


[image: image1]




[image: images]




[image: images]


Jonathan Falconer


[image: images]




All photographs © Crown copyright 2010 unless otherwise stated.


First published in 2011


The History Press


The Mill, Brimscombe Port


Stroud, Gloucestershire, GL5 2QG


www.thehistorypress.co.uk


This ebook edition first published in 2011


All rights reserved


© Jonathan Falconer, 2011


The right of Jonathan Falconer, to be identified as the Author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyrights, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights, and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.


EPUB ISBN 978 0 7524 7049 8


MOBI ISBN 978 0 7524 7050 4


Original typesetting by The History Press




Contents




      Acknowledgements


      Glossary and abbreviations


      Introduction


      Prologue


1    Squadron Scramble!


2    Who were ‘the Few’?


3    Fighters for ‘the Few’


4    Flying a Fighter


5    What did they Wear?


      Epilogue


      Bibliography







In memory of


Sergeant Kenneth Christopher Holland, RAFVR


Spitfire pilot, 152 Squadron


Killed in action on 25 September 1940 aged 20
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Glossary and abbreviations






	Ace

	a fighter pilot with five or more enemy aircraft confirmed shot down






	Angels

	codeword for height in thousands of feet (e.g.,Angels one five = 15,000ft)






	bale out

	to abandon an aircraft in flight






	bandit

	enemy aircraft






	batman

	an officer’s personal attendant






	dispersal

	a hard standing or parking area for an aircraft on the edge of an airfield






	Flight

	an RAF fighter squadron usually has two Flights, named A and B






	‘g’

	the effect of gravity on a pilot, either positive or negative






	hp

	horse power






	in

	inches






	kill

	to shoot down an opponent






	mm

	millimetres






	mph

	miles per hour






	petrol bowser

	refuelling vehicle used to replenish aircraft






	Rotte

	the Luftwaffe’s basic fighter formation of two aircraft






	R/T

	radio telephony






	Schwarm

	a pair of Rotten make up a Schwarm (four aircraft)






	scramble

	the order given to take off and intercept the enemy






	section

	each Flight on a Squadron is divided into three sections of three aircraft each






	Squadron

	an RAF formation made up of between twelve and eighteen aircraft






	Staffel

	or squadron, made up of three Schwarme (twelve aircraft)






	‘V’

	or ‘Vic’, the RAF’s basic fighter formation of three aircraft






	vapour trail

	white condensation trails formed at altitude by condensing hot exhaust gases, usually above 20,000ft






	vector

	codeword for steering a course in degrees (e.g., vector 090 = steer a course of 90 degrees)









Introduction


Over the years, a great many books have been written and published about the Battle of Britain and its pilots. More than half a century later it is still one of the most keenly debated actions of the Second World War. There are some who believe that the pilots of RAF Fighter Command saved Britain from invasion in the late summer of 1940; there are others who maintain that it was not the RAF who won the Battle of Britain and that its ‘finest hour’ is nothing but a myth, manufactured by the RAF itself and by the prime minister of the day, Winston Churchill. Others think that it was the powerful presence of the Royal Navy in Britain’s coastal waters, which had the power to sink the Nazi invasion armada, that convinced Hitler an amphibious invasion of Britain was too risky.


Whichever point of view you sign up to, the Battle of Britain remains a strategic turning point of the early years of the Second World War. Apart from the most obvious outcome – Hitler’s cancellation of his invasion plans – the battle witnessed major changes in tactics: the Luftwaffe abandoned its large-scale daylight bombing of Britain in favour of night raiding, and RAF Fighter Command went on to the offensive, flying fighter sweeps into continental Europe.


The Battle of Britain was important in a number of other ways. It was one of the first major battles to be reported in ‘real time’ by the BBC and the press. It also saw the RAF become the news media’s darling, a position it occupied for much of the war.


In the summer of 1940, as far as the British public was concerned, the RAF meant fighter pilots. The words ‘Royal Air Force’, ‘Spitfire’, ‘Hurricane’ and ‘fighter pilot’ were uttered reverently almost everywhere across the land, from tasteful suburban drawing rooms and country cottages, to smoky public bars and on London’s crowded tube trains.


If the Battle of Britain gave the RAF its public image, it was its young fighter pilots who gave it a human face. So, who were ‘the Few’ and where did they come from? What aircraft did they fly? How did an RAF fighter pilot spend a typical day? What clothing did he wear? And what did he do at 30,000ft over Kent when his squadron clashed with swarms of German Messerschmitts?


In the following pages you will discover what it was like to be an RAF fighter pilot in that fateful summer of 1940. When you have finished reading, ask yourself,‘would I have been up to the job?’


Jonathan Falconer


Bradford-on-Avon


15 September 2006




Prologue


Southern England: an early morning in the late summer of 1940


Apatchy ground mist drapes Kent’s gently rolling fields and woodland, its translucent chill wrapping their soft contours in a clammy mantle. The sun has been up for a couple of hours, but its warming rays have yet to burn off the lingering mist. A piercing azure sky arches overhead, clear and cloudless. Empty. All is still. Another hot day beckons. Within hours the rattle of machine guns and the scream of aircraft locked in air battle will shatter the calm; the vigorous tracery of aircraft vapour contrails will describe life and death struggles high in the blue overhead.


If you were to climb into a fighter plane now before this deadly aerial ballet unfolds and skim over the sleeping woodlands, buzz at cornstalk height across the scratchy yellow stubble and then gently pull back on the joystick to lift your aircraft over and beyond the criss-cross lattice of hedgerows in the far distance, there you would find an aerodrome. It is one of several dozen in this beautiful corner of England. Being a grass field it is relatively well hidden, but with its supporting infrastructure it is still a man-made intrusion into this rural idyll. Here can be found men and machines, guns and bullets, a determined hive of activity with a grim purpose. Two squadrons of Spitfire fighters are stationed here, with hundreds of men and women to look after and service them, and a handful of eager young men to fly them into battle when the time comes. It is the Battle of Britain. The nation is at war with Germany, and has been for a year. Britain is fighting for its survival.
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