
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