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            Agile plane secures victory
   

         

         Luftwaffe pilots fear one weapon more than any other: British Spitfires. Powerful Rolls Royce engines and an ingenious design make the plane fast and manoeuvrable. In 1940, Spitfires and their fearless pilots resist Hitler’s attempts to bomb Britain to submission. The fighter’s success forces Germany’s leaders to develop even more powerful weapons. London is targeted by V-1 and V-2 bombs, forerunners of the Saturn V moon rocket. Meanwhile, on the Eastern Front the supergun Schwerer Gustav fires shells at targets 47 kilometres away. It’s the heaviest gun in history at over 1,300 tonnes.

         Nevertheless, the juggernauts cannot prevent the Nazis’ defeat. With new weapons like the Mosquito bomber, designed to be built from a kit, the Allies slowly crush the Third Reich. In 1945, the atomic bomb also forces Japan to raise the white flag. Incredible Weapons explores the war’s wildest weapons -including crazy projects like an aircraft carrier built from ice that came close to becoming a reality. Happy reading!

      

   


   
      
         
            1. Treacherous mine confuses british
   

         

         
            In 1939 British ships mysteriously begin to sink in waters supposedly clear of mines. Churchill gives orders to find out what the Germans are up to. And a dark November evening proves lucky for the British.
   

         

         The ink on the war declaration to the german government was barely dry before the German fleet began to lay mines. Efforts were made during the first months to protect the homeland and block the waters off the ports on Britain’s East Coast using mines deployed by surface vessels and submarines. But something new was also tried: magnetic mines dropped from aircraft.

         In September, October and November 1939, the Germans deployed 500 of these newly developed mines. And it wasn’t long before the mines snared their first victim. The British steamer Magdepur was struck and sank off the British coast on 10th September – only seven days after the outbreak of war. Six days later, the City of Paris came too close to a German mine, but made it to port.

         As the weeks passed, there were more explosions, and the new mines gradually inflicted more losses than those from submarines. Among the British fleet, everyone was wondering what caused the blasts in waters that had supposedly been cleared of mines, and the intrigue deepened among politicians as well as in the admiralty. When the intelligence service received reports from captured German seamen that Germany had been releasing magnetic mines, the British put two and two together. Hitler had a new secret weapon, and the admiralty surmised that the weapon was a new type of mine.The challenge now was to find out how the mines worked and – above all – how to render them harmless.

         Germans developed sensitive system
   

         Magnetic mines were familiar to the British fleet. During WWI, the British had invented and put into commission 500 magnetic mines off the Belgian coast. However, the electromagnetic triggering system didn’t work very well, so in 1918, the British put the project on hold.

         It wasn’t until the mid-1930s, when the situation began to deteriorate, and Nazi countries started behaving increasingly aggressively, that the British resumed development. At the start of the war in September 1939 the naval mining unit HMS Vernon in Portsmouth had advanced far in developing a British model. In fact, in March 1938 Winston Churchill, then First Lord of the Admiralty, proposed in a letter to Defence Minister Thomas Inskip that in the event of war against Germany, the British should place magnetic mines in the Kiel Canal. But the Germans beat them to the punch. By the end of the 1920s, a small development group had constructed a reliable magnetic ignition, and from 1935 development had reached the point where the mine went into mass production. By the outbreak of war, the Germans had around 1,500 magnetic mines ready.

         Officers were woken
   

         One of the mines gave the British an unexpected breakthrough. In the evening of 22nd November, a patrol saw a German plane dropping something in the water at the mouth of the Thames. The Coast Guard believed that it was a man in parachute and waded out to investigate. But the tide forced the men back to land, and instead they reported the incident to London. Luckily Churchill and Admiral of the Fleet Dudley Pound had previously decided to keep two of HMS Vernon’s experts on standby.

         Lieutenant Commander John GD Ouvry and RC Lewis were woken at the London hotel where they were staying and ordered to recover the item at all costs. At 01.30 the officers were on their way. The night was dark and it was raining, but with the help of a signal lamp, it was possible to locate the object – a cylindrical aluminium container, about two metres long and about 60 centimetres in diameter. At the tip it had a tubular horn that stretched to all sides, and the back housed room for a parachute. Eventually, Ouvry and Lewis identified the cylinder as a magnetic mine – the British had managed to capture an intact copy of the German’s secret weapon.

         Disarming was dangerous
   

         At noon the next day, demagnetising tools from the mining section in Portsmouth arrived in addition to tools that were custom-made for the task. During the night Ouvry and his assistant emptied their pockets of any metal objects and waded to the mine. And while the rest of the salvage team remained at a respectful distance, the two men began to disarm the mine. As the work progressed, Ouvry reported to Lewis, who stayed a distance away. Ouvry’s observations could be useful if the bomb went off and he died during the disarming. Fortunately, it did not happen. After some nervous minutes, Ouvry carefully detached the detonator, rendering the 500-kilogram mine harmless.

         The mine was loaded on a truck and driven to Portsmouth for further investigation where – on Churchill’s orders – staff worked day and night to reveal its secrets. The British investigations revealed a so-called magnetic sensor, which did not require actual physical contact to detonate.

         The special thing about the German model in relation to what the British had worked on was that it was developed using a new and far more reliable principle. The British version was based on a magnetic coil – a system that tended to fail. When a ship passed the German mine, it emanated a magnetic signature causing a magnetically charged needle on the mine to drop, connect an electrical circuit and trigger the explosive charge.

         Pressure waves hit below the waterline
   

         At the same time, the magnetic mine was surprisingly simple. Until now, magnetic mines could only be installed by ship because the iron shell made them too heavy to be transported by air. But the German mine had a lightweight aluminium shell and could be dropped from almost everywhere.

         British technicians also discovered that when the mine was laid, a number of devices ensured that it was working and that the water depth was correct. When all systems reported clear, the mine armed itself and was ready for blasting. If not – for example, if the mine was in low water – it was set to blow up immediately so as to not fall into the enemy’s hands. Luckily for the British, this security measure had failed in the mine that was fished out of the Thames.

         The magnetic mines were far more dangerous than ordinary mines floating on – or just below – the water’s surface. Traditional mines typically caused damage to the front of the ship and around the waterline, which in many cases could be repaired. But devastating pressure waves from the magnet mines hit the waterline on load-bearing structures causing damage that was almost impossible to repair at sea.

         Magnetic field was neutralised
   

         At HMS Vernon, a research team led by CF Goodeve was challenged to find a way to defuse the German magnetic mines. And at the end of December, Goodeve was able to give Churchill a Christmas present: the research team had invented a technique called “degaussing”, named after physicist and magnetic-field pioneer Carl Friedrich Gauss.

         The method involved installing electromagnetic coils in the ship, which neutralised the ship’s magnetic field. This was expensive, so a cheaper option was devised known as “wiping”, whereby a large electric cable exposed ships to strong magnetic fields that demagnetised them, but this was only a temporary fix, and wiping had to be repeated regularly.

         The research team also developed techniques for locating the mines: these minesweepers were largely constructed from wood and fitted with high-power cables that they dragged behind them. The cables created powerful magnetic fields that caused the underwater magnetic mines to explode.

         The hunt extended to the air. Bombers were equipped with a metal ring that served as a giant electromagnet. The ring generated such a large magnetic field that many magnetic mines detonated when the plane passed at low altitude. Germany was undaunted and continued to deploy magnetic mines. From the beginning of 1942, German submarines laid about 330 magnetic mines off the east coast of the US, sinking 11 ships. But, thanks to British countermeasures, the threat had been largely eliminated in Europe.

      

   


   
      
         
            2. Spitfire battles messerschmitt to victory
   

         

         
            In the 1930s, Briton Reginald Mitchell is under intense pressure to develop a fighter plane that can stand up to Hitler’s powerful air force. But as the Spitfire’s development is delayed again and again, the threat of a German invasion of Britain grows…
   

         

         The battle of britain was raging in the airspace above Winston Churchill when the Prime Minster made his speech on 20th August, 1940: “Never in the field of human conflict was so much owed by so many to so few”. Churchill directed his famous remark to the pilots of the Royal Air Force, but his praise could just as easily been aimed at the RAF’s new weapon: the Spitfire.

         The fighter plane with its characteristic slim profile and ellipse-shaped wings was one of the world’s best fighters – both a killer and a young boy’s dream. The Spitfire became crucial to the RAF’s victory over the German Luftwaffe in the summer of 1940, but in fact, the plane came excruciatingly close to never making it off the drawing board. The fighter was so advanced that designer Reginald Joseph Mitchell’s great and ambitious childhood dream was close to never being realised.

         Plane designer started out building trains
   

         Mitchell was born in 1895 and was eight years old when the Wright brothers made history’s first engine-powered flight in December 1903. The feat made a great impression on Mitchell, who developed a lifelong obsession with aircraft. Mitchell wanted to work in the plane industry as a young boy. However, when he left school at the age of 16 in 1911, flight was still in its infancy, and job opportunities were limited. Instead Mitchell focussed on a career as a locomotive builder, but when he saw a job advert from aircraft manufacturer Supermarine in 1916, he applied immediately – and got it!

         Mitchell overcame his natural trepidation to head to Supermarine’s Southampton factory. All he dreamed of was developing aircraft, and his enthusiasm drove him on. Thanks to his ability to mix blue-sky thinking with a grounded mind, Mitchell rose from assistant to chief engineer in the space of just a few years and his first major achievement was to build a plane that took second place in a flight competition.

         Thus, the stage was set: over the following years, Mitchell designed a large number of aircraft that could start and land on water. With these planes, Supermarine won the prestigious Schneider Trophy, which was given for a race between seaplanes and flying boats, in 1927, 1929 and again in 1931. The Schneider race had captured the world’s imagination since 1913, and with three wins in a row, Mitchell assured that Britain had the trophy in perpetuity.

         The British winning plane from 1931 was called S.6B. At that time the record speed was 300 km/h, but Mitchell’s machine set a world record with a top speed of 655 km/h. He felt ready for the call that came when the Air Ministry started looking for a replacement for the outdated Bristol Bulldog biplane fighter in 1931.

         The result of his efforts became Supermarine Type 224 – a further development of the seaplane S.6B. The plane had a clumsy base, open cockpit and one set of wings. Monoplanes, as such vessels are called, were not a completely new invention, but the few which had been designed in Britain were accompanied by a swarm of stiffeners and support wires from the body to the wings, creating air resistance that prevented the planes from getting enough speed. Mitchell, however, believed that he could construct a thin wing without external stiffeners if the traditional canvas cloth was replaced with a self-supporting shell of metal.

         When Type 224 took flight in February 1934, however, the plane turned out to be a disaster – especially its climb speed, which was far below the wishes of the Air Ministry.

         Following the test flight, the Ministry deemed the plane did not meet its demands. The Type 224 lost out to the Gloster Gladiator, an old-school biplane with a rapidly approaching expiration date.

         Mitchell became ill
   

         It wasn’t only in his professional life that Mitchell experienced adversity; in the summer of 1933 while working with the Type 224 he was hospitalised with colon cancer. Even though the Briton returned to work at Supermarine in spring 1934, doctors warned him that the cancer could return at any time.

         But Mitchell did not stop and continued his passion: to build a plane. After his return, the aircraft developer immediately decided to convert Type 224 into a winner. The body itself was aerodynamically sound, but the rest of the plane had to be changed: the clumsy landing gear was replaced with a retractable undercarriage that could be pulled up into the wing, the open cockpit replaced by an enclosed one, and the wing structure changed radically.

         Mitchell’s vision was that the plane should be armed with four machine guns under each of the wings – an unprecedented reinforcement at the time. To create the necessary space, the Briton created a thin, elliptical wing, which also added excellent aerodynamic properties to the aircraft.

         The challenge was to find an engine that gave the plane enough power. A proper engine was required if the fighter was to measure up against the fighters that were under development in Germany and elsewhere. Mitchell had a good collaborative relationship with Rolls-Royce, and once again the factory delivered a powerful engine – a V12 with over 1,000 horsepower.

         Among the names that were in play for the new fighter were “Shrew” or “Scarab” but both were overruled – however, Mitchell was indifferent to what the plane was called. Robert McLean, the director of Supermarine’s parent company, Vickers-Armstrong, insisted that the aircraft should be called Spitfire, after his “little spitfire” of a daughter; it had also been assigned to the rejected Type 224.When Mitchell learned that the director was fixated on the name Spitfire, he thought that it was “cursed to name the plane after a previous failure”. He preferred to refer to his vessel as “The Plane” or “Type 300”.

         Mitchell was finally ready to let the Spitfire take flight for the first time in spring 1936, and with pilot Joseph Summers at the controls, the plane flew for the first time on 5th March. Despite his relatively young age – 32 years – Summers was a seasoned pilot with lightning reactions, and people said he could fly a kitchen table if it only had a propeller. With Summers in the cockpit, the Spitfire behaved like a dream, and when he landed eight minutes later, he was surrounded by an avid crowd who turned up to hear what he thought. As he took off his helmet, Summers was firm in his assessment:

         “Don’t touch a single thing”. In short, the pilot was excited and in agreement with the Air Ministry delegates who attended the test flights. It appeared Britain had something that surpassed anything the Germans had yet built.

         Aircraft passed the test
   

         At the end of May 1936, the Spitfire would undergo a major trial with the Air Ministry, which had plans to incorporate the fighter plane into the Royal Air Force. Captain Humphrey Edwardes-Jones was appointed as the pilot to determine the plane’s destiny.

         The flight ran smoothly, and immediately after landing, Edwardes-Jones went to see Wilfrid Freeman from the Air Ministry to share his immediate opinion on the plane. He had barely uttered a word before he was interrupted. “All I want to know now is whether you think the young pilot officers will be able to cope with such an advanced plane”, Freeman asked. “Yes”, replied Edward Jones. Shortly afterwards, Freeman made an order for 310 Spitfires, the first of which was to be delivered in September 1937 and the last in March 1939.

         During the spring and summer of 1936, the Spitfire charmed the English population with a series of shows, and from all sides the plane was flooded with praise. People were in awe of the fighter plane’s beautiful clean lines, and connoisseurs were excited by its acrobatic skills, calling it “a ballerina in flight”. Even the industry magazine Flight, which wasn’t known for its enthusiastic superlatives had to give in: “It is claimed – and the claim seems indisputable – that the Spitfire is the fastest military plane in the world”.

         Mitchell had hardly any strength left to accept the accolade he was receiving. The cancer had returned with renewed force, and by the end of 1936 Mitchell was very weak. But even though his life was a painful hell, he went to his office daily to muse over Spitfire drawings. In the spring of 1937, his health deteriorated further. On 6th June, 1937, he slipped into unconsciousness, and five days later, he died at the age of 42. At the funeral, three RAF aircraft flew in formation over the cemetery in Southampton and tipped their wings as a gesture to the man who had designed the ground-breaking Spitfire.

         Pilots loved new fighter
   

         Supermarine’s promise to deliver the first aircraft by September 1937 proved unrealistic. The Spitfire’s all-metal build made it unique among British aircraft, so its road from prototype to full production was a long one. The situation wasn’t helped as Supermarine had never tried to build aircraft in such large numbers before. To the Air Ministry’s deep frustration, Supermarine delayed the date of the first delivery.

         Nevertheless, in the spring of 1938, the Ministry increased the order from 310 to 510 planes. The need to get the planes up and running was critical – Hitler was no longer hiding his ambitions. In March 1938 German troops marched into Austria. The Führer threatened to occupy Czechoslovakia, and it was evident that a big European war was on the horizon.

         In an attempt to boost production, Supermarine entered into agreements with a host of subcontractors to build each part of the Spitfire. Almost 80 companies were engaged in the production of wings, tail pieces and engine suspension. Yet, the factory remained hopelessly behind schedule.

         It wasn’t until 4th August, 1938 that Supermarine delivered its first Spitfire to the RAF, but then other aircraft followed quickly. In spite of the wait, pilots were thrilled, and it wasn’t long before the plane had gained glory as rumours about its excellence spread far and wide. Pilots spoke with awe about the Spitfire, and for many Britons,the fighter became their main reason for enlisting with the RAF.

         One such example was HR Allen, who applied to be a pilot immediately after seeing a picture of the plane:

         “It was an aircraft quite out of this world”, he enthused, and after his debut flight in a Spitfire, Allen was not disappointed.

         “If you wanted to turn, you just moved your hands slowly and she went. She was really the perfect flying machine”, was the view echoed by George Unwin, who flew with 19 Squadron. He was far from alone in his admiration for the fighter. It was as if man and machine melded into one.A sense of connectivity was highlighted by several pilots, and as one of them, Bob Doe, said:

         “You’re not flying an aeroplane; you’ve got wings on your back”.

         The Spitfire’s manoeuvrability was in a class of its own compared to other RAF planes. Goodson described how the plane’s manoeuvrability made it a pleasure to smoke – though smoking was strictly forbidden on board:

         “If I drop my cigar, instead of groping around on the floor, I’d move the stick a fraction of an inch, the Spit would roll over and after that I’d catch the cigar as it came down from the floor”.

         Soon, however, enthusiasm was replaced by the bloody realities of war as the Germans began air raids over England in 1940.

         Germans were humiliated by the british
   

         After the outbreak of World War II in September 1939 Germany marched from victory to victory, and only the British stood on the way of a Europe united under Hitler. The Germans therefore planned to invade Britain, and the first step was to gain air superiority and crush the RAF. The Germans considered the task doable – until they saw the Spitfire in action.

         On paper, the British faced certain defeat in any test of strength against the Germans, as the Luftwaffe was the superior of the RAF in terms of both men and equipment.

         But when German bombings escalated on 10th July, 1940, and German fighters approached the British coast for what would develop into the first major air battle in history, they were met by a swarm of Spitfire and Hawker Hurricane fighters.

         The two types of fighter were more than a match for the Luftwaffe’s heavy bombers, and as the Battle of Britain progressed, the Germans had to face the fact that they had underestimated the RAF pilots and their machines.

         The Germans even had an advanced fighter, the Messerschmitt Bf 109, which was both faster and more heavily armed than the Spitfire – yet when it came to manoeuvrability, the new British aircraft was incomparable. The plane became the symbol of victory in the Battle of Britain – in combination with the so-called Dowding system, a network of radar and flight observers, the Spitfire successfully defended Britain.For the Germans, on the other hand, the Spitfire became synonymous with total humiliation. When the head of Luftwaffe, Hermann Göring, asked one of his very best pilots what he thought was needed to turn the tables, he received a response that left him red with rage:“Give me a squadron of Spitfires”.




OEBPS/images/9788726625981_cover_epub.jpg





