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EARLY DAYS

‘Acouple of miles short of landfall I spotted four Fw 190s off to our right at about 1500 ft. Their course and speed was going to put them directly overhead when we crossed the beach. I called Freddie twice with a “Tally ho!”, but there was no response. He did not hear the warnings and apparently did not see the Fw 190s. When Freddie turned right to intercept our recce road at Abbeville, we were put in an ideal position for the FWs to attack. I swung very wide to Freddie’s left during the turn, dusting the Abbeville chimney tops. That kept me beneath the FWs, and I believe they lost sight of me.

‘My plan was to cut off the lead FW 190 before he could open fire on Freddie, but my timing went to pot when a crashing Spitfire forced me to turn to avoid a collision. That gave the lead FW pilot time to get into a firing position, and he hit Freddie’s Mustang with the first burst. I got a long-range shot at the FW leader but had to break right when his No 2 man had a go at me. The No 2 missed and made the big mistake of sliding to my left side ahead of me. It was an easy shot and I hit him hard. His engine caught fire, and soon after it started smoking and the canopy came off. I hit him again and he was a goner, falling off to the right into the trees.

‘The second pair of Fw 190s had vanished so I raced towards Dieppe looking for Freddie’s Mustang. I saw him heading for the harbour at 1000 ft, streaming glycol, with the lead FW trailing behind. The FW started to slide dead astern Freddie, so I gave him a short high-deflection burst to get his attention. He broke hard left into my attack, and the ensuing fight seemed to go on forever. I could out-turn him, very slowly gaining an advantage, but just as I got into firing position he would break off and streak inland, using the superior power of his BMW engine. He would come back at me as soon as I turned to head for the coast, and we’d start our turning competition all over again. During one turn I had to dodge a crashing aeroplane – an Me 109 – and the FW pilot got his only shot at me. His deflection was too great and he missed. My opponent was a highly competent pilot, and I was ready to call a draw as soon as I could.’
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The first of the countless enemy aircraft shot down by the Mustang appropriately fell to an American serving in the RCAF, Plt Off Hollis Hills of No 414 Sqn. He later became an ace when flying F6F Hellcats with US Navy squadron VF-32 in the Pacific in 1944 (Canadian Armed Forces)

Thus did American Plt Off Hollis Hills of the Royal Canadian Air Force’s No 414 Sqn describe in the Summer 1990 edition of naval aviation journal The Hook how over Dieppe on 19 August 1942 he claimed the Mustang’s first aerial victory. Hills later transferred to the US Navy and became an ace flying F6F Hellcats in the Pacific in 1944. This was No 414 Sqn’s baptism of fire, and it went on to become the most successful of the Mustang reconnaissance units in terms of aerial victories.

The aircraft that Hollis Hills was flying that day was a product of a proposal by North American Aviation to the British Purchasing Commission (BPC) in early 1940. Having received US government sanction, the company went on to develop a very clean single-seat fighter design – the NA-73X – that received the US designation XP-51. It flew for the first time on 26 October 1940. This was an extraordinary achievement, as approval to proceed with the project had only been given on 24 April! The BPC was impressed, authorising production of the aircraft for the RAF, which in December bestowed upon it the name ‘Mustang’.
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No 414 Sqn Mustang Is like AG427/RU-H formed part of Army Co-operation Command from early 1942, undertaking tactical reconnaissance missions over occupied western Europe (No 414 Sqn Records)

Powered by an Allison V-1710-39 engine, the first Mustang I was sent to the UK by sea in October 1941, where in flight trials it proved to be faster than the Spitfire V at 15,000 ft. However, its performance fell away sharply after that, as unlike the Rolls-Royce Merlin 45 in the Vickers-Supermarine fighter, the Allison engine was not supercharged. With substantial numbers of Spitfire Vs available, the Mustang I’s excellent range and low-level performance led to it being fitted with an oblique camera for use in the army cooperation role instead. Indeed, the fighter was gladly welcomed by Army Co-operation Command, which desperately needed a modern aircraft to replace the Tomahawk IIs then in service.

The Mustang I entered operational service on 5 January 1942 when No 26 Sqn, based at RAF Gatwick, in Surrey, received AG367 for operational tests. The unit received two more examples the following month. More squadrons were also issued with Mustang Is through the spring, and on 10 May Flg Off Dawson from No 26 Sqn flew the Mustang I’s first operational sortie when he strafed the airfield at Berck-sur-Mer. The unit flew its second operation on the 14th when it photographed a radar site in the Pas de Calais – an unglamorous task that was nevertheless vital in the planning for the invasion of France in 1944. Gradually, the pace of these fighter-reconnaissance operations over occupied Europe increased, with No 239 Sqn becoming the next unit to declare itself operational with the Mustang I in June.

The first major action for the aircraft in RAF service came during Operation Jubilee on 19 August. This was a large scale raid on the port of Dieppe, and it led to some of the heaviest air fighting of the war. The four Mustang squadrons of No 35 Wing – Nos 26, 239, 400 and 414 Sqns – flew in support of Jubilee throughout the day, blooding the new fighter in air combat for the first time as has already been described in this chapter.
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One of the first RAF units to fly the Mustang I was No 4 Sqn, which was also equipped with the cannon armed Mk IA – this example was photographed in 1943 (J D Oughton)
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One of a number of aces that later flew Mustang Is in the army co-operation role was Flt Lt Glyn Griffiths of No 4 Sqn, who is seen here when still a sergeant pilot with No 17 Sqn in 1940. He was badly injured in a mid-air collision in 16 October 1943 (M Goodman)

As well as reconnaissance missions, the expanding force of Mustang I squadrons also regularly mounted more offensive sorties in the form of ‘Rhubarbs’, ‘Rangers’ and ‘Populars’. These led to occasional brushes with the Luftwaffe, and a steady stream of losses mainly to light flak.

One of the most successful of these early army co-operation pilots was Flg Off Frank Hanton of No 400 Sqn who, on 8 July 1943, shared in the destruction of an Fi 156 Storch. Then during a night ‘Ranger’ to Rennes airfield in the early hours of 15 August he caught a Bf 110 nightfighter in bright moonlight as it made its approach to land and duly shot it down, so achieving the Mustang’s first night victory – Hanton also damaged a Ju 88 during the same mission.

Through the summer of 1943 a number of aces were posted into Mustang I units including Flt Lt Bob Doe who, on 31 August, flew his only operational sortie with No 613 Sqn when he led a search for some refugee boats in the North Sea. Another was Flg Off Glyn Griffiths of No 4 Sqn who on 1 August flew a reconnaissance of the Cherbourg area. However, when returning to Odiham from a sortie over France on 16 October his wingman collided with him and he was badly burned before he could bail out of his stricken fighter, spending much of the rest of the war having treatment for his dreadful injuries.

The most successful army co-operation pilot in air combat was Canadian Flg Off Gordon Wonnacott of No 414 Sqn who soon after lunch on 2 November left RAF Redhill, in Surrey, with Flg Off Brown on a reconnaissance mission over Belgium. They attacked and damaged several locomotives and also a goods train. Then when in the vicinity of Cambrai Brown spotted two Fw 190s at zero feet crossing from left to right. Wonnacott related his actions after having turned to attack them;

‘I started to attack the starboard aircraft but could not close until it turned into “Blue 2”, who was attacking the port Fw 190. I saw strikes on the Fw 190 being attacked by “Blue 2”, and as he overshot, the fighter I was chasing turned into “Blue 2” and I instructed the latter to break into him. I then closed in on the Fw 190 that “Blue 2” had overshot, opening fire at 250 yards and closing to 150 yards, observing strikes on the fuselage. The enemy pilot waggled his wings as I started to fire, and when I broke off the attack he turned over onto his back and went straight into the deck. I pulled away in a tight turn to find the other Fw 190 heading for home.’

Wonnacott’s shared victory started him on the path to acedom. On 28 January 1944 during a ‘Ranger’ to the Chartres area, his section spotted a pair of Ar 96 advanced trainers. One exploded when hit by a burst of fire from Flg Off R O Brown and the second was downed in flames by Wonnacott in AP211 and Flt Lt Burroughs in AM251. They then encountered Bf 109Es from JG 105, and although Brown went down, Burroughs and Wonnacott each destroyed one. Gordon Wonnacott went on to ‘make ace’ after No 414 Sqn re-equipped with Spitfire IXs.
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When delivered, in spite of the reservations about its high altitude performance, the new Mustang I naturally drew the attention of Fighter Command, and examples were duly delivered to the Air Fighting Development Unit (AFDU) at RAF Duxford, in Cambridgeshire, for trials and comparative testing. The pilots of this unit were all highly experienced, and in June 1943 the famous one-armed ace Sqn Ldr James Maclachlan joined the AFDU following a lecture tour in the US.
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The first pilots to claim multiple victories in an RAF Mustang were assigned to the elite AFDU. One of them was one-armed ace Sqn Ldr James Maclachlan, whose four claims on 29 June 1943 took his total to 16 and 1 shared destroyed (via B Cull)

On 29 June, in company with Flt Lt Geoffrey Page (who had 2.5 victories to his name), Maclachlan flew an offensive sweep over France. Leaving RAF Lympne, in Kent, at 0915 hrs, they crossed the Seine and when northwest of Rambouillet they spotted a number of aircraft, as the AFDU records noted;

‘Over a wood the northwest of the town they sighted three Hs 126s at 2000 ft in line abreast. Sqn Ldr Maclachlan attacked the port aircraft, which caught fire after a burst of about two seconds from all guns. The aircraft flew for about three miles on fire and crashed into a house. Then a dogfight ensued with the other two, one of which Sqn Ldr Maclachlan attacked until it glided down into a wood. Flt Lt Page downed the third. It also crashed in the wood after a two-second burst from dead astern at a range of about 300 yards. No one bailed out of any of these aircraft.

‘The Mustangs flew on for about ten miles and then sighted another Hs 126 doing circuits at about 2000 ft. Sqn Ldr Maclachlan fired a short burst which caused the enemy aircraft to take evasive action. It was then attacked by Flt Lt Page, who saw strikes. It half-rolled and dived into a field near Limours. Wreckage was strewn all over the field. They then flew on to Bretigny and saw two Ju 88s circling the aerodrome with wheels down, one at 2000 ft and one at 1000 ft. Sqn Ldr Maclachlan attacked the aircraft at 2000 ft and saw strikes and broke away, and then Flt
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