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INTRODUCTION

Fighter-versus-fighter combat has always held a particular fascination for historians and aviation enthusiasts alike, and perhaps the ultimate aerial joust of the 20th century took place over the skies of southern England during the long, hot summer of 1940. The fate of the free world effectively rested on the shoulders of several thousand aviators (supported by thousands more groundcrew, radar plotters, fighter controllers and observers) who flew with RAF Fighter Command in direct defence of the British Isles. Their opponents, the battle-hardened Luftwaffe, had been given the job of neutralizing Britain’s aerial defences so that a seaborne invasion could be launched across the Channel from occupied France. At the forefront of the action were 19 Spitfire squadrons, charged with defending their more numerous Hurricane brethren from attack by Bf 109s as the Hawker fighters attempted to repel the hordes of medium bombers dispatched by the Luftwaffe to knock out key industrial and military targets.

The remarkable similarities in terms of performance between the Bf 109E and the Spitfire I/II, the predominant models used by the rival air forces, are highlighted in this volume. Both were the product of several years’ development during the 1930s as Britain and Germany rapidly re-armed, and they were the most advanced fighter types in frontline service in 1940. By examining the strengths and weaknesses of both aircraft, the technical nuances of each fighter are revealed, as is the reality of using the fighters within a combat situation. With both aircraft being so evenly matched, the battle really came down to the skill of the pilots involved, and their employment of superior tactics, to ensure victory. The Spitfire and Bf 109E had initially met over the evacuation beaches of Dunkirk in the final days of May 1940, and neither fighter managed to gain a clear advantage over the other. The German fighter pilots, near exhaustion and at the end of an overstretched supply chain following the rapid advances of the Blitzkrieg through the Low Countries of Western Europe, were flying their favoured freelance sweeps into the areas patrolled by RAF Fighter Command. The British units were also experiencing operational difficulties of their own as their ‘short-legged’ fighters were operating at the extreme limits of their range.
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Spitfire I/IIs and Bf 109Es were rarely seen together in close proximity on the ground in 1940. However, on a handful of occasions that year RAF pilots flying damaged aircraft were forced down in France, as seen here. No. 603 ‘City of Edinburgh’ Sqn Spitfire IA X4260, flown by Plt Off Bill Caister, was damaged in combat over the Channel near Manston by future 77-victory ace Hauptmann Hubertus von Bonin of I./JG 54. Caister force-landed in a field near Guines, in northern France, and the Spitfire was eventually sent to Germany for full flight evaluation, being flown at Augsburg by famous Messerschmitt test pilot Fritz Wendel.



Nevertheless, Spitfire and Bf 109E pilots that survived the bloody clashes over the French coast, gained a valuable insight into the strengths and weaknesses of their much vaunted opponents. Fighter Command’s tactics were quickly exposed as being terribly out of date, and therefore dangerous to those pilots ordered to adhere to them during the summer of 1940. The Spitfire more than held its own in combat with Europe’s all-conquering fighter, however, and the majority of RAF pilots serving in the frontline felt confident that they could prevail over the Bf 109E when engaged by the Germans over home territory.

The Jagdwaffe, in turn, was anxious to exploit the apparent weakness in British fighter tactics, and the more senior pilots in the German Bf 109E ranks were also quietly confident that they could defeat even the most aggressively flown Spitfire. They were fully aware that the Messerschmitt fighter’s endurance could pose problems, but they believed their preferred – and combat tested – slashing tactics, which meant that the Jagdflieger attacked with deadly accuracy from high altitude and then headed straight home, would alleviate any range issues.

Eager to fight each other for the mastery of the skies over southern England, Spitfire and Bf 109E pilots prepared themselves for possibly the most important aerial clash of World War II – the Battle of Britain.



CHRONOLOGY


	1933
	


	6 July
	Reichsluftfahrtministerium (RLM) issues Tactical Requirements for Fighter Aircraft (Land). The Bf 109 is one of four designs put forward.


	1934
	


	February
	R. J. Mitchell’s first fighter design, the Vickers Supermarine Type 224, powered by a Rolls-Royce Goshawk, makes its maiden flight.


	March
	Design work commences on the Bf 109.


	1 Dec
	Air Ministry issues a contract to Vickers Supermarine for the new Mitchell-designed, Rolls-Royce PV 12 Merlin-powered monoplane fighter, writing Specification F37/34 around it.


	1935
	


	28 May
	Rolls-Royce Kestrel-powered Bf 109 V1 prototype performs its maiden flight.


	1936
	


	January
	Junkers Jumo 210-powered Bf 109 V2 joins the flight trial programme, where both prototypes are flown alongside the rival Heinkel He 112 fighter.


	5 March
	Prototype Type 300 K5054 (later christened ‘Spitfire’), powered by a Rolls-Royce Merlin C driving a two-bladed fixed pitch de Havilland. propeller, makes its maiden flight from Eastleigh airfield, near Southampton.


	June
	Vickers Supermarine signs a contract with the Air Ministry to produce 310 Spitfire I aircraft.


	Autumn
	Following a series of exhaustive trials, the Bf 109 is chosen for production ahead of the He 112 due to its being faster and more manoeuvrable.


	1937
	


	February
	First of 344 Bf 109Bs leave the Augsburg factory and are issued to II./JG 132 ‘Richthofen’.


	June
	Bf 109 V10 fitted with a Daimler-Benz DB 600Aa engine.


	1938
	


	Spring
	Bf 109C, fitted with fuel-injected Jumo 210Ga engine and wing-mounted machine guns, enters production. Bf 109D, powered by the Jumo 210Da engine with a carburettor, also enters production at this time.


	14 May
	First production Spitfire I makes its maiden flight one year later than planned due to a shortage of skilled labour and manufacturing difficulties.


	August
	No. 19 Sqn at Duxford becomes the first unit in RAF Fighter Command to be issued with Spitfires.


	December
	First production Bf 109E-1s, fitted with the definitive fuel-injected Daimler-Benz DB 601 engine, enter frontline service. More than 4,000 Bf 109Es would eventually be built.


	1939
	


	1 Sep
	German troops invade Poland, and Bf 109Cs from I./JG 21 claim five PZL P.24 fighters destroyed as the fighter’s first victories of World War II.


	16 Oct
	No. 603 Sqn shoots down a Ju 88 bomber over the Firth of Forth for the Spitfire I’s first victory.


	1940
	


	23 May
	Spitfire Is and Bf 109Es clash for the first time when Nos 74 and 54 Sqns tangle with I./JG 27 near the Dunkirk evacuation beaches.


	Summer
	Improved Bf 109E-3/4s begin to enter service, fitted with more armoured protection and twin MG FF 20mm cannon in the wings.


	June
	Production of the Spitfire II at the Nuffield factory in Castle Bromwich commences, with the first examples reaching No. 611 Sqn in July.


	June
	Hispano 20mm cannon-armed Spitfire IB enters service with No. 19 Sqn.


	10 July
	Battle of Britain officially commences, with 348 Spitfire Is split between 19 squadrons in RAF Fighter Command opposing eight Jagdgeschwader (fighter wings) equipped with 809 Bf 109Es.


	August
	Bf 109E-7, derived from the DB 601N-powered E-4/N, and capable of carrying a drop tank or bombs, enters service.


	13 August
	Adlertag (Eagle Day): Luftwaffe launches all-out offensive against RAF but loses 45 aeroplanes to the RAF’s 13.


	15 Sep
	One of the heaviest bombing raids by the Luftwaffe, today celebrated as Battle of Britain Day.


	October
	First examples of the Bf 109F are issued to JG 51.


	31 Oct
	Battle of Britain officially ends, with Spitfire units having downed 521 German aircraft and Fighter Command having lost 403 Spitfires in combat. Some 610 Bf 109Es had been destroyed in action between 10 July and 31 October.


	Autumn
	Bomb-equipped Bf 109E-7s commence Jabo (a contraction of Jagdbomber – fighter-bomber) operations over south-east England.


	1941
	


	10 Jan
	First official ‘Circus’ offensive mission into Europe includes three squadrons of Spitfires.


	Spring
	Bf 109Es steadily replaced on the Channel front by the Bf 109F. Spitfire IIA (long range) fighters, equipped with 40-gal (Imperial) fixed tank under port wing, commence operations over France.


	Autumn
	Last examples of Bf 109E in the west soldier on with JG 1 and JG 2.


	1942
	


	June
	Last Spitfire IIs in Fighter Command retired by No. 152 Sqn.





[image: ]


Spitfire IIA fuselages are mass produced at the Nuffield Shadow Factory at Castle Bromwich, near Birmingham, in late 1940.
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This Bf 109E-3 was assigned to Oberleutnant Werner Pichon-Kalau von Hofe, technical officer of III./JG 51, in the early summer of 1940. Von Hofe claimed six victories (including three Spitfires) during the Battle of Britain.






DESIGN AND DEVELOPMENT

SPITFIRE

Vickers Supermarine, the manufacturer of one of history’s greatest aircraft, in fact had little experience of building fighter aircraft prior to placing the Spitfire into production. It had, however, been heavily involved in high-performance aviation through its family of flying-boat and floatplane racers of the 1920s and early 1930s.

Based in Woolston, Southampton, the company, and its chief designer, Reginald J. Mitchell, initially achieved prominence internationally when Supermarine’s Sea Lion biplane won the Schneider Trophy in 1922. Over the next nine years the company would secure further racing successes, and set world speed records, with its S 4, S 5, S 6 and S 6B floatplanes. A fruitful relationship with Rolls-Royce’s aero engine division was also cultivated during this period.

Vickers Aviation acquired a majority shareholding in Supermarine in 1928, and this helped the company survive the lean inter-war period when few military orders were on offer. Indeed, the bulk of Supermarine’s work during this time centred on the construction of 79 Southampton flying-boats for the RAF.

In 1931 the Air Ministry issued Specification F7/30 for a new fighter for frontline service with the RAF that would boast a higher top speed than the 225mph Bristol Bulldog – little more than half the speed of the S 6B Schneider Trophy winner! The winning design would also have to be armed with four 0.303-in. machine guns, which was double the armament of the RAF’s biplane fighters then in squadron service.
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The very first production Spitfire I built, K9787 made its
































































































Acknowledgements

Photographs have been supplied from the archives of Peter Arnold, Eddie Creek, Philip Jarrett, Wojtek Matusiak, Dr Alfred Price, Jerry Scutts, Andrew Thomas and John Weal.

Editor’s note

For ease of comparison, imperial measurements are used almost exclusively throughout this book. The exception is weapons calibres, which are given in their official designation, whether metric or imperial. The following list will help in converting the imperial measurements to metric:

1 mile = 1.6km

1lb = 0.45kg

1 yard = 0.9m

1ft = 0.3m

1in. = 2.54cm

1 gal = 4.5 litres

Spitfire cover art

Plt Off Bob Doe of No. 234 Sqn, flying his Spitfire IA X4036, keeps a watchful eye on a second Bf 109E shortly after claiming his 11th victory of the Battle of Britain, and the fifth Bf 109E he had destroyed in three days. Bob Doe routinely hunted German aircraft along the Kent coast near Dover following bombing raids on London, as he recalled in his autobiography Fighter Pilot. ‘I assumed that enemy aircraft would be crossing the coast at about 10,000–12,000ft in a gentle dive, heading for home – and trade should be brisk, as they would be thinking of home, more than Spitfires.’

Bf 109E cover art

Having been made Gruppenkommandeur of I./JG 52 on 28 August 1940, future 77-victory experte Hauptmann Wolfgang Ewald celebrated his promotion five days later when he was one of three pilots from the Gruppe each to claim a Spitfire destroyed. The latter were almost certainly from Croydon-based No. 72 Sqn, which was attacked whilst patrolling over Lympne, in Kent. (Cover artwork by Jim Laurier)


	German ranks
	RAF equivalent


	Reichsmarschall
	no equivalent


	Generalfeldmarschall
	Marshal of the Royal Air Force


	Generaloberst
	Air Chief Marshal


	General der Flieger
	Air Marshal


	Generalleutnant
	Air Vice Marshal


	Generalmajor
	Air Commodore


	Oberst
	Group Captain


	Oberstleutnant (Obstlt)
	Wing Commander


	Major
	Squadron Leader


	Hauptmann (Hptm)
	Flight Lieutenant


	Oberleutnant (Oblt)
	Flying Officer


	Leutnant (Ltn)
	Pilot Officer


	Stabsfeldwebel (StFw)
	Warrant Officer


	Oberfeldwebel (Ofw)
	Flight Sergeant


	Fähnrich (Fhr)
	Officer candidate


	Feldwebel (Fw)
	Sergeant


	Unteroffizier (Uffz)
	Corporal


	Obergefreiter (Ogfr)
	Leading Aircraftman


	Gefreiter (Gefr)
	Aircraftman First Class


	Flieger (Flg)
	Aircraftman Second Class
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