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To the band of brothers that comprised 151 Wing of the Royal Air Force; all those who exist now only in memory, and the ever-smaller group who survive still.










It is of the Air Force I’m going to sing, 


Not of their exploits but a different thing,


Of 81 Squadron and 151 Wing, 


And 134 Squadron to finish the string.


They’re bound for a place the name I don’t know, 


From what I have heard it is covered in snow,


They’ll keep the flag flying I bet you’ll agree, 


Where the Northlands of Russia jut out to the sea.


 


Taken from Fourteen Letters, the diary of Polish war artist Feliks Topolski
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Foreword


I first met Eric Carter at a fund-raising dinner in the spring of 2013 at the RAF Club. At first, the eleven-year-old boy inside me was very excited to know I was sitting next to a Spitfire pilot from the Second World War but, to be honest, the evening was a surreal and humbling experience. Eric kept asking why he had been chosen to be seated with us ‘nice people’, leaving my friends and me to look at each other and our guest of honour in bafflement. This, for me, is typical of the man, and so many of that generation. What we see as extraordinary sacrifice for the freedom of Europe and the world, they see as simply their duty.


We are only two generations from that time, and many of my friends had grandparents who served in the war. I was brought up with the classic boys’-own tales of Douglas Bader and Guy Gibson, and I was addicted to the Airfix models of the Spitfire, Hurricane and Messerschmitt 109. 


As you get older, you realise the true sacrifice that that generation gave and how war was anything but an adventure. The bloodshed, fear and loss that they experienced must have been horrific, and you can understand why so many of them never wanted to talk about their experiences. Instead they wanted to put it all behind them, and live a life in peace.


With this in mind, and as the evening wore on, I had to resist the temptation to pepper Eric with questions about his time in the war. Sure, he was candid and honest about Force Benedict, but he did make a point of saying that he didn’t really want to talk about it too much, as it brought back sad memories. Simply put, he missed the friends he’d left behind.


The keynote speaker that night was Geoffrey Wellum, DFC, who wrote the book First Light, which is seen by most as the definitive account of being a Spitfire pilot in the Battle of Britain. As he spoke you could have heard a pin drop. Later, I asked Eric whether he had ever thought of putting down his experiences in writing. He said that he had, but didn’t think anyone would be that interested in what he had done . . . cue more baffled looks from me. I told my publisher about him the very next day.


Eric was part of something that was truly a turning point in history. In 1941 Stalin was desperate for help to stop the Germans conquering the Soviet Union and asked Churchill for assistance. If Murmansk fell to the Nazis, the Russians would have no port to bring in essential supplies, so Force Benedict was hastily put together and dispatched to defend that city ‘at all costs’. Eric told me that, as the mission neared its end, he and his RAF companions became convinced that they’d been abandoned. They thought Force Benedict was a suicide mission. Among many fascinating things the research for this book has revealed is that Churchill – in spite of all the other things he had to deal with in the autumn of 1941 – had a personal interest in the mission and was very keen to know what was going on and how Eric and his fellow fighters were going to be repatriated.


The more I’ve learned about Force Benedict, the more I admire the men who were part of it. There are so many amazing things about Force Benedict. They could easily have been torpedoed on the way there. The Luftwaffe could have bombed the planes on the ground before they’d been assembled. The Germans could have captured the airfield. They could have been torpedoed on the voyage back to Britain. All in all, it was a miracle they survived. 


I’m very pleased to have played a small part in getting the story of Force Benedict to a wider audience through this book, because it’s a story that certainly deserves to be told. Many of the top-secret documents that were discovered in the research for this book were released only in the past few years – so now the truth can be revealed at last.


When I first met Eric, he had a glint in his eye that made me think he’d tell a good story, plus the notion of someone that can still fly a Spitfire at ninety-three is extraordinary. As you read this book you’ll see how men like Eric and his comrades made Force Benedict a triumph of skill and guts over logic and strategy. I believe it’s vital we document that generation’s experiences, and salute their sacrifice. If they had not done what they did, we’d be living in a very different country now.


When I left Eric that night, I went for a walk to digest my dinner, and my meeting with this extraordinary man. I found myself by the Bomber Command memorial in Green Park. I know Eric was (is) a fighter pilot, but it was the same war, the same sacrifice, the same horror. As the years go by it’s so important to preserve these first-hand memories. Please God, our children, and our children’s children, will never have to endure what Eric and his generation did. But they should know, learn and be grateful for the sacrifice that was made by so many for so much. 


 


Dermot O’Leary










Author’s Note


Following Dermot’s chance encounter with Eric Carter, I travelled up to meet Eric on a sunny afternoon in May 2013. Over an enjoyable lunch at a pub near his house in the Worcestershire village of Chaddesley Corbett, Eric recounted his tale as I listened intently. The story he told heralded the start of what has proved a fascinating journey for me, a journey that in August 2013 saw me spending time with Eric, before driving around the southern half of England to meet with two other UK-based survivors. Along with Eric, Tim Elkington and Peter Knapton had been members of 151 Wing in a secret RAF mission to Russia in the Second World War. 


I sat with Tim at his delightful Cotswold family home in the picturesque village of Little Rissington on one of the summer’s hottest days. I listened as he talked at length about his memories as one of ‘The Few’ flying in the Battle of Britain, and then his recollections of that secret mission to save Stalin over seventy years ago. He showed me his beautifully bound logbook, which recorded the flights he’d made, each flight telling its own story. 


The following day, I headed into central London to meet with Peter, another pilot from that mission who’d led a fascinating life even after the war, which saw him return to Russia as Assistant Air Attaché, and then join MI5 on his retirement from the RAF. England was taking on Australia in the fifth Ashes Test at the Oval when I met Peter at his nearby apartment in Camberwell, and I was touched to discover he’d gone to the trouble of making lunch, which we shared with a bottle of wine. I listened intently as he told me his story and showed me some of the mementoes of his truly fascinating career. 


All three men are now well into their tenth decade of life, and while their bones may be weary, their minds were pin-sharp in bringing to life the story of the time they spent in Russia dogfighting the Luftwaffe. 


I then spent three days being generously hosted as the guest of retired RAF Air Commodore Phil Wilkinson and his wife Angie. Phil had first met the survivors of 151 Wing in 1993 when he coordinated their first return visit to Russia in his role as Defence Attaché at the British Embassy in Moscow. He has been involved with them ever since. 


Just as vital as the time I spent with Phil, and the three surviving pilots left in the UK, was the time I spent at the National Archives, and in the Sound and Vision department of the Imperial War Museum. The official records of the mission held at the National Archives have been key in filling in the gaps. We are unquestionably lucky here in the UK that such a generous resource exists. It’s difficult to convey how it feels to find a single paper in a file that brings additional colour, or confirms something you’ve suspected but couldn’t prove. And finding within the then Chief of the Air Staff’s personal file on the mission a private memo, written and signed by Winston Churchill himself – holding that was like holding history itself in my hand. That memo – and the other documents I found – helped to shine a light on what follows. 


 


Antony Loveless, Belfast, March 2014
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The Gathering Storm


War had already been declared when I joined the RAF in late 1939, aged nineteen. I’d always been interested in flying; I grew up in Birmingham and used to go to Elmdon Aerodrome [which is now more commonly known as Birmingham International Airport] to look at the aircraft there. It was only a little field in those days, and I would stand at a small wooden fence and watch the aircraft landing. They were pretty primitive, even by the standards of the day, but they awoke within me a love of aviation that persists to this day.


I was dating a young lady at the time, and her father was the recruiting officer for the Royal Air Force in Dale End, which was local to me. She knew all about my love of flying and she told me, ‘Eric, you go along and see my dad; tell him that I sent you and tell him you want to be a pilot.’ So that’s what I did. I went to the recruiting office. I met her father and explained how I felt and how I’d arrived at his desk. ‘Do you want to be a pilot?’ he asked me, and I of course said yes. It was that simple. 


I was so focused on my immediate future – the fact I was in the RAF – that I gave little thought to the fact that I – and all of my contemporaries – had had our futures hijacked by the actions of Adolf Hitler, Führer and dictator of Nazi Germany. Circumstance would eventually bring me together with a number of other fledgling pilots, in one of the war’s most secretive missions. That mission remains little known, even today. It was forged in the crucible of Hitler’s actions on 15 March 1939, as he cast aside the Munich Agreement he’d signed with Neville Chamberlain the previous year and moved to finally occupy all of Czechoslovakia.


I was eighteen by the time Hitler invaded Poland. I remember that his actions forced the Conservative prime minister Neville Chamberlain to recognise that his long-held foreign policy of appeasement lay in tatters; he was backed into a corner politically and left with no option but to declare war on Germany, which he did reluctantly on Sunday, 3 September. Was Britain ready for war? As I recall, it’s difficult to say we were; no nation is ever fully prepared but then the evidence speaks for itself; despite all our deficiencies, against all the odds, we defeated Germany in the air, and later, with our allies, on the ground too. 


One of our biggest advantages over Germany at the outbreak of war was radar. Even now, it’s a technology that fascinates me, but back then, it seemed just so advanced; it was like something out of science fiction! I remember that in the earliest stages of the war, it had been fitted to a number of Blenheim bombers, greatly increasing the chances of aircraft finding their targets as well as giving early warning of enemy attacks. 


On the ground, we had two systems of radar detection: Chain Home and Chain Home Low, two networks of radar stations that had been built along England’s south coast in the 1930s. Chain Home could detect formations of aircraft flying over the coast of France. This enabled the RAF to scramble fighter squadrons to intercept bomber formations, allowing them to counter the Luftwaffe’s movements in the event of an attack on northern France, the Low Countries or Britain. Chain Home Low provided radar coverage against low-flying aircraft. The development of this system of radar (there were twenty-one Chain Home stations and thirty Chain Home Low stations operational in 1940) meant that defensive sorties against the Luftwaffe could be easily co­ordinated. This was to become of paramount importance during the Battle of Britain.1


Although I’d signed up with the recently formed RAF Volunteer Reserve [RAFVR] in autumn 1939, it wasn’t until June 1940 that I began training. The RAF had created the Volunteer Reserve [VR] in 1936. Pilots under instruction signed on for five years, with an up-front requirement to attend a ten-week-long intensive course covering theory of flight and some hands-on flying experience. They were given the rank of sergeant pilot and continuation flying training would be conducted at weekends on airfields close to their homes. Travelling expenses were reimbursed, and they were paid £25 (roughly £1,500 in today’s money) annually. For most of us who joined, it was a dream come true – we could continue to work or attend further education, but were being paid to learn to fly by the RAF at our leisure. The only downside was that enlistment in the VR meant immediate and automatic mobilisation to the regular RAF in event of war. That seemed unlikely at the time; we were young and carefree and thought only of flying. 


I made a good friend in training in Johnny Mulroy. We did our basic training down in Paignton, near Torquay. The RAF had commandeered a hotel there to accommodate us and it was sheer bloody luxury, so we felt really blessed. By the time we moved to Meir near Stoke-on-Trent and started our flying training, we were inseparable. We learned to fly in Miles Magisters, which were known affectionately as ‘Maggies’ – they were simple two-seat monoplanes but they were easy to fly, the first aircraft specifically designed and built as trainers for the RAF. We were encouraged to form friendships and stick together with our fellow pilots – the Air Force thought we’d fight better in a scrap if we had our pals with us rather than complete strangers.


It was by no means certain that I’d end up as a fighter pilot, of course; the RAF needed pilots right across the service, but I wasn’t interested in anything other than being a fighter pilot, so, from the off, I set out to do the very best I could at every level of my training. It was never going to be good enough for me to simply succeed; I had to be the best and throw everything I had into achieving that. I spent more hours than I needed to, studying every aspect of flight: navigation; Morse – I could get out twelve words a minute; flying – I did lots of that in my own time. It must have impressed the instructors because they stamped my logbook with the words ‘above average’. 


Following our elementary flying training on the Magister, we then moved to Hullavington, near Bristol, for more advanced training on Harts and Audaxes. These were old First World War fighter aircraft – biplanes, with just two machine guns. We acquired about fifty or sixty hours on these learning evasive action manoeuvres and other flying techniques. 


Early on in our flying training, Winston Churchill replaced Neville Chamberlain as prime minister. Chamberlain had lost the support of both the Labour and Liberal parties, which were bitterly resentful of his eight years of appeasement of Hitler, and eight months of insipid wartime leadership. Both Parliament and the people wanted a warrior to lead the country through its darkest days, a lion with the heart for a fight and the will to dig deep after so many years adrift. Churchill was that man and, with the support of the Labour Party, he seized the reins of power and formed a coalition government.


The challenge confronting him was immense – for starters, I well remember how Britain was in the doldrums after a decade of depression, mass unemployment, strikes and poor leadership. Our economy wasn’t set up on a war footing then. As A. J. P. Taylor put it, ‘The war machine resembled an expensive motor car beautifully polished, complete in every detail, except that there was no petrol in the tank.’2 


In addition to sorting out the economic strategy, Churchill had other issues to deal with, foremost of which was dealing with the debacle of the Battle for [fall of] France. From its start on 10 May, it took little more than six weeks for German forces to achieve their goal, with Allied forces routed and neutral Luxembourg, Belgium and Holland, plus France, all under Nazi occupation. By 16 June, while I was in the first few weeks of training, it was effectively all over. Back in Britain, those men of the BEF (British Expeditionary Force) who had been evacuated from the beaches at Dunkirk were licking their wounds. Britain, at that point, truly stood alone. 


With France defeated, Hitler was now free to turn his attentions towards Great Britain. He made a number of overtures to Churchill, offering what he misguidedly believed to be favourable terms, but Churchill was having none of it, rejecting them all out of hand. 


So on 16 July 1940, Hitler’s growing impatience led to him issuing Führer Directive No. 16, setting in motion the preparations for an invasion of Britain. He gave these plans the code name Operation Sea Lion (Unternehmen Seelöwe). He prefaced the order by stating: ‘As England, in spite of her hopeless military situation, still shows no signs of willingness to come to terms, I have decided to prepare, and if necessary to carry out, a landing operation against her. The aim of this operation is to eliminate the English Motherland as a base from which the war against Germany can be continued, and, if necessary, to occupy the country completely.’


For the invasion to take place, Hitler needed to ensure that the RAF was thoroughly annihilated, giving his forces unfettered control of the skies over Britain. This placed responsibility for Sea Lion’s success squarely on the rather large shoulders of his corpulent, effete and rather vain head of the Luftwaffe, Reichsmarschall Hermann Göring. Previously, the plan had been inconceivable, but with the fall of France enabling the German Air Force to base itself on French soil, suddenly the distances weren’t so huge; England, at least geographically, was within easy reach. 


Churchill realised that, to keep the country with him and maintain morale, he would have to tie himself inextricably to what was, for Britain, a fight for its very survival. His rhetoric was purposeful, defiant, upbeat and resolute. It was our good fortune that Hitler chose to attack us from the air by launching what became known as the Battle of Britain because it was the only arena in which we could match him on terms anywhere near parity. The Army, and the British people, would have had a bitter fight on their hands had Hitler sent the Wehrmacht, and his feared Waffen SS, to land on our shores – and it’s highly unlikely that we would have emerged from that particular battle covered in glory. But by sending the Luftwaffe to attack us in the air, Hitler made perhaps his first great strategic error. 


Single-seat fighter aircraft were the one class of weapon with which we could match Hitler’s forces in capability. We weren’t quite there in terms of quantity – but we weren’t far off. On 1 June 1940, Fighter Command had just 331 Spitfires and Hurricanes, but by the last day of the month, there were 587 ready and serviceable with plenty more on their way.3 Our edge was our sophisticated radar network, our application of science and technology, and our greatest asset – our people. We would prove much stronger in defence than the Luftwaffe was in attack. The whole defence of our country, our very way of life, was not to be decided by hundreds of thousands of soldiers, tanks and heavy armament – no, just a few hundred young and inexperienced pilots in the RAF.


The Luftwaffe’s opening salvo in the Battle of Britain came on 10 July 1940, when it began to attack maritime targets, such as coastal shipping convoys, and shipping hubs such as Portsmouth. On 12 August, it shifted its focus to destroying infrastructure such as our radar installations with limited success; in that raid, four radar stations were attacked. They were briefly taken off the air but were back working within six hours.4 Had Göring persisted with this strategy, it’s highly likely the outcome would have been different. However, the Luftwaffe’s attention to our radar stations was brief and ineffective; assuming our radar infrastructure was difficult to knock out, it then sent its bombers to target RAF airfields. With our radar functioning as normal, it gave those fighter squadrons on stand-by ample time to scramble, intercept and engage the Luftwaffe in the air. 


As the battles over the skies of southern England intensified through the hot summer months of 1940, those of us still in training could do little more than vent our frustration at being so close, yet so far. Those fellows farther ahead in the system found themselves in the midst of battles that were watched daily from the ground by the British people looking up at the skies overhead, while we could only read about their antics and listen to first-hand accounts from those who were involved. It was painful being so close yet being unable to join in. We were all eager to do our bit, get stuck in and fight the Luftwaffe, which was doing its best to bomb us back into the Stone Age, but we were stuck in flying training and unable to do a thing about it.
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The Battle of Britain


While Johnny and I were stuck in training during the Battle of Britain, a significant number of the pilots whose futures were soon to be intertwined with ours were getting involved. John Francis Durham Elkington (known to all as ‘Tim’) was one such pilot. Born in Warwickshire in 1920, Tim entered Cranwell as a flight cadet around the time I was just about to sign up. He was commissioned on 14 July 1940 and posted to No. 1 Squadron at Northolt, where he proved to be quite a talented fighter pilot with no small amount of luck on his side – something that all of us needed. 


 


Says Tim, 


 


My first encounter with the enemy came on 15 August. Everything happened at once, but I did manage to get my guns on one unfortunate Me109, which I then watched disappear seawards through the clouds near Harwich, smoke billowing from it.


But something changed on the 16th. We’d been scrambled to intercept a raid on Tangmere and I made the fatal error of failing to look behind me. You can’t afford to do that in a dogfight and I paid the price. I am now fairly sure that I was the eighteenth victim of the Luftwaffe’s leading fighter ace Helmut Wick, who had me in his sights and put a few rounds into my aircraft; they hit the fuel tank and suddenly my Hurricane was on fire. He was quite an experienced chap, so I’m not too put out!


Leaving a burning aircraft is easy; you simply pull back the canopy and just throw yourself over the side. But first, make sure that you disconnect your radio and oxygen connections. On the second attempt, I was out and floating down. It was a lovely sunny day, and I could see Portsmouth, which was just visible through the haze. I couldn’t feel any pain, although there was a fair amount of blood. But of more immediate concern was the fact that I was over the sea and I had not thought to inflate my Mae West.


Then out of the blue appeared my flight leader, Flight Sergeant Fred Berry. Somehow, and I’ve no idea how, he identified me, realised what was happening and he came to my rescue using the slipstream from his aircraft to drift me on to West Wittering. That’s something I’ve never heard of before or since but there’s no question in my mind that without his aid, I would have died. I was exceptionally lucky; few pilots who baled out offshore were recovered for the simple fact that a man in the sea looked pathetically small to rescue-launch crews scouring the choppy waters of the Channel, and that’s assuming one didn’t drown first. I don’t remember anything else after Fred came to my aid until I woke up on the ground with a freckle-faced ambulance girl cutting my trousers off. That was a strange homecoming!


My mother was in the habit of watching the dogfights from her balcony on Hayling Island and this day was no exception. As usual, she was out there with my stepfather’s naval glasses, watching it all happen. She was unsurprised when the phone rang from the hospital thirty minutes later, and she arrived there not long after I did!


I had shrapnel holes in both legs and some tiny fragments across the right side of my face, including one in the eye. It took months for that to work itself out – it would periodically surface after a hot bath and catch on the towel as I dried my face! That said, I was incredibly lucky really – my injuries put me out of action right through deadly September, so by the time I was operational again, it was at the tail end of the Battle of Britain. 


We were schoolboys really, stupid idiots – what does anyone know at that age?


 


Tim was nineteen, I was nineteen, so was Johnny, and I don’t think any of our peers were much older than twenty. Some of them were even younger than us. Perhaps if we’d been older, we wouldn’t have been so eager to throw ourselves into harm’s way, but then that’s part of the naivety of youth – you feel invincible even in the face of overwhelming danger. We were young, optimistic and unstoppable, enjoying the camaraderie flying allowed us, so the possibility of death never entered our minds. Little did we know . . . 


In his book All Hell Let Loose, Max Hastings says that ‘Allied aircrew, once deployed on operational fighter or bomber squadrons, until the last 18 months of the war confronted a statistical probability of their own extinction’.1 The upshot of that was that our lives on the ground were immeasurably better than those of the rank-and-file soldiers; American journalist Ernie Pyle put it rather succinctly, saying, ‘A man approached death rather decently in the Air Force. He died well-fed and clean-shaven.’2


Ironically, it was our very youth which made us uniquely qualified for the job. Air combat was, and remains, a form of warfare reserved for very young men. Who else has reflexes sharp enough to cope with closing speeds of more than 600 mph? 


In the earliest stages of the war, when the RAF had been engaged in the Battle for France, many of its commanders were over forty; a considerable number were even in their early fifties. By August 1940, though, it wasn’t unusual for squadron commanders to be in their early twenties. The vast majority of those in their thirties couldn’t cope with air combat because the speed at which dogfighting occurred, and the demands it placed on both the mind and body, were beyond them.3


Even for those of us young enough to engage in air combat with any degree of success, it wasn’t an easy pursuit by any stretch of the imagination – far from it, in fact. For all the mayhem and the free-for-all nature of aerial combat, it was a surprise to me when I realised just how few aircraft either side destroyed. Over a Channel convoy on 25 July, for instance, scores of British and German planes exchanged fire but only two Spitfires were shot down, and one Messerschmitt Me109. Exceptional eyesight, marksmanship and the nerve to get close were the decisive factors.4


Enemy action wasn’t all we had to worry about. We and the Germans alike suffered heavily from non-combat mishaps, born in the crucible of momentary carelessness or recklessness. Add in our ages, being perpetually tired and vastly lacking experience, and you can start to see just how easily mistakes were made: between 10 July, when the Battle of Britain started, and 31 October, 463 Hurricanes suffered damage in this way, and many men died as a result of their own mistakes. As many as one third of the RAF’s and the Luftwaffe’s overall losses were accidental.


Tim wasn’t the only young pilot I would become friends with who was earning his combat spurs in the Battle of Britain. A short distance away from him, Charlton ‘Wag’ Haw was cutting his teeth with 504 Squadron, based at Hendon in North London. Wag was a Yorkshireman, strong and compact in build, with an agile mind and an aggressive spirit – both good qualities for a budding fighter pilot. His passion for aviation started when he was really young – at the age of ten – following a joyride with Sir Alan Cobham’s Flying Circus. Wag worked as an apprentice lithographer in Leeds until shortly before the Second World War. He had joined the RAF in February 1939 after being passed by the RAF Selection Board in Leeds and kitted out as a sergeant in the RAF Volunteer Reserve. 


It’d been his lifelong dream to become a pilot and, as he soon discovered, he was very good at it. Going solo is, for almost all trainee pilots, one of the biggest moments in their lives. And for Wag, that moment came far sooner than he could have imagined. Eleven or twelve hours of dual instruction was generally considered the average for most pilots before they were considered to be capable of making that first flight alone. Nine hours was reckoned to be the mark for those of above-average ability. Wag was invited to fly his first solo after just four hours and twenty minutes of dual instruction. It was to be a seminal moment in his career, putting him way ahead of his contemporaries. 


He got his call-up papers on 1 September, just two days before the then PM Neville Chamberlain made his now famous radio broadcast advising listeners that Great Britain was at war with Germany. Wag hadn’t thought there was the remotest chance of him becoming a fighter pilot with the regular Air Force and considered himself lucky to have even made the RAFVR. But war changes everything, and here he was being handed his life’s dream on a plate as a result. He was posted to 504 Squadron, at that time based at Wick in Scotland, to do his operational training on the Hurricane. The squadron had been pulled out of the line in France on 20 May with just four serviceable Hurricanes to its name, after a period of savage fighting over France and Belgium as the RAF sought to delay the advance of Hitler’s ground forces through the Low Countries. 


There’s no substitute for experience, however, and the remaining pilots in 504 Squadron had it in spades. Aerial warfare was a relatively new concept and Wag was fortunate indeed to join a squadron that had played such a major part. Consequently, he and his fellow replacements learned the strategy and tactics that the RAF’s pilots had employed during the blitzkrieg onslaught waged by Hitler’s forces in Europe. 


The few weeks between 504’s return from France and the start of the Battle of Britain gave Wag a chance to settle down in the squadron, but there was some action and he had a lucky escape early on. At the time, 504 was carrying out convoy patrols and defending Scapa Flow against Luftwaffe Heinkel 111s and Ju88s. Wag had been scrambled early one morning after radar had picked up an unidentified aircraft. He was part of ‘A’ Flight, which was on readiness. They climbed up to intercept it and soon spotted a Heinkel 111 silhouetted below them against a grey blanket of mist. The pilot saw them and dived for cover as the Hurricanes engaged, but Wag’s was the last aircraft to attack and he noticed tracer coming up at him. He fired back but he was out of range, so he dived in closer to press home the attack, firing again before breaking away. By this time, the Heinkel was lost in the heavy mist, so ‘A’ Flight returned home. It was only after he’d landed that his ground crew pointed out two holes in the cockpit of Wag’s aircraft where a shell had gone clean through, missing him by no more than a couple of inches. 


He was quickly accepted by the other boys in the tight-knit squadron – not only had he had a close shave, but it was quickly becoming clear that he was an above-average fighter pilot. ‘A’ Flight commander Tony Rook had noticed that many of the experienced pilots had been unable to shake Wag off in mock dogfights. Additionally, Wag was the only member of the squadron able to play the piano, and this made him popular whenever there was a piss-up. RAF squadrons are naturally competitive, so Wag’s musical abilities impressed the officers there and singled him out among the sergeant pilots. 


Early September saw 504 Squadron arrive at Hendon when the Battle of Britain was at its height. Fighter Command’s resources were stretched as tight as piano wire – after eight weeks of continuous combat, its pilots were utterly drained and exhausted and 504 represented one of Air Chief Marshal Sir Hugh Dowding’s last reserves of fresh pilots. Saturday, 7 September saw the Luftwaffe change tactics, directing its bomber force exclusively on London, and it was into this cauldron of activity that Wag and his associates were propelled. Talk about in at the deep end – thirty-one British fighters went down that day, while the Luftwaffe lost thirty-nine. Wag had to wait until late afternoon before he and his section were scrambled to intercept a huge wave of bombers. Wag engaged a Dornier at close quarters in an attack that lasted some ninety seconds. On landing, he was debriefed by the squadron intelligence officer and a short time later found himself scrambled yet again. Fighter Command’s pilots saw a frenzy of activity that day that continued without respite until dusk. 


After tea, Wag and a few of the pilots made their way to a local pub, where they were warmly welcomed by the locals, who sent a steady stream of beer over to them all evening. The next day saw more of the same, which set the pattern for the next three weeks. A frenzy of non-stop aerial combat by day, and parties into the dark hours, against the backdrop of night-time air raids by the Luftwaffe. There were overcast days when the pilots were stood down owing to the weather, so they would adjourn to the bar only to find themselves scrambled when the sky cleared. Sometimes, as one pilot of the time said, ‘Fighter Command’s pilots frequently took to the air so soaked in alcohol, they were a fire hazard.’ 5 It didn’t seem to hamper them in any noticeable way, though – it’s not like there’s anything to hit in the sky. 


In the last week of September, 504 Squadron moved to Filton, near Bristol, which had seen heavy bombing. On the 27th, they were scrambled to intercept a wave of more than forty bombers, which they broke up, shooting down five Me110s. Wag got one of them, but in the ensuing melee his aircraft started to overheat, leading him to deduce he’d taken rounds in the fight. He broke away and shut down his engine, belly-landing in a cornfield. Emerging from his stricken aircraft without injury, he caught a lift from a passing car and, after stopping at a pub, where once again the customers insisted on buying the drinks for Wag, he caught a train back to Bristol Temple Meads. 


I think he must have spent a lot of time on the journey back ruminating on his feelings when he’d engaged the Me110 earlier. Fragments of the dogfight must have came back to him, and with them, the emotions he’d felt at the time. Was he scared in the midst of it all? I’m pretty sure he was, but then, given his experience, he was no stranger to paroxysms of terror in the most frenzied moments of aerial combat. That said, despite the fear he may have felt in the moment, adrenalin will have surged like never before, and I know from my own experiences how addictive that is, so I imagine that, after a few drinks in the pub, he would have looked forward to getting back up there and doing it all over again. 


Undoubtedly useful though introspection can sometimes be, it was almost Wag’s undoing as his train pulled into the station. There’d been a raid on Bristol a short time earlier and the blackout was in force. With his mind elsewhere, he struggled to get up, still carrying his parachute pack over his shoulder. It was as he approached the carriage door on the wrong side and went to turn the handle that a kindly fellow passenger saved him. ‘I wouldn’t get out that side, mate, if I were you,’ he shouted.6


One of Wag’s contemporaries at 504 Squadron was Raymond Towers Holmes, another sergeant pilot. A journalist and writer in civilian life, known by all and sundry as ‘Artie’ (from his initials ‘R. T.’), Ray had joined the RAFVR in 1937, although the pace of training was slow until the outbreak of the war when Ray, like all those who’d joined the VR, was automatically mobilised in the regular armed forces. After completing his flying training, he was posted to 504 at Wick.


Ray had, shall we say, an ‘interesting’ start to his career as a pilot. He’d been posted for flying training to Sealand, an old First World War training school in North Wales. Low flying is a vital skill for fighter pilots, but it’s a contentious issue even now for local residents, who take exception to the noise and disruption to everyday life. On one particular authorised low-flying sortie, Ray’s wingman asked to see where he lived, so they flew a course at the regulation 250 feet and circled his home on Grange Hill. As he describes, ‘Unfortunately, we hadn’t allowed for the hill being 200 feet high, and when we landed back at Sealand, two military policemen met us as we climbed out of our cockpits and informed us we were under open arrest.’7


Ray and his wingman were grounded and confined to quarters while their ‘bumptious, bombastic, dyed-in-the-wool’ CFI [a squadron leader], who regarded pilots from the RAFVR as a ‘necessary wartime evil’, laid plans for their court martial. Several days later, Training Command started to enquire why two pilots were no longer clocking up flying hours. When the CFI signalled that they’d been grounded and were awaiting court martial for low flying, 


 


a snorting reply rebounded from the Air Ministry demanding to know if 5 FTS [Sealand Flying Training School] had not heard there was a war on, and that Britain was desperately short of fighter pilots. The signal concluded by ordering our immediate return to flying duties, and demanded that our daily flying time be doubled until we were level with the rest of the course. As an afterthought, the signal added that the Squadron Leader who had grounded us was posted forthwith to a desk job at the Air Ministry.8


 


They never saw him again. 


Ray soon put the incident behind him, and once he’d finished his training, and was subsequently posted to 504, he went from strength to strength. Following 504 Squadron’s transfer to Hendon in September 1940, he was soon showing just what a capable pilot he was with an astonishing feat of aerial combat that saw him claim three Dornier 215s which he shot down over central London, bale out of his stricken Hurricane, and then receive an invitation to an audience with Her Majesty the Queen at Buckingham Palace. His Hurricane buried itself 15 feet down in Ebury Bridge Road, Chelsea, bursting a water main, and the jerk of his parachute on opening caused both boots to fly off his feet and fall somewhere near Victoria Station. He never saw those, or his aircraft, again.9 The story of Artie’s extraordinary afternoon in battle over central London is well worth expanding on, and I can do no better in detailing what happened than quote the Sunday Express, which published a piece about his amazing feat on the occasion of the fortieth anniversary of the Battle of Britain:10


 


‘The hottest tip’, cabled London correspondent H. R. Knickerbocker to his New York newspaper, ‘is that the German invasion of England is coming tomorrow, Friday.’


Friday the 13th. Friday 13th September 1940. He added that there was no place on earth where he would rather be.


He was not alone in that. Almost every Londoner wanted to be at the centre of the excitement. 


One homesick evacuee child wrote this imaginative appeal: ‘Dear Mum, we had an air raid yesterday and the village is wiped out. I am the only evacuee still living. Will you let me come home?’


Also drawn toward London were the men of the fighter squadrons and the pilots whose task it was to defend it. One such Merseysider was Ray Holmes, Sergeant R. T. Holmes. With his Hurricane squadron, No 504, he had been moved south from Scotland to Hendon as a replacement for one of the tired and depleted squadrons that were being withdrawn.


‘Arty’ Holmes, as he was nicknamed because of his initials, had joined the RAF Volunteer Reserve – the VR – when it was first formed in 1936. He was entrant number 55. Fair-headed and blue eyed, and 5ft 7in tall, he had a strong athletic frame which disguised his lack of inches. At weekends, when not playing cricket or tinkering with his three-wheeler sports car he was learning to fly. Mobilised at the outbreak of war, he was eventually posted to 504 Squadron. Operating from Hendon their task was to back up the forward squadrons who were intercepting the raiders nearer the coast. They were to challenge any bombers that got through. They made their first interception when London’s dockland was set ablaze.


After helping to break up several large bomber formations Holmes’s squadron was released at dusk on Saturday September 14th and that evening he visited London’s West End. Londoners took little notice of the sirens during the day, work continuing in office and factory until roof spotters sounded an urgent warning. Buses continued to run until bombs actually fell. But at night it was different. Arriving by Underground on the Northern Line, Holmes and his companions found women and children sprawled on the platforms, selecting pitches for the night. Children were doing their homework on tables fashioned from luggage, men played cards and acrobats entertained.


On Sunday September 15, Holmes’s flight was brought to readiness at dawn. The cloud of the previous day had dispersed and it promised to be a fine late-summer day. Yet the radar stations were reporting no activity and the squadron was stood down. Feeling scruffy after the early call and the long wait at dispersal, Holmes took a bath. He was luxuriating in it when someone banged on the door.


‘Quick, Arty, there’s a flap on – we’re on readiness!’


There was no question of saying, ‘I’ll be down in a minute’; he leapt out the bath, and with no time to towel himself properly, slipped into a blue open-necked sports shirt with no badges or rank, pulled on his blue RAF trousers, and ran out to the transport, socks in hand. Someone pulled up the tailboard after him and the truck moved off. Pulling his socks over wet feet was a struggle as the Humber brake bumped and swerved round the perimeter track, at the northern end of the field. As they piled out, the loudspeakers were already ordering them to scramble. Holmes ran shoeless to his locker in the dispersal hut, grabbed his flying boots and his Mae West lifejacket, and chased out to the plane, where the ground crew were waiting. They had already started the Merlin engine and put his parachute harness in position in the cockpit and they helped him on with his safety straps as he climbed in.


His helmet, already connected to the oxygen supply and the radio, was hanging on the reflector sight, and he grabbed and rammed it over his head, covering his bedraggled unkempt hair. It had been a breathtaking flurry of activity, and he was still wringing wet.


Ahead of him he saw the Squadron Leader, John Sample, taxiing towards the far end of the field for the take-off into wind. He waved ‘chocks away’ and tucked in behind the other Hurricanes as they flattened the grass with their slipstream. Hendon was a small airfield with no runways and they would be taking off over houses. They needed a good take-off run. There were twelve Hurricanes altogether, six from ‘A’ Flight and six from ‘B’ Flight, and once airborne they would form up into two parallel lines, each line in three sections of two. This was the formation they had found gave them most room to manoeuvre. Holmes was leading Green section in ‘B’ Flight – the weavers – keeping a look-out astern.


The take-off itself was a shambles, each pilot ramming his throttle fully open to keep up, but as they climbed over the airfield they settled into formation. The orders were to orbit the airfield at 12,000 feet and await instructions. Soon they were climbing in tight formation through banks of cumulus cloud.


At 8,000 feet they emerged from the cloud into a clear sunlit sky. Orbiting at 12,000 Holmes, drying out rapidly, shivered with cold. The airfield itself, camouflaged and partly obscured by cloud, was impossible to keep in view, but Holmes picked out the silvery expanse of the Welsh Harp. Then they were ordered to climb to 17,000 feet and given a course to steer to the south-east to intercept a raid of thirty-plus Dornier bombers heading for London.


‘Tally-ho!’


From the rear of the formation, flying straight into the sun, Holmes could see very little ahead. High above the Dorniers would be their fighter escort of Messerschmitt 109s. But the tactical plan was to leave the enemy fighters to the Spitfire squadrons, which were much better equipped in terms of speed, ceiling and rate of climb to deal with them. The Hurricanes would go for the bombers. For the moment it was still Holmes’s job to guard the squadron from the rear. Ahead and slightly to the right, crossing their track diagonally, he saw what might have been a flock of seagulls, until they loomed incredibly quickly into focus and he felt the familiar leap of the heart that was not exactly fear yet was horribly near it. He recognised all too readily the bulbous nose, like a festering blister, the pencil-like fuselage, tapering to the delicate, toy-like twin tail.


As predicted, they were Dornier 215s and there were thirty-plus all right. They formed a disciplined, symmetrical horde heading for Central London that it was the job of the Hurricane pilots to break up. It was at moments like this that Holmes looked to the leader. John Sample, the squadron commander, was an auxiliary. He had already won a DFC as a flight commander in France before Dunkirk, and he inspired confidence.


On this wing of the bombers there were twelve Dorniers in close formation in four sections of three. Sample turned so that he appeared to be approaching at right angles, but he allowed the bombers to pass ahead of him so that he led the squadron into a quarter attack, with the Hurricanes nicely placed at an oblique angle slightly astern.


The swarm of Dorniers occupied a sizable area of sky. As the Hurricanes wheeled in, skidding and sliding as they jostled for position, the pilots in the leading sections picked their targets. One after another they said to themselves ‘That one’s mine’.


The Dorniers became ragged, but they put down a fierce barrage for the Hurricanes to fly through. By the time Holmes, the last one to attack, had fired his first burst, the scene ahead of him was kaleidoscopic and he was uncomfortably aware of a blistering return fire. Now to break away without exposing the Hurricane’s belly to the Dornier’s guns. As the Dornier disappeared from his sights to the right, he did a vertical bank to the left and used bottom rudder to skid away before closing the throttle and diving steeply to complete his escape. So far as he knew he had not been hit. He eased the Hurricane out of the dive, then climbed steeply, intent on rejoining his squadron for another attack. As he looked round, the sky was bewilderingly empty. The squadron it seemed, had disappeared. So had the Dorniers.


Breathing deeply to settle his diaphragm, he scanned the sky above him, then glanced westwards, wondering how many of the Dorniers had got through. All he could see was a tightly-formed section of three, probably the original leaders, still on course for London.


There was no one about to intercept them but him. These, he said to himself, are mine. He hoped there were no ’109s to interfere. 


A last searching look round and he opened the throttle, aiming to overtake the Dorniers on the port side, keeping for the moment out of range of their guns. A lone attack from astern was out – he would be exposed to the guns of all three bombers. Instead he picked the wingman on the port side and angled his approach so that as he came within range, the other two Dorniers could not fire at him without hitting their own man.


He started firing at 400 yards range and was closing in steadily when a cloud of smoke from the Dornier blackened his windscreen. He was so nonplussed that for a moment he just sat there not knowing what to do next, but instinctively he shut the throttle. It wasn’t smoke on his windscreen it was oil, a treacly deposit that must have gushed from the Dornier. As the airstream dispersed it he was aware of a monstrous shape right in front of him, filling his windscreen, blotting out the sky. It was the Dornier, slowing down rapidly, and he was about to collide with its tail.


He rammed the stick forward and felt the shoulder straps of his safety harness cutting into his collarbone. Without them he would have gone straight through the cockpit hood. As he grazed under the Dornier’s belly he thought he would hit the propellers. Then he realised with a shock that they were stationary. For the moment at least, he had put both its engines out of action, which was why the Dornier had slowed down so suddenly. When he looked back the Dornier was gliding earthwards. But the other two were still sticking close together, holding grimly to their course.


He would try the same attack on the other wingman. Crossing over to the starboard side, he opened the throttle to draw level. Judging the angle as before, he crabbed in for a quarter attack. His first burst was right on target, and a tongue of flame licked back from the Dornier.


Someone was trying to get out of the back of the plane, presumably the gunner. Holmes was aware of a white flicker of silk in front of him, but then he almost lost control. Correcting hurriedly, he realised that the German gunner’s parachute canopy had draped itself over his starboard wing, leaving the gunner trailing helplessly behind.


He had not stopped to think, before this moment, of the men in the Dorniers. His attitude was entirely impersonal, and he was concentrating on avoiding their gunfire and preventing them from getting through to central London. Now, he thought only of the poor devil suspended under his wing.


He jerked the stick from side to side, but nothing happened. The chap was still there. Using hard right rudder he yawed the Hurricane in a skidding movement to starboard. He saw the canopy billow slightly, then it flattened briefly, slid along the leading edge to the wingtip and was gone.


The third Dornier – the leader – was still pressing on towards central London, apparently undeterred, height 17,000 feet, speed unchanged. A flash of involuntary admiration turned quickly to anger. The pilot must be hell-bent on some suicidal mission, like bombing St Paul’s or even Buckingham Palace. Both had been hit in the last few days.


He felt as though he was facing some resolute wing three-quarter on the rugger field, legging it for the line, with himself the last hope for the defence. He might be concussed himself in the tackle but he had to bring his man down.
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