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Group Captain Brian Kingcome. Ninety-two Squadron, Royal Air Force.



BRIAN KINGCOME

On one relatively quiet day late in the Battle of Britain, Ninety-two Squadron was finally scrambled in the mid-morning with Brian Kingcome in the lead. Vectored to intercept enemy raiders over Maidstone in Kent, the British pilots located the German formation, broke it up, and sent them packing for their French base. It had been a typical operation for Brian, a brief, successful encounter. With his ammunition used up, he headed back towards Biggin Hill, having found himself in that strange yet familiar empty-sky phenomenon, except for three Spitfires in the far distance, seconds after the air fight. Now it was midday and the weather was glorious; the sky cloudless. He had missed breakfast and was hungry. “I put my nose down to head straight for home and lunch, but then thought I might as well kill two birds with one brick and decided to throttle back and practice a ‘dead stick’ forced landing; one with simulated engine failure.

“It was breathtakingly stupid behaviour. The skies of Kent were at all times a hostile environment, whatever the illusion of emptiness, yet here was I, as operationally experienced as anyone, casually putting at risk my aircraft and my life—a vital, valuable piece of equipment and a trained pilot, each disproportionately crucial, with supplies of both dwindling fast. I can only put the action down to an overconfidence fostered by constant exposure to the dawn-to-dusk rotation of ‘take off, climb, engage, land, refuel, rearm, take off, climb, engage . . .’ two, three or sometimes four times a day, familiarity reducing what had begun as exciting, adrenaline-pumping action to mere routine. I had grown blasé. Perhaps I needed to be shot up to reawaken me to reality.

“And here I was, oblivious to danger, admiring the view, enjoying the sensation of speed as I pushed the nose down towards distant Biggin Hill, forgetting the fighter pilot’s golden rule to watch his tail however safe he thought he might be—always to watch his tail. I was sailing in a dream when my reveries were rudely shattered by an almighty thump to the back of the right leg. It came as a bit of a shock to one who believed himself alone with 20,000 clear feet between himself and other human company. Worse was to follow: a rattling clatter as if someone were violently shaking a giant bucket full of pebbles close to my ear. Still it took me a further moment or two to realize that this sound was the jarring impact of bullets striking in and around my cockpit. Glancing down at my leg, I saw blood welling out of the top of my flying boot, and knew that what had felt like a thump from a blunt instrument had also been a bullet. I felt no pain. With bullet wounds the pain comes later.

“I jerked myself around, but could see no sign of anything except the three Spitfires I had noticed before. Now they drew alongside, peered at me briefly, then peeled away. Whether they had mistaken me for a German, or whether they were white knights who had shot someone else off my tail, was something I was never to know. I was left with blood flowing out of the top of my flying-boot and my ailerons gone suddenly sluggish.

“Here was just the sort of situation I had often mentally rehearsed, behaving with dignity, competence, and calm, emulating those phlegmatic First World War movie heroes of The Dawn Patrol and Hell’s Angels sitting imperturbably in smoke-filled cockpits, nonchalantly saluting their opponents as, engulfed in flames, they began a long spiral to a fiery death. I regret to say I failed dismally to match the image of the Errol Flynn prototype. I was panic-stricken, gripped in a blind, paralyzing terror. This could not be happening to me. This only happened to the other Chap! For what felt like a century, though it could only have been a few moments, I sat rigid and disbelieving, my stomach churning. Here was the real thing. This was what it felt like. All at once I had become the other chap for whom I had always felt sorry, though I had never lost any sleep about it.

“The effect was devastating: one minute relaxed and carefree, in total control with nothing more dramatic in mind than a simulated forced landing and the day’s lunch menu; the next, inhabiting a doomed aircraft at 20,000 feet, losing blood at a rate that suggested consciousness might slip away at any moment with death following within minutes. Death: so far I had managed to keep him discreetly imprisoned in the back of my mind, vague and ill-defined, a subject fit for black humour, not to be taken too seriously. Now he became a terrifying reality so close I could smell him. Or was this simply the smell of my own fear, unlocking feelings I thought I had defused and put safely aside?”

Then the panic was gone; Brian was calm, his thoughts rational. The fear, however, was still present, but now it was working for him. His adrenaline was pumping and his brain working efficiently again. He quickly evaluated the situation and realized he had two options: either stay with the airplane in the hope that he could bring it back to Biggin without the control cables parting at the last minute when he was too low to jump, or simply bail out to, hopefully, save himself. The success of this latter choice depended on his opening his parachute before passing out from loss of blood, and then not bleeding to death on the way down. His imagination kicked in at that point with visions of jumping into freezing, hostile space . . . but, all things considered, bailing out seemed to him his best option. Still, the Spitfire was not on fire and was reasonably stable and he still felt secure in the cockpit. It was only the blood loss that motivated him to leave that formerly cozy environment.
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Group Captain Brian Kingcome in his Spitfire cockpit, and members of No Ninety-two Squadron at RAF Biggin Hill in 1940.

Now he had to quickly assess the possible ways of bailing out. Going over the side was probably not the best choice due to the risk of being blown back onto the tailplane and maybe cut in half, which had been the fate of at least one fighter pilot. A better way, supposedly, was to roll the airplane on its back, jettison the canopy, undo the straps and leads, and allow gravity to take over. But with aileron problems, Brian was not keen to trust the rolling maneuver. He decided instead to dump the canopy, undo the straps etc., and shove the control column hard forward, which he hoped would catapult him out of the cockpit. He got as far as undoing his straps when he was sucked from the airplane and thrust like a rag doll into space, tumbling uncontrollably. The forces acting on him were brutal and literally bruising. He later estimated that he had left the Spitfire at between 350 and 400 mph, but soon slowed to the terminal velocity of the human body falling through space, about 120 mph. He felt relaxed, and the lack of oxygen and his blood loss were shielding him from fear. There was no sense of falling or wind. In a semiconscious state he plunged earthward, with no real sense of how long he had been free-falling or how far he had fallen. He was somehow reminded that he had lost a lot of blood and had to get down fast. Then he recalled that the flight had climbed through a layer of cumulus cloud at about 4,000 feet and thus knew that he could fall about 15,000 feet before he had to open his parachute. He seemed to recall too, that his own parachute had been away for routine inspection that morning and he had grabbed the nearest available one as he left for the dispersal. One of the parachute packers had warned him that that one too was due for inspection and he ought to take another one, but he couldn’t be bothered, believing, as most pilots seemed to do, that they were invulnerable.

The moment came to open the ’chute and when he pulled the rip cord it worked just as it had been designed to do. “There was only a split second in which to wonder whether I had made a bad choice of parachute before, with a satisfying crack, it snapped open and braked my downward rush with a bone-cracking jerk” and he began slowly descending towards the lush patchwork countryside of Kent. His senses cleared somewhat and he noticed that he had instinctively pulled the rip cord just hard enough to release the canopy while retaining the cord itself. The natural reaction when bailing out was to pull the rip cord as hard as one could and then toss it away as it came off in your hand. It had been drummed into him though, to keep the thing or be charged ten shillings, nearly a day’s pay, if you failed to bring it back. Ten shillings was the equivalent of a night out in London or four nights in the local pubs. He had been well trained. He recalled the descent as he approached the ground from several hundred feet above it. “I dangled in the harness, swaying gently, studying the ground beneath me. What astonished me was not what I could see—I was used to that—but what I could hear: the sounds that rose up to me from the ground. I was accustomed to a noisy cockpit and earphones that cut out all other sound, but now, as I drifted down the last thousand feet or so, the silence was broken by car horns, by cattle lowing, even by human voices, which came up to me with startling clarity. As I floated down over open farmland I could see below me a small group of agricultural workers armed with pitchforks and other businesslike farm implements heading across to the field towards which I was drifting. For the first time since parting company with my aircraft I began to feel a definite alarm. There had been stories of parachuting Allied airmen being beaten up and, on one occasion, even killed by incensed locals, working on the patriotic assumption that if they had been shot down then they must be the enemy. To complicate matters, I was wearing a German Mae West [that] I had commandeered from the body of the crew member of the Ju 88 [that I had shot down previously]. Apprehensively I gazed down at the group who gazed up at me, gripping the formidable tools of their trade.”

Brian landed hard, permanently damaging a disc in his back and knocking the breath out of him, but he managed to sit up quickly and pull the German life-jacket off to show the farm workers his RAF uniform. Fortunately, they smiled and seemed friendly, having seen his Spitfire crash nearby. One of them offered, “We’d better get you to a hospital before you bleed to death” staring at Brian’s blood-soaked trouser leg. Once again he was to suffer excessively and needlessly at the hands of a less than competent surgeon who, in probing along the track of the bullet wound, cut through a blood vessel. The act caused the two ends of the vessel to spring apart, whereupon he lost them. He then complicated the situation further by cutting down the leg in search of the missing items. Failing to locate them he elected to simply stuff the wound with dressing, sew it up and cover the leg in plaster. When Brian regained consciousness and learned from a concerned nurse what had been done to him, he got word to the station adjutant at Biggin Hill and got himself transferred to a hospital near the base where a more skilful surgeon located the bullet by x-ray and removed it through a small incision. After a six-week recovery Kingcome was back with his squadron.

While Brian waited to become fit enough to be operational again, Ninety-two Squadron received a new commander, Johnny Kent, a well-known and accomplished Canadian who had recently commanded one of the Polish fighter squadrons. Early in spring 1941, the squadron was detached to RAF Manston on the Kentish coast to protect that hot little corner of England.

The pilots of RAF Fighter Command had gone on the offensive and were flying regular sweep attacks on targets in German-occupied France. The British fighter force was growing in strength while the Luftwaffe was weaker in the west, having had to transfer many units to the Soviet front, leaving the Channel front with less German protection. Looking to capitalize on an opportunity to gain air supremacy in the Channel area, the Royal Air Force was poised to take advantage of any such openings.

Since June 1941, the two powerful and modern German pocket battleships, Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, and the battle cruiser Prinz Eugen, had been sheltering in the French port of Brest. They had been bottled up there and under frequent attack by RAF Bomber Command aircraft, while the harbor was blockaded by continuous Royal Navy submarine patrols. The British were protecting their convoy traffic in the Channel from attack by these German warships and, though the bombing raids on the warships were largely ineffectual, they did serve to keep the threat of these menacing enemy vessels contained for the time being.
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The remains of a painted RAF eagle on a wall at Fowlmere near Cambridge.

Concerned that the Allies were planning to open a new war front in Scandinavia, Hitler ordered that the three German warships be moved from Brest to Norway via Germany. If they were routed around Scotland, they faced the possibility of a battle with units of the British Home Fleet, then stationed at Scapa Flow, in the Orkneys. If, on the other hand, they were sent through the English Channel, they would be exposed to the attentions of the RAF, to British warships and coastal gun batteries. They chose the latter option, believing that, with the support and protection of the Luftwaffe fighter force, their battleships and battle cruiser could make a successful “Channel Dash,” which they called Operation Thunderbolt.

It was Group Captain Victor Beamish, then commander of RAF Kenley, west of Biggin Hill, who, on February 12, 1942, was flying an impromptu sweep into France with another Kenley Spitfire pilot, when he happened to spot and report a little flotilla of E-boats and destroyers escorting the three German warships off the coast near Le Touquet.

Robert Stanford Tuck, then wing commander at Biggin Hill, had asked Brian Kingcome to take command of Seventy-Two Squadron which, at that point, was on temporary detachment at Gravesend, one of Biggin’s satellite airfields, where the squadron that day was on “thirty minutes” availability status. Ensconced in their quarters at Cobham Hall, home of the Earl of Darnley, the officers of the Seventy-Two read newspapers and tried to catch up on some sleep that morning, until noon when the telephone rang bringing them to readiness. Moments later they were at the dispersal and ordered to “cockpit standby.”

Confusion reigned throughout Fighter Command over the next half hour as to what was actually happening in the Channel. Over that period, Kingcome was given four different sets of instructions before finally being ordered to take off immediately and head for Manston at full throttle, where he would meet four more Spitfire squadrons in the air over the base. The other squadrons would form up behind Seventy-Two Squadron, all of which Kingcome would command. When they rendezvoused, six Fleet Air Arm Swordfish torpedo bombers would be scrambled from Manston, to be escorted by the wing of Spitfires to the Straits of Dover where some enemy naval activity was evidently under way. Several British motor-torpedo boats were known to be engaging a German E-boat flotilla there. Kingcome considered all of this on the way to Manston and thought about the Fairey Swordfish biplane, which, in his view, was “a testimony to the navy’s attachment to the prehistoric: antediluvian airplanes with fixed undercarriages and three crew members crammed into two open cockpits. They had been designed to function as torpedo carriers and this was a task they could just about manage, though the weight of a torpedo left them with a top speed of between 85 and 90 knots—about or below the stalling speed for most other aircraft of their generation.”

He knew too, that there was no shortage of guts, heroism, and dedication among the crews of the Fleet Air Arm and that, to some extent at least, counterbalanced the obvious deficiencies of their aircraft. This was shown in a naval action of May 1940 when the great German battleship Bismarck, easily superior in most respects to the capital ships of the Royal Navy, out-ran and outshot the British warships that were trying to sink her. It took a torpedo attack by the obsolescent Swordfish from the carrier HMS Ark Royal, with an admittedly lucky strike when one of the weapons hit Bismarck in her rudder, seriously damaging her steering gear, to pave the way for the British warships Rodney, Dorsetshire, and King George V to finally send her to the bottom.
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RAF gun camera record of the downing of a German twin-engined fighter.

As Kingcome, in the lead of nine other Spitfires, arrived over Manston, he was surprised to find the six Swordfish biplanes already airborne and orbiting the airfield. He was more surprised to discover that none of the other Spitfire squadrons scheduled for the operation had appeared. As soon as they spotted the Spitfires, the Swordfish pilots straightened and headed off without waiting for any more Spitfires to show up. Brian was surprised yet again when the Swordfish flight set course due east rather than south towards Dover, as he had expected. The torpedo bombers were heading out over the North Sea at wave-top height; the sea was rough and immediately overhead lay thick, intermittent cloud cover, which made the visibility only 200 yards at best. As the top speed of the Swordfish was only equal to the stalling speed of the Spitfire, the only way the small Spitfire force could maintain visual contact with the Swordfish, without spinning into the sea, was to weave behind the torpedo planes in large figure eights. Had the other Spitfire squadrons arrived as planned, the coordination of their movements might well have proven disastrous.

A few moments away from the English coast, the Spitfires were attacked by enemy fighters but the British pilots quickly repelled them without sustaining any casualties. Shortly after the encounter, Brian sighted “the most magisterial warship you could have imagined. Its sinister beauty and overpowering menace were palpable. Mentally I began to . . . congratulate the Royal Navy. At last, it seemed they had made a dramatic move up-market and got themselves a real ship of battle for the present and future.” Then it seemed that every gun in the mighty warship opened up in Brian’s direction. The Royal Navy did have a reputation among airmen for shooting first and asking questions afterwards. But the six Swordfish bore in on the great vessel without the slightest hesitation. Their intent was clear. The Spitfire pilots were uncertain; some thought they might be about to witness a torpedo attack on a capital ship of the British fleet.

At that point the big ship lowered her guns and began firing shells and salvos into the sea ahead of the approaching Swordfish. Huge towers of white spray erupted in front of the plodding torpedo planes which, somehow, were able to dodge the worst of the gunfire. Brian thought that one of the Swordfish had been hit, but he wasn’t sure about it. The small troup of Swordfish never faltered. They drove on until reaching torpedo range. There was nothing the frustrated Spitfire pilots could do to help. And then Kingcome and the British fighter pilots were bounced by a swarm of Me 109s.

The fourth surprise of the day for Brian was the appearance of a new German fighter in the midst of the 109s; it was his first contact with the Focke-Wulf Fw 190, an impressive, radial-engined single-seater about which the pilots of the Seventy-Two had not yet been briefed. He later learned that the German commander in the air was General of the Fighter Arm Adolf Galland, probably the Luftwaffe’s most celebrated fighter leader and one of its greatest fighter pilots.

Of the six Swordfish, none survived the attack. Of the eighteen Swordfish aircrew, five were later rescued from the water. After dealing with the audacious torpedo planes, the mighty battle cruiser Prinz Eugen rejoined the Scharnhorst and Gneisenau and the three of them, together with their protective flotilla, moved on to vanish in the North Sea gloom.

The Spitfires had been airborne for just over an hour when they landed back at Gravesend, some of them shot up from the encounter with the enemy fighters. The operation had been an utter disaster for the British, whose intelligence facility had been entirely outfoxed by the enemy, as evidenced by the decision to employ the six Swordfish in a hopeless cause on a suicidal mission against three such formidable warships, wasting the lives of all but five of the air crewmen. The British military planners had been fooled too, after the RAF’s last bombing attack on the German battleships in Brest harbor appeared to have damaged the vessels sufficiently for the British to call off their surveillance and blockade of the harbor. The Germans had pulled off a magnificent ruse by cosmetically dressing the decks of the warships with debris to make them look from the air as though they had suffered severe damage. British photo interpreters took the bait and the planners did just as the Germans thought they would. After clearing the decks, the enemy warships were able to steal out of Brest on their Channel Dash. Of the Swordfish crews, the navigation officer of Scharnhorst later stated, “Their bravery was devoted and incredible. They knowingly and ungrudgingly gave their all to their country and went to their doom without hesitation.”

In the summer of 1942, Brian Kingcome was posted to Kenley to take over as Wing Commander Flying. His Command was known as the “Canadian Wing” and was made up of Nos. 401, 402, 412 and 416 Squadrons and, at last, he felt he had landed in a virtually perfect situation. The Station Commander at Kenley then was Group Captain Richard Atcherley, a man Brian liked and respected, and he had charge of four fine Spitfire squadrons.

The job of the Kenley Wing was twofold: fighter sweeps penetrating as far over France as they could go, attempting to lure German fighters into combat; the other to provide fighter escort protection for the heavy bombers of the U.S. Army Air Force in their daylight bombing missions at a point in the war when the Americans could muster relatively few planes and crews to face a powerful Luftwaffe on the defensive. Due to the still quite limited range of the Spitfires available at the time, Kingcome’s pilots could only shepherd the bombers during the first, and least vulnerable, portion of their missions, or rendezvous with them for that same part of the return trip. For the rest of the journey, the bomber crews were largely on their own, reliant on their own gunners and their clever “box” formations for protection through maximum cross fire.

At about this time, some RAF fighter squadrons were beginning to be equipped with a significantly improved Spitfire, the Mk IX. It featured a new Merlin engine, the 61, with a two-stage, two-speed supercharger which overcame one of the Spitfire’s few weaknesses. Previously, the airplane simply began to run short of power as it climbed through about 15,000 feet and the thinning air robbed the earlier Merlin of energy. This engine produced a whole new power regime for higher altitudes as the new supercharger kicked in around the limits of the old engine, enabling the plane to operate efficiently at far higher altitudes. In August, Kingcome’s 402 Squadron was the first in his wing to be equipped with the Mk IXs and, as Wing Commander, he immediately commandeered one for his personal aircraft and had it marked with his initials as part of the fuselage code. “The first time I flew the Mark IX I could hardly believe the experience. The effect was magical. I had expected an increase in power, but nothing to match the reality. To enhance the dramatic effect, the second stage cut in automatically without warning. One minute I was, relaxed and peaceful, as I climbed at a leisurely pace towards15,000 feet, anticipating a small surge of extra power as I hit the magic number. The next minute it was as though a giant hand had grabbed hold of me, cradled me in its palm—like a shot-putter his weight—and given me the most terrific shove forwards and upwards. The shock was so great that I almost baled [sic] out. It literally took my breath away. It was exhilarating, a feeling I could never forget. I yearned at once for a chance to demonstrate this astonishing new tool to the Germans.”
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Group Captain Brian Kingcome, who commanded Ninety-two Squadron at Biggin Hill.

Another organization then receiving the new Mk IX Spitfires was the American Eagle Squadron, actually composed of three squadrons (No 71 stationed at Debden, Essex, No 121 at North Weald, Essex and No 133 at Biggin Hill). The Eagles had been formed of American volunteer fliers in the days before the United States had entered the war. They were squadrons of RAF Fighter Command and their pilots wore the RAF uniform and flew its aircraft. After the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941, the United States declared war on Japan and Germany, and with the presence of the U.S. Army Air Force in Britain, the Eagles would soon transfer to the USAAF and become the Fourth Fighter Group, based at Debden, an outfit that would finish the war as the highest scoring American fighter group in the European Theatre of Operations. For most (but not all) of the Eagles, the transfer was not mandatory; they could if they wished remain with the RAF, and some did so despite the better pay of pilots in the USAAF. One of these was Carroll “Red” McColpin, the commander of 133 Squadron. “I knew that a big mission to Morlaix was coming up, but I’d been ordered to transfer to the USAAF. Ordered. I kept delaying it week after week.

“We were down at Biggin Hill, but 133 was being moved up to Great Sampford, near Debden. The mission was being laid on . . . then off . . . then on again. I decided I wouldn’t go and leave the outfit until the mission was over with. I was gonna lead that mission. Then General ‘Monk’ Hunter called up from Fighter Command Headquarters of the Eighth Air Force and said, ‘I understand you haven’t transferred,’ and I said, ‘Yes sir.’ He just said, ‘Well you get your butt in there and transfer, right now!’ To which I came back, ‘Sir, I’m waiting for this Morlaix mission and I’m trying to keep enough boys in here to run it ’cause it’s a big one.’ ‘To heck with that . . . you get in there and transfer,’ Hunter replied. ‘Well, sir,’ I said, ‘You understand that I’m in the Royal Air Force, sir, and I have an ops instruction which says we are going to Morlaix when they lay it on. I’m the CO here, and I’ve got my squadron on the line.’ With that he snorted and hung up. About an hour later I got a call from an air marshal in the group. ‘McColpin, do you take orders from me?’ I said, ‘I certainly do, sir. Yes, sir.’ That’s how I came to transfer over.”

When the Morlaix raid was finally laid on it was a disaster and a tragic way for the Eagles to bow out of the Royal Air Force.

British pilot Gordon Brettell was made commander of 133 and led the Morlaix mission in place of McColpin.

The mission called for the Eagles, along with other Fighter Command Spitfire squadrons, including Brian Kingcome’s, to escort American bombers in an attack on a Brest peninsula target. They were to cross the widest part of the English Channel and fly over a heavily defended area. At Great Sampford, 133 Squadron awaited transfer into the American Air Force, but they would still fly the Morlaix mission before the transfer came about. They, along with the other Spitfire squadrons, were sent down to Bolt Head, a blustery and desolate forward airfield on cliffs between Dartmouth and Plymouth, Devon. At Bolt Head they were to be refueled and briefed for the mission, and join up with the other squadrons. On the flight from Great Sampford down to Devon the weather was deteriorating and began to threaten the impending mission.

Crucially, without the leadership and discipline of Red McColpin that day, the pilots of 133 were overly nonchalant and cavalier. Most of them didn’t even attend the briefing for the raid. Gordon Brettell and one other pilot were the only ones briefed. In the briefing, they were told, incorrectly, that there would be a thirty-five knot headwind at their cruising altitude of 28,000 feet. Incredibly, the exact take-off time of the bombers, and the time for their rendezvous with the fighters were unknown and not provided in the briefing. McColpin had a reputation among the Eagle commanders as a brilliant planner with exceptional attention to detail. Those qualities were blatantly missing on the day of the Morlaix raid. Even the takeoff of the fighter mass was chaotic, with a number of near-collisions; the pilots received incorrect instructions about radio frequencies and some neglected to bring their maps and escape kits.

Thirty-six Spitfires were airborne from Bolt Head, fitted with auxiliary fuel tanks and en route to meet the bombers. Kingcome: “We had been flying for hardly more than five or ten minutes before a layer of cloud began to gather below us. It was thick and mountainous and the sea was entirely concealed by the time we were half-way across the Channel. For about twenty-five minutes we continued climbing steadily until we had reached to around 20,000 feet and were, by our calculations, directly above the French coast. We then went into a gentle orbit as we began to scan about us for the Flying Fortresses. The sky seemed empty, but then I spotted them a long way to the south, little more than dots on the horizon and evidently forced up by the towering clouds to about the same altitude as ours. I thought it odd that they were so far from the target area. Then, as we watched, they turned northeast and headed for home. The heavy cloud cover must have made them abort the raid. We then turned for home ourselves.”

After flying due north for roughly a half hour, Brian and the other Spitfire pilots thought they must be nearing the English coast, but the massive cumulus clouds were stretching ahead and below, seemingly without a break. On the outbound flight the sky over England had been clear. They had been climbing slowly to 20,000 feet and now, they had been flying straight and level at that altitude and should certainly be at or inbound of the coast and the sky should have been clear. He knew that in the hour or so that they had been airborne, the weather could not possibly have changed that dramatically. The other thing that worried Brian was his inability to get a response from ground control each time he tried. He knew ground control would be listening for a call from him and was puzzled by their failure to respond.

Contrary to the Met officer’s briefing prediction of a thirty-five knot headwind on the course of the fighters to Morlaix, both the bombers and the fighters had been shoved along by a 100-knot tailwind. Far ahead of the fighters, above the solid cloud cover, the bombers had unknowingly flown across the Bay of Biscay and continued on to the Pyrenees mountains where they realized their predicament and dumped their bombloads. They then turned for home and spotted their Spitfire escort. By that time, all of the bombers and fighters had ceased to register on English radar plots and any communications between their bases in England and the fighters and bombers was hopeless.

The Spitfires had been in the air for more than two hours and, convinced that they had to be near their bases, began to let down through a gap they found in the cloud cover . . . except for Kingcome and his squadron. “I was sorely pressed to follow, but . . . found myself hesitating. Perhaps I was being too clever by half. The time element, alongside the fact that the coast was south-facing, surely confirmed that this could be nowhere else than Devon. There could not be another south coast within a hundred miles. Nevertheless the inconsistent weather pattern and ground control’s sphinx-like silence continued to feed my profound unease. I decided that 401 Squadron ought to press on.”

The flying range of the Spitfires was between two and a quarter and two and a half hours. There was still no response from ground control. Moments later, the cloud began to thin, to Brian’s intense relief. But when it cleared he found that the squadron was over an endless expanse of ocean. Now he definitely doubted his earlier reasoning and began to think that they must be out over the Irish Sea. He had visions of losing the entire squadron as, one by one, they ran out of fuel and were forced to bail out. The situation had become desperate.

The Spitfire pilots of the Eagle Squadron, meanwhile, had followed a different course and, in the belief that they were near their base, began letting down through the murky cloud cover. As the visibility cleared, they sighted a coastline and assumed it was England. It was France and they soon crossed over the harbor at Brest through a terrifying flak barrage. In only a few moments ten Spitfires were lost, shot down or forced down through lack of fuel, with four of the pilots killed and six captured, among them the leader, Gordon Brettell. Another Eagle Spitfire had had to abort after taking off, due to mechanical trouble. Their twelfth Spit crash-landed in France, but the pilot evaded capture and made it safely back to England. Brettell became a prisoner of war in Stalag Luft III and was one of those involved in the “Great Escape.” Recaptured, he was one of the fifty prisoners later murdered by the Nazis for his part in the escape attempt.

The situation now seemed hopeless to Brian. Logic seemed of no value and he chose to simply rely on instinct. They would press on.

Shortly after that decision, he heard an all but inaudible crackle in his earphones which then became, “Hello, Brian. Hello, Brian. This is ground control. Are you receiving me? Over.” The voice told him that he was still about eighty miles south of base, to fly due north and to carefully watch his fuel. With plenty of altitude, he throttled back to minimum revs and set up for a long, shallow descent towards Bolt Head. They made it with only one pilot running out of fuel and having to bail out short of the coast.

Many years later, the true cause of the Morlaix disaster was discovered: the odd phenomenon we know today as the “jet stream,” strange bands of air moving at high speed at altitudes above 20,000 feet, which can sometimes create unpredicted tailwinds that can propel an aircraft along at 100 mph (or more) faster than its top speed.

The Morlaix mission had produced tragic consequences for the Eagle Squadron pilots and was a sad and inglorious final action on which to depart from the RAF. For Brian Kingcome and his pilots, it so nearly brought an equally disastrous end.

[image: images]

One of the few remaining airworthy Mk 1 Spitfires, this example underwent an eightyear total restoration which was completed in 2008. It is seen here over Oxfordshire in the English midlands.
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