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Without doubt the Spitfire was the most famous fighter type ever to serve in the Royal Air Force, and the most famous action in which it took part was the Battle of Britain. This book describes the operational career of the Mark I and Mark II versions of the fighter in the period before, during and immediately after that epic action. Virtually from the moment it entered service, the Spitfire underwent a continual programme of modification as Supermarine engineers worked to improve the airframe and Rolls-Royce produced new and more powerful versions of the Merlin engine.

Of course, the Spitfire would have amounted to nothing without the skills of the pilots who flew it. This book also describes many of those who took it into action and, after receiving credit for five or more aerial victories, gained the status of ace. In listing the pilots’ credited victory scores, I have considered only the confirmed victory claims – unconfirmed claims have been omitted.

Several good friends contributed material and photographs to assist with the preparation of this book. In particular I am grateful to Norman Franks, Dilip Sarkar and Bruce Robertson. Ted Hooton gave me the benefit of his vast research into Spitfire modification states, as well as assisting the artists so that they could produce the most accurate colour plates of the aces’ aircraft ever published. Yet again I offer my profound thanks to Chris Shores and Clive Williams for allowing me to use material from their superb reference book Aces High. For anyone wishing to learn more about the careers of the RAF fighter aces, this book is strongly recommended.

Alfred Price

January 1996


INITIAL ENCOUNTERS

Spitfires first fired their guns in anger on 6 September 1939, three days after Great Britain declared war on Germany. At 06.45 hours, the early warning radar station at Canewdon in Essex reported a force of unidentified aircraft coming in from the east. During the minutes that followed, the strength of the incoming force increased to five formations each estimated at between six and twelve aircraft. In fact, due to a failure of the radar’s sensing system, aircraft flying to the west of the station appeared on the radar screen as if they were to the east of it (i.e. in the direction from which a German attack was expected). Several fighter units scrambled to intercept the ‘intruders’ and headed towards the Thames Estuary. As they did so, their radar echoes joined with those from the phantom raiding force seemingly approaching from the east. The result was a chain reaction, the ‘hostile force’ appearing to grow larger each time an RAF squadron took off. Within a few minutes the number of ‘incoming’ formations had increased to 12, all now designated as ‘hostile’. It looked as if the Luftwaffe was about to launch its predicted aerial onslaught against London. Across eastern England the air defence system came to full alert and at 06:55 hours the air raid sirens sounded in the capital.

The weather over the Thames Estuary that morning was poor, with banks of thick cloud over south-east England. Anti-aircraft batteries at Thameshaven and Sheerness engaged the ‘enemy aircraft’ as they came within range and shot down a Blenheim fighter and damaged a Spitfire of No 65 Sqn. A few minutes later, near Colchester, the leader of a section of Spitfires from No 74 Sqn saw a formation of ‘enemy aircraft’ some distance ahead of him. With the sun glinting off the aircraft it was difficult to identify their type, but from the radio calls it seemed clear there were enemy machines nearby. The three Spitfires dived on the two machines at the rear of the formation and shot down each with an accurate burst. However, these ‘enemy planes’ turned out to be Hurricanes from No 56 Sqn. The latter broke formation to avoid further attacks, as their leader repeatedly called on the radio to his pilots ‘Do not retaliate. They are friendly!’ Although the situation quickly resolved itself, at the end of it both sides nervously eyed each other.
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This evocative line-up shot of Spitfires from the initial production batch was taken by the legendary Charles E Brown during the first No 19 Sqn Spitfire Press Day, held at Duxford on 4 May 1939. The aircraft are seen being readied by their groundcrews for the squadron ‘Battle Formation’ flypast, which signalled the end of the day’s activities at the Cambridgeshire fighter station. All 11 Spitfires are fitted with the original two-bladed wooden propellers, narrow aerial masts, unprotected windscreens and ring-and-bead gun sights. The second and fifth aircraft in the line also still boast the initial, flat-topped, canopy, while most of the others have the later bulged-top type. Note also that the closest aircraft is the only Spitfire to lack an individual letter code (Vickers)
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Six of the original pilots to fly Spitfires with No 19 Sqn – Flg Offs Pace, Robinson, Clouston, Banham, Ball and, in the chair, Thomas. Two achieved ace status in 1940, Wilfred Clouston being credited with 9 aircraft destroyed, 3 shared destroyed, 1 and 1 shared probably destroyed and 1 shared damaged, and George Ball claiming 6 aircraft destroyed, 1 shared destroyed and 3 damaged (No 19 Sqn Archive)

At 08:00 hours the so-called ‘Battle of Barking Creek’ reached its inglorious conclusion, as fighters ran short of fuel and began returning to base. Only then was it clear that no German planes had been in the area that morning. For Air Chief Marshal (ACM) Dowding, the Commander in Chief (C-in-C) of Fighter Command, the incident was a bitter blow. What had caused his carefully devised system of fighter control to enter a self-destruct mode? An inquiry determined that the root cause of the incident was the technical fault at the radar station at Canewdon. Once the presence of the ‘enemy planes’ had been established, the clash that followed was almost inevitable given that the defenders were inexperienced in war, and over-quick on the trigger. The incident highlighted the need for a means of distinguishing friendly aircraft on radar. Such a device, the IFF (Identification Friend or Foe) equipment, was already in production, but now its introduction received a higher priority than previously. The station commander at North Weald and the two Spitfire pilots who shot down Hurricanes later stood trial by court martial, the former receiving a cursory punishment and the latter being exonerated.

[image: images]

The first Spitfire write-off. On 16 August 1938 Plt Off Gordon Sinclair of No 19 Sqn touched down at Duxford at the end of his first flight in the Spitfire, only to have the port wheel break away and the aircraft flip on to its back. He emerged from the incident without injury to himself or to his reputation, for the cause of the accident was traced to faulty metal in the axle stub. Sinclair scored six kills with No 19 Sqn over Dunkirk in May/June 1940, and became one of the first Spitfire aces. During the Battle of Britain he flew Hurricanes with No 310 ‘Czech’ Sqn, increasing his score to 10 destroyed and 1 damaged (No 19 Sqn Archive)
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Spitfire final assembly at Eastleigh on 23 January 1939. In front of the aircraft nearest to the camera is the upper fuel tank, which is about to be fitted forward of the cockpit. Part of the first batch of 310 (308 delivered) Spitfires ordered by the Ministry of Supply on 3 June 1936, the airframes seen in this view were primarily issued to Nos 54 and 74 Sqns in the final weeks of February 1939 (via Aeroplane)
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By the start of World War 2 the Supermarine works at Southampton had delivered 306 Spitfires to the RAF. Of this total, 187 were currently serving with 11 Fighter Command Squadrons (Nos 19, 41, 54, 65, 66, 72, 74, 602, 603, 609 and 611), and a further 71 were held at maintenance units, ready to be despatched to the frontline to replace losses. Eleven Spitfires were serving as trials machines, either with the makers or with the various service test establishments, one was allocated to the Central Flying School for use by those writing the Pilot’s Notes on the aircraft, and the remaining 36 airframes had been struck off charge, mostly due to flying accidents.
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Spitfire Is of No 65 Sqn pictured shortly before the outbreak of war. The aircraft nearest the camera, K9906/FZ-L, was picked up from the Supermarine factory by the squadron following its pre-delivery flight checks and flown back to their Hornchurch base on 24 March 1939. It was then allocated to Flg Off Robert Stanford Tuck, who would later become one of the first Spitfire pilots to be credited with five victories. K9906 was transferred to No 64 Sqn in April 1940, and flew throughout the Battle of Britain with this unit (Vickers)
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Plt Off Paul Webb of No 602 ‘City of Glasgow’ Sqn pictured in his Spitfire early in the war when the aircraft bore the initial ZT code letters. Webb was one of the pilots who took part in the initial engagement of enemy aircraft by Spitfires on 16 October 1939 when a Ju 88A-1 of Stab I./KG 30 was downed over the Firth of Forth. By the end of the Battle of Britain he was credited with 3 destroyed, 3 shared destroyed and 5 damaged, although he had missed the final six weeks of the campaign after suffering a broken wrist on 9 September during a forced landing in the badly shot up K9910 (Cameron)

During the early months of the war all Spitfire fighter units were based in Great Britain. Thus, during the so-called ‘Phoney War’ period which lasted until May 1940, these fighters encountered enemy aircraft only on the rare occasions when the latter ventured close to the British Isles. The Spitfire first went into action against genuinely hostile aircraft on 16 October 1939. On that day nine Junkers Ju 88A-1s of 1./KG 30 delivered an attack on Royal Navy warships in the Firth of Forth, and Nos 602 and 603 Sqns, based at Drem and Turnhouse respectively, were scrambled to engage the raiders. Flt Lt Pat Gifford of No 603 Sqn shot down one bomber and Flt Lts George Pinkerton and Archie McKellar (who would later score 17 kills on Hurricane Is, including five in one day, with No 605 Sqn during 1940) of No 602 Sqn destroyed another. Fighters of No 603 Sqn engaged yet another Ju 88 and shot out one of its engines, but it managed to escape back to Germany.

In the months that followed Spitfires had occasional encounters with individual German bombers, minelayers or reconnaissance aircraft. For the most part, however, this was a period of expansion of the force and of intensive training for the battles to come. By the beginning of May 1940 a further eight squadrons (Nos 64, 92, 152, 222, 234, 266, 610 and 616) had received Spitfires, thus bringing the strength of the force up to nineteen squadrons.

The ‘Phoney War’ came to an abrupt end on 10 May 1940 when German forces launched their all-out offensive in the west. The initial air actions in that uneven contest took place well beyond the range of the Spitfire units based in southern England, but that situation was soon to change – on 12 May, two days into the campaign, Spitfires of No 66 Sqn flew a brief patrol over The Hague, and in a short skirmish with the Luftwaffe, they claimed the destruction of one enemy aircraft. On the following day the same unit was in action again, this time over Rotterdam, and made further victory claims, but also lost one of its own in return.

[image: images]

In a long war of attrition, an efficient organisation for the repair of aircraft is essential. This Spitfire had been damaged in a landing accident in late 1939, and is seen disassembled prior to being repaired at the Morris Motors factory at Oxford. Following its restoration to airworthiness, the fighter flew with No 266 Sqn during the Battle of Britain (via Robertson)

It appears that the first dogfight between Messerschmitt Bf 109s and Spitfires (from No 74 Sqn) took place near Calais on 23 May, without loss on either side. In the days that followed the action escalated, and many more Spitfire units entered the battle. For the first time the RAF’s fastest fighter was in action against enemy machines of equivalent performance – now the Spitfire had to show that it could take punishment as well as dish it out.
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Spitfires of No 66 Sqn drawn together for rapid refuelling at Duxford in early 1940. Once the Fighter Command airfields came under threat of attack, aircraft were dispersed and refuelled individually so as not to
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