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CHAPTER 1


IN BATTLE

Although clearly acknowledged to be the best fighter then in service with the Royal Air Force (RAF), the Spitfire I had seen little in the way of real action during the many months of the Phoney War and the first ten days of the Blitzkrieg in the West following the German invasion of the Low Countries on 10 May 1940. This all changed with the retreat of the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) and the French army across Belgium and northern France in the direction of Calais and Dunkirk.


On 21 May, RAF Fighter Command was called upon to defend Allied troops massing on the Channel coast, and that day 142 British fighters flew 14 patrols, covering Allied warships and intercepting formations of German bombers which initially lacked any fighter escort. Spitfire I-equipped No 74 Sqn was in the thick of the action on the 21st, making eight claims in total for the loss of a Spitfire whose pilot was forced to land on the beach at Berck-sur-Mer when his aircraft exhausted its fuel.


Forty-eight hours later, Kiwi Plt Off Al Deere of No 54 Sqn claimed his first victories during an aerial engagement that would earn him and squadronmate Plt Off Johnny Allen a commendation from Air Vice-Marshal Keith Park, Air Officer Commanding (AOC) No 11 Group. Deere and Allen had escorted their flight commander, Flt Lt James Leathart, who was at the controls of No 54 Sqn’s Master I trainer, across the Channel to Calais-Marck airfield to rescue the commanding officer (CO) of No 74 Sqn, Sqn Ldr Frank White. He had been forced down after the radiator in his Spitfire was holed by return fire from an Hs 126 reconnaissance aircraft during a dawn patrol.


Deere recounted the action in his autobiography, Nine Lives:


May 23rd was destined to be the beginning of the shooting war so far as No 54 Sqn was concerned, myself in particular. We did our usual patrol at dawn – the squadron’s 12th for the week just ended – and returned once again with guns unfired. No 74 Sqn had followed us on patrol, and it was they that drew first blood. When their section returned to land [at Hornchurch, in Essex], it was noticeable that the leading edges of the wings of many of the aircraft were black with burnt cordite, denoting that the guns had been fired.





[image: A pilot sitting in an open cockpit, smiling for the camera.]


Al Deere, seen here whilst commanding No 602 Sqn in the summer of 1941, was the first RAF pilot to fight the Bf 109 in an extended aerial engagement. This notable action took place overhead Calais-Marck airfield, on the coast of northern France, during a one-off rescue mission on 23 May 1940. (Author’s Collection)





I then took myself off to the mess for a long-delayed breakfast, prior to going on readiness at nine o’clock. While breakfasting, I was called to the telephone to speak to ‘Prof’ Leathart, the flight commander.


‘Al’, he said, ‘will you collect Johnny Allen and get here right away for immediate take-off. The Station Commander has suggested to Group that we fly the Master over to Calais-Marck to pick up the CO of No 74 Sqn. The AOC has agreed, and we have been given the job. I’ll fly the Master and you and Johnny can act as escort in a couple of Spitfires. I understand that there is a lot of enemy activity over there now, and I think we stand more chance of getting away with it if just the three of us go. We can nip across at sea level, and should avoid being spotted by Hun fighters as the airfield is right on the coast.’


The plan was for the Master to land at Calais-Marck, pick up the squadron commander, if he was still on the airfield, and takeoff again immediately without stopping the engine. Johnny and I were to remain orbiting the airfield to protect the Master whilst landing and taking off. It sounded like a piece of cake. The trip out was uneventful and the Master landed without incident. There was broken cloud over the area, which meant there was a likelihood of being surprised from above. I decided, therefore, to send Johnny above the cloud, at about 8,000ft, while I remained below circling the airfield. I watched the Master taxi towards a small hangar, and was wondering if his passenger was about when an excited yell from the usually placid Johnny pierced my eardrums.
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Plt Off Al Deere was at the controls of this aircraft, N3180, when he took on Bf 109s of 1./JG 1’s whilst escorting No 54 Sqn’s Master I, flown by Flt Lt James Leathart. It was one of 22 improved Spitfire Is supplied to the Hornchurch-based unit in December 1939, the aircraft featuring Rotol RX5/1 three-bladed constant-speed aluminium/magnesium alloy propellers and TR 1133 VHF radios. (Wingleader Collection)




‘Al, they’re here. Huns, about a dozen just below me and making towards the airfield. I’m going in to have a go at them.’


‘Okay Johnny, for God’s sake keep me informed. I must remain in sight of the airfield to try and warn “Prof” and stop him taking off.’


To warn the Master was not going to be easy. It carried no R/T [radio transmitter], and at best I could dive down towards where it stood on the airfield and waggle my wings, hoping that ‘Prof’ would interpret this as a danger signal. With these thoughts in mind, I wheeled my Spitfire around, only to see the Master taxiing out for take-off. At the very moment I turned, a Messerschmitt 109 came hurtling through the clouds straight for the defenceless Master, which, by now, was just becoming airborne. By the grace of God, the Hun flew right across my line of flight, and I was able to give him a quick burst of fire, which I knew had little hope of hitting him, but which, I hoped, would divert his attention from the Master. It did, but not before a stream of tracer spouted from his guns and disappeared, it seemed, into the fuselage of the trainer. By this time my throttle was fully open, and with the stick hard back to turn inside the Me 109, I was in range to fire.


Just as I did so, I heard Johnny screaming on the R/T.


‘Red One – I’m surrounded. Can you help me?’


‘Try and hang on, Johnny, till I kill this bastard in front of me, and I’ll be right up.’


In a last desperate attempt to avoid my fire, the Hun pilot straightened from his turn and pulled vertically upwards, thus writing his own death warrant. He presented me with a perfect no-deflection shot from dead below, and I made no mistake. Smoke began to pour from his engine as the aircraft, now at the top of its climb, heeled slowly over in an uncontrolled stall and plunged vertically into the water’s edge from about 3,000ft. Immediately, I broke back towards the airfield, thankful to observe the Master parked safely by the perimeter fence apparently unharmed. Now to help Johnny.


‘Hello, Red Two, how goes it?’, I called over the R/T. ‘I’m coming up now.’



[image: A single-engine aeroplane in flight, surrounded by cloud.]


Flt Lt Leathart used Master I N7681 to rescue No 74 Sqn’s downed CO, Sqn Ldr Frank White, the two-seat trainer being similar in appearance to this aircraft. Most operational units had single examples of training aircraft for liaison duties – Tiger Moths and Magisters were also used in this role. (Author’s Collection)




Zooming up through the cloud, I found myself crossing paths with two Me 109s which were diving inland. They must have seen me at the same moment, because immediately the leader went into a steep turn. Again, I found no difficulty in keeping inside the turn, and was soon in range to fire. A long burst at the number two caused bits to fly off his aircraft, which rolled on to its back and careered earthwards. Whether or not he was hors de combat I couldn’t be sure, but the leader was still there and had to be dealt with.







Reversing his turn very skilfully, he too dived towards the ground. Momentarily, I lost distance, but I had got in range again before he flattened out above the tree tops and headed homewards. A quick burst caused him to whip into another turn, and from this point onwards he did everything possible to shake me off. After a second burst I ran out of ammunition, but I was determined to stay behind him for as long as possible, if for no other reason than the fact that I didn’t know quite how to break off the engagement. I had the feeling that he must have known I was out of ammunition, and was just waiting for me to turn for home. Fortunately for me, his next manoeuvre was to straighten out and determinedly head eastwards, at which point I pulled hard back on the stick and looped through the broken cloud before rolling out and diving full throttle towards the coast.


I now called Johnny on the R/T, and was relieved to hear his cheerful but somewhat breathless voice answer.


‘I’m just crossing out north of Calais but am rather worried about my aircraft. I can’t see any holes but felt hits, and she doesn’t seem to be flying quite right. I’ll make for North Foreland [on the Kent coast] at my present height of 8,000ft. See if you can join up.’


We managed to join up mid-Channel, and sure enough, his aircraft had been holed. However, it didn’t seem too bad, and on my advice he decided to continue back to Hornchurch rather than land forward at Manston [in Kent]. He accomplished a safe landing to the accompaniment of a victory roll from me.


Excited pilots and groundcrew clustered around us on the ground and our stories had to be recounted in detail. Johnny’s only comment was that he hoped the next time he encountered the Huns there would be fewer of them, and he would not be alone; after all, odds of 20-to-1 and 12-to-1 in consecutive engagements were too much for one’s nerves.


Shortly afterwards, ‘Prof’ arrived in the Master with his passenger, both none the worse for wear. From the safety of a ditch, into which he had dived on scrambling out of his aircraft, he observed the air battle and was able to give his account of the affray. His story is best related by quoting verbatim from the official intelligence report he later made:


‘The moment I left the ground I saw from the activities of Red One that something was amiss. Almost at once a Me 109 appeared ahead of me and commenced firing. I pulled around in a tight turn, observing as I did the Messerschmitt shoot past me. I literally banged the aircraft on the ground and evacuated the cockpit with all possible speed, diving into the safety of a ditch which ran along the airfield perimeter. Just as I did so I saw a Me 109 come hurtling out of the clouds to crash with a tremendous explosion a few hundred yards away. Almost simultaneously, another Me 109 exploded when it hit the sea to my left.


‘From the comparative safety of the ditch, my passenger and I caught momentary glimpses of the dogfight as first a Me 109 and then a Spitfire came hurtling through the cloud banks, only to scream upwards again. It was all over in a matter of about ten minutes, but not before we observed a third enemy aircraft crash in flames. We waited for about ten minutes after the fight ended, and when it seemed safe made a hasty take-off and rather frightened trip back to England and safety.’






According to the No 54 Sqn combat report compiled by Intelligence Officer Flg Off Patrick Shallard following this engagement with Bf 109Es from 1./JG 1, ‘Enemy offensive tactics were to outnumber the Spitfires by two-to-one on every attack – adopting line astern – so that evasive measures of the Spitfire could be followed. There was no “squadron” or “section” formation apart from this. The enemy aircraft appeared to hold their fire until they were well placed. Evasive measures were to dive steeply, pulling out suddenly, going vertically upwards and pushing the stick forward. Half-rolls from all positions and stall turns (particularly to the left) were used.’
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No 54 Sqn’s Operation Dynamo survivors pose for a group photograph in front of Flt Lt Al Deere’s Spitfire I at Rochford in late June 1940. The key players in the Calais-Marck rescue are visible here, namely Plt Off Johnny Allen (front row far left), Flt Lt Deere (sitting next to Allen) and Sqn Ldr James Leathart (sitting in the centre of the front row). Earlier that month, all three aviators had received decorations from HM King George VI for their bravery on 23 May. (Author’s Collection)




This daring rescue mission marked the start of an incredible run of success for the trio of No 54 Sqn pilots involved in the action, with Allen, Deere and Leathart having been credited with 25 victories between them by 17 June 1940.







[image: A series of three-dimensional diagrams showing aeroplane movements at 1100 hrs on 23 May 1940, with red and blue arrows to indicate the aircrafts' paths.]





1100 hrs, 23 MAY 1940

CALAIS-MARCK


	1 Two Spitfire Is of No 54 Sqn escort the unit’s Master I from Hornchurch to Calais-Marck airfield, on the coast of northern France, in order to rescue the CO of No 74 Sqn.

	2 Plt Off Al Deere orders his wingman, Plt Off Johnny Allen, to climb through cloud up to 8,000ft and patrol overhead while he escorts the

	
	
	
	
	
	



		
	OEBPS/html/images/titlepage.jpg
X DOGFIGHT 13

Spitfire |

Phoney War and Battle of France
Tony Holmes





OEBPS/html/images/3_1.jpg





OEBPS/html/images/DOG13_001.jpg





OEBPS/html/images/cover.jpg
NJDDGFIGHT
Spitfire |

Phoney War and Battle of France

Tony Holmes







OEBPS/html/images/3_1a.jpg













OEBPS/html/images/DOG13_002.jpg





OEBPS/html/images/DOG13_003.jpg










OEBPS/html/nav.xhtml


Contents




		Cover


		Title Page


		Table of Contents


		Chapter 1 In Battle


		Chapter 2 Setting the Scene


		Chapter 3 Path to Combat


		Chapter 4 Weapon of War


		Chapter 5 Art of War


		Chapter 6 Combat


		Aftermath


		Selected Sources


		About the Author


		About the Illustrators


		eCopyright






	
	
	




		1


		3


	
	
		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11




		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20




		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26




		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34



		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42




		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		55


		66


		67


		68


		69


		72


		70


		71


		73


		74


		75





		76


		77


		78




		79

	
	
		2





		


	
	





OEBPS/html/images/DOG13_004.jpg





OEBPS/html/images/9781472857675ribbondiag001_outlined.jpg





