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Introduction


THE FULL STORY of the Battle of Britain has been told many times. Our purpose, on its eightieth anniversary, is to bring to life the pilots and planes involved through the stories of eighteen airmen – nine from each side – and eighteen different aircraft.


We have chosen pilots from seven nations: Germans, Britons, two New Zealanders, two Swiss, a Canadian, a Pole and an Italian. Men from many other countries were also involved in the battle. The ranks of Fighter Command, like Nelson’s navy at Trafalgar and Wellington’s army at Waterloo, were truly cosmopolitan. The combatants included American volunteers, Australians, Belgians, Czechs, Free French, Irish, Rhodesians and West Indians. Pilots from Austria and South Africa fought on both sides.


Many of our featured pilots are not well known, which gave us the chance to shed light on their lives, their suffering and their remarkable stories, in a number of cases for the first time. For some chapters we were lucky enough to find comprehensive accounts of the lives and loves of the men involved. In others, we had to make do with far less information, but we resisted the temptation to fill in the gaps with better-known characters. Several of our pilots died in action, others spent years in captivity. A few of them suffered terrible wounds, while many survived remarkably unscathed, physically at least.


What most, if not all, of these men had in common was a love of flying, courage in the face of formidable odds, and a willingness to take risks that are unimaginable for those of us whose only flying experience consists of the comfort and safety of commercial jet travel. Each pilot’s story reminds us of the extraordinary adventures these men were undertaking at a time when death was often a matter of a moment’s loss of concentration.


The book also features a variety of aircraft: like the pilots, we have chosen a wide range, among them the four-engine Focke-Wulf Condor and the Fiat CR42 biplane fighter on the Axis side, and the Boulton Paul Defiant fighter with its rear turret and the Walrus seaplane on the Allied side.


Some aircraft were superstars in their own era – the Spitfire and the Messerschmitt Bf 109, for example – but almost all of them represented considerable achievements in engineering, design and manufacture. One or two, like the Defiant and the Stuka, were ‘found out’ in the testing cauldron of the Battle of Britain. Others proved their worth and flew throughout the war, as new marques were developed.


Today, the Battle of Britain continues to fascinate historians and the general public. Some regard it as the last chivalrous battle to have been fought. But while there was undoubtedly some kind of bond between the pilots, perhaps their shared joy of flying, it was a brutal encounter in which few favours were granted.


The significance of the battle is sometimes downplayed because of the relatively few lives lost on each side – 3,149 all told – in a global conflagration during which far greater numbers were killed in a single day elsewhere. Yet casualty figures and the strategic significance of the Battle of Britain should not be confused.


During the summer and autumn of 1940, some people referred to the skies above southern England as the ‘Burning Blue’, a battlefield unlike any other. In those skies, men from many nations, flying predominantly in the uniforms of the British and German air forces, decided the fate of the world.


It was that simple. Had the forces of Nazi Germany prevailed, Britain would in all likelihood have been invaded. Had it been conquered, Adolf Hitler would have been free to wage war elsewhere, unencumbered by an enemy on his Atlantic doorstep.


Britain survived, however, and even before the battle was over, its armed forces were reinforcing its presence in Africa and the Mediterranean, and Winston Churchill had formed the Special Operations Executive, which would attempt to wage a covert war on the Continent. Indeed, Britain became the launch pad for the eventual liberation of Nazi-occupied Europe in the west and a bulwark against Soviet expansion.


The Battle of Britain proved to be a turning point – a moment in time that, like Waterloo, would define the country’s history and sense of itself for most of the subsequent century.


Britain won the battle because of the leadership of three men: an eccentric Englishman with few friends, a canny and determined New Zealander, and a bull-like Canadian. Air Chief Marshal Sir Hugh Dowding and the New Zealander Air Vice-Marshal Keith Park had a plan and they stuck to it despite opposition from their own side. 


The Canadian Lord Beaverbrook, a key ally of Churchill’s, transformed aircraft production in Britain, and made sure that Dowding and Park had the Spitfires and Hurricanes they needed to see their plan through.


Once the Germans had conquered France, they moved 2,500 Luftwaffe bombers and fighters to upgraded airfields on the Channel coast – but they did not have a plan for fighting a strategic air battle. Unlike his RAF counterparts, Reichsmarschall Hermann Goering, the head of the Luftwaffe, changed his tactics at critical moments. Several of Goering’s most senior generals were indulgent and incompetent. Among them was Hugo Sperrle, the commander of Air Fleet 3, who failed to co-operate with Albert Kesselring, who commanded Air Fleet 2.


The Battle of Britain called for a new strategy, but none was forthcoming; there were few conferences and no staff studies. The Germans had more sophisticated radar than the British, but they failed to understand the importance of Britain’s radar network. The Germans had better combat pilots, many of them veterans of the Spanish Civil War, but they lost the cream of these because their flawed intelligence system failed to recognise the strengths and weaknesses of Fighter Command.


The one thing that the Luftwaffe and its commanders had in spades at the start of the battle, however, was confidence. But much of that was misplaced – with irreversible consequences for the Third Reich.


The commanders of the RAF, Dowding and Park, created the first integrated air-defence system in the world, which used the new technology of radar, thousands of observers and a control and command system that enabled them to get their fighters into the right places at the right times to confront their enemies.


With every year that has passed since 1940, the importance of trying to preserve and present the stories of the pilots and planes involved in the Battle of Britain has become more acute. In this book you will not find a day-by-day account of this epic aerial encounter between Britain and Germany, but a sequence of portraits of men and machines – some that are not usually associated with the battle – fighting on either side between 10 July and 31 October. Taken together, we hope these stories shed new light on this extraordinary period of European history and make a small contribution to its bibliography.


Simon Pearson and Ed Gorman




Key Dates


1935


26 February: Nazi Germany acknowledges the existence of a military air force, the Luftwaffe, with Hermann Goering as its commander-in-chief, in defiance of the Treaty of Versailles.


1936


5 March: The Supermarine Spitfire makes its first flight.


14 July: Air Chief Marshal Sir Hugh Dowding is appointed head of RAF Fighter Command.


1 August: A German military unit known as the Condor Legion, equipped with many of the country’s latest aircraft, is sent to Spain, where pilots and crews gain invaluable combat experience, flying in support of the nationalist forces of General Francisco Franco.


1938


The first five Radio Direction Finding Stations – now known as radar – become operational in southern England. They are a key component of the Dowding System, the first integrated air-defence system in the world. 


1939


3 September: Britain and France declare war on Germany after the Nazi invasion of Poland two days earlier.


16 October: German aircraft bomb targets in Britain for the first time.


1940


18 March: Alan Turing’s code-breaking machine, ‘Bombe’, which will eventually allow the British to read Luftwaffe signals traffic, is installed at Bletchley Park in Buckinghamshire. 


9 April: Germany invades Denmark and Norway.


10 May: Germany invades France and the Low Countries; Winston Churchill becomes prime minister of Great Britain.


15 May: RAF launches its first big raid on Germany, with 99 aircraft attacking targets in the Ruhr.


26 May – 4 June: Operation Dynamo – the evacuation of nearly 340,000 predominantly British troops from Dunkirk.


18 June: Churchill tells Parliament that the Battle of France is over, and that the Battle of Britain is about to begin.


2 July: Adolf Hitler orders his armed forces to prepare for Operation Sealion, the invasion of southern England.


10 July – 11 August: First phase of the Battle of Britain starts as the Luftwaffe tests British defences with attacks on shipping in the Channel and ports.


13–23 August: Second phase of the battle starts with what the Luftwaffe calls ‘Eagle Day’, with formations bombing targets across the country, including radar stations and the RAF’s forward bases.


15 August: Dubbed ‘Black Thursday’ by the Luftwaffe, which flies 1,786 sorties – the most on any day of the battle – with heavy losses.


20 August: Speaking in Parliament, Churchill immortalises Fighter Command’s pilots as ‘The Few’.


24 August – 6 September: Critical period for the RAF during third phase of the battle as the Luftwaffe targets RAF fighter airfields in the south-east.


24 August: German aircraft bomb central London for the first time.


25 August: RAF bombs Berlin.


7–30 September: Luftwaffe attacks focus on London, first by daylight, then by night, heralding the start of the Blitz and the bombing of cities across Britain.


15 September: Luftwaffe bomber fleets mauled. The Times declares: ‘RAF Batter Invasion Machine’.


17 September: Hitler postpones invasion of Britain indefinitely as it becomes clear that the Luftwaffe has failed to establish air superiority over southern England.


31 October: Last day of the Battle of Britain, but the Blitz continues.


14–15 November: Two thirds of the industrial city of Coventry is laid waste by 515 German bombers, led by a pathfinder force using radio beams to find the target. The cathedral is destroyed. More than 500 people lose their lives and 800 more are injured.


29–30 December: The ‘Second Great Fire of London’, when St Paul’s Cathedral – captured in a famous photograph – stands undamaged amid the smoke and fire.


1941


10 May: The Blitz ends with the 71st raid on London, which kills 1,436 people. Across Britain, 44,652 had lost their lives, with 20,292 injured as a result of the Luftwaffe’s campaign. More than four million people were evacuated from their homes or displaced.


22 June: Nazi Germany launches Operation Barbarossa, the invasion of the Soviet Union.
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A Junkers 87 dive bomber attacking a British ship in the Channel during the Battle of Britain. The German aircraft, popularly known as the Stuka, had been a potent weapon in Poland and France
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First Lieutenant Karl Henze
Junkers 87 Stuka Dive Bomber


14 July 1940


His aircraft was seriously damaged.
He also had a bullet lodged in his skull.


THE BATTLE OF Britain is chiefly remembered through the written accounts of those who fought in it, surviving official records, snippets of film, and as a result of the many photographs of aircraft on the ground, often with their pilots, or in the air. One of the most remarkable sources, however, is a radio broadcast that went out on the BBC on 14 July 1940, by the reporter Charles Gardner. This has been preserved in its entirety.


Gardner had gone to Dover to try to capture in real time the dramatic events in the Channel, as the Luftwaffe stepped up its attacks on Allied shipping using the Strait of Dover during the first phase of the battle. This lasted a month and was called Kanalkampf – ‘Channel War’ – by the Germans.


Among the German pilots involved in these operations was Karl Henze, who flew a Junkers 87 dive bomber or Stuka, one of the Luftwaffe’s most feared aircraft. Henze was highly trained and had already been decorated for his role in the campaigns in Poland and France, but even for an experienced pilot, it was difficult to hit a ship from the air. 


Gardner watched as the action began to unfold within sight of his clifftop position, where he had a panoramic view out to sea. 


He was not the only figure to broadcast about the war that Sunday. In a radio address, Churchill declared that Britain would fight on alone: ‘But be the ordeal sharp or long, or both, we shall seek no terms, we shall tolerate no parley; we may show mercy – we shall ask for none.’


Some hours later, Gardner described a series of attacks on a British convoy as a formation of Stukas targeted ships protected by three RAF Hurricanes from 615 Squadron. 


‘The Germans are dive-bombing a convoy out to sea,’ explained Gardner, who sounded rather breathless. ‘There’s one going down on the target now … bomb! No! He missed the ships. It hasn’t hit a single ship. There are about ten ships in the convoy, but he hasn’t hit a single one.’


In the background of his report, guns can be heard firing close to him. ‘And … there, you can hear our anti-aircraft going at them now,’ he continued. ‘There are one, two, three, four, five, six – there are about ten German machines dive-bombing the British convoy, which is just out to sea in the Channel.’


Then Gardner described the RAF’s response. ‘I can’t see anything. No! We thought he had got a German one at the top then, but now the British fighters are coming up. Here they come. The Germans are coming in an absolute steep dive, and you can see their bombs actually leave the machines and come into the water. You can hear our guns going like anything now. I am looking round now. I can hear machine gun fire, but I can’t see our Spitfires. They must be somewhere there.’


The reporter went on to describe what he thought was a German pilot bailing out of his Stuka, whereas historians believe this was Michael Mudie, a British Hurricane pilot from 615 Squadron. He was picked up by a Royal Navy vessel, but he died the next day from wounds he had sustained in the fighting. 


‘Oh, here’s one coming down,’ was how Gardner reported it. ‘There’s one going down in flames. Somebody’s hit a German and he’s coming down with a long streak, coming down completely out of control … a long streak of smoke. And now a man’s bailed out by parachute. The pilot’s bailed out by parachute. He’s a Junkers 87, and he’s going slap into the sea … and there he goes. Smash! A terrific column of water and there was a Junkers 87 …’


The broadcast, which was distributed in shops as a 78 rpm gramophone record to raise funds for the war effort, was a highly unusual live account of aerial warfare. It was controversial then and it remains so; Gardner often sounds as if he is commentating on a football match rather than on mortal combat over the Channel.


Yet his report also provides a vivid contemporary account of the Stuka in action. At the time, this was the world’s most successful dive bomber – one in which the twenty-four-year-old Karl Henze was distinguishing himself as a German combat pilot – but one that would quickly prove disastrously vulnerable in the unique conditions of the Battle of Britain.


The dive bomber was intended to act as a form of long-range artillery in support of ground troops and tanks spearheading the Wehrmacht’s concept of Blitzkrieg, or ‘lightning war’. The Stuka needed to be strong, agile and accurate. For pilots like Henze, dive-bombing was hugely demanding, both mentally and physically; they had to fly on an almost vertical trajectory towards the ground to deliver a bomb and then pull out at the last minute, when they would often – quite briefly – lose consciousness.


The Stuka’s origins go back to the early 1930s, when Colonel Ernst Udet, a German fighter ace from the First World War, was visiting the United States. While there, Udet saw a Curtiss biplane known as a Helldiver. He was impressed by its characteristics and potential, so without arousing American concerns about his intentions – the planes were already regarded as obsolete – he purchased two of the aircraft and had them shipped back to Germany.


Erhard Milch, the Secretary of State at the Ministry of Aviation in Berlin, saw the potential in this type of aerial weaponry, and he invited the Junkers aviation company and several other manufacturers to produce prototypes. The Junkers conception, which initially had a twin tailplane – replaced by a sturdier single fin after early trials – was an ugly, functional-looking wasp of a plane with an angular fuselage. It featured low-slung gull wings fitted with air brakes, a glazed cockpit for the pilot and rear gunner, and fixed wheels with distinctive aerodynamic fairings around the undercarriage.


Designed by Herman Pohlmann, the Stuka – or Sturzkampfflugzeug, meaning dive bomber – started rolling off the production line in 1936. Like some other German prototypes of the time, an early version flew with a British Rolls-Royce engine. This was replaced by a Junkers Jumo power unit as the aircraft evolved through many iterations. The Stuka had a top speed of 230 mph in level flight – making it one of the slowest aircraft committed to the Battle of Britain – and it could carry one sizeable bomb or up to four smaller ones. It was armed with two machine guns in its wings and one or two machine guns for the gunner/radio operator seated behind the pilot.


In the dive procedure, initiated through a complex series of actions by pilots such as Henze, the aircraft would go into a vertical descent travelling at up to 370 mph. A bomb would be released at about 1,500ft using a swinging crutch to send it clear of the propeller. The plane would then pull out of the dive using an automated control mechanism, which was necessary because at this stage the pilots would be under intense stress caused by the g-forces exerted on them. 


Perhaps the most famous characteristic of the Stuka was its fearsome howling as it went into its dive before the pilot released his bomb. This screech was generated by small propeller-driven sirens known as Jericho Trumpets mounted on the leading edge of the wings or on the undercarriage. These sirens terrified men and women on the ground even before the Stuka’s bombs had landed and are thought to have been proposed by Udet – or Hitler. 


Later models did not carry sirens because they affected the aerodynamics of the plane, slowing it down by up to 20 mph. Instead, some bombs carried by Stukas were fitted with whistles that produced a similar effect.


In the build-up to the Second World War, like many other new Luftwaffe aircraft, the Ju 87 was tried out in the Spanish Civil War. It evolved through a series of often dangerous test flights, which included one of the Luftwaffe’s worst air disasters. In August 1939, shortly before the invasion of Poland, fourteen Stukas were sent up at Neuhammer to demonstrate the plane’s prowess to visiting generals. Before the Stukas started their dives, cloud conditions changed and ground fog swept over the airfield. As a result, the pilots began their steep descent too close to the ground. The fourteen planes crashed, killing all but two of the twenty-eight aircrew.


The Stuka came to the Battle of Britain after winning its spurs in Poland, where it had been used to devastating effect and where Henze won the first of his many gallantry awards, including the Iron Cross, both 1st and 2nd class.


[image: mage Missing]


Karl Henze flew more than 1,000 missions in Stukas, many in Russia, and was highly decorated
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Stukas were involved in the first air raid of the war – against the town of Wielun between 4 and 5 a.m. on 1 September – and it was a Stuka that achieved the first German air victory, when Lieutenant Frank Neubert shot down a Polish fighter while it was taking off from Balice airfield, killing its pilot, Captain Mieczyslaw Medwecki. 


The Ju 87 was also used to great effect in the Norway campaign, where it was deployed in a ground-attack role in support of the army and against shipping. The strategy continued during the Battle of France, especially at Dunkirk, when Allied troops waiting to be evacuated from the beach proved easy targets for marauding Stukas dropping fragmentation bombs.


All indications were that the Stuka would be a potent adversary in the Battle of Britain, and in the beginning, squadrons of Ju 87s successfully attacked convoys in the Channel. On 4 July, for example, four freighters were sunk in one convoy and six others were damaged. Later that day, Stukas sank the 5,500-ton anti-aircraft ship HMS Foylebank in Portland harbour. One of the British casualties, Leading Seaman John Mantle, was posthumously awarded the Victoria Cross for continuing to fire on the German dive bombers after being severely wounded as his ship sank.


But then the Stukas began to suffer huge losses, even when they were escorted by Messerschmitt fighters. It quickly became obvious that while the Stuka was a devastating weapon after air superiority had been achieved – as had been the case over Poland and France – it was hopelessly vulnerable to enemy fighters. The aircraft was simply too slow and poorly armed to compete with a Spitfire or Hurricane. The Ju 87 was particularly vulnerable when it came out of a dive and when its pilots were heading home across the Channel in level flight. They often flew low, trying to avoid detection, but were shot down in large numbers.


In The Battle of Britain by Kate Moore, the decorated Hurricane pilot Flying Officer Geoffrey Page says that the Ju 87 had become almost too easy to shoot down. ‘Don’t forget after the Stukas pulled out of their dive at sea level, they had to fly back to France, at about 10ft above the waves,’ he said. ‘In our Hurricanes, by throttling back the engine, we could sit behind the Stuka and there was the poor rear gunner with just one pop gun to defend his aeroplane, while we were sitting there with eight machine guns. They were a pretty easy target and I’m not proud of the fact that one just knocked them off like skittles.’


On 13 August, Stukas attempting to bomb Middle Wallop airfield in Hampshire were bounced by Spitfires from 609 Squadron and nine were destroyed in a few minutes. Within six days, forty-one Stukas had been lost and by 18 August the Luftwaffe had to withdraw the dive bombers from the battle. The decision was made after two disastrous deployments. On 16 August, nine Stukas were shot down during an attack on Tangmere airfield in Sussex; two days later, sixteen were destroyed when they attacked the airfields at Ford and Thorney Island, also in Sussex.


It was during the attack over Ford airfield that Henze so nearly became another fatality of the Battle of Britain. Instead, he would go on to become one of the most prolific Ju 87 pilots of the Second World War, amassing an incredible 1,098 missions by April 1945. 


On 18 August, Henze came within a few feet of death over the Channel. By that stage he was one of the Luftwaffe’s most experienced Stuka pilots and may well have been one of those described so memorably on BBC radio only a month before. During the raid on Ford, Henze’s plane was badly mauled during a clash with RAF Spitfires. The hydraulics on his aircraft were seriously damaged. Henze also had a bullet lodged in his skull.


Despite the damage to both pilot and plane, Henze managed to struggle back across the Channel, although he was in danger of being shot down at any moment. At one point he is thought to have touched the waves with his broken undercarriage before wrestling his Stuka back into level flight. After reaching the French coast and crash-landing north-west of the ancient town of Bayeux, he was treated for his wounds. He did not fly on further military operations until 1941.


Born in January 1916 in Holzminden, south of Hanover, Henze joined the Luftwaffe in 1936. He took part in the invasions of Greece and Yugoslavia and in Operation Barbarossa, the attack on the Soviet Union. He flew in the siege of Sevastopol on the Crimean Peninsula, when the Luftwaffe flew thousands of sorties against the Red Army and the Black Sea fleet, and during the decisive defeat at Kursk in the summer of 1943. He is said to have saved one downed aircrew from behind enemy lines while under heavy fire. He was shot down several times but, remarkably, always survived. 


Henze was decorated many times and in July 1942 became one of only 882 men to receive the Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross with Oak Leaves, an award for extreme bravery on the battlefield or successful military leadership. 


By the end of the conflict, Henze had been promoted to the rank of major. He was taken prisoner after surrendering to Allied forces on 8 May 1945 – the last day of the war – but was released by the British on 10 October that year. He joined the postwar German air force in 1956, and retired as a colonel in September 1970. Little appears to be recorded about his private life.


He died at Neunkirchen-Seelscheid in Germany on 25 September 1985 – more than forty-five years after Charles Gardner’s famous account of the attack on British shipping by the vaunted Stukas.


And although that aircraft proved unsuitable for the Battle of Britain, it continued to be developed – 6,500 were built – and deployed during the remaining years of the Second World War.
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Clem Hunkin was a studious and rather humble man from South Wales who, in 1940, was the pilot of a Wellington bomber. He was also trained by British military intelligence to write secret codes 
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Pilot Officer W.H.C. ‘Clem’ Hunkin
Vickers Wellington 1A Long-Range Bomber 


18 July 1940


He set in motion events that would undermine
the Third Reich for five years.


AS THE LUFTWAFFE was attacking British shipping in the Channel, the RAF was looking for ways of hitting back at targets in Germany. Although Bomber Command is rarely acclaimed for its role in the Battle of Britain, it flew thousands of sorties in the months from July to the end of October, and lost more men than Fighter Command.


On 18 July 1940, a Vickers Wellington twin-engine bomber at RAF Marham was loaded with 4,000lb of explosives, which were destined to be dropped on an industrial target in the German city of Bremen.


On this occasion, however, the pilot of the Wellington carried a far more potent ‘weapon’ in his head and he would soon set in motion events that would undermine the Third Reich for five years, long after the aerial battles that raged over Britain in 1940. 


Pilot Officer W.H.C. Hunkin – christened William Henry Clement, but known as ‘Clem’ – was a studious, rather humble man from South Wales, who had been educated at Neath Grammar School for Boys. He had a big smile that revealed his craggy teeth, but, with hooded eyes set under thick brows and a heavy mop of brown hair, he could appear quite sinister. 


In the spring or early summer of 1940 – the precise date is not known – Hunkin became one of a handful of airmen serving with Bomber Command who were selected for special training by MI9, a branch of British military intelligence. As he flew over the North Sea on that July evening, Hunkin must have been aware that he might soon be called on to use the skills he had learnt from MI9.


His aircraft was one of sixty-eight bombers dispatched to six targets in Germany, including Hamburg, Essen and Bremen. The raid was one of many flown by 115 Squadron as British bombers targeted the German aircraft industry and Nazi transport and communications links, often deep inside the Third Reich.


Hunkin’s aircraft was a high-performance bomber – the best available to the RAF at the time – with an innovative airframe designed by Barnes Wallis, the scientist, engineer and inventor of the bouncing bombs that would be used by the ‘Dambusters’ of 617 Squadron in 1943. 


While Wallis’s airframe gave the Wellington great strength, the aircraft remained vulnerable to the increasingly formidable German air defences. Indeed, Bomber Command, which flew 9,293 sorties during the Battle of Britain, would lose 307 of its aircraft in combat and crashes. 


One of those aircraft was lost on the night of 18 July. Hunkin’s Wellington is believed to have been hit and badly damaged by anti-aircraft fire while he attacked an airframe factory in Bremen. Yet Hunkin successfully crash-landed his bomber near the village of Klein-Henstedt, south-west of Bremen.


Photographs of the downed bomber still exist; the fuselage is broken in two, with the latticework of its geodetic construction exposed in several places, and the rear gun turret is badly smashed. The wings appear to have been sheared off. 


Remarkably, all six crew members survived – Pilot Officer Joseph Baker, who was Hunkin’s co-pilot; the observer Sergeant C. Clark; and three air gunners, all sergeants, J.J. McGregor and A.G.S. Colley, who doubled as wireless operators; and H. Dickson. 


After escaping from their aircraft, the British airmen took refuge in a barn, but were discovered and handed over to the Luftwaffe, which was responsible for all Allied airmen who became prisoners of war. 


On the same day, after a long period of silence during which he hoped the British would make peace, Hitler addressed the Reichstag in Berlin. There he made a final appeal. The Nazi leader denounced Churchill and promised ‘unending suffering and misery’ for the British unless they saw reason and made peace. His ‘offer’ was rejected.
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The wreck of Hunkin’s aircraft after it was shot down near Bremen, and a flight of Wellington bombers
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Clem Hunkin with Jean on their wedding day


For the growing number of Allied airmen falling into German hands, it would be a long war.


Hunkin was taken to Dulag Luft, an interrogation camp about four miles north-west of Frankfurt on the outskirts of Oberursel, on 20 July. When it opened in December 1939, Dulag Luft consisted of one white stone building, with a large, steep roof, and housed the first RAF officers to be taken prisoner. In 1940, three wooden barracks were built and the stone house was used only for interrogating prisoners.


The commandant was Major Theo Rumpel, a veteran intelligence officer, who was a charming, cultured man, with a long angular face, blue-grey eyes and a friendly smile. He spoke perfect English and used charm and guile as weapons of interrogation. He was good at his job.


On arrival, Hunkin was stripped and given overalls, while his uniform was searched for escape aids such as compasses and maps. He was then put in solitary confinement.


The pilot, aged only twenty, was visited by German interrogators during the first twenty-four hours and presented with a bogus Red Cross form. This required him to answer far more questions than were stipulated under the Geneva Convention, which provides rules concerning the treatment of prisoners of war. While the forms issued at Dulag Luft asked legitimate questions, they included others about domestic matters such as marital status, and requested military details about the prisoner’s squadron, types of aircraft, station and station number, plus the names of crew members and their fate. 


Most men refused to answer questions other than their name, rank and number, but some were duped and Rumpel built up a bank of helpful knowledge.


Prisoners whom the Germans did not consider valuable as potential sources of information were usually moved within a few days to permanent camps in Germany or elsewhere in occupied Europe. Those suspected of withholding useful intelligence would remain in solitary confinement at Dulag Luft for further questioning. Hunkin gave nothing away – and aroused no suspicions. He was given the PoW number 125.


Hunkin’s mother, Minnie, who lived in Neath, was told in a telegram from the Air Ministry that he had been shot down. A letter followed on 22 July, which she is likely to have shared with Clem’s three elder sisters, Kathleen Mary known as Molly, Anita and Joan.


The letter from the Air Ministry said: 


I am to explain that this does not necessarily mean that he is killed or wounded and that if he is a prisoner of war, he should be able to communicate with you in due course. Meanwhile enquiries will be made by the Air Ministry through the International Red Cross Society. As soon as any definite news is received, you will be immediately informed.


Minnie Hunkin’s son left Dulag Luft twenty-four hours later. But in the three days that he had spent at the camp, he transformed the ability of prisoners of war to aid the Allies. 


After his interrogation by the Germans, Hunkin was questioned by senior British officers, who formed a small permanent British presence in the camp and liaised with the camp commandant, Rumpel. Hunkin was interviewed – if not at first, certainly later – by Wing Commander Harry Day, the Senior British Officer in the camp, and his right-hand man, Squadron Leader Roger Bushell, who was head of the escape committee and responsible for gathering military intelligence. 


‘Wings’ Day, as he was known, a forty-two-year-old pilot shot down flying a Blenheim light bomber on a reconnaissance mission in October 1939, and Bushell, a Spitfire pilot shot down over Boulogne in May 1940, would become the most influential characters in captivity. The two men went on to wage war from within enemy territory – and Hunkin provided them with a new weapon: secret codes through which to communicate with London.
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