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To all the pilots and gunners who flew and fought in two-seater
fighters during both world wars.



BBC: ‘If circumstances so forced you to live through that period again, being in the same position and the same command, would you have done anything differently?’

Hugh Dowding: ‘Well, all I can say is, she would have been my uncle.’

BBC interview with Hugh Dowding, Commander-in-Chief of Fighter Command during the Battle of Britain, 12 July 1968 (And if my auntie had balls she would be my uncle. It is fruitless to speculate about counterfactual situations).
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INTRODUCTION

I GREW UP NEAR Hawkinge airfield on the Kent Downs overlooking the harbour town of Folkestone. Today it is the site of a Battle of Britain air museum. Across the road is a cemetery where the gravestones of both RAF and Luftwaffe aircrews are neatly laid out side by side. This is the final resting place of twenty-eight-year-old Arthur ‘Arch’ Hamilton, who was killed just after 12 p.m. on 19 July 1940. On that day he was an air gunner with No. 141 Squadron, which suffered the greatest loss of life and aircraft in a single combat during the Battle of Britain.

I have long been fascinated by the story of No. 141 Squadron and the massacre of the Hawkinge ‘Defiants’. I was led to believe that the pilots and gunners died in vain because they were flying a flawed aircraft. But when I began uncovering the truth about what really happened on that day I discovered that there was much more to this story and to the part played in the Battle of Britain by Fighter Command’s newest fighter, the Boulton Paul Defiant.

In the spring of 1940 all that stood against a Nazi invasion were three front-line fighters. Much has been written of the heroic feats and sacrifices of the RAF pilots who took off in their Spitfires and Hurricanes against the larger Luftwaffe air forces. But what of the third British fighter, the Defiant?

The genesis of Britain’s first monoplane fighters reflected RAF thinking that Germany would send waves of heavy, undefended bombers to attack British cities. It was a strategy rooted in the experience of the First World War when Britain had been left almost defenceless against the Zeppelins and long-range biplane bombers of the German air force which had set ablaze British towns and cities.

But British military aviation thinking was bitterly divided. On one side of the argument was the Air Ministry, supported by former First World War fighter pilots, who wanted to confront the bombers using the newly developed state-of-theart machine gun turrets; on the other was the dour, but meticulous, head of Fighter Command, Hugh Dowding, who favoured single-engine fighter planes with guns in the wings.

The aircraft which partly accommodated both views was the Boulton Paul Defiant – a single-engine, two-seater monoplane with a revolving machine gun turret housed behind the pilot and operated by a gunner.

As late as 1938 Sholto Douglas, the Assistant Chief of the Air Staff, ordered Dowding to equip fifteen of his squadrons with Defiants.

After the Defiants’ spectacular successes over Dunkirk, Fighter Command came under even greater pressure to throw more Defiant aircraft into the battle. By the preliminary stages of the Battle of Britain, the Air Ministry still hoped to build enough Defiants to turn the fortunes of the war in favour of Britain and blast the Nazi bombers out of the skies.

The Defiants’ kill-rate had also partly helped convince Hitler and his generals that before the Germans could launch an invasion against Britain the Luftwaffe must have total air superiority. But opposition from Fighter Command as well as crippling production hold-ups meant the Boulton Paul Defiant was unable to fulfill its promise. After sustaining heavy losses, the turret fighter was later unceremoniously withdrawn from the front line of the Battle of Britain. Discarded as an RAF embarrassment, the Defiants’ story was not allowed to mar the glorious victory won by the Spitfire and the Hurricane.

RAF high command, whose negligence contributed to the losses of the Defiant crews, shamelessly distanced itself from its third Battle of Britain fighter. The public was encouraged to believe that the Defiants’ success over Dunkirk only came about because the Luftwaffe fighter pilots mistook them for Hurricanes and, attacking them from behind, the Germans had fallen prey to the rear-firing turret machine guns.

But this, and many other stories which have grown up around the Defiant, masks some very inconvenient truths.




PROLOGUE

TODAY IT IS impossible to imagine the excitement and exhilaration of those heady years of the first man-made flight. American brothers Orville and Wilbur Wright harnessed the soaring spirit of humankind by turning the dreams of the pioneer aviators into a wonderful reality. That first historic flight of 1903 covered just 852 feet and lasted 59 seconds. Yet only six years later the French flier Louis Blériot had piloted an aircraft which carried him across the English Channel.

During these early days of experimental flight, the British and German contribution to aviation achievement was almost conspicuous by its absence. That emphatically changed with the conflagration of the Great War, sucking in all human endeavour to the ultimate contest of nations.

Great Britain had started slowly and initially relied on the French aircraft industry, especially for engines. When the country went to war in July 1914, the British ‘air force’ numbered no more than thirty serviceable machines. So it is hardly surprising that Germany raced to a commanding air superiority, denying the Allies access to vital aerial reconnaissance over the static battlefield. These early skirmishes saw the emergence of the first German aces who shot down the more cumbersome British and French twin-seater aircraft.

Soon the pattern of aerial combat was established where single-seat fighters, such as the Albatross flown by Manfred von Richthofen, sought out and destroyed the enemy’s spotter planes, whose defensive armament often amounted to no more than an observer sitting behind the pilot brandishing his pistol. When fighters were later deployed to defend these reconnaissance patrols, the observers were armed with machine guns. These were the first dogfights where young ‘knights of the sky’ fought to the death in gladiatorial combat.

My Uncle George was one of them. And his journey from his birthplace of Hull to the skies over the Western Front was a circuitous one.

George Heseltine was born in 1895 and after leaving school at the age of fourteen took jobs as a clerk in Hull and then London. But his intended vocation had always been the priesthood, and in the year war broke out he had been accepted as a Jesuit novice. So, setting his ecclesiastical pursuits to one side, George signed up to the East Yorkshire Regiment. He was commissioned and transferred to the Kings Own Scottish Border Regiment and sent to Gallipoli where he was badly wounded in the bitter fighting to oust the Turks from the Dardanelles. The invalided George was repatriated to England but, refusing to sit out the war, he volunteered for the Royal Flying Corps (RFC) and after completing pilot training was posted to the Western Front.

George was soon back in the thick of the action, flying a Fe2d (Farman Experimental) with No. 20 Squadron. The Fe2d was known as a ‘pusher’ aircraft because the propeller faced backwards and was positioned behind the pilot and observer, giving the impression it was ‘pushing’ the aircraft through the sky. Pushers were the first stars of the First World War, their flying exploits regularly featuring in the early ‘Biggles’ books. Like George, Biggles’ creator Captain W. E. Johns was wounded in the trenches at Gallipoli before enjoying a new lease of life as a pilot with the RFC on the Western Front.

George later wrote in his diary that he loved his ‘pusher’ because the unusual placing of the engine meant his Lewis gunner had a ‘magnificent arc of fire, 180 degrees in all directions’. Sitting behind the gunner in an open cockpit, George must have felt very exposed, but he swore that of all the fighters serving on the Western Front, the Fe2d was the one the Germans feared the most.

Writing in his diary at the time he observed: ‘Their planes were twenty to thirty miles an hour faster than our old buses, which were the heaviest and most cumbersome, but still the stoutest machines in the front. The Hun “scouts” could outclimb and outpace us with ease, but they only had one fixed gun firing forward. So we had to stick together and cover one another and at all costs keep nose-on to the enemy if we could.’

After signing up with the RFC in 1917 George didn’t have long to wait for his first tangle with the German flying circus led by the legendary ‘Red Baron’, Manfred von Richthofen. At 16.35 on 5 May 1917, at just twenty-one years old, wrapped in woollen jumpers and a leather coat strapped down to his ankles, my uncle was on ‘offensive patrol’ at 10,000 feet over Ypres with his gunner Lieutenant Frederick Kydd, a trainee dentist in civvy life, sitting in front of him. They were among a flight of five aircraft (the sixth British machine had turned back with engine trouble) following their leader Captain Jimmy Thayre, one of the RFC’s highest scoring aces with seventeen victories to his name, over the German lines.

I’ll let George take up the story: ‘We were rumbling along in that bright May sky when a couple of specks approached from starboard. Might be ours, I thought. Whilst Kydd and I were making up our minds I saw Thayre in the leading Fe waving to me then shaking his fist, and making what Sir Winston Churchill has since patented as the Victory Sign, in the direction of the two. We turned with him to attack.’

But almost as soon as George had made the turn Lieutenant Kydd was excitedly pointing to the sky above them where he had spotted eight more Germans lying in wait.

‘It dawned on me then, and no doubt on our leader Thayre,’ wrote George, ‘that the two might be a decoy, a trick that the famous circuses of von Richthofen and von Burlow were known to use. The next thing I realised was that everywhere I looked I could see fighters and so far as I could tell they were all Huns [flying Albatrosses, the biplane fighter favoured by von Richthofen]. I was trying to stick as close as possible to Thayre and I saw that the others were all following the two of us closely round.’

This follow-my-leader tactic, known as the Lufbery Circle, had been developed by the Fe2s to protect themselves against the superior German fighters.

‘Suddenly,’ George wrote in his diary, ‘I saw a Hun go down to [Captain Francis] Cubbon’s guns – black smoke trailing behind him. I was watching that, feeling a bit queasy because it always “might have been me”, when to my surprise a Hun flashed almost straight across our nose – but Kydd had evidently seen him coming and fired when he was 50 feet away. He caught the Hun full broadside on and the machine went into a steep dive, turned over and belched smoke.’

George was so excited with their first kill that he stood up in the open cockpit and patted Kydd on the shoulder. But the five British fighters were now strung out, no longer in protective contact with one another.

‘We were desperately trying to keep together,’ wrote George. ‘The air seemed full of Huns, and above the spatter of our guns, and the Huns, I could hear the “woof” or doggie bark of anti-Archie aircraft shells bursting below us.’

George’s Rolls-Royce Eagle engine was on full throttle as he tried to turn away from the nippier German fighters. He turned one way and then the other while Kydd kept up the rat-a-tattat on his Lewis gun. Then suddenly the British machine gun jammed. Kydd frantically tried to clear the chamber and reload the belt of bullets but it was no use. So he stood up and lifted George’s own gun into his front seat just as a Hun began a diving attack from behind.

Recalled George: ‘He [Kydd] at once trained the gun on him and fired over my head – a rotten experience for me I can assure you. I watched his eyes, for they showed me the direction of the Hun and I tried to turn away to shake the Hun off – when Kydd suddenly let the gun go and leaned over to me shouting – I could not hear above the roar of the engine – but it gradually dawned on me he was shouting “fire”. I gave the thumbs up sign and patted him on the shoulder, thinking he had downed another Hun but he looked wildly alarmed, pointed above my head and seized my head to twist it around and make me look up and behind. In doing so he dragged my flying helmet over one eye but with the other I saw enough. My own centre section was on fire.’

Kydd stood up, his legs straddling George’s cockpit, and tried to batter the fire out with his hands – but at 75 mph it was no use.

Recalled George: ‘He struggled back into his own cockpit and crouched in the bottom – front gun useless, he could only reduce the wind resistance as much as possible and “wait for it”, poor devil, whilst I dived for the ground, defenceless.’

The Fe2d had a warning bolted onto the front of the pilot’s instruments saying ‘do not dive above 110 mph’. George could only helplessly stare at the needle as it crept round to 130 mph, which was as steep as he could dive while forcing the joystick forward with his knee.

‘She would either burn out up there or break up on the way down and so I put my faith in the makers – Boulton and Paul – and my trust in God.’

But now one of the German machines had noticed the burning British fighter and decided to follow it down to make sure of the kill. It looked as if George and Lieutenant Kydd had flown their last sortie. Then suddenly Captain Thayre and his fearless gunner, Captain Francis Cubbon, appeared in the sky and were diving to the rescue. They caught the German and Cubbon dispatched him with a short burst of machine gun fire. The Fe2d held firm, and with the fire now out George somehow managed to land in a field just on the right side of the front line.

Twenty-three years later, aerial combat had barely changed. The pilots, now sealed into their bullet-proof cockpits, may have been flying faster monoplane fighters wielding more fearful armament but the tactics employed to defeat the Hun were just the same. By 1917, George and his pioneer fighter pilots had perfected the Lufbery Circle, a defensive turning circle that became equally useful to another British fighter during the Battle of Britain. The Boulton Paul Defiant, a direct descendent of the Farman Experimental, was an equally sturdy two-seater fighter and built and designed by the same famous aircraft manufacturer. It too would outfight the faster German fighters as the British pilots put their trust in God and their faith in Boulton Paul.

George was badly burned in the crash landing but he noted in his diary that he hardly cared as he and Kydd had claimed their first two kills in their first combat.

Lord Hugh Trenchard, the head of the RFC and later the ‘father of the RAF’, sent a personal telegram to George and the rest of the crews, wishing them ‘many congratulations’ for taking part in a ‘great fight carried out with such determination and inflicting such heavy casualties on German formations superior in numbers’.

The Times, which wrote up the combat in blazing glory, said George’s Fe2d and the other four machines had taken on twenty-seven German fighters, sending eight to earth, ‘crashing, crippled or in flames’. But the newspaper had stern words for the German fighter who had mercilessly chased George’s burning machine to the ground, only to be cut to pieces by Captains Thayre and Cubbon diving on behind.

‘It was just retribution,’ the newspaper proclaimed. ‘The unwritten laws of this marvellous game prescribe that no honourable fighter attack an enemy in flames. Such an enemy is out of the fight, and has trouble enough for a brave man. The German who dived for our burning machine knew that he was doing an unchivalrous thing, and it may be that that knowledge unnerved him so that he paid the penalty.’

Not long after the fire had been extinguished on George’s aircraft, The Times reporter was on the scene to describe the miraculous escape: ‘Strangely enough our burning aeroplane got home. I have seen the wreckage, with the reserve petrol tank on the roof bearing two bullet holes on one side and great ragged tears on the other where the bullets passed out. The whole tank is scorched and crumbled. The flames had burned away the whole central span of the upper plane. The thick rear main spar was charred and burned through, and two ribs were completely severed and hung with loose blackened ends. Yet like a great blazing meteor it crossed our lines and came to earth … and as another airman said to me in admiration “he made a perfectly topping landing”.’

When Uncle George came to stay with us for Christmas in the late 1970s he was well into his eighties. He was quite a short man, and in old age had shrunken into his baggy grey suit trousers held up by a pair of wide braces. I remember once being told by my mother that Uncle George was waiting to talk to me in the sitting room. I cannot tell you what he said, but I doubt very much it concerned the time he took on the Red Baron in his fighter plane over France. By now he was a gruffly pious old boy who had a reputation for boring the pants off anyone who’d listen. No one bothered to tell me that he had once been a real-life Biggles, whose exploits I had been so excitedly gripped by in my early teens. Instead I remember him sitting opposite me at Christmas lunch, his festive hat sliding down his forehead, as my brother and I surreptitiously flicked peas in his general direction in the hope they would be caught in the crown of his paper hat.

No. 20 Squadron became the highest-scoring and most decorated British squadron on the Western Front. Two months later, one of its crews claimed the greatest scalp of them all when a Fe2d shot down Manfred von Richthofen in another bitter fight with a ‘circus’ of Albatrosses. Richthofen was wounded in the head and forced to land near Wervicq. But he lived to fight and die another day.

George’s injuries sustained in Gallipoli and in the air over Ypres finally ended his active participation in the First World War. But he was not the only soldier to join the RFC after being badly wounded in the trenches.

Sydney Carlin, like my Uncle George, also hailed from Hull where his father was a tallow chandler (candle maker). From an early age Carlin had dreamt of becoming a soldier and in 1907 on his eighteenth birthday he joined the Royal Hussars. But he soon found that parading around Hull lacked the military adventure he had been seeking, and so left the army for a life of farming.

In 1914 he answered the nation’s call to arms and marched off to his old regiment’s recruiting office where he was signed up and dispatched to Belgium as part of the advanced cavalry screen with the British Expeditionary Force. By the spring of 1916 the hopelessly exposed cavalrymen had been relegated to fighting in the trenches with the rest of the British Tommies. Carlin’s unit suffered heavy casualties in the Battle of the Somme, and on 17/18 July 1916 he was seriously injured by shrapnel in his left leg which was later amputated. Unwilling to be invalided out of the war, Carlin decided to apply to join the RFC and paid for his own flying lessons to help support his case.

His persistence paid off and he won a Flying Officer commission on 12 March 1918, joining 74 ‘Tiger’ Squadron in northern France. The RFC had replaced their slow and cumbersome Fe2ds with the latest SE5A fighter plane. Carlin’s commanding officer, Mick Mannock, Britain’s highest-scoring ace, christened his new one-legged pilot ‘Timbertoes’ which stuck for the rest of his life. Despite initial problems with landings, which resulted in some aircraft being written off, Carlin escaped injury and went on to destroy five enemy planes and six air balloons, for which he was awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross (DFC). But on 21 September 1918 Carlin was shot down and taken prisoner.

At the end of the war Sydney Carlin and Uncle George were honourably discharged from the RFC because of their disabilities. They both returned to Hull and sought solace from their war service in their love of farming. George went on to forge a career as a journalist and became a close acquaintance of G. K. Chesterton, Wyndham Lewis and Hilaire Belloc. He later helped found the Distributists, a Catholic socialist movement. Carlin left Britain for a colonial life as a farmer/soldier in Kenya.

When Britain went to war with Germany twenty years later George Heseltine and Sydney Carlin were among the first to volunteer. George became a squadron leader with RAF intelligence. But Carlin, who was now fifty years old, served as a gunner in the turret of Britain’s newest fighter, the Boulton Paul Defiant, from where he shot down more Germans and could claim to be the oldest British gunner in the Second World War.




Chapter 1

FIRST OF THE FEW

THE FORMATION OF the Brieftauben Abteilung Ostende (‘Ostend Carrier Pigeon Detachment’) cynically disguised its true purpose. Germany’s new generation of long-range bombers could fly from bases in Belgium where they were capable of launching terror raids on London.1

These first bombers were commanded by the German Naval Staff and the rationale for introducing them into the conflict was clearly set out by the Grand Admiral Alfred von Tirpitz, who declared: ‘The measure of the success will lie not only in the injury which will be caused to the enemy, but also in the significant effect it will have in diminishing the enemy’s determination to prosecute the war.’

A bombing campaign directed against London was finally approved on 7 January 1915, after initial resistance from the Kaiser who feared killing his own relatives in the Royal Family. But he needn’t have worried – such pinpoint bombing was well beyond the prowess of the Kaiser’s air force.

In the first raid of 19–20 January 1915 two Zeppelins targeted Humberside but were diverted by strong winds, and dropped their bombs on Great Yarmouth, Sheringham, King’s Lynn and the surrounding villages. Four people were killed and sixteen injured. The operations that followed were more destructive, although no more accurate.

British defences against the Zeppelin threat were uncoordinated and divided between the Royal Navy Air Service (RNAS) and the Royal Flying Corps (RFC), with the Navy engaging enemy airships approaching the coast and the RFC taking responsibility once the enemy had crossed the coastline. This mirrored the division of command of the German airfleet which was similarly split between the Army and the Navy, although both launched Zeppelins against Britain.

The first British squadron assigned to the home defence of London was No. 19 RNAS based at Sutton’s Farm which later became RAF Hornchurch, Essex, a fighter station at the heart of the defence of the capital against the Luftwaffe in the summer of 1940. No. 19 Squadron is today No. 39 Squadron, based at RAF Waddington, which flies Reaper drones out of the Middle East.

Britain’s military commitment to the Western Front and the sporadic nature of the German air attacks meant that by February 1916 there were just eight squadrons defending the whole of the British Isles.

One of the RFC commanders tasked with protecting the homeland from the German bombs was a young officer called Hugh Dowding who, twenty-four years later, would come to the aid of the British nation as it faced the Nazi onslaught. By the start of the second year of the war Dowding, stationed in France, had acquired a mixed flying record. He had shot down five enemy aircraft but had also crashed a single-seater Bleriot (after becoming dizzy from inhaling exhaust fumes) and been embarrassingly lost on patrol on several occasions.

In those days the standard RFC fighter was a Be2c, a twin-seater crewed by a pilot and a gunner. The two-seater pilot/ gunner fighter was favoured more by the British who strictly adhered to the conventional wisdom that the division of duties allowed the pilot to concentrate on the business of flying while the observer navigated and fired the guns. It was an aerial combat concept that would continue to dominate fighter tactics well beyond the end of the war.

Dowding recalled his own experience during a mission in one of these first fighters: ‘My observer was in the front seat, and we were armed only with a Lewis gun which he could fire backwards or sideways. We were well across the enemy lines when we were attacked by a large German formation. My observer was kneeling on his seat facing backwards and I was flying straight and level to give him an easy shot at a German flying behind and to the left of us.’ He continued: ‘We were getting shot at all the time but my observer did not fire. A bullet came in under my arm and went between my hand and just nicked my knuckles … then I saw that my observer’s face was full of blood.’

Dowding immediately tugged on the joystick and pulled the aircraft out of the fighting before safely landing back at the airfield. He and his observer had only suffered superficial wounds and were very fortunate to survive. But the experience badly damaged Dowding’s confidence in the twin-seater fighter aircraft. Throughout the conflict the Be2cs were easy prey for the German fighters, especially the Fokkers.

British fighter strategy was largely determined by General Trenchard, who sought to gain air superiority over the battle-field by flying continuous offensive patrols behind enemy lines. He did achieve his objective but for a very high casualty rate. During the Somme campaign the British lost 500 pilots and 800 aircraft while the German total aircraft losses were just 400. To Dowding’s mind this was an unnecessary cost in human life. So he resolved that as soon as the Somme offensive had calmed down he would put his concerns directly to Trenchard. Dowding, still a relatively junior officer, sent a communiqué to headquarters saying that the strain of continuously flying offensive patrols was taking a heavy toll on the pilots. He later told Robert Wright, the author of his authorised biography: ‘I thought it very reasonable that the squadrons engaged in intensive operations should be periodically relieved, as was done in other branches of the Service, and asked Trenchard if this could be done.’

But Trenchard reacted badly to Dowding’s intervention, raising questions about his subordinate officer’s ability to press home orders while he held an ‘obsession with the fear of casualties.’2 Trenchard started referring to him as a ‘dismal Jimmy’ and arranged for Dowding to be posted off the front line in January 1916.3

Dowding was recalled to England and given command of 7 Wing at Fort Grange Gosport, in Hampshire, where he had a role in the home defence of the south of England. The demotion, however, did nothing to dampen Dowding’s tendency to question superiors over military policy and tactics. In almost his first contact with the Air Staff in London he complained that none of his under-powered aircraft, 70 hp Renault-engined Be2cs, were suitable for the job of repelling the German raiders. When his complaint fell on deaf ears he decided to switch his attentions from aircraft to aircrew, later saying: ‘I remember writing round to all the better-known public schools and asking the headmasters to help us secure suitable applicants for commissions in the RFC, not necessarily the boys at the top of the school, but members of the football team and athletes and tough characters in general.’ Dowding’s plea was met with a collective ambivalence: ‘… some schools responded wholeheartedly, while others (including my own old school) were less than helpful. The fact was of course that the RFC (in modern argot) was distinctly Non-U [non-upper class].’4

Throughout 1916 German bombers continued to menace the British homeland. One of the biggest raids came on the night of 2 September when the Kaiser sent twelve German Navy and four Army airships to attack London. The Navy Zeppelins were much more susceptible to stormy weather and all twelve had to withdraw after being blown off course. That left just two of the Army’s airships heading for the British capital, the LZ98 and the newly commissioned Schütte-Lanz SL11.

Fighters from Sutton’s Farm, the RFC air station tasked with the defence of London, were ordered up into the night sky to seek out and destroy the attacking enemy raiders. At around 02.15 a Be2c piloted by Lt William Leefe Robinson made contact with the lumbering SL11. Robinson made three attacks against the enemy airship, on each occasion emptying a drum of ammunition from his Lewis gun. On the third pass the airship burst into flames and plummeted to the ground near Cuffley, Hertfordshire, killing all the crew. It was the first rigid airship shot down on British soil, for which Leefe Robinson received the Victoria Cross.

Airships, mostly Zeppelins and the more advanced SchütteLanz, carried out a further fifty raids on Britain during the war, dropping five thousand bombs, killing 557 people and injuring another 1358.

Of the eighty-four airships that took part, thirty were either shot down or lost in accidents, a rate of attrition that soon became unacceptable to the German high command. After the loss of SL11, the German Army withdrew from combat operations, leaving the German Navy to carry on a scaled-down airship bombing campaign.

The next year the German Army air force, the Luftstreitkräfte, returned to the fray with a specially developed aircraft – a long-range bomber capable of flying so high the British fighters could not reach it. This twin-engine Gotha had a wingspan of almost 80 feet, the length of two buses and as long as a Lancaster bomber. Equipped with huge fuel tanks, these new jumbo bombers had a flying range of 500 miles which meant no target on the British mainland was safe. Eighteen of them could carry the same payload as three Zeppelins – and three airships had never succeeded at reaching London in the same raid.5

On 25 May 1917, twenty-three Gothas took off from two aerodromes near Ghent in Belgium to bomb London. But as they crossed the British coast, cloud cover over the capital forced the commanders to select a secondary target upon which to drop their bombs. Their new destination was the port of Folkestone in Kent and the nearby Shorncliffe army camp. At around 5 p.m. bombs began falling on the town, killing ninety-three civilians and soldiers and injuring many more. One bomb exploded in the road where my grandparents lived, killing a young woman married to an army surgeon. The material destruction and loss of so much life, including many children who had been playing in the high street, was a deep shock to the nation. But for the people of Folkestone it left a particularly bitter taste. In 1875 the town’s fishermen had sailed to the rescue of the stricken SMS
Grosser Kurfürst after it had collided with another German warship in the channel. Dozens of German lives were saved by the fishermen. Understandably the good folk of Folkestone believed themselves safe from indiscriminate bombing raids.6

Such sentimental history mattered little to the German high command who, after Folkestone, stepped up their air attacks, leading to many more daylight raids and an ever-increasing death toll. They also introduced a new, mightier bomber to the campaign. The Giant, or Riesenflugzeug, was the largest aircraft built during the First World War. Powered by four engines it carried an even bigger payload than the Gotha.

The Gothas and Giants dropped more than 220,460 lb of bombs, causing the deaths of two thousand civilians. Compared with the carnage and destruction on the Western Front the German air raids made no material difference to the war – except in one respect. The British public was terrified of them. During the first few raids, Londoners had lined the streets and parks gazing up in wonder as the procession of giant German biplanes crossed the capital’s skyline. But the stark horror of the randomness of the falling bombs soon caused three hundred thousand Londoners to seek refuge in the underground stations. Others left the capital for the safety of the countryside, some even choosing to sleep in open fields rather than face the German bombers in their homes.

Public outrage forced Prime Minister David Lloyd George to recall his air chiefs from France and make them account for the shameful abandonment of Londoners to the terror of the daylight raids.

This prompted a collective redoubling of military effort. Scores of anti-aircraft batteries, mostly modified ship guns, were sited around London while the RFC and RNAS sent up hundreds of patrols to meet the invaders. But even these numbers made little impression on the high-flying Germans. In one attack the British had ninety-two fighters in the air but failed to hit a single enemy bomber. The anti-aircraft guns fired more than fourteen thousand rounds without scoring a hit, apart from against the civilian population who were now being injured by both the German bombs and the shrapnel raining down on them, fired by their own guns.

It was only when Trenchard allowed state-of-the-art fighters to be co-opted from the Western Front that the home defenders started to make an impact. On 22 August 1917, fifteen Gothas arrived over the Kent coast in a planned attack on Margate and Dover. Three were shot down and the other twelve were forced to turn back because of a combination of high winds and concentrated anti-aircraft fire. Like the Zeppelins, the German long-range bombers were susceptible to determined fighter aircraft, directed by ground control, during daylight raids. Mounting German losses forced the enemy to switch to night raids, which caused even more terror and were even more difficult to stop.7

During the war years, Germany’s bombing offensives had repeatedly exposed the inadequacy of Britain’s home defences. Parliament was entitled to know why the Army and Navy were unable to protect British citizens in their own homes and so ordered an urgent inquiry into the scandal.

It fell to the South African ‘Boer’ Jan Smuts, now employed in the British Army as a Lieutenant General, to begin the task of putting the home defences in order. In August 1917 Smuts completed a detailed report setting out the failures of the Army and Navy air forces. His key recommendation was the creation of a separate air service, subordinate to neither the Navy nor the Army and answerable to a newly constituted Air Ministry. He quite rightly calculated: ‘The day may not be far off when aerial operations with their devastation of enemy lands and destruction of industrial and populous centres on a vast scale may become the principal operations of war, to which the older forms of military and naval operations may become secondary and subordinate.’8

But the establishment of the world’s first independent standing air force was opposed by the military. Neither the Navy nor the Army were prepared to give up their claim to run an auxiliary and bespoke air force. And if Smuts had hoped for support from the flying officers in the field he was in for an unpleasant surprise.

Trenchard, who had fought the Boers in South Africa before the First World War, had been in charge of the Royal Flying Corps in France since 1915. He may have held a grudging respect for an old adversary like Smuts whom he had once chased across the African plains. But he violently disagreed with some of the conclusions in the Smuts report, of which he had received an early copy. Trenchard could sense victory on the Western Front and what Smuts was proposing threatened his and the RFC’s part in that triumph. Moreover, the disruption caused by the creation of a new air force mid-war might even lose Britain its hard-won air supremacy.

Trenchard had intended to make his opposition forcefully known the next time he had a chance to speak directly to the Cabinet. That moment came more quickly than he was expecting and under less propitious circumstances. The success of the German bombers had led to increasingly louder calls for Britain to retaliate in kind, leaving Lloyd George little choice but to summon the field commander of the RFC from his duties in France.

Trenchard set off for London by air on 2 October 1917 but was forced to make an emergency landing at Lympne in Kent after his flight of aircraft had been mistaken for a German air raid and come under heavy friendly fire. When he finally arrived in Whitehall and came before the Cabinet he quickly discovered there was only one subject on the ministers’ minds – military retribution against the Germans in their own homes. Fortunately he was able to tell them the first RFC bomber airfield at Ochey near Nancy was now operational. Lloyd George urged him to begin bombing as soon as possible.

In December 1917 Britain’s most famous fighter station was also cleared for operations. Biggin Hill in Kent was about to play the first of many vital roles in the air defence of the nation. It had been equipped with the new Bristol two-seater fighter flown by No. 141 Squadron, a squadron which would go on to feature in the Battle of Britain – but, as we shall later see, with disastrous results.

The Bristol, which replaced the slower Fe2ds, was powered by a 250 hp Rolls-Royce Falcon engine, giving the fighter a top speed of 125 mph and a ceiling of 20,000 feet. The crews who flew with 141 hailed from all corners of the Empire – Australia, Canada, New Zealand, Rhodesia and, in Lieutenant Hardit Singh Malik, a Sikh from Rawalpindi. They were adventurous young men who soon became known in the locality as much for their exuberant high jinks on the ground as their achievements in the air.

In fact, the landlord of the Railway Hotel in Staplehurst, 10 miles from Biggin Hill, had grown accustomed to serving the young pilots who regularly made ‘emergency’ landings near the town. One wing commander, who had genuine engine trouble and was forced to use a nearby landing strip, arrived at the hotel to seek assistance only to be greeted by a row of a dozen Bristol fighters neatly lined up in the car park.9

Biggin Hill was a key station in the London air defence, responsible for the North Kent sector. As the Germans had now restricted their raids to the hours of darkness, 141 became a squadron of night fighters patrolling a beat between the airfield and the River Thames at Joyce Green.

Biggin Hill ‘boffins’ had been secretly developing a new ground-to-air and air-to-air radio transmitter system and the pilots of 141 Squadron were to be the night-flying guinea pigs. Information on the enemy’s movements taken by coastguard stations, ground observers, searchlight crew and patrolling aircraft was now fed into Biggin Hill’s operations room. This data was used to plot the course, altitude and number of approaching enemy aircraft and then to direct the Bristols to their targets using a ground-to-air wireless.

To ensure close cooperation between the squadron and the ground defences, the headquarters of the anti-aircraft company was moved to the airfield’s North Camp. This permitted better coordination between the fighters and the area’s sixteen searchlights which illuminated the enemy bombers so 141 could attack them.10 The searchlight crews relied on stethoscopes clamped to their ears to locate their targets. By balancing the sound of the drone above they flashed open the searchlight shutters as soon as the noise bored a vibration into the centre of the operator’s forehead. Occasionally it worked and a Gotha would suddenly be caught in the beam of light, exposed in the sky above London. The precise location of the Gotha could then be transmitted to the RFC intelligence officer who ordered the Bristols into the air.

All these developments became the unsung forerunners of the sector control system that was to play such a vital role in the Battle of Britain twenty-two years later.

However, this rapid improvement in ground-to-air enemy aircraft detection coincided with a drop-off in the number of German raids, leaving 141 with little opportunity to put the technology to the test. Instead the pilots had to make do with practising close formation flying and offering their aircraft as targets for the anti-aircraft batteries to try out their guns. Captain Norman Dimmock told his son after the war: ‘We used to get very bored flying around all morning in formation, so to pass the time we would pretend to be a band. I would brace up in the front seat and tap the wing prior to conducting, and everyone would go through the motions of playing one instrument or another.’11

On 17 October 1917 Trenchard honoured his promise to Lloyd George. Before lunchtime six de Havilland bombers took off on the first British long-range bomber raid against Germany. Later in the day Handley Page bombers of the RNAS joined the de Havillands in the attack. Their target was the Burbach iron foundry near Saarbrücken. It was the turn of the German population to experience the horror of being bombed from the sky.

Two months after these first British raids Trenchard was recalled to England for a meeting with Lord Rothermere, the media mogul whose family owned The Times and Daily Mail newspapers and who Lloyd George had appointed as his Air Minister. Lloyd George had given Rothermere the job of implementing Smuts’ recommendation for the establishment of a new independent air force. And Rothermere had made no secret that he wanted Trenchard to be its first Chief of the Air Staff.

But the scheming Rothermere intended to use the new air force and its Chief of the Air Staff to effectively wage a political war against Field Marshal Haig, the commander of the British Army in France. To oust Haig, Rothermere asked Trenchard if he would be willing to hold back the air force from supporting Haig’s land forces. Trenchard refused but still accepted the job offer, reasoning that he could best serve the interests of the air force inside the tent.

He later recalled: ‘I warned them that I would not fight against the Army and the Navy during the war, but the arguments got hotter and more unpleasant.’ And he was in no doubt that: ‘I should have to fight Rothermere and Northcliffe [Rothermere’s press baron brother] from the day I took the job’.12

Relations between the Air Ministry (led by Rothermere) and the new head of the air force went from bad to worse as the Whitehall civil servants bombarded Trenchard with orders and counter orders as well as meddling in the long-range bombing campaign against Germany. The Air Ministry had begun life as an insurgency department in government, a reputation it lived up to long after the war.

At the end of January 1918, Trenchard asked for a private meeting with Haig in France. Haig wrote in his diary for 26 January: ‘General Trenchard came to dinner, he could think and talk about nothing else but the rascally ways of politicians and newspaper men.’ In his own diary on 11 February, Trenchard added: ‘The great curse of this place is too many officers doing different jobs … in fact of the 207 officers in Bolo House [Air Ministry HQ in London] only twenty-nine were pilots.’13

By the close of March, Trenchard had had enough and wrote to Rothermere offering his resignation, but Rothermere talked him out of it.

The war in Whitehall was soon to be eclipsed by critical developments on the Western Front. During the weekend of 22–24 March the German Army had taken the British by surprise and launched a major offensive, forcing Haig to retire his forces behind the River Somme.

Rothermere quickly looked to turn national disaster into a personal triumph and he wrote to Trenchard: ‘No more reinforcements for Haig. Get back as much Air as you can from France for the defence of England, whatever the Army do.’ Rothermere appeared to want to abandon the Army and Haig to their fate and in so doing turn the British retreat into a rout, setting up the conditions for a premature Battle of Britain.

Trenchard refused and suggested Rothermere take some time off from his ‘onerous’ responsibilities. Rothermere had lost two of his sons fighting in France and Trenchard suspected this had taken a far heavier toll on his mental health than the Air Minister was prepared to admit. Instead Trenchard ordered all available aircrews to France to bolster Haig’s position. Disaster was averted and the British halted the German advance.

A week later, on 1 April 1918, the Royal Air Force came into existence, exactly six months after the Air Force Bill had received Royal assent and less than one year since Lt General Smuts had set out the urgent need for an independent air service.

It could not have happened at a less auspicious moment. Its minister was conspiring to use the new service to bring down the head of the Army, even at the risk of losing the war, while its Chief of the Air Staff had already tendered his resignation. On 13 April Rothermere changed his mind and accepted the loss of Trenchard, remarking: ‘In getting rid of Trenchard I flatter myself that I did a great thing for the Air Force. With his dull and unimaginative mind and his attitude of je sais tout he would within twelve months have brought death and damnation to the Air Force.’14

Trenchard was succeeded by Major General Frederick Sykes. A fortnight later Rothermere also resigned and was replaced by Sir William Weir.

At Biggin Hill, blissfully unaware of the Air Staff political scheming, the dawn of a new air service was not exactly greeted with universal enthusiasm.

The antagonism of the RFC pilots and gunners of 141 Squadron reflected the contempt in which the RNAS was held by the Army. Fiercely proud of their young heritage and hard-won military achievements, the RFC crews strongly resented a merger with the Navy fliers, whom they regarded as an inferior branch of the flying service, waging war in obsolescent aircraft against submarines. ‘Just don’t let them send any of those bell-bottomed buggers to our squadron,’ said one 141 pilot, ‘they had better be a very Silent Service if they come near us.’15

When the RFC pilots discovered that their new uniforms were to be blue (the Navy’s colour), they felt utterly betrayed by the new Air Ministry.

There was more than pride at stake. Under its new commanding officer Major Brian Baker, 141 Squadron had become a well-drilled and highly effective fighter unit.

On 19 May 1918 Baker and the crews of 141 Squadron, now a newly formed RAF squadron, faced their sternest test. The Germans had assembled the largest number of aircraft ever to take part in a long-range bombing raid. Thirty-eight Gothas, three Giants and two smaller bombers set off from their Belgium airbases on a moonlit night and headed for the north Kent coast. At 22.30 holidaymakers enjoying a moonlit swim at Margate heard the plane engines overhead and saw a flare float down over the sea, signalling the commencement of the German bombing run up the Thames estuary. In response maroons were fired off in London to warn the population of the impending danger. But it had been so long since the last big raid that few Londoners took any notice.16

The searchlights and anti-aircraft guns of London’s newly strengthened home defences turned the night sky into a reassuring fireworks display.

Within minutes of the first bomber crossing the coast, Biggin Hill ordered its nine Bristol Fighters into the air. The pilots now looked to the new enemy location system to direct them to the Gothas and Giants which were approaching the city in eight waves at five-minute intervals.

German bombs were scattered across the outskirts of the capital as the bombers weaved their way through the defensive barrage of anti-aircraft fire. Pilot Edward Eric Turner and his observer Henry Balfour Barwise were flying at 12,000 feet above Charles Darwin’s home in Downe in Kent when they saw a Gotha silhouetted against the moon trying to slip home after dropping bombs on Rotherhithe, Peckham and the Old Kent Road. Turner used the glare of the Gotha’s exhaust to position his Bristol above the enemy aircraft. After gaining sufficient height he pushed on the joystick, sending the plane roaring down towards the target. In the first sweep Turner fired incendiary tracer and armour-piercing bullets into the Gotha’s belly, while Barwise used his rear-mounted Lewis gun to rake it from nose to tail as soon as the Bristol had completed the pass. But the Gotha appeared to have absorbed the initial punishment and continued on its homeward course. The British fighter had not given up and Turner attempted to repeat the attacking manoeuvre. This time the German pilot was wise to the attack and side-slipped steeply to upset the tailing Bristol with his slipstream. But it was already too late. Barwise’s bullets had scored a hit on the petrol tank as well as causing considerable damage to one of the Gotha’s engines. As the Gotha struggled to maintain height it was spotted by another British fighter, a Sopwith Camel flown by Major Frederick Sowrey from 143 Squadron. Sowrey, an ace fighter pilot who had recently transferred from France, fired two drums of bullets at the Gotha, wounding the pilot, before the German bomber helplessly drifted down on to the lee side of the Kent Downs, crash-landing near Harrietsham. The pilot and observer were dead, but the rear gunner miraculously escaped with just a broken arm.

When Turner and Barwise returned to Biggin Hill to celebrate their victory they were met by a muted reception. Sowrey had also claimed the kill. The decision as to which pilot would be credited with the German bomber was to be decided by an inquiry headed by a Wing HQ investigation. The rules of attribution were quite clear – the aircraft which had fired the first shots would be able to bag the prized Gotha. Fortunately staff officers were able to interview the surviving German gunner who emphatically told them that it was the Bristol machine guns which had scored the first hits against his aircraft. Biggin Hill had won its first kill and the news set off considerable celebrations at the airfield. It was followed swiftly by a message from the Lord Mayor of London, which the squadron commander, Major Baker proudly read to all the crew: ‘The citizens of London are filled with admiration and gratitude for the splendid defensive measures taken by the Air Services against the enemy’s attack and will be glad if their appreciation and thanks will be conveyed to those who gallantly and successfully protected the capital on that occasion.’

Turner and Barwise were both awarded the DFC and later took possession of the Gotha’s Spandau gun, which remained an honoured squadron trophy long after the two World Wars.

Of the forty-three German aircraft that took off from Belgian airfields that night, only nineteen managed to penetrate the London defences. Three, including 141’s Gotha, were shot down by British fighters, three more were lost to heavy anti-aircraft fire and another two crashed due to engine trouble.

The British estimated that 2700 lb of bombs were dropped, although the German figure was 3200 lb. The total civilian casualties were forty-nine people killed and 177 injured.

The 19 May bomber raid was to be the last launched against the British mainland until the start of air hostilities which culminated in the Battle of Britain in 1940. The Bristol, a twoseater fighter crewed by a pilot and rear gunner, had proved to be a very effective bomber destroyer. When the Germans returned twenty-two years later it would be the next generation of airmen attached to 141 Squadron who would be tasked with the defence of the realm in another two-seater fighter aircraft – the Boulton Paul Defiant.




Chapter 2

REARMAMENT

THE MONTHS LEADING up to the armistice of November 1918 were empty ones for No. 141 Squadron. The diminishing threat of the German bomber menace meant the aircrews spent the summer endlessly practising formation flying drills. Newspaper reports of how their RAF colleagues in France were shooting down the Hun in daily aerial combats only added to their frustrations. The bored crews devoted more of their time to drinking in the mess playing rowdy games, and then at weekends organising charabanc trips to London or the seaside.

In an effort to distract his pilots, the squadron’s commanding officer Major Baker, a battle-hardened fighter pilot with twelve enemy kills to his name, restricted the crews to base and introduced rugby and cross-country paperchases to help the men run off their nervous energy. But the young pilots were not so easily engaged and the fighter crews started competing in reckless flying dares resulting in aircraft prangs, some involving serious injury and even loss of life.

Finally London’s home defence headquarters was forced to intervene. It was decided the best way of maintaining morale and discipline among the idle home crews was to hold an inter-squadron flying competition. The squadron which proved to be the most proficient in formation flying, aerobatics, wireless telephony and gunnery would be awarded a silver cup and honoured with the title ‘Cock’ squadron, which gave the pilots the right to sport the figure of a fighting cock on their aircraft. No. 141, which considered itself the premier squadron, sailed through to the finals held on 22 September at Sutton’s Farm, home to 78 Squadron which had already been eliminated from the competition.

On the day more than a hundred aircraft were lined up across the airfield and the great and the good of metropolis London and the home counties were in attendance to witness the spectacle. Among them was Lord Weir, Minister of Air. After a slow start in formation flying 141 had it all to do. In the gunnery trial each squadron’s top marksman had to fly his aircraft from a height of 3300 feet and dive onto a ground target. No. 141 was quietly confident in its choice of pilot, Lieutenant Thomas Langford-Sainsbury, a very experienced flyer who went on to command the fighter station at RAF Thorney Island during the Battle of Britain. But after the other squadrons had made reasonable scores Langford-Sainsbury’s guns jammed. On the third dive he rescued the situation, opening up with his Vickers machine gun and obliterating the target. However, it was in the final event that 141 showed its true colours. Baker’s insistence on months of painstaking practice in relaying countless messages by wireless telephony paid off. The accuracy of the final transcribed messages was so close a match that the other squadrons accused 141 of cheating. No. 141 Squadron happily accepted the challenge of a second test in which they repeated the result.

Lord Weir commended 141 as the star fighter squadron of the home defence and awarded Major Baker a live fighting cock
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