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ALASDAIR CROSS is a successful radio and TV producer with the BBC. Brought up in the Orkney Islands, an annual summer treat was Britain’s smallest air show, once memorably visited by a powder pink Spitfire. He has worked on BBC’s Coast and Countryfile and his radio series include BBC Radio Four’s Terror Through Time with Fergal Keane and Neil Oliver’s Iron Curtain as well as the BBC World Service podcast Spitfire: The People’s Plane.


Historical Advisor: David Key runs the Supermariners website which researches and reconstructs the stories of the men and women who designed and built the Spitfire.









Praise for Alasdair Cross:


‘An inspirational read celebrating the incredible young people who gave so much for this iconic British aircraft’ John Nichol, bestselling author of Spitfire: A Very British Love Story


‘Read Spitfire Kids and you’ll start believing this plane has a pulse!’ Tessa Dunlop, broadcaster and bestselling author of Century Girls


‘Draws on unpublished diaries and archive recordings to chronicle the extraordinary national effort to construct the fighter aircraft that gave the Allies a critical edge over the Luftwaffe.’ The Times


‘A truly epic account of the actual and symbolic role the plane played in defending Britain in the Second World War.’ The Sunday Times


‘Tells the inspiring story of how ordinary citizens came together to build the famous Battle of Britain aircraft.’ The Observer


‘The story of how these fast and lethal little planes helped win the Second World War is stirringly told in this new BBC series.’ The Mail on Sunday









About the Book
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The Battle of Britain was fought and won by teenagers. The average age of a fighter pilot was just twenty years old. Many of the men and women who designed and built their planes were even younger. Spitfire Kids is based on the hit BBC World Service podcast Spitfire: The People’s Story, and uses contemporary diaries and memoirs, many of them previously unpublished, to tell the story of Britain’s most iconic fighter aircraft through the voices of the young Britons who risked everything to design, build and fly her.


This isn’t a story of stiff-upper lips, stoical moustaches and aerial heroics; it’s a story of love and loss, a story of young people tested to the very limits of their endurance. They worked in factories building the parts that were vital to keep the Royal Air Force fully operational whilst all around them the Luftwaffe above tried to bomb them into destruction. Many joined up to work in the vital services of air defence, constructing radar systems, coordinating supplies to the bases, and, ferrying the planes to new bases for eager young pilots to take to the skies to defeat the enemy.


These were young people who won a battle that turned a war. Through fresh interviews and war diaries and personal correspondence, BBC radio producer Alasdair Cross recounts an incredible tale of courage and sacrifice that celebrates arguably Britain’s greatest generation.









Introduction


Southampton doesn’t care much for the land. Of course it has some lovely old buildings and leafy suburbs, like most small English cities, but that’s never where your eye is drawn. It’s a city built from water. Stay a while and it’s the land that seems transitory, ebbing and flowing while the Itchen, the Solent, the Channel and the Atlantic are the city’s permanent mooring points.


The seaplanes that launched from the Woolston slipway, the warships built at John I. Thornycroft next door, and the Titanic and all the other great transatlantic liners that slid from their berths across the river: they’re what define the city, all of them straining to escape to the ocean, all drawn to the great world beyond.


In 1940 this town, so used to looking out, was suddenly forced to retreat inward. Its people looked to the surrounding fields and woodland for shelter from incessant bombs. They looked deep within for the reserves of courage they would need to rebuild the smouldering wrecks of their docks, factories and homes.


Geoff Wheeler, my guide to Southampton’s riverside, is a brilliant spinner of tales. His uncles worked in the Spitfire factory and his father was a policeman who endured shift after shift without rest at the height of the Southampton Blitz. With a wave of his hands and a few well-chosen words, these deathly quiet docks and warehouses are once more buzzing with industry, the river alive with grand ships. And in the sky? Spitfires, of course.


Geoff unlocks a gate in a chain-link fence and within a few steps we’re on a greasy black-brick slipway. This is the last relic of the original Spitfire factory. It’s here that workers stopped for lunch, dipping their tired feet in the River Itchen. It’s here that they sheltered from German bombs, caught out in the open because the siren sounded too late or not at all. And it’s here that elegant silver seaplanes first slipped into the water – the planes that would become the Spitfire.


In the 1930s, Geoff tells me, this was the Silicon Valley of its time, a true hi-tech hub. It was here that the world’s fastest planes were built alongside cutting-edge destroyers and corvettes, and the vital parts for almost every aspect of mechanised modern life. Geoff pulls out a sepia photo of the Supermarine Woolston works taken from the air. Right where we’re standing, by an enormous concrete pillar supporting the thundering traffic of the Itchen Bridge above, this was K Shop, where the very latest in aero technology was bent and shaped for flight.


Southampton and Portsmouth, its neighbour and fierce rival, formed a large and thriving jobs market. Young apprentices would move from factory to dockyard in search of the best wages. The workforce was motivated, highly adaptable and familiar with all the latest manufacturing technology. There really was nowhere better to design and build the Spitfire.


Perhaps it was those twin aspects of the place – its modernity and its instinctive need to lean outward to the world beyond – that made the Luftwaffe raids on the Spitfire factory and the Blitz that followed so traumatic. A city dedicated to making the future was smashed from the air by the latest technology of a merciless enemy.


Since the end of the First World War, politicians, strategists, novelists and film-makers had been scaring the public with the idea of death from the air. Bombers were unstoppable, cities could not be defended. The next major war would be won by the nation with the biggest bomber force. It would pound cities into submission until the people begged their leaders to surrender.


The 1936 science fiction film, Things to Come, written by H. G. Wells and produced by Alexander Korda, imagined a war breaking out in December 1940. A small British city is attacked by a fleet of bombers. Anti-aircraft guns fire desperately, cinemas artfully collapse, a gas main bursts and flames envelop the city. Within minutes there is nothing left but dust and death.


The mood of existential dread was darkened further by newsreel footage of the Condor Legion’s raid on the Basque town of Guernica in April 1937. The sheer destructive power of the German bombers was captured in Guernica, Pablo Picasso’s black-and-white vision of chaos and suffering. His modernist masterpiece toured Europe, shocking audiences in London, Leeds, Liverpool and Manchester. A 1937 report from the government’s Committee of Imperial Defence estimated that a sixty-day aerial bombardment of Britain would kill 600,000, wound 1.2 million and cause a deep psychological impact out of proportion to even these enormous figures.


In the summer of 1940, the people of Southampton could take pride in the fact that these terrible visions had yet to become a reality in Britain. German bombers were mounting mass raids on targets in southern England, but day after day they were challenged by the beautiful, brilliant fighter built on the banks of the Itchen. As long as the workers of Southampton could keep turning out Spitfires, then the Luftwaffe could surely be kept at bay.


When we first began planning our BBC World Service series, Spitfire: The People’s Plane, it was those people that really sparked my interest – the young men and women chucking their lunchtime crusts to the seagulls one moment, throwing themselves to the ground the next. How did they feel, finding themselves abruptly shoved to the front line of a world war? Many were teenagers – factory apprentices or office workers enjoying their first pay packets. They had barely tasted adult life when they huddled behind this slimy slipway, weighing up their chances in the face of death. Should they wait for a lull and make a run for the shelters or stay here, hidden from the strafing machine guns but still vulnerable to the blast of bombs?


Eighty years on, the myth of the stiff upper lip – a useful fiction in the face of overwhelming odds – has ossified into accepted fact. Our collective memory of the Battle of Britain is permanently fixed, populated by a cast of handsome, upper-class pilots and plucky workers always ready for a chorus of ‘Roll Out The Barrel’. It doesn’t leave much room for emotion – for love and hate, boredom or fear. It means that we miss the crucial fact that so many of these Home Front heroes were in their teens and early twenties. Whether they were panel-beaters, draughtswomen or fighter pilots, they were raw and vulnerable. Like most teenagers, they felt every emotion keenly. The highs were higher and the lows lower.


Imagine the ground tremble and kick as bombs drop around you, feel the adrenalin surge as your plane twists and turns to escape the tracer-spitting Messerschmitt on your tail. Add in the confusion of hormones and the tangled emotions of any teenager and you have an intensity of experience that’s almost too much to process.


In writing this book and expanding on the stories we told in Spitfire: The People’s Plane, I want to render those experiences raw once more. Read their diaries or listen to interviews with those who played a part in the Spitfire story and you’ll certainly find plenty of stiff upper lips, but listen again, read a little deeper, and the teenagers beneath reveal themselves; frightened, confused and astonishingly brave.


Writing during the First World War, the French novelist Marcel Proust described how most of us struggle to pinpoint the vital moments that formed our personality. The passing of the years conjure an illusion that our ‘self’ has been created incrementally, by a gradual drip-feed of experience. For the young people in this book, there is no doubt which period of their life transformed their souls, truly made them as men and women or – in so many cases – broke them.


In 2008 the Spitfire pilot Geoffrey Wellum took the BBC’s Clare Balding for his favourite walk around the Lizard peninsula in Cornwall. Geoffrey realised something important during the Battle of Britain, and he was able to confirm it sixty-eight years later. Flying as a teenage pilot in a Spitfire squadron in 1940 was the pinnacle of his life. Nothing since could begin to compare with the heights of ecstasy and depths of depression he experienced back then. He told Clare that medals and memorial fly-pasts didn’t interest him:




Nobody wants a thank you, nobody wants a medal. I think the thing that we want is to be remembered, because that takes in all the people who were shot down and didn’t get a medal and deserved it. We’re not heroes. Don’t give us medals. Just remember us. That’s all.1





In the next few hundred pages you’ll meet the young men and women who built, designed and flew the astonishing aircraft that turned the tide of war. They deserve to be remembered.









Part One


THE BUILDERS









1


The Perfect Target


It’s too loud to chat. The typewriters, dozens of them, rattle and ping. The bass rumble of machinery four floors below flattened every few minutes by the heart-stopping thud of a drop hammer or the shrill shriek of a band saw. Metal against metal.


Just as well, maybe. It’s not as though there’s time to talk to the other girls. The paperwork’s relentless. More and more parts coming in, more and more orders going out. The factory is running day and night, seven days a week, shifts have been increased to seventy hours a week. The factory and every worker in it close to breaking point.


The command from the Ministry is clear: ‘More Spitfires, More Spitfires!’


It’s August 1940 and Joan Tagg has one of the most important jobs in the war. Just turned twenty, she’s a shorthand typist in the Wages Office at the Supermarine factory in Southampton, home of the best fighter plane in the world, the Spitfire.




Most of my work consisted of typing documents relating to the specification of the Spitfire aircraft supplied to RAF stations. I particularly disliked typing statements for the aircraft and parts. Each form had to have six copies, which meant sheets and sheets of carbon paper.1





Joan left Itchen Secondary School in 1938. She wants to train to be a primary school teacher, but for the moment her family need her to bring home a steady wage. Supermarine offered 25 shillings a week and – another big attraction for a keen athlete – a sports club where she could play tennis and netball. At the weekend she joins the young workers pouring into Southampton’s cinemas or dressed up for a night of dancing with Brylcreemed boys at the Guildhall.


Jobs are plentiful in Southampton’s factories and docks, as Britain urgently re-arms. The dark days of the Great Depression of the1930s are gone but, by the summer of 1940, something infinitely more sinister lurks just over the horizon.


Britain stands alone against the Nazis. Hitler’s forces have swept west, through Holland, Belgium and France. Their guns are close enough to shell the English coast. Invasion is imminent, but before the German Army can cross the Channel they need to wipe out the Royal Air Force. They’ve been doing a pretty good job of that, destroying airfields and aircraft on the ground and in the air. By August there’s virtually nothing in reserve. The RAF squadrons desperately need new aircraft, particularly the Spitfire, the fastest and deadliest fighter plane of the war.


That makes Joan and her friends the number one target for the most powerful air force in the world, the Luftwaffe. And that makes for a long hot summer of sleepless nights:




I must admit that I’m getting rather jittery, being constantly on the alert and am also feeling the effects of disturbed nights. Even though planes may not be overhead we do hear gunfire and are constantly up and down to the shelter.2





Four floors below Joan is the source of that low rumble and all that shrieking metal, the factory floor. This is the Woolston works, one of two factories set close together on the banks of the broad River Itchen – Southampton’s industrial waterfront. On the ground floor there’s E shop, where the planes are assembled; P shop, where the wings are made; and K shop, where twenty-year-old Cyril Russell beats the panels that become the Spitfires. He’s been at Supermarine for five years but vividly remembers the intense sights, sounds and smells of his first day:




The wonderment of seeing and being close to aeroplanes in their varied assembly stages! We passed through the Machine Shop with its whine, through the comparative calm of the Wing Shop and then into a gangway to a small wooden and glass office in the middle of a sea of benches, with men banging and hammering pieces of silver coloured metal.3





Cyril, a tall and skinny lad with a broad grin, loves every minute of his life at Supermarine. He enjoys the hustle and bustle and the blokey humour of the factory floor – all ‘left-handed’ screwdrivers, empty threats and cheerful insults – but most of all, he loves the aeroplanes. On his first day at work as a fourteen-year-old ‘handy lad’, he spent his lunch hour running his eyes and hands over a Seagull flying boat. The detail of the construction enchanted him. Seeing how metal and fabric could be somehow woven together to produce something so elegant set Cyril on his course for life. By the summer of 1940 Cyril is with a panel-beating squad, bending the crucial panels for the Spitfire fuselage.


Away from the factory, Cyril sees Joan every Sunday at the Methodist Church. And Cyril carries a torch for Joan’s best friend, Peggy:




I had quite a crush on her, and we had gone to the Grand Theatre together. She was a secretary and known to the lads as ‘the girl in green’ because of the smart green outfit she wore, with a little fur hat. Her name was Peggy. Peggy Moon from Canada Road and a lovelier girl one could not wish to know.4





Peggy Moon from Canada Road and her friend Joan Tagg had gone to school together. Joan left a year earlier than Peggy, but they’re together again as typists on the fourth floor of the factory’s office block. Joan keeps a diary. Until now it’s mostly lingered on film stars, friendships and crushes, but in August and September 1940, she captures the feelings of the workers on the new front line, as Britain comes perilously close to losing the Second World War:




We are very busy at work and it is becoming difficult to complete everything because of these constant interruptions for air raid alarms which mean frequent dashes to the shelter which is beside the railway bank in Sea Road.5





The air raid shelters at Supermarine are 500 metres from Joan and Peggy’s office. To reach them, dozens of typists have to squeeze down four flights of narrow stairs from the top floor. That leads them straight into the flow of hundreds of factory floor workers making their own way to the shelters. Once out of the Hazel Road exit, they have to turn up the hill on Sea Road, cross under the railway bridge and sprint across the open expanse of Peartree Green. Only then do they reach the shelters, half-buried brick buildings squeezed into the only space free between the railway line, the factories and the shipyard next door.


At first the air-raid warnings are a welcome break from work – they’re false alarms or a panicked response to German reconnaissance planes high overhead, but Joan soon gets a frightening sense of the true destructive power of the Luftwaffe.




Tuesday, 13th August 1940: We had a real air raid this afternoon. We reached the shelters and these were shaking as the planes came over, machine gunning and bombing – as we crouched inside they seemed to be swooping low over the shelter. We played the comb and sang to cover the noise – our favourites in these situations, ‘Roll out the Barrel’ and ‘Bless ‘Em All’.6





The Supermarine factory is vulnerable. Southampton is a compact industrial city, turning out vital material for the war effort. There’s the Thornycroft shipyard building corvettes and destroyers for the Navy and the Pirelli factory making cables, pipes and machined parts for all sorts of planes, boats and munitions. As a target, the city is irresistible and frighteningly easy to hit. From their new bases on the French coast, the Luftwaffe can roar across the English Channel in minutes. They can tuck into the coastline of the Isle of Wight before gaining height and turning toward their targets. It’s impossible for the Royal Air Force to guess those targets until it’s too late. Will they head for the radar station at Portland or the coastal airfields? Will they fly north to the industrial Midlands? East to Portsmouth, home of the Royal Navy? Or west to Southampton?


Even if RAF controllers guess correctly and dispatch the Hurricanes and Spitfires to intercept the bomber squadrons, there’s another fundamental problem of geography – Southampton is comfortably within the flying range of Germany’s best fighters. With small fuel tanks, the fearsome Messerschmitt 109s have a strict limit on their time in the air over Britain. They can’t stay with the bombers on raids to the north or the Midlands, but Southampton is close enough for the fighters to keep the Hurricanes and Spitfires busy as the bombers approach their targets.


The factory site has its own fatal flaws too. Phil Pearce, an eighteen-year-old apprentice at Supermarine, spent much of his childhood watching ocean liners and huge freighters come and go up the River Itchen. One particular ship caught his eye:




I can remember a ship that came into the docks from Germany called the Bremen. A seaplane bringing the mail from abroad would be catapulted from this ship. It used to tie up at the jetty by the factory for refuelling and sometimes to be serviced. So, the Germans were well aware of what was produced in the factory and its specific location.7





The main factory building itself, meanwhile, couldn’t have been more obvious. Even a last-minute coat of camouflage paint couldn’t disguise the broad, white Art Deco frontage prominently positioned on the waterfront. And the media hadn’t been shy in telling the world about the exciting new British fighter, with a newsreel crew touring the factory and the assembly hangars in nearby Eastleigh just months before war was declared.


Despite the vulnerability of the factories, nothing is done to improve the shelters or bring them closer to Cyril and Phil on the factory floor or Joan and Peggy in the office. Air raid sirens sound every day, workers scurry for shelter and production stops. As the Battle of Britain rages over southern England, fighters are shot from the sky and the Ministry demands more Spitfires from the Southampton works. The government’s War Cabinet is worried. Too much production time is being lost with the workers sitting in shelters. Supermarine’s management respond to the concerns with a frightening announcement. The horrors of global war edge a little closer to Joan and her friends:




Friday, 23rd August: We have now heard that because so much time is being lost at work we are only to get the warning to leave when danger is imminent! This means that we will have even more perilous gallops to the shelters having come down several flights of stairs from the fourth floor.8





Instructions are issued for the factories to operate a ‘delayed warning system’. This means that public air-raid alarms will be ignored and works sirens sounded only when spotters on the roof see enemy aircraft approaching.


That gives workers hardly any time to reach the shelters. It’s early September now and there are more air raids on Southampton. Factories and dockyards close by are hit by bombs, friends and neighbours are killed and injured. For Joan the tension is unbearable:




Monday, 16th September. Once more the siren sounded and we rushed to the shelter. Unfortunately we had to go the long way round as a bomb had fallen on the path to the shelters. I got a tin can caught on my heel so I was slowed up when climbing the bank. I am not looking forward to going to work tomorrow. We are so busy and I feel that we are likely to be attacked very shortly. I wish they would evacuate us to a safer place.9





Joan’s friend Peggy is transferred to the Itchen Works, the other half of the Spitfire factory. It’s closer to the shelters, but no one feels safe.


The management at Supermarine and the new Ministry for Aircraft Production aren’t blind to the vulnerability of the Spitfire factory. At Castle Bromwich, 130 miles to the north, a massive new factory is being built to make use of the engineering skills of the area’s carmakers, but the team in the Midlands is far from ready. If the Spitfires being shot down right now over southern England are to be replaced, then they can only come from the Southampton plants. The safety of the workforce is not the priority; Spitfires must be built right here until the Luftwaffe makes that impossible. Joan and her friends are about to face the consequences.




Tuesday, 24th September. In the afternoon without warning there was terrific gunfire and we rushed to the window (how foolish).10


No sirens wail. The ‘immediate danger’ hooter is silent: We heard the sound of planes and the whine of bombs and saw all the staff fall to the floor underneath the desks – bosses and all. Found myself laughing. We tried to make our way to the ground floor but the stairs were blocked with those too frightened to venture forth. We finally got to the basement, where we sat on boxes, only to be told by the soldiers on guard – ‘I wouldn’t sit there love, those boxes are full of live ammunition’.11





At Ludlow Primary School, a ten-minute walk from the factory, the children of the workers in the docks and aircraft factories fall to the floor and tuck themselves beneath their desks, just as they’ve been taught. There was no warning, just a terrible roaring as the noise of the anti-aircraft guns and the bombs merged into one horrific wall of sound. The headmistress, Miss Quayle, pushes Rowntree’s Fruit Gums into their mouths with a reassuring cry of ‘Don’t worry girls, it can’t last for ever’.


Back at the Woolston factory, Albert Hatch is engrossed in his work, busy with the final assembly of a Spitfire fuselage, completely unaware of his mates running for their lives:




First warning I heard was a gun going off and I was up in the tail of a Spitfire. Of course I came out of there like a jackrabbit. And made my way to the shelters and that was when all hell was let loose.12





Cyril Russell sprints from K Shop, but it’s too late to reach shelter:




I looked up and to my left, there they were, with the bombs already leaving their racks. I flattened myself into the gutter. The exploding bombs made the ground tremble and kick, and for a moment or so, although it seemed longer, there was just nothing I could do.13





Phil Pearce joins the frantic rush for cover:




I got halfway down the stairs and saw a very large press which I felt would give me more protection so I quickly crawled under it.14





There’s a lull in the raid and Phil makes a run for it, but before he reaches cover the second wave of bombers start their attack:




We were now out in the open – we quickly searched for some form of shelter and we could only find a small section of beach alongside the river . . . so we laid down there. I heard an aircraft and looked up and saw a German bomber flying very low over the river, the next thing I knew was the shingle on the beach flying up around me and I could see the rear gunner as he was strafing the area.15





Joan unfolds herself from the floor, brushes down her skirt and walks toward the shelter, but her route is blocked. Smoke rises from the shelters and the narrow passage way from the Itchen works to the shelters has been hit. She stands and stares in horror as the stretcher bearers stagger by with the dead and injured.


The factories got off lightly. The bombs have missed their target, but across the town forty-two people are dead and sixty-three seriously injured – many buried in the shelters or caught in the open as they ran for cover. As she turns to walk away, Joan is given some devastating news:




My friend Peggy had been one of those killed sheltering beneath the railway bridge. We had on the previous Saturday attended a friend’s wedding and I walked home with Peggy talking about our favourite songs. Peggy’s favourite was ‘Begin the Beguine’ . . . I felt very trembly and could not believe it had all happened.16





Cyril too is devastated:




My foreman came over to me and told me quietly that one girl had been killed. It was the ‘Girl in Green’. Peggy. Peggy Moon.17





Cyril and Joan know that Peggy’s younger sister contracted meningitis just a few weeks earlier. She had been evacuated from the city and died far from her home and family. Another death, so soon, would crush the Moon family. For the Supermarine workers, though, mourning will have to wait. As the smoke clears and fire engines rush to the flattened old fishermen’s cottages behind the factory, the workers are ushered back inside. Joan sits at her typewriter, certain of one thing:




I will not use these shelters again – there are not many standing now anyway – we are all planning different hideouts nearer at hand. Some say they are going to run as fast as they can well away from the factory.18





By Thursday, 26 September, two days after the raid that killed Peggy Moon, Spitfire production is up and running again. There are empty spaces at typewriters and workbenches, but conversation turns to the day ahead, not the dead crushed in their shelters. Spitfire parts are being dipped, doped, bent, rolled and assembled on the factory floor and Joan is busy in the office:




Peaceful morning – managed to catch up on my pile of invoices. We went across the road to the canteen for our tea and I was just raising the cup to my lips when the immediate danger hooter blasted out. With one accord we all rose and rapidly made our way to the exit – like ants from an anthill. We had no intention of trying to reach the shelters. 19





Joan runs back to the office block and takes cover in the basement along with most of the Supermarine management team. This time there would be no mistakes from the German bombers – sixty Heinkel 111 bombers attack in two formations. Close protection comes from sixty Messerschmitt 110 fighters, while the faster, nimbler Messerschmitt 109s fly high to keep the British fighters at bay. The bombers are able to take their time over the target and carpet bomb the area.


Arthur Thompson, an electrician at Supermarine, is in his garden enjoying a rare day off when the sky fills with German aircraft. He watches with mounting horror as they turn toward their target:




All I saw was round about a hundred bombers with a first class fighter escort hovering and hoovering above as cover and the ‘aak-aak’ or shell fire was doing no harm at all. Apparently they started over Bournemouth, but I watched the aircraft come over the Forest, over the factory, drop their bombs and away over Portsmouth and away back home.20





Around seventy tonnes of bombs drop from the Heinkels. Seven bombs hit the Woolston works and one rips open the Itchen factory. Air-raid shelters are hit again and many more bombs fall on surrounding homes and the gasworks across the River Itchen.


Joan huddles in the basement of her office building as the harsh roar of aircraft engines is overwhelmed by the low thud of high explosives:




We fell to the floor and once again suffered the onslaught of bombs while the building shuddered – I found myself repeating the words of a hymn – ‘Faint not Fear, his arms are near’ over and over again.21





Slowly, unsteadily, Joan stumbles from her temporary shelter into the acrid air outside:




I was met with the sight of the factory in ruins under a pall of dust and smoke. The canteen was in flames.22





She rushes up Sea Road past the skeletons of homes to the nearest public shelter – the cellar of the Red Lion pub:




This shelter was full of women and children singing shakily . . . ‘Hear him pecking out his melody, peck, peck, pecking in the same old key’ – The Woody Woodpecker Song. I shall think of this day every time I hear this song in future.23





When the all-clear siren finally sounds, Joan bumps into her father rushing from his shipyard toward the factory. He’d been told that Supermarine was in ruins.


Fifty-five people were killed that day and Spitfire production ground to a sudden halt.


As each British fighter is shot from the sky, there will soon be nothing to replace it. The bare metal bones of aircraft are just visible, crushed among the smoke and twisted metal of the factory. Workers gradually drift back to the ruins to see what can be salvaged. By the time metallurgist Harry Griffiths arrives, recovery teams are already there – searching not for bodies, but for surviving machinery and for those precious Spitfire parts:




The whole of the roof had been smashed to pieces and they were putting the work that was salvageable into boxes and, while they were at it, they were throwing the debris out of the windows. And they were singing their heads off. I don’t know if it was to keep their courage up but they were working like the devil.24





Just one Heinkel and two Messerschmitt 110s are shot down by British fighters. Two Spitfires and one Hurricane are lost in dogfights with the 109s far above the city.


Reports of the raid reach the Ministry for Aircraft Production in Whitehall before the bombers have turned for home. The news has been relayed from deep inside the factory, from supposedly bombproof telephone boxes. As each air-raid begins, volunteers sit inside the steel boxes, grimly nicknamed ‘coffins’, and slam the door shut behind them. It’s not a job that young Cyril Russell envies:




At half a dozen points inside the factory were positioned conical steel structures. They stood about seven feet high, were about one yard diameter at the base and two feet diameter at the domed top cover. A door, hinging outwards, took up roughly a third of the circumference, and slits of about six inches long by half an inch wide were cut to eye-level at four positions.

25





The volunteers survive the raid to telephone in their damage reports. Despite the smashed roof and a vicious carpet of shattered glass, things aren’t quite as bad as they first appear. Three Spitfires nearing completion have been destroyed, another twenty or so damaged, but crucially, the main machine tools are unharmed.


The Minister for Aircraft Production, Lord Beaverbrook, takes the call in Whitehall, steps into his chauffeur-driven car and speeds straight down to Southampton. Beaverbrook knows Britain’s air defences are at breaking point and he needs to survey the damage for himself.


Beaverbrook is a newspaper baron. A tightly wound ball of ego and energy, he’s turned the failing Daily Express into the country’s best-selling newspaper. In the process he’s cultivated a powerful set of friends and confidants from among Conservative politicians. Valuing his reputation for getting things done at any cost, Prime Minister Winston Churchill has just appointed him as Minister of Aircraft Production. Beaverbrook has a clear but far from simple brief – to rapidly increase the supply of aircraft coming out of Britain’s factories. The loss of the Woolston and Itchen works is an enormous blow. Supermarine’s quiet, analytical General Manager, H. B. Pratt, has been badly injured in the bombing so Beaverbrook is met at the factory by a frustrated and angry young firebrand – twenty-eight-year-old Works Engineer Len Gooch:




That evening Lord Beaverbrook arrived here at the works and I was sent for to see this wizen-faced little man and, all of a sudden he started thumping the table and I wasn’t in the mood to be thumped very much on that occasion, having had two days of this, and he thumped the table and said, ‘Look, I want more Spitfires, more Spitfires!’26





Len and his team are battered, bruised and tetchy, but they do have something to offer Beaverbrook. The factory is a clear and obvious target, so why not move the machinery out, to places the Germans can’t spot? A plan has already been drawn up, to move vital machinery out of the factory and into three car-repair workshops nearby.


The idea catches Beaverbrook’s imagination. But it doesn’t go nearly far enough. He barks at Gooch, ‘You’re going to disperse all over the country. Complete dispersal.’27


It’s an extraordinary idea that makes little sense to Gooch. In Germany, the great rival to the Spitfire, the Messerschmitt 109, is being built in just 4,000 man hours by specialist teams on a state-of-the-art production line – much faster than the bombed Southampton factories. Beaverbrook now has a very different ‘handmade’ vision.


Production of the Spitfire must restart immediately, but not in a city-centre factory. It will be ‘dispersed’ – hidden among towns and villages. Hidden among the very people the Spitfire is supposed to protect.


It will be a change that breaks every rule of modern industry, and places thousands of new workers right in the heart of the battle. No one quite knows how it will work, but the promise is made. On the BBC Home Service, Beaverbrook makes a solemn speech to the nation:




We must recognise that the enemy is making preparations for the invasion of Britain. Invasion by land and sea, but principally by the air. How are we going to meet and overcome this danger? By industry, by enterprise, by endurance and by fortitude. And here let me say that all those engaged in the production of aircraft have demonstrated a vast measure of industry and endurance. We have the inspiring knowledge that the aircraft we make will be directed by firm and strong hands. It is our task to assure the pilots that the supply is adequate to necessity and worthy of the men who fly for Britain over the land and over the sea.28
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The Phoenix


An odd sense of relief shuddered through the workforce. The death and destruction was deeply traumatic, but the tension had been released. For Cyril Russell and his friends, the months of waiting for the inevitable, months of fearing the worst, were over:




I went back into the works to collect my tools, and saw for myself that men were busily uprooting the vital jigs, while the almost undamaged Machine Shop was actually working, under a missing roof.1





What Cyril saw wasn’t proof of life; it was the factory’s last spasm before death. Spitfire production on the banks of the River Itchen was at an end. Production had to be restarted from scratch, out of the Luftwaffe’s reach, and twenty-year-old Cyril Russell was set to play a crucial role:




On the following Monday I was informed by the Labour Exchange to report to Hendy’s Garage, just off Southampton High Street, and upon arrival, there were fuselage jigs that had been uprooted from Woolston, and reset in what had been, on the previous Thursday, one of Southampton’s largest garage and car showrooms. So in five days after what had looked like a disaster, I was back building Spitfire fuselages, and I was by no means the only one, or this the only working unit.2





Three garages had been scouted out before the bombing and some machinery and parts transferred in expectation of the destruction. Hendy’s Garage in Pond Tree Lane and Seward’s Garage in Winchester Road were big two-storey buildings with concrete floors connected by a ramp. They would be ideal for fuselage production. Lowther’s Garage in Shirley would be a tool room for the jig borer machines. It was a start, but nowhere near enough to replace the two abandoned factories in the city’s industrial heart.


The Spitfire is a complex, cutting-edge piece of technology, requiring thousands of parts made by highly skilled workers. The idea that production could be parcelled out across southern England, entrusted mostly to an untrained workforce, was, on the face of it, preposterous. The Spitfire’s rival, the Messerschmitt 109, is a similar aircraft in many ways, but its construction is much more straightforward. Both push the boundaries of 1930s aircraft design – they’re constructed from the new light but strong aluminium alloy, duralumin, both boast retractable undercarriages and both house their pilots in enclosed cockpits.


These planes were a huge step forward from the wood and fabric biplanes that formed much of the RAF’s front-line force right up until the late 1930s. In engineering terms, they’re an advance even on the Hawker Hurricane, the backbone of Fighter Command, with their innovative monocoque construction.


Essentially this means that the stresses and strains of the aircraft are supported by the all-metal external skin. This does away with the need for internal struts and wires to maintain the shape and integrity of the aircraft in flight. It’s a construction technique that should make the aircraft easy to make on the kind of production line used for cars and large consumer goods. That’s certainly the route Messerschmitt took at their giant Regensburg factory in Bavaria.


On the Messerschmitt 109, the fuselage frames are integrated with the outer skin and pressed as a large piece of metal. Around thirty pieces could then be bolted together to create the aircraft. The Spitfire, by contrast, required an almost pre-industrial approach, with hand-crafted elements forming around 300 major pieces that had to be fitted together in the final assembly process.3


Even in the purpose-built factories on the River Itchen, this was a slow process, significantly slower than the production lines of Bavaria. Recreating the complex processes in dozens of small workshops around southern England would prove to be an enormous logistical and technical challenge.


So how was it to be done? How could production be dispersed and hidden away from German bombers? Those decisions were being made in the Polygon Hotel. The upper floor of Southampton’s top hotel, much loved by variety stars playing in the Empire Theatre next door, was taken over by Supermarine management and the men from the Ministry.


There was Wilf Elliott, the small and rotund Works Superintendent, Wing Commander Kellett from the Air Ministry, and the spiky and ambitious Works Engineer, Len Gooch. They were joined by two of Lord Beaverbrook’s own men, sent from the Ministry of Aircraft Production to keep an eye on proceedings, a mismatched pair called Whitehead and Cowley.


Those were the officials making the decisions, but it was Denis Webb, the charming but impatient Spare Parts Manager, who had to kick-start the dispersal. Brought up by the sea in Hartlepool, Webb was obsessed with boats and planes from a young age. When he refused to join the family law firm, his father reluctantly supported his application for an apprenticeship at Supermarine, then best known for building flying boats. With the company since 1926, he’d seen it grow from a rich man’s hobby to a vital cog in the British war effort.


Webb’s first job after the bombing was apparently simple – find more premises in Southampton that can receive the surviving jigs and machine tools and get some kind of Spitfire production up and running as soon as possible. Things started pretty smoothly:




I was sent to see the Manager of the Sunlight Laundry in Winchester Road, which was on the outskirts of Southampton, to tell him we were about to requisition his Works and ask him to move out as quickly as possible. I don’t remember any great opposition, although rather naturally the idea wasn’t popular, but they soon began to move all their machinery out.4





George Goldsmith, owner of the laundry, put up no resistance. The laundry machinery was moved out within a few days, but Spitfire production couldn’t restart there instantly:




Sunlight Laundry had got all their stuff out by the weekend, but we found that the roof trusses were absolutely deep in cotton lint, which was festooned everywhere, giving me the answer as to why nothing lasted long when sent to a laundry. It took us all quite a while to get it all cleared off!5





Winchester Road, five miles from the bombed factories on the main route to London, proved a happy hunting ground for Webb. Just next door to the Sunlight Laundry was the Hants and Dorset Bus garage. It possessed the holy grail for Webb – a high ceiling. High enough to house a double-decker bus, and high enough for the enormous frames – or jigs – used to construct the Spitfire’s distinctive leaf-shaped wings. The only problem was, someone had got there first:




My next task was to go and see the Deputy Town Clerk, whose name was Bernard Fishwick, and ask him to shift all the Trailer Pumps of the Fire Brigade out of the Hants and Dorset Bus Garage.6





Trailer pumps are small fire engines that can be towed behind a truck. The whole of the bus depot was filled with these pumps, surrounded by heavy sandbags.




Fishwick refused to clear them out, on the basis that the Fire Brigade Trailer Pumps were of more importance to the town than ‘bloody Spitfires’. My argument that ‘bloody Spitfires’ in adequate numbers could make trailer pumps unnecessary was not accepted, and so I said the matter would have to be referred to Beaverbrook and Company, who would undoubtedly enforce their removal!7





Lord Beaverbrook’s representatives in Hampshire, Cowley and Whitehead, proved themselves willing and able to use their emergency powers to overrule local officials and enforce the seizure of premises:




The Deputy Town Clerk had removed his trailer pumps by the weekend, if I remember correctly, but all the sand bags were still there and we were trying to find out from him where we could dump them – it being anatomically impossible to put it where we would have liked.8





Webb’s travels around Southampton next took him to the back of a cemetery:




Someone told me that there were a row of empty huts behind Hollybrook Cemetery, which might be useful for a Finished Part Store headquarters, and I had a look at them and agreed.





There was only one problem. The huts weren’t connected. To move equipment from one to the other, you’d have to go outside, letting light flood out into the dark of the blacked out city. Webb wasted no time in coming up with a solution:




I went to a local builder in Winchester Road and got him to build a brick passageway, to link up all the Huts at Hollybrook Stores, so that at night there could be free movement between the buildings without having to have light traps on the doors. While in the builders’ office drawing up plans, a woman clerk started to complain that, with Supermarine in Winchester Road, they would get bombed now! I said, ‘Well Woolston had most of it up to now and surely in wartime we should share and share alike.’9





As Webb left the office, he muttered some rude words about this lady, who turned out to be the builder’s wife. This was a tense time in Southampton. It was technically still a town rather than a city and the business community formed a tight-knit web of personal, financial and political connections. When weight was thrown or wives insulted, the word would spread quickly. Denis, though, was a man on a mission; he didn’t feel any particular need to be liked.


By the time Denis had finished his work, the Winchester Road area was a hive of activity. Alongside Supermarine’s new workshops in the Sunlight Laundry, Hants and Dorset Bus Depot and Seward’s Garage, were numerous small, independent companies. Allom Brothers Lighting was producing electrical components for the Spitfire. Round the corner in Emsworth Road, Auto Metalcraft was turning out fuel tanks and air ducts. Even the smallest businesses in the area converted to Spitfire production. Tucked behind a derelict mansion at the junction with St James’s Road was a car repair garage called Light and Law. Don Smith, a fourteen-year-old apprentice at Auto Metalcraft, was sent round there with a message. Hearing an electrical hum, he followed the buzz upstairs. There sat a solitary old man crouched behind a lathe, ‘with a great big heap of parts on the floor beside him’. He seemed to ignore the interruption, so Don nervously asked him what he was doing:




Well, excuse me if I carry on working, son, I’m making parts for the Spitfire propeller and I’m the only one left doing this. If I don’t continue then we aren’t going to win the Battle of Britain.10





While Denis Webb drove the streets of suburban Southampton, bullying and cajoling rightful owners out of their premises, his bosses’ eyes were trained on a map pinned to a bedroom wall in the Polygon Hotel. It showed roads, spreading inland like the fingers of a hand, from Southampton out to a sixty mile radius. There simply weren’t enough suitable buildings in Southampton to produce the Spitfire and the city, with its dockyards and surviving factories, was still a prime target for German bombs. The Luftwaffe may not be able to target Seward’s Garage or the Sunlight Laundry in the same way they could pinpoint the Woolston and Itchen plants, but raids were increasing in intensity and workers were frightened for their lives.


Lacking the deep shelter of London’s underground stations, the people of Southampton had very limited protection from German bombs. Housing was tightly packed around factories and docks, making them vulnerable to high explosives and the incendiary bombs that would inevitably follow. The medieval wine vaults beneath the Old Town were pressed into service for city-centre residents, while those lucky enough to have gardens could build their own corrugated-iron Anderson shelters. Others could huddle in the cellars of pubs or simply hide under their beds and hope for the best.


What Southampton does have in abundance, however, then and now, is wild countryside on its doorstep. City residents could finish their day’s work, pick up some food for their dinner, and trek into the Hampshire Downs or the New Forest, from where, on the worst nights of the Southampton Blitz, they watched their city burn.


To some outsiders this smacked of cowardice. Germany’s radio propagandist, Lord Haw-Haw (born William Brooke Joyce), was heard referring to the ‘trekkers’ in his broadcasts to Britain, portraying them as symbols of a civilian population cracking under pressure. To the Nazi leadership, it seemed only a matter of time before public opinion would force Winston Churchill to negotiate a surrender. To the trekkers themselves, their nightly walks were a perfectly logical response to relentless raids. In the summer, autumn and early winter of 1940, Southampton suffered fifty-seven raids in total, with one fierce firestorm even visible across the English Channel in Cherbourg. The shock of the September raids on Supermarine persuaded the family of shipyard worker Maisie Nightingale to join the nightly trek:




We were going to Bursledon at night and coming back here to Southampton in the mornings. Any vehicle, anything you could get hold of to pick us up, to bring us in. And that’s what we were doing morning and night, going right out of Southampton. And I can remember Lord Haw-Haw saying, ‘we know what you’re all doing, trekking to Bursledon out of the way’.11





Initial briefing documents prepared for the War Cabinet in Whitehall maintained that morale remained high in the bombed industrial cities, but a visit to his Southampton parishioners by the Bishop of Winchester revealed a different picture: ‘I went from parish to parish and everywhere there was fear.’12


Lord Haw-Haw, it seems, had hit upon a painful if unsurprising truth – bombed civilians are frightened. It was a fact confirmed by despatches from the reporters of Mass Observation. This social research project was set up by three Cambridge University graduates in 1937, with the intention of recruiting a panel of volunteer observers to systematically record human activity around Britain. The documentary filmmaker Humphrey Jennings, the South African communist poet and journalist Charles Madge, and the anthropologist Tom Harrisson had observed the abdication crisis of Edward VIII and Mrs Simpson with great interest. They were interested in how the views of the man or woman in the street might differ from the representation of public opinion in the popular newspapers of the day. Their radical response was to actually ask people what they thought. Mass Observation asked volunteers to keep diaries and answer questions about the moral and political issues of the day. How did they feel about the triumph of Fascism, for example, or the truth of horoscopes?


It began as a poorly-funded amateur research project, but when war broke out Mass Observation took on a new importance. For once the government was genuinely interested in what the public thought. How would they respond to rationing or conscription? Were propaganda films believed or dismissed? How long might the British people be willing to fight on alone?


The government set up the Home Intelligence unit of the Ministry of Information in February 1940, led by the pioneering BBC television producer Mary Adams. Her team was tasked with writing weekly reports that tracked the shifts and turns in public mood. They issued their own questionnaires and gathered evidence from Regional Intelligence Officers, and even through postal intercepts, but it was the work of Mass Observation that gave them their most acute insights into public opinion. The unit and the higher echelons of government could use evidence from Mass Observation’s diaries and specially commissioned reports to spot weaknesses in vital public services and monitor the state of national morale.


Mass Observation sent its own young south-coast reporter, Leonard England, to gather public opinion in the wake of the raids that followed the Supermarine bombing. On 4 December he reported ‘a general feeling that Southampton was done for’ and observed, at first hand, a partial evacuation of the devastated city:




Throughout Monday there was apparently a large unofficial evacuation. Two people spontaneously compared the lines of people leaving the town with bedding and prams full of goods to the pictures they had seen of refugees in Holland and Poland. Some official evacuation took place on the Monday, but at the Avenue Hall rest centre a group of fifty waited all the afternoon for a bus to take them out.





From 4.30 p.m., England watched a stream of people leaving the town for the night. As well as capturing his own observations, England drew on the accounts of other Mass Observers:




When Mr Andrews left the train at the docks, he was impressed by the seeming deadness of the town; there were no cars, and hardly any people except those that had left the train with him. But farther out people were moving. The buses were full, men and women were walking with their baggage. Some were going to relations in outlying parts, some to shelters, preceded by their wives who had reserved them places, and some to sleep in the open. ‘Anything so as not to spend another night in there.’13





There were hitch-hikers on the roads out of town and trains full of women and children. Some seemed determined to leave for good but others had little baggage with them, as if they would return soon:




In some neighbourhoods whole streets had evacuated, most people leaving a note on their doors giving their new address; one such notice read ‘Home all day, away all night’.14





Deeply concerned by these transcripts, the government despatched the Inspector-General of Air-Raid Precautions, Wing Commander John Hodsoll, to report on the situation in Southampton. He returned to London with an ugly portrait of a local authority out of its depth, led by a mayor and town clerk he seems to have regarded as incompetent. Petty local rivalries hampered rescue efforts, while the failure of fire-fighting equipment cost time, property and lives. At the height of the intense night raids in November, hundreds of fire-fighters were drafted in from surrounding districts, but incompatible equipment and a lack of water made their job almost impossible.15


When these twin reports later came to the attention of the local Southern Daily Echo newspaper in the 1970s, the response was explosive. Letters to the Echo honed in on Leonard England’s apparent ignorance of the town and his failure to travel much beyond the town centre. His Mass Observation report was slammed as ‘a slander on the town’. That ‘slander’ was magnified just a few weeks later when the Public Records Office released the Hodsoll report to public scrutiny for the first time. Furious local worthies set up the Defence of Southampton Committee to robustly refute the accusations made in the report. Feelings ran so high that the Home Office, under pressure from a local MP, agreed that a statement of rebuttal from the people of Southampton would be filed alongside the Hodsoll report in the National Archives.16


Fifty years on from the 1970s, it seems astonishing how much anger was provoked by these reports. Southampton suffered repeated devastating attacks from the Luftwaffe. Photographs reveal the utter ruin of much of the city centre and docks. An observer described ‘a blazing furnace in which any living thing seemed doomed to perish’. To hear that some citizens were eager to leave, to read the opinion that many could talk of nothing else and seemed ‘dangerously near neurosis’, seems entirely unsurprising. It speaks volumes for the power and persistence of the myth of the ‘Blitz spirit’ that these observations provoked such anger. Alongside bravery there was fear. Alongside stoicism there was confusion, panic and even incompetence. Perhaps today it’s acceptable to admit that.
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