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Welcome

Hello, and welcome to the May edition of FlyPast 
magazine. ‘Great’ is not a word I use lightly, 

and I believe it is often cheapened in modern usage, 
but I have no hesitation in describing the late 
Captain Eric Brown CBE DSC AFC Hon FRAeS RN as a 
great man. Eric – universally known as ‘Winkle’ 
due to his diminutive stature – was known to have 

� own more aircraft types than any other airman. His combat career, test 
pilot and Navy service, notably on the escort carrier HMS ‘Audacity’, makes 
him to many, second to none. Winkle would have probably denied the term 
‘great’, preferring to talk aviation and aircraft at his local pub with a pint 
of decent beer, but such was the man. With his death after a short illness on 
February 21 at the age of 97, aviation has lost another legend, and I would 
argue that we won’t see his like again. To paraphrase Air Chief Marshal 
Harris’s comment when referring to Guy Gibson, I would say that if there is 
a Valhalla, then Eric Brown – and those like him – will be sat far above the 
salt. Blue skies Eric.

Inside this bumper issue, you can read about Eric’s time on HMS 
‘Audacity’, and how 802 Squadron used the Grumman Martlet – better 
known as the Wildcat – effectively. FlyPast has also been on its travels of 
late – visiting the Biggin Hill Heritage Hangar, where Spit� res are being 

brought back to life and given another chance to � y. We also went to 
Orfordness, which is now owned by the National Trust. Formerly one of the 
most secret places in Great Britain, the site was used for tests of all kinds 
– from camou� age schemes to atomic weapons during Britain’s burgeoning 
nuclear programme of the late 1940s onwards. It’s a truly fascinating place 
and – as you will read in the article – there are interesting things to be 
found there, even now.

The airshow world also waits with bated breath for the results of the Civil 
Aviation Authority (CAA) consultation period with regards to proposed 
charges. And as you’ll see in the news section, there has been a new CAA 
proposal that could - if it goes ahead - have implications for those who operate 
certain types of classic jet. A number of engines - including those that power 
Gnats, Jet Provosts, Meteors and Vampires - could be affected if the proposals 
become law. Once again, it is to be hoped that a solution is rapidly found. For 
now, the CAA is going through the responses to its consultation, which ended 
on February 29. Enjoy your magazine, and see you all next month.

Chris Gilson
Editor

Contributing 
Editor
Ken Ellis

Group Editor
Nigel Price

Assistant Editor
Steve Beebee

Below Legendary test pilot and World War Two veteran Capt Eric 
‘Winkle’ Brown ‘fl ew’ the Concorde simulator at Brooklands Museum 
in Surrey in late 2015, alongside former Concorde pilot Mike Bannister. 
Eric, then 96, also joined Mike in the cockpit of the museum’s real 
Concorde, G-BBDG, prior to giving a well-received talk in the evening. 
 CLIFF BOLTON
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Airspeed Oxford Mk.I PK286 has been 
completed for static display in New 
Zealand. AIR FORCE MUSEUM OF NEW ZEALAND

Qantas Founders Museum 
aims to restore Connie
Australia’s Qantas Founders Museum 
is attempting to raise A$1.5million 
(£770,000) for its planned Lockheed 
Super Constellation display.

The museum successfully bid for 
Super Constellation N4247K in a Manila 
International Airport Authority auction 
held in September 2014. The aircraft, 
which has been grounded in Manila 
for 25 years, had previously been used 
by the US Navy and World Fish and 
Agriculture.  

The Super Constellation Project 
goal is to transport the aircraft to the 

museum’s Queensland base where it 
will be restored and painted in Qantas 
livery. The aircraft will be transported 
by either ship or air and will complete 
its journey by road prior to reassembly. 

The museum has already funded the 
early stages of the project, including 
lifting the aircraft from its mud-
encrusted position, and disassembling 
and storing it ready for transportation. 
To help the attraction achieve its aim, 
visit the Qantas Founders Museum 
donation page at: www.qfom.com.au/
donate-to-our-museum

The fuselage of Lockheed Super 
Constellation N4247K in Manila. 
QANTAS FOUNDERS MUSEUM

New CAA proposal for 
vintage jet engines

During February the Civil Aviation 
Authority (CAA) issued a proposed 
Mandatory Permit Directive (MPD) 
that, if implemented, will affect a 
variety of former military jet aircraft. 

The proposal has arisen after an 
accident investigation involving a 
jet aircraft revealed a signifi cant 
deterioration in a rubber-coated 
diaphragm used in the engine’s 
fuel pump system. While not being 
considered a factor in the accident, 
the deterioration observed has been 
attributed by the manufacturer 
to ageing, chemical attack and air 
exposure. 

These components were not 
‘lifed’ by the manufacturer, since 
the extended calendar times while 
in ‘service’ for civilian operators 
were not envisaged for the original 
operation. Engines that will be 
affected if the MPD is implemented 
include the Rolls-Royce Avon, Viper, 
Derwent and Nene, the de Havilland 
Goblin and Ghost, Motorlet M701 and 
Ivchenko AI-25. 

The consultation period ended on 
February 29 and a spokesman from 
the CAA told FlyPast that “the CAA 
has received a number of comments, 
which it is currently examining”.

Dominic Winter Auctioneers will be offering the Gert de Leeuw Collection of 48 
World War One-era propellers in its specialist aviation sale on May 13. Formed 
over the past 25 years, this collection offers some rare parts from British and 
European historic aircraft, including a Boulton & Paul four-blade propeller 
from an RAF FE.2b. The collection will be offered as one lot with an estimate 
of £50,000-£80,000, with items sold individually if the reserve price is not 
met. For more information contact Henry Meadows on 01285 860006 or email: 
henry@dominicwinter.co.uk

Great War propellers to go ‘under the hammer’

Airspeed Oxford PK286 was rolled 
out of the hangar at the Air Force 
Museum of New Zealand on February 
3 following a 14-year restoration.

Built in Portsmouth during 1945, it 
was never allocated to an RAF unit 
and was instead returned to Airspeed 

to be converted into a passenger-
carrying Consul variant. It fl ew for 
several civilian companies as G-AIKR 
before retirement and was eventually 
purchased by a museum in Canada. 

The museum acquired PK286 on 
long-term loan in 2000. It has now 

converted the aircraft back to its 
original Mk.I Oxford confi guration, 
bearing the paint scheme it would 
have worn on leaving the factory. 
Peter ‘PJ’ Smith, who has been at 
the forefront of the restoration 
since its inception, said: “It’s a good 

result for 14 years and 30,000 hours 
of work. It’s something that a lot of 
people – staff, volunteers, sponsors 
and the many others who’ve 
supported us in different ways – can 
be very proud of.” 
www.airforcemuseum.co.nz

Airspeed Oxford PK286 was rolled to be converted into a passenger- converted the aircraft back to its result for 14 years and 30,000 hours 

New Zealand’s Airspeed Oxford project completed
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Qantas Founders Museum 
aims to restore Connie

Fairchild Republic A-10 Thunderbolt 
II 80-0219 is to be put on display at 
Bentwaters Cold War Museum. The 
jet, which once fl ew from the Suffolk 
base, is on loan to the museum from 
the National Museum of the USAF 
(NMUSAF). It has been 
at RAF Alconbury, 

Cambridgeshire since 1988. 
Serving with the 509th TFS, the 

A-10 fi rst arrived at Bentwaters on 
December 14, 1981, and fl ew from 
there until 1988 when the 
unit moved to Alconbury. 
On April 4, 1989, the jet 
overshot the 

end of the runway due to a technical 
problem. The pilot ejected safely but 
the aircraft was written off. After 
some cosmetic repairs it was utilised 

as a ‘gate guardian’.
The NMUSAF has 

given the team at 

Bentwaters permission to dismantle 
and relocate the aircraft with the 
support of Alconbury’s 423rd Civil 
Engineer Squadron. It is expected to 
have arrived by the time FlyPast is 

published. www.bcwm.
org.uk

Thunderbolt returning to Bentwaters

An archive image of A-10 Thunderbolt II 80-
0219 in USAF service. WITH THANKS TO SIMON 

GLADAS-BCWM

Messerschmitt completed 
for Turkish museum

The Hisart Museum in Istanbul, Turkey, 
has rebuilt Messerschmitt Bf 109G-6 
15919 ‘Green 1’, the fi ghter fl own by 
Luftwaffe ace Maj Hermann Graf with 
JG 50 in September 1943. 

The restored fuselage and cockpit 

incorporate numerous original parts, 
including the engine cowling, and 
many others have been rebuilt. Graf 
ended the war with a claimed 212 aerial 
victories, the vast majority of which 
were scored over the Eastern Front. 

Messerschmitt Bf 109G-6 15919 ‘Green 1’ on display at the Hisart Museum. WITH THANKS TO 

GIZEM DERTURK-HISART MUSEUM

Dixie Wing’s P-63A
Kingcobra progress
The Commemorative Air Force’s Dixie Wing is continuing to work on its restoration of Bell 
P-63A Kingcobra 42-68941 (N191H). The fi ghter arrived at the Wing’s Peachtree, Georgia base 
in December 1996 after sustaining fl ood damage in Missouri the previous year. Personnel at 
Peachtree are currently focusing on the Kingcobra’s fuel system in a bid to return the 1944-built 
machine to airworthy status. www.dixiewing.org TONY SACKETOS

A team at the Museum of Aviation in 
Warner Robins, Georgia, is attempting 
to restore North American F-100D Super 
Sabre 56-2995 to its former glory.

The jet fl ew several hundred missions 
over enemy territory in the Vietnam 
War, and was given the name Cong Killer 
by pilot Rick Goddard who was at the 
controls for 180 of those ‘ops’. Flying 
with the 309th Tactical Fighter Squadron, 
Goddard was awarded the Silver Star 

for a mission he fl ew in this aircraft on 
February 9, 1969. 

His fi nal command was at Warner 
Robins Air Logistics Center at Robins AFB. 
Having discovered that Cong Killer was 
being used as a ‘gate guardian’ at Otis 
in Cape Cod, Massachusetts, and in poor 
condition, Rick managed to persuade 
the management at the Warner Robins 
museum to trade their F-100C (54-1851) 
for ‘his’ machine. 

The jet arrived at its new home in 
December 2010 and has been under 
restoration ever since. Structural work 
on the fuselage has now been completed, 
and the team is preparing to re-attach 
the wings. It will ultimately be returned 
to the confi guration and colours it wore 
when fl own by Rick, and will have pride 
of place in the museum’s Vietnam War 
Gallery. www.museumofaviation.org

Vietnam veteran’s Super 
Sabre being restored

North American F-100D Super Sabre 56-2995 
is under restoration in Georgia. TONY SACKETOS

May 2016 FLYPAST 7



8 FLYPAST May 2016

br
ie

fi 
n
gs

NEWS  THE LATEST IN AVIATION HERITAGE

British classics being restored in Australia

The South Australian Aviation 
Museum (SAAM) is making steady 
progress restoring Avro Anson EF954, 
with fi nal major components now 
being installed at the Port Adelaide 
attraction prior to painting. 

Fabric skin has been applied to 
the fuselage, and both Armstrong 
Siddeley Cheetah IX engines have 
been completed and fi tted. The 

focus will now shift to fi nishing the 
engine cowlings, cockpit roof, rudder, 
tailplane and elevators.

The aircraft was taken on by the 
RAAF at the end of 1942, and later 
fl ew with No.6 Service Flying Training 
School at Mallala in South Australia. It 
arrived, minus its wings, at what was 
to become SAAM in 1984. The current 
project also includes many parts 

from a second Anson, AW965, which 
was used post-war by the RAAF and 
Flinders Island Airlines as VH-FIA.

SAAM is also undertaking an 
ambitious plan to restore Fairey 
Battle N2188. The 1939-built machine 
is to be completed using parts 
from several aircraft, sourced from 
within Australia, Canada, the UK and 
Belgium. Since the project began in 

1999, the fuselage has been slowly 
built up around the cockpit, engine 
mounts and the mid-section. 

The museum’s enthusiastic team is 
also working on the nose section of 
English Electric Canberra B.2 WD954, 
which will eventually be part of a 
Vietnam War-themed display. 
www.saam.org.au 
PHIL BUCKLEY

Avro Anson EF954 is approaching completion at the South Australian Aviation Museum. The SAAM team is also working on Fairey Battle N2188. BOTH PHIL BUCKLEY

The Swedish Air Force Museum at 
Linköping is implementing Project 
DC-3, a six-month initiative aimed at 
restoring Douglas DC-3 TP79, which 
has been on external display since 
1980.

The fi rst stage of the project, which 
is set to run from April to September, 

is to document the aircraft’s condition 
and instigate a maintenance plan. The 
DC-3 will then be moved closer to the 
workshop where the task of restoring 
it will be carried out. 

The museum is seeking volunteers 
to help carry the plans forward. Parts 
already removed from the aircraft for 

maintenance are to be reassembled, 
after which the fuselage will be 
polished prior to repainting. The 
inside of the aircraft will be cleaned 
and both engines are to be restored. 
Upon completion, the DC-3 will return 
to its exhibition space, enabling the 
museum to shift its focus to 

either its Vickers Varsity T.1 or English 
Electric Canberra B.2. 
www.fl ygvapenmuseum.se 
TORSTEN NILSSON

DC-3 being prepared for restoration in Sweden

Douglas DC-3 TP79 prior to restoration at 
the Swedish Air Force Museum. SwAFM

Newark Air Museum has acquired a Lockheed 
TriStar simulator from Hendon’s RAF Museum. 
The exhibit arrived in several parts, the fi rst of 
which was delivered on February 15. The parts 
have been placed in temporary storage, and 
should be reassembled in the next few months. 
It is not yet known if the simulator can be 
returned to operational condition. HOWARD HEELEY

The Dutch Dakota Association is seeking a new 
sponsor after KLM recently stopped funding 
the organisation, which operates two Douglas 
DC-3s, PH-PBA and PH-DDZ. The latter currently 
requires a new engine, for which funding is 
also lacking. The Dutch national airline has 
backed DDA for more than three decades, also 
providing manpower and facilities. ROGER SOUPART
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New owner sought for 
Caudron monoplane project
Caudron C.510 Pélican SE-AGA has been offered for sale by its Swedish owner, Niclas Amrén, 
who acquired the aeroplane in 2002. Built in 1937, the Pélican was originally registered as 
F-AOYC. The fuselage and wings are in need of a strip down and a thorough overhaul. Niclas 
hopes the restoration to airworthiness will be completed by the new owner of this unique 
French survivor. ARLANDA CIVIL AVIATION COLLECTION VIA JAN FORSGREN

The Royal Navy Historic Flight’s Hawker Sea Hawk FGA.6 WV908 arrived at Shawbury on February 
17. The jet is to be held in storage at the Shropshire base for a few years while the RNHF focuses 
on preparing its other aircraft for the airshow season. Subject to funding, the Flight hopes to 
overhaul and rebuild WV908’s Rolls-Royce Nene engine. www.royalnavyhistoricfl ight.org.uk 
PHOTO-STEPHEN DOBSON

RNHF Sea Hawk put 
into storage

Ahead of the decommissioning 
of 848 Naval Air Squadron, the 
Commando Helicopter Force 
(CHF) squadron hosted a special 
media event at RNAS Yeovilton on 
February 11. 

Those present had one last 
opportunity to photograph 848’s 
outgoing Westland Sea King HC.4s, 
both on the ground and in the 
air. By mid-February, seven HC.4s 
remained in the squadron’s charge, 

but the number is set to gradually 
reduce in the near future as 
operations wind down. 

With 848 NAS consigned to 
history, 845 and 846 NAS – both 
operating AgustaWestland Merlin 
HC3s/HC3As – will carry out CHF’s 
medium-lift duties. These Merlins 
will eventually be upgraded to 
HC4/HC4A status, receiving 
folding tails, blades and other 
modifi cations. PAUL FIDDIAN

Yeovilton’s farewell to 
the Sea King

A Westland Sea King HC.4 fl ying from Yeovilton on February 11. PAUL FIDDIAN

A General Dynamics F-16A Fighting Falcon 
was recently installed as a ‘gate guardian’ 
at Lackland, San Antonio, home to the 149th 
FW of the Texas Air National Guard. The jet 
was among those originally delivered to the 
unit in 1986 to replace its F-4 Phantom fl eet. 
It has been erected on a concrete pedestal 
with undercarriage raised. VIA ROLF STIBBE

North American NA-64 Yale 40-3383 
has been acquired by South Australia’s 
Reevers Warbird collection for a potential 
restoration to airworthy status. The aircraft 
is described as being in good condition.
The wing skins have been removed for 
inspection revealing the structure is still 
coated in factory primer. PHIL BUCKLEY
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Duxford’s American 
Air Museum re-opens 
to the public
An event was held at IWM Duxford’s 
signifi cantly revamped American Air 
Museum (AAM) on March 16 to mark 
the completion of the attraction’s 
£3m development. It was scheduled 
to re-open to the public on Saturday, 
March 19.

Featuring perhaps the most 
important collection of US military 
aircraft on display outside North 
America, plus new interactive 
displays and hundreds of other 
historical artefacts, the transformed 
AAM tells the story of Anglo-American 
collaboration. As well as displaying 
18 aircraft, it aims to refl ect the 
human experience – collating the 
recollections of 85 individuals 
whose lives were shaped by their 
experiences of confl ict.

The general layout remains broadly 
familiar to Duxford’s regular visitors. 
Due to its size, the museum’s Boeing 
B-52D Stratofortress continues to 
occupy the central fl oor space, while 
some exhibits – such as Lockheed 
SR-71A Blackbird 61-17972 – have been 
repositioned. Other aircraft, including 
North American B-25J Mitchell 44-
31171, have been given striking new 
colour schemes.

Of the new items on display at the 
AAM – which was originally opened 
by HM The Queen on August 1, 
1997 – perhaps the most signifi cant 
is McDonnell Douglas F-15A Eagle 
76-020. Previously on show outside, 
it received restoration work and 
a new paint scheme before being 
suspended from the centre of the 
AAM’s ceiling.

The attraction is also home to 
around 850 objects, ranging from a 
suit, tie pin and cuff links once owned 
by former US President George H W 
Bush, a World War Two veteran, to a 
section of twisted steel removed from 
the remains of the World Trade Center 
after the 9/11 attacks. Signifying the 
beginning of the so-called War on 
Terror, it is an especially poignant 
addition to the display items. 
There’s also a digital roll of honour, 
comprising names and photographs 
of US airmen who have died in the 
line of duty.

Funding for the new-look AAM 
has come from a variety of sources, 
including the Heritage Lottery Fund 
(HLF) and the DCMS Wolfson Museums 
and Galleries Improvement Funds. 
Inga Grimsey, Chair of HLF East of 

England, said: “This project has 
given Duxford the opportunity to 
overhaul the displays and galleries, 
and to bring many of the fascinating 
stories of the two world wars and 

more recent confl icts to life in new 
and inspiring ways. We are delighted 
to have been able to support this 
fantastic transformation.” 
www.americanairmuseum.com

A view of the new-look American Air 
Museum.

Ready for visitors – the American Air Museum on March 16.

Some of the new interactive displays. ALL DARREN HARBAR
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‘Mekong Mauler’ Bird Dog fl ies in Italy‘Mekong Mauler’ Bird Dog fl ies in Italy
Cessna O-1E Bird Dog 61-2987 (I-BDOG) 
returned to the air in February at 
Montagnana airfi eld near Padova, 
Italy, following a thorough restoration 
by owner Andrea Rossetto.

Save for a minor radio problem, 
the 
fl ight test 
programme 

was a complete success. Built in 
1963, it was one of 44 Bird Dogs to 
serve with the Italian Army under 
the US Government’s MDAP (Military 
Defence Assistance Program), and 
was coded E.I.-20.

In 1992, it ended its military 
career and was acquired by Aero 
Club d’Italia which used it as a 

glider tug. It later operated with 
the Aeroclub Foligno, until it was 
damaged in a 2001 ground loop 
accident.

Discovered by Andrea in 2009, it 
has been thoroughly overhauled, 
and repainted to represent O-1G 51-
11952 Mekong Mauler, the personal 
mount of W/O Rick Shoup, who fl ew 

it from Vinh Long, South Vietnam 
from 1967 to 1968 with the 199th 
Reconnaissance Aviation Company. 

“May this aeroplane serve as 
a special tribute to those brave 
pilots who served as Forward Air 
Controllers in Vietnam” said Andrea. 
“Their story has been untold for too 
long.” LUIGINO CALIARO

‘Mekong Mauler’ Bird Dog fl ies in Italy

Cessna O-1E Bird Dog ‘Mekong Mauler’ fl ying from Montagnana, Italy. 
LUIGINO CALIARO

New Zealand Catalina restored to fl y again
Consolidated PBY-5A Catalina 
ZK-PBY (actually a Canadian-built 
PBV-1A Canso) has recently returned 
to the skies after four years of 
refurbishment at New Plymouth 
Airport on New Zealand’s North 
Island.

Produced in 1944, the aircraft 
served with the RCAF as 11054. It 
entered civilian hands as C-FJCV, later 
being exported to Zimbabwe before 
arriving in New Zealand. The wings, 
fl oat attachments and fl oats have 
all been repaired, re-assembled and 
repainted. Following an engine run, 

the propellers were taken off for 
repair and re-balancing. 

RNZAF markings are to be applied, 
and a test fl ight programme has 
begun. The team achieved its aim 
of getting the aircraft fl ying in time 
for Easter’s Warbirds Over Wanaka 
airshow. The New Zealand Catalina 
Preservation Society is still seeking 
assistance and donations for the 
project – for more information see its 
website: www.nzcatalina.org.nz

Consolidated PBY-5A Catalina ZK-PBY at New 
Plymouth Airport in New Zealand. 
WITH THANKS TO HARRY FOLLAS

The RAF Museum’s newest exhibition, titled 
Venture Adventure, was offi cially opened by 
TV personality Carol Vorderman in February. 
The attraction marks the 75th anniversary 
of the formation of the RAF’s Air Cadets. 
A smaller exhibition will feature at the 
museum’s other site at Cosford in Shropshire. 
Admission to both attractions is free. RAFM

As the Deutsches Museum in Munich 
continues to renovate its aviation and space 
hall, several exhibits have been transferred 
to its facility at Oberschleißheim airfi eld, to 
the north of the city. Among those recently 
moved are Messerschmitt Bf 109E-1 790 and 
Me 163B-1 Komet 120370. The aircraft are 
expected to stay for around four years.

The world’s only surviving Supermarine 
Seafi re FR.47 has been put on static 
display at the Stonehenge Air Museum 
in Montana. Seafi re VP441 (N47SF) was 
restored to fl y in 2004 by entrepreneur 
James Smith, but has not fl own for around 
fi ve years. Its Rolls-Royce Griffon engine 
is frequently run up.
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Thunderstreak acquired 
by Dutch museum

Republic F-84F Thunderstreak P-254 (53-6600) has been acquired by the Stichting Koude 
Oorlog Museum at Teuge in the Netherlands. It had previously been an instructional airframe 
at Amsterdam Airport’s Anthony Fokker School, alongside Thunderstreak P-134. Prior to that, it 
served with the Royal Netherlands Air Force from 1956 until 1970. ROGER SOUPART

Coventry’s Chipmunk 
goes to the Netherlands

De Havilland Chipmunk T.10 WB696 (G-APLO) has been bought by a new owner in the 
Netherlands. Built in 1950 at Hawarden, it served with the RAF until 1956 and fl ew in the 
UK for many years with Coventry’s Classic Air Force. Currently at Midden Zeeland, it will 
eventually be based at Breda. ROGER SOUPART

Gloster Meteor NF.14 WS788 is the 
next aircraft to be restored at 
Elvington’s Yorkshire Air Museum.

In a project led by Graham Buckle, the 
jet will be stripped and repainted, and 
it is hoped that some of its electrical 
systems can be revived. Graham reports 
that he has already been offered 
several useful components but is 
interested in hearing from anyone who 
might have more. 

Built by Armstrong Whitworth, 
the aircraft fl ew for 12 years with 
the RAF, serving with 152 Squadron 
as a night-fi ghter, and with 1 and 2 
Air Navigation Schools as a trainer. 

In 1964, it was used as the camera 
aircraft for an air-to-air photo shoot 
with the RAF’s Yellowjacks jet display 
team. From 1967 to 1974, WS788 was 
used as a ‘gate guard’ at Patrington 
in Yorkshire, and was later on display 
at Leeming until 1988. 

“She requires a fair bit of 
restoration, with some corrosion – no 
doubt a legacy of her time by the sea 
at Patrington – to be dealt with,” says 
Graham. “While the outside is tatty, 
the cockpit is in very good order and 
largely complete.” 
www.yorkshireairmuseum.org 
WITH THANKS TO GRAHAM BUCKLE

Elvington’s Meteor 
night-fi ghter to be refurbished

Gloster Meteor NF.14 WS788 awaiting 
restoration at Elvington. COURTESY GRAHAM 

BUCKLE

Delta Dagger awaits 
restoration in Ohio
Volunteers at the MAPS Air Museum 
in Green, Ohio, will shortly begin to 
refurbish Convair F-102A Delta Dagger 
56-986.

Formerly at the Florida Military 
Aviation Museum at Clearwater, it was 
placed in external storage when the 
facility closed. Although it offi cially 
belongs to the National Museum of 
the USAF, the F-102A is on indefi nite 

loan to MAPS for restoration.
Built at Convair’s San Diego factory in 

1957, it was fi rst assigned to the 317th 
Fighter Interceptor Squadron at McChord, 
Washington. It was operated by several 
other units, including deployments to 
Europe and Libya, being dropped from 
the USAF’s inventory in 1971. 
www.mapsairmuseum.org 
TONY SACKETOS

Convair F-102A Delta Dagger 56-986 is to be 
restored in Ohio. TONY SACKETOS

The interiors of 17 more aircraft resident at the National Museum of the USAF can now 
be ‘visited’ via the free ACI Cockpit360º app, which is available from the museum and 
AeroCapture Images. Among the new additions are the Dayton, Ohio-based attraction’s North 
American X-15A, Supermarine Spitfi re Vc, Curtiss C-46D Commando and Lockheed YF-12A, 
the Blackbird development aircraft. The interior photos are also available on the museum’s 
interactive 360-degree virtual tour. “It was a lot of fun getting inside these experimental 
aircraft, and we’re excited to give our online visitors a chance to study them,” said project 
manager Bryan Carnes. The virtual tour is available at: www.nmusafvirtualtour.com

Bawdsey Radar has been awarded a Heritage Lottery Fund grant of £1.4m as part of a 
£1.8m project to conserve the transmitter block building on Bawdsey Manor Estate in 
Suffolk. The block was built in 1938 at RAF Bawdsey, the world’s fi rst operational radar 
station. Major construction work will start in September and a new exhibition will open in 
September 2017 allowing all visitors to explore this pioneering radar site. Bawdsey Radar 
Trustee Christine Block said: “We’re delighted that the HLF has given us this funding. The 
transmitter block has always been really well supported by local people. It represents 
such a key moment in our recent history.” www.bawdseyradar.org.uk
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Mitchell restoration under way in Australia
South Australia’s Reevers Warbirds 
collection  has begun restoring North 
American B-25J Mitchell 44-31508, after 
importing it from the US last year. 

The bomber was thoroughly 
washed in December and has now 
been moved to a secure location. 
Tayper, a freight importing business, 
has allowed Reevers to store the 
aircraft in its warehouse, slowing 
the corrosion that affl icted it during 
outside storage in the US. 

Reevers is currently ‘drying out’ the 
aircraft and securing the remaining 
structure from further damage. To 
achieve its ambition of fl ying the 

Mitchell again, it has begun work 
on sourcing parts to complete the 
project, such as one Wright R-2600 
engine, a gun turret and both pilots’ 
seats. 

Research has confi rmed 44-31508 
was used as a trainer by the USAF 
after the war before being converted 
by Hughes Aircraft into a TB-25K 
radar navigational trainer in 1952 
– and colour images provided to 
Reevers show the Mitchell during 
its time as a camera ship in the 
production of the 1969 fi lm Battle of 
Britain. www.reevers.com.au 

PHIL BUCKLEYThe forward fuselage of Reevers’ NA B-25J Mitchell 44-31508. PHIL BUCKLEY

Douglas C-41A N341A has been 
acquired by new owner Richard Martin, 
and was recently ferried from Cape 
Girardeau, Missouri, to Nut Tree Airport 
in Solano County, California. 

Derived from the DC-3A and powered 
by a pair of 1,200hp Pratt & Whitney 

Twin Wasp R-1830s, it is one of only 
two C-41 transport variants built for 
the US Army Air Corps. Since retiring 
from military service it has changed 
hands many times, and at some point 
the original sleeper windows above the 
front cabin were removed.

The aircraft was fl own to its new 
home via Las Vegas by Paul Bazeley, 
assisted by Jeff Coffman. It later 
departed for Aurora, Oregon, for 
maintenance work and will return to 
either Nut Tree or Napa County Airport 
on completion. ROGER CAIN

New owner takes on rare C-41
Douglas C-41A N341A en route to California. 
The camera ship was fl own by Ben Presten. 

ROGER CAIN

Sukhoi Su-22M4 Fitter 25+13 moved to 
Venhorst, a village near Volkel in the 
Netherlands, in February, where it will 
be installed at a paintball facility. Before 
seeing service with the Luftwaffe, the jet 
fl ew with the East German Air Force as 641. 
More retired aircraft are expected to arrive 
at Venhorst in the near future. ROGER SOUPART

Handley Page Jetstream PH-KJB’s fuselage 
is being used for bed and breakfast in 
the city of Vlaardingen, near Rotterdam. 
Painted in a striking livery, its interior 
has been suitably remodelled. In fl ying 
service, the aircraft operated with several 
civilian carriers including NetherLines, KLM 
Cityhopper and BASE Business. ROGER SOUPART
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Fortress being restored 
to fl y in Ohio

Staff at the Champaign Aviation Museum in Urbana, Ohio, are making progress on the 
long-term restoration of Boeing B-17G Flying Fortress 44-85813 ‘Champaign Lady’. Work 
began in 2005, largely funded by private donations. The potentially airworthy bomber is 
being built using parts from several other B-17s, with volunteers fabricating missing pieces 
according to specifi cations from original drawings. www.champaignaviationmuseum.org 

TONY SACKETOS

Newark ‘arms’ its 
BAe Sea Harrier

BAe Sea Harrier FA.2 ZA176 has had 
an ‘armament upgrade’ at Newark Air 
Museum to give it a more ‘operational’ 
appearance. The museum has been 
collecting Sea Harrier weapons parts 
for several years and an experienced 
volunteer who previously worked as a 
military armourer is now helping to fi t 
the items. 

The new additions include a set of 
CBLS (Carrier Bomb Light Stores) 
units, which in service enabled the 

jet to carry up to four light stores 
(or practice bombs) on each weapon 
station. Two ADEN 30mm cannon, 
refurbished and repainted to match 
the airframe colour, have also been 
fi tted. 

The Sea Harrier – the seventh 
former Fleet Air Arm aircraft to join 
the collection – has been at Newark 
since arriving from Yeovilton on July 
21, 2004. www.newarkairmuseum.org 
HOWARD HEELEY

Sea Harrier FA.2 ZA176 at Newark earlier this year. HOWARD HEELEY

Jordanian Tiger 
on gate guard duty

Northrop F-5E Tiger II 1721 has been placed on static display at Prince Hassan airbase in Jordan as 
the Royal Jordanian Air Force prepares to retire the type after 40 years’ service.
The last RJAF unit to operate F-5s was 17 Squadron, in whose markings 1721 is displayed. The 
Northrop jets are being replaced by BAe Hawks, but two will be retained for use with the RJAF 
Historic Flight. PATRICK DIRKSEN

‘Flying Banana’ arrives at 
Helicopter Museum

Piasecki H-21 Workhorse FR41 recently 
arrived at Weston-super-Mare’s 
Helicopter Museum for restoration and 
future display. 

Nicknamed ‘The Flying Banana’, the 
twin-rotor helicopter was a forerunner 
of the Boeing Chinook. The museum’s 
example was built in Pennsylvania for 
the French Army’s air arm and delivered 
to Algiers in 1956 to support French 
forces in the Algerian Civil War.

After retirement it was used as a 
target on a fi ring range in France before 
being transferred to an engineering 
training college in Grenoble where it 

remained until last year.
“The H-21 was born from the world’s 

fi rst tandem rotor helicopter, fl own 
experimentally by Frank Piasecki 
in America in 1945,” said museum 
chairman Elfan Ap Rees. “It got its 
nickname because of its unusual kinked 
fuselage shape, designed to make 
sure the rotors at opposite ends of the 
aircraft didn’t clash.”

The helicopter, the only one of its type 
in the UK, will eventually go on display 
alongside the attraction’s 1960-built 
Bristol Belvedere, another twin-rotor 
machine. www.helicoptermuseum.co.uk

Piasecki H-21 Workhorse 
FR41 arrives at the 
Helicopter Museum earlier 
this year. COURTESY THE 

HELICOPTER MUSEUM

The centenary of RAF Manston in Kent 
will be celebrated on May 29. Staff at the 
RAF Manston History Museum are among 
those organising a tribute to the airfi eld’s 
service over two world wars. Anyone 
interested in attending should contact Joe 
Bamford for more details: joebamford@
yahoo.co.uk

The Lincolnshire Bomber Command 
Memorial Trust, in partnership with the 
University of Lincoln, has been awarded a 
£3m grant from the Heritage Lottery Fund 
to create an exhibition and digital archive 
for the International Bomber Command 
Centre, along with community education 
programmes. www.internationalbcc.co.uk

The campaign to return Spartan Three Seater II G-ABYN from New Zealand to the Isle of 
Wight, where it was built in 1932 (see December 2015 issue), is gathering pace. Dr Geoff 
Witt, a retired avionics expert, is looking forward to working with John Kenyon of the 
Britten-Norman Aircraft Preservation Society (BNAPS) to create an Aviation Heritage 
Centre on the island, which could feature both Yankee-November and Islander G-AVCN. 
BNAPS has temporary access to a large workshop but is now turning its attention to 
fi nding a permanent home for the Islander by April 2017, its 50th anniversary. 
WITH THANKS TO ANNE GRANT
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We salute you

Capt Eric ‘Winkle’ Brown CBE DSC AFC – Fleet Air Arm veteran, test pilot and 
British aviation legend (see pages 122 to 129) – died on February 21, aged 97; 
Wg Cdr Arthur Gill OBE DFC – fl ew Blenheims in the Middle East and Sumatra 
before commanding 84 Squadron fl ying 108 dive-bombing missions in 
Burma – on March 4, aged 100; AVM Sam Goddard CB AFC – Cold War fi ghter 
pilot, Jaguar squadron commander and CO of the Tri-National Tornado 
Training Establishment – on February 11, aged 72; Wg Cdr Stan Kirtley – fl ew 
long-range Spitfi res and Mustangs before commanding 611 Squadron fl ying 
Meteors – on February 19, aged 94; Air Cdre John Langer CBE AFC – fl ew Spitfi res 
and Tempests before commanding 43 Squadron with Hunters – on March 3, 
aged 90; Donald Nicholson – fl ew 31 wartime operations while serving on 44 
Squadron as a fl ight engineer – aged 93; Gp Capt Alex McIntosh DFC – Mosquito 
pilot of 248 Squadron of the Banff Wing who played a leading role in sinking 
two U-boats off the Norwegian coast in April 1945 – on March 6, aged 95; Jack 
Richardson – fl ew Avro Lancasters with 15 Squadron, and airliners with BOAC 
for many years after the war – on February 19, aged 92; Flt Sgt Henry Ricketts 
– Lancaster fl ight engineer on 57 Squadron – on January 11, aged 90.

The Strategic Air & Space Museum 
in Ashland, Nebraska has brought 
Boeing EC-135 Looking Glass 63-8049 
into its Durham Restoration Gallery 
to continue work on the 1964-built 
aircraft.

The outer wings have been removed 
and work is currently focusing on 
the interior and cockpit. The aircraft 
fi rst served with 499 Air Refueling 
Wing at Westover, Massachusetts, 

before moving on to the 2nd Bomb 
Wing at Barksdale, Louisiana, the 
28th Bomb Wing in South Dakota, and 
55 Strategic Reconnaissance Wing at 
Offutt, Nebraska. 

On July 24, 1990, 63-8049 fl ew 
its last mission, with Strategic Air 
Command commander-in-chief Gen 
John T Chain Jnr aboard. It was 
transferred to the museum on March 
2, 1993. www.sasmuseum.com

Boeing EC-135 Looking Glass 63-8049 is being restored at 
the Strategic Air & Space Museum. TONY SACKETOS

Work progresses on Nebraska’s 
Looking Glass 

A full-scale reproduction of a Boeing 
P-26 Peashooter has been put on display 
at the Museum of Flight in Seattle, 
Washington. The replica is on loan from 
the San Diego Air & Space Museum.

Built over 11 years by volunteers who 
worked in the latter attraction’s Balboa 
Park workshop, it was completed in 
2012 with a genuine Pratt & Whitney 
R-1340 Wasp engine.

Finished in the colours of the 
USAAC’s 73rd Pursuit Squadron, 17th 
Pursuit Group, it was never intended to 
be fl own and consequently has no fuel 
system. It was on display at Bill Allen’s 
private Allen Airways Flying Museum 
facility at El Cajon, California, for a 
few months before arriving in Seattle, 
where it is expected to remain for the 
next year. FRANK B MORMILLO

‘Peashooter’ on display 
in Seattle

The Peashooter reproduction in California 
prior to being despatched to Seattle. 
FRANK B MORMILLO

Late last year, the Lao People’s Army Museum 
in Vientiane, Laos, received its latest exhibit 
– Mikoyan-Gurevich MiG-21 ‘725’. The jet had 
previously been at Xieng Khouang Airport in 
Phonsavan, and has now been put on display 
outside next to the attraction’s Antonov An-2 
Colt ‘074’ and Mil Mi-8 Hip RDPL-34043. 
GRAHAM HAWTHORN VIA TOM SINGFIELD

A Kickstarter funding campaign is being 
launched on April 2 to support the return to 
the skies of English Electric Lightning XS422 
in Mississippi. Those making donations 
can receive a variety of rewards, ranging 
from items of merchandise to having 
names written on the aircraft. For more 
information see: www.xs422.com



New in Aviation History

Blue Skies, Orange Wings
The Global Reach of Dutch Aviation in War and Peace,
1914-1945
RYAN NOPPEN

Through a wealth of photographs, colour illustrations and
an informed narrative this book documents the
significance of Dutch aircraft, airmen, designers, and
airlines in world aviation in the first half of the 20 century. 

Offer price £25, post free in UK/Europe.
Visit www.albanbooks.com and enter ABBLUE at checkout

Hardback 
RRP 

£29.99
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Taking the Fortress

Paul Bingley describes the unfortunate introduction of the Paul Bingley describes the unfortunate introduction of the 
Fortress into the RAF's inventory
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Above
An unidentifi ed Fortress I is seen on display 
with other American types, including a Curtiss 
Tomahawk and Douglas Boston. The date is 
thought to be July 10, 1941. KEY
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Air Commodore Arthur 
Harris found himself 
barred from entering the 

interior of Boeing’s prototype heavy 
bomber, the Model 299, during a 
visit to the USA in 1938 as part of 
the British Purchasing Commission. 
Unimpressed with both his treatment 
and the aircraft’s characteristics, he 
scornfully remarked that its nose 
dome appeared “more appropriately 
located in an amusement park than 
in a war plane”. Unbeknown to Air 
Cdre Harris, however, the Model 299 
would prove to be more than just a 
sideshow.

Three years later the British 
Government requested 20 modified 
Model 299Ts from Boeing, designated 
B-17C by the United States Army Air 
Force (USAAF) and Fortress I by the 
RAF. The purchase was made possible 
by President Franklin D Roosevelt’s 
Lend-Lease Bill, which had been 
passed by the US Senate on March 11, 
1941. The ink had barely dried on his 
signature when the first B-17C landed 
on British soil four weeks later. 

A new unit was created to 
operationally evaluate the new type. 
Only the cream of Bomber Command 
crews were permitted to apply – all 
of whom had to be younger than 24 
years old and physically fit enough to 
cope with the rigours of high-altitude 
flying. Such was the standard that 
60% of applications were turned 
down, but a successful few found 
themselves posted to Watton in 
Norfolk, home of the re-formed 90 
Squadron.

A gentleman’s 
aircraft
The former Royal Flying Corps 
fighter unit came under the command 
of Wg Cdr Jeffrey ‘Mad Mac’ 
MacDougall DFC, a former Blenheim 
squadron commander who quickly 
set about converting his new recruits 
to the Fortress. Under the covert 
instruction of US Army Air Corps 

officers, Plt Off R J Roake duly 
became the first non-American to 
fly the B-17. (The USAAC became 
the US Army Air Force on June 20, 
1941.)

Not long after starting conversion, 
90’s men moved to West Raynham, 
Norfolk, with flying operations 
carried out from its satellite station at 
nearby Great Massingham. The new 
squadron began training in earnest, 
undertaking cross-country flights 
and high-altitude bombing using the 
US-made Sperry bombsight. For the 
crews, it was a major shift from the 
night sorties they’d been used to. 

Wireless Operator Sgt Tom Imrie 
found the task of flying in daylight at 
high altitude a daunting experience: 
“We had to wash our guns with 
petrol. Often they didn’t fire [and] 
they jumped all over the place on the 
free mountings. Ammunition was 
stored in heavy 50lb containers, and 
at 30,000ft it was a hell of a job lifting 
them onto the mountings.” 

Others found the Fortress to be 
remarkably comfortable. Fitted with 
ashtrays, carpeted floors and padded 
walls, it was dubbed ‘a gentleman’s 
aircraft’.

The Fortress I soon became 

RAF Fortress Is

US Serial RAF Serial Fate

40-2043 AN518 Appeared in the fi lm Flying Fortress. Transferred to Coastal Command. Returned 
to USAAF

40-2044 AN519 Transferred to Coastal Command. Lost 1943

40-2051 AN520 Transferred to Coastal Command. Returned to USAAF

40-2052 AN521 Appeared in the fi lm Flying Fortress. Transferred to Egypt and written off in 1943

40-2053 AN522 Disintegrated in mid-air and crashed at Catterick Bridge, June 22, 1941

40-2055 AN523 Crash-landed Roborough August 16, 1941

40-2056 AN524 Suffered landing accident May 16, 1941. Became instructional airframe 3355M

40-2057 AN525 Shot down over Norway August 8, 1941

40-2060 AN526 Became instructional airframe 4449M

40-2061 AN527 Transferred to Coastal Command. Written off in 1944

40-2064 AN528 Destroyed by fi re July 3, 1941

40-2065 AN529 Transferred to Egypt and written off in November 1941

40-2066 AN530 Transferred to Coastal Command. Reputedly buried at Benbecula, Outer Hebrides

40-2068 AN531 Transferred to Coastal Command. Struck off charge July 7, 1945. The longest-
serving RAF Fortress

40-2069 AN532 Transferred to Coastal Command. Returned to USAAF

40-2071 AN533 Shot down over Norway August 8, 1941

40-2073 AN534 Disintegrated in mid-air and crashed Wilbarston, July 28, 1941

40-2075 AN535 Damaged by fi ghters over Norway and crash-landed at Kinloss, September 8, 1941

40-2076 AN536 Transferred to Coastal Command. Crashed near Shepreth, Cambridgeshire on 
January 9, 1942

40-2079 AN537 Last B-17C produced. Transferred to Coastal Command. Returned to USAAF

Top left
Boeing Fortress I 
undergoes a pre-delivery 
test fl ight in the United 
States. Note the incorrect 
serial, with AM528 
being applied instead 
of AN528. This aircraft 
was destroyed on July 
3, 1941 when it caught 
fi re while being run up at 
Polebrook. KEY

Below
Fortress I AN521 ‘WP-K’ of 
90 Squadron undergoes 
maintenance work at 
Polebrook in mid-1941. 
ANDREW THOMAS
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something of an attraction for the 
aristocracy. On May 23, 1941 one 
of 90’s aircraft flew to Abingdon, 
Oxfordshire, for a royal review of 
Bomber Command. King George 
VI and his family spent some time 
examining the RAF’s new addition. 
A fortnight later, Prime Minister 
Winston Churchill and other cabinet 
ministers arrived at Great Massingham 
to inspect 90 Squadron’s work. 

Test flight 
tragedy
Fortress I AN522 was carrying out 
a test flight at 33,000ft on June 21, 
1941 with a crew of eight. After 
entering a thunderstorm, it was 
pounded by golf ball-sized hailstones 
and lurched into a dive which the 
pilot, Fg Off John Hawley, tried 
to pull out of. The bomber only 
partially recovered. Moments later 

the port wing broke off and AN522 
disintegrated, coming down near 
Catterick Bridge, Yorkshire. 

Only one man survived: observer 
Flt Lt William Stewart, who baled 
out through a gunner’s window. 
Of those who lost their lives, 1st Lt 
Follett Bradley Jnr became the first US 
aircrew member to be killed on active 
duty during World War Two.

Despite the tragedy, 90 Squadron 
found itself on the move again, 
this time to Polebrook in 
Northamptonshire. Although still 
under construction, 90 Squadron’s 
crews found Polebrook’s new runways 
a welcome improvement on Great 
Massingham’s. Unfortunately, the 
same couldn’t be said for the Fortress 
I’s safety record.

While undergoing maintenance 
on the evening of July 3, AN528’s 
No.4 engine caught fire and the 

airframe was quickly enveloped in 
flames. Burning fuel and exploding 
ammunition forced those fighting the 
fire to retreat to a safe distance. They 
could only stand and watch as the 
Fortress was completely destroyed.

Into battle
Five days later, three Fortress Is were 
loaded with four 1,100lb bombs, 
3,000 rounds of ammunition and 
six crew members. Led by Wg Cdr 
MacDougall, the three bombers took 
off at 1500hrs, climbing to 27,000ft 
before heading northeast. After 
two months of intensive training, 
the target for July 8, 1941 was 
Wilhelmshaven’s submarine-building 
docks. The B-17 was heading into 
battle for the first time.

Ignoring USAAF advice to operate 
the Fortress I in squadron strength, the 
unit elected to fly in open formation. 

“Burning fuel and exploding ammunition 
forced those fighting the fire to retreat 
to a safe distance. They could only 
stand and watch as the Fortress was 
completely destroyed”

Above
An air-to-air view of 

90 Squadron’s AN530 
in mid-1941. This 

aircraft was fi nally 
struck off charge on 
September 11, 1943. 

ANDREW THOMAS

Below
No.90 Squadron’s 

AN529, fl own by Fg 
Off Swanson was 
crash landed on 

November 8, 1941,  
80 miles west of Fort 

Maddalena, Libya. 
ANDREW THOMAS
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Plt Off Alex Mathieson in AN529 
was the first to reach the target. 
Unopposed, he dropped his bombs 
squarely. 

Wg Cdr MacDougall’s AN526 
soon followed but was less successful. 
Two bombs remained firmly lodged. 
Despite a second attempt on the 
same target and a further effort over 
the Frisian Islands, he was forced to 
return to Polebrook with both still in 
place. Sqn Ldr Andy McLaren fared 
even less well. On reaching 20,000ft, 
oil began leaking from all four 
engines. At 27,000ft the flow had 
covered the tailplane where it froze 
solid. Stricken by severe vibrations 
and falling oil pressure, Sqn Ldr 
McLaren headed for base, dropping 
all four bombs on Norderney in the 
Frisian Islands. It was an inauspicious 
start to combat.

A cancelled ‘op’ on July 14 was 
followed by aborted raids on Berlin 
and Kiel nine days later. The next day, 
three crews were briefed for an attack 
on the German warship Gneisenau, 
which was reportedly moored in Brest 
harbour. Each aircraft dropped four 
bombs, which missed their target 
and struck the quayside. An equally 
fruitless operation followed on July 
26 when only one of three Fortress Is 
attacked Emden. 

Pinpointing 
warships
Two days later, Flt Sgt Hubert 
Brook and his crew took off in 
AN534 to conduct a high-altitude 
test. Severe turbulence triggered a 
structural failure of the starboard 
wing causing the Fortress I to break 
in two. It crashed near Wilbarston, 
Northamptonshire, killing all seven 
crew members, including USAAF 
officer, 1st Lt Laird W Hendricks, 
who had arrived at Polebrook just 
three days earlier.

Several unproductive raids followed 
before 90 Squadron returned to bomb 
the unscathed Gneisenau in Brest 
harbour. Taking off at 0903hrs on 
August 16, Plt Off Frank Sturmey 
dropped his four bombs as planned.

Immediately, Plt Off Sturmey’s 
aircraft was targeted by seven 
Luftwaffe fighters, including five 
Messerschmitt Bf 109s. Over the 
course of 23 minutes AN523 was 
attacked relentlessly. Three gunners 
were wounded as Sturmey fought to 
evade the enemy. The fighters were 
eventually shaken off near the English 
coast and the badly damaged AN523 
headed for an emergency landing at 
Roborough, near Plymouth. 

The bomber overshot the runway 
and collided with a concrete tank 

trap before bursting into flames. 
Sgts Needle and Ambrose were both 
killed in the process along with a 
sentry guard on the ground. This was 
the first B-17 to be lost as a result of 
enemy action.

Six further operations took place 
before 90 Squadron was tasked with 
attacking another ship, the cruiser 
Admiral Scheer. Flying from Kinloss 
in Scotland, the Fortress Is bombed 
Oslo’s harbour twice over a three-day 
period. 

On the second of these raids, 
August 8, 1941, AN533 flown by 
Sqn Ldr Mathieson failed to return; 
fate unknown. Fg Off Dave Romans, 
piloting AN525 was attacked at 
25,000ft by two Bf 109s. His Fortress 
burst into flames and crashed in the 
Norwegian mountains, killing all on 
board. 

Sgt Tim Wood’s AN535 also came 
under attack. He jettisoned his bombs 
and climbed to 34,000ft before 
oxygen failure incapacitated two of 
his gunners. Forced to descend to 
24,000ft, he was attacked by a lone 
Bf 109 which killed Sgt Wilkins. Sgt 
Woods nursed AN535 back to Kinloss 
where it crash-landed. 

Learning lessons
Four further sorties followed 
before Bomber Command brought 
the curtain down on Fortress I 
operations. Ineffective bombing 
from altitude, frozen guns and 
insufficient strength in numbers 
had conspired to make the 
experiment a failure. Yet lessons 
were learnt. Better flying clothing, 
enhanced lubricants and self-
sealing fuel tanks were just some 
of the improvements made during 
the trial.

At Polebrook, 90 Squadron 
continued to fly, mainly for Warner 
Brothers during the making of 
the film Flying Fortress. Over the 
next four months its aircraft were 
gradually transferred to the Middle 
East and Coastal Command. It 
finally ceased activities as the RAF’s 
first operational B-17 squadron on 
February 12, 1942. 

By then the US had entered the 
conflict and was also discovering 
the inadequacies of the early 
models of the B-17. Despite this 
the Fortress was destined to become 
one of the most celebrated stars of 
World War Two.

90 squadron Fortress I Operations 1941

Date Target Sent Lost Notes

1 July 8 Wilhelmshaven 3 0

2 July 23 Berlin 3 0 Aborted over Denmark

3 July 24 Brest 3 0 Gneisenau

4 July 26 Hamburg 2 0 Emden bombed

5 Aug 2 Kiel and Emden 2 0 One damaged by Bf 109s

6 Aug 6 Brest 2 0 Gneisenau

7 Aug 12 Cologne, De Kooy, Emden 4 0 Diversion for Blenheim low-level 
attack

8 Aug 16 Brest and Düsseldorf 4 1 Gneisenau, one crash-landed at 
Roborough

9 Aug 19 Düsseldorf 2 0

10 Aug 21 Düsseldorf 3 0

11 Aug 29 Düsseldorf 2 0

12 Aug 31 Bremen, Hamburg and Kiel 3 0 Only Bremen bombed by one 
Fortress

13 Sep 2 Bremen, Duisburg and Hamburg 3 0 Only Bremen bombed by one 
Fortress

14 Sep 4 Hamburg and Hanover 3 0 Only one bombed Rotterdam

15 Sep 6 Oslo 4 0 Admiral Scheer

16 Sep 8 Oslo 4 2 Admiral Scheer, one crash-landed 
at Kinloss

17 Sep 15 Cologne 1 0 Aborted at the Dutch coast

18 Sep 16 Cologne 1 0 Aborted at the Dutch coast

19 Sep 20 Emden 1 0

20 Sep 25 Emden 1 0 Aborted Holland
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I
n July 1936 Spain was plunged 
into what would become a civil 
war between the Republicans, 

who were loyal to the democratic, 
left-leaning Second Spanish 
Republic and the Nationalists, 
a fascist group led by General 
Francisco Franco.  

Other nations, notably Germany 
and Italy who supported the 
Nationalists, and the Soviet Union, 
France and Mexico who supported 
the Republicans, were actively 
involved – but none more so 

than Germany’s Legion Condor. 
Together with the Italian Aviazione 
Legionaria, the Germans used Spain 
for an ongoing trial of air and air-
to-ground tactics and equipment 
until the war ended in March 1939. 
The lessons learned by the Legion 
Condor would serve Germany well 
when World War Two broke out just 
six months later.  

Alliances
Following a Nationalist coup in 
Spain, the Republicans turned to 

the Soviet Union and France for 
help. This was followed by a similar 
request from the Nationalists to 
Germany and Italy. Germany 
quickly agreed to back Franco 
but was concerned about any 
international criticism, so support 
was initially limited to around 20 
civilian-marked and civilian-crewed 
Junkers Ju 52 transport aircraft. 

These ostensibly formed the 
Spanish/German ‘Spanish-
Moroccan Transport Company’ 
(abbreviated from the 

SPANISH CIVIL WAR  CONDOR LEGION

Shadow

Condor
of   the

Shadow
of   the

Shadow

Condor
of   the

CondorCondor
of   the

Condor
Germanyƒs Legion Condor used the Spanish Civil War as a 
proving ground for tactics that it would employ in 
World War Two. Chris Goss explains

Above
Bf 109 B/Ds of J/88 getting 

airborne

Right
A Do 17 F of A/88 with its 

distinctive Devil’s Head badge
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German to HISMA) and the 
German ‘Raw Materials and Goods 
Purchasing Company’ (abbreviated 
to ROWAK). However, despite 
being ‘civilian’, this first phase was 
known as Operation Feuerzauber 
(Magic Fire), a clear indication that 
it was actually a military operation.

The first German aircraft arrived 
within a week of hostilities breaking 
out. The first task was to move the 
Nationalist Army, then assembling 
in Morocco, to Spain. The first 
personnel arrived at Tablada, near 

Seville, together with six Heinkel 
He 51 fighter aircraft, flak guns and 
associated stores.  

However, following its recognition 
of Franco’s government at the end 
of September 1936, Germany 
reorganised and expanded its 
mission, eventually forming the 
Legion Condor. Despite Italian 
leader Benito Mussolini’s initial 
reticence, Italy sent around 12 
Savoia-Marchetti SM.81 bombers to 
Morocco (losing three on the way) 
after which they were renamed 

Condor
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Aviazione Legionaria and, like the 
German forces, were reinforced.  

The Legion Condor was 
commanded by Generalmajor Hugo 
Sperrle. Born in 1885, Sperrle joined 
the Army in 1903, transferring to 
the Air Service at the outbreak of the 
Great War. He served as an observer, 
receiving a number of decorations, 
but after the war returned to 
the Army and transferred to the 
Luftwaffe in 1934 with the rank 
of Oberst. He was then given 
command of 1 Fliegerdivision and 
the following year took control of 
Höherer Fliegerkommandeur II in 
Berlin. Promoted to Generalmajor 
later that year, he became 
commanding general of Luftkreis V 
before going to Spain.  

Combat experience
The air element of the Legion 
Condor initially consisted of 
Ju 52 bombers which formed 
Kampfgruppe 88 (K/88), Heinkel 

The distinctive artwork applied to the tail of a He 111B fl own by Leutnant Helmut Fuhrhop of 4/K88. 
It is Fuhrhop’s dog, which appears to be a Scottish terrier, that is depicted. Named Peter, it was 

killed during an attack on a railway line at Sagunto, a town in eastern Spain some twenty miles 
north of Valencia, on June 13, 1938. During the sortie Fuhrhop’s Heinkel was attacked by 

Republican fi ghters, returning to base with no fewer than 65 bullet holes. Fuhrhop’s service 
in the Luftwaffe continued well into World War Two; a successful bomber pilot, he was 

awarded the Ritterkreuz. He was shot down by RAF fi ghters on February 29, 1944, over 
Seboncourt in France, whilst commanding I/KG 6. He, his crew and his two dogs were 
all killed.

Right
6•32 is a Bf 109 B and 

has tipped over onto its 
nose suffering minimal 

damage.  The tail shows 
at least 10 kill markings-

the only pilots to achieve 
this were Lt Peter Bodden 

(10), Hptm Harro Harder 
(11), Hptm Werner Mölders 

(14), Hptm Wolfgang 
Schellmann (12).

Below
Do 17 Ps from A/88. Note 

the Devil’s Head badge 
on the cowling of the 

furthest aircraft

“As I approach I see the gunner aiming his gun at me and then the 
muzzle lights up as he opens fi re. It all looks rather harmless. With 

my fi rst burst, the gunner disappears...”
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He 51s which formed Jagdgruppe 
88 (J/88) and which were 
supported by He 45s and He 70s 
of Aufklärungsgruppe 88 (A/88). 
It was completed by the maritime 
Aufklärungsgruppe See 88 (AS/88) 
equipped with He 60s and He 59s.  

German successes, despite its 
apparently non-belligerent nature, 
came quickly. Its first air combat 
kills occurred on August 25, 1936, 
when Staffelkapitän Oblt Kraft 
Eberhardt claimed two elderly 
Breguet 19s (two-seat, light bomber/
reconnaissance aircraft). Oblt 
Hannes Trautloft (who five days 
later would be the first German pilot 
to be shot down in the war, baling 
out unhurt) shot down another, 
and one more fell to Oblt Herwig 
Knüppel. The combat took place on 
the outskirts of Madrid. 

Trautloft later wrote: “As I 
approach I see the gunner aiming 
his gun at me and then the muzzle 
lights up as he opens fire. It all looks 

rather harmless. With my first burst, 
the gunner disappears - his machine 
gun points vertically towards the 
sky. The ‘Red’ now pushes over into 
a steep dive. My second burst is 
brief, but on target, because all of 
a sudden the Breguet rears up, rolls 
over, roars towards the earth in a 
steep, uncontrolled dive and smashes 
into the ground north of the village 
of Colmenar.”

By the end of 1936, J/88 had 
claimed 37 air-to-air ‘kills’, the most 
successful pilot being Eberhardt who 
scored his seventh and last victory 
on November 13, 1936. That 
afternoon, nine He 51s took off 
from Ávila to provide escort for five 
Ju 52s and three He 46s attacking 
positions on the west bank of the 
River Manzanares. 

The formation was intercepted by 
12 Russian-made I-16 and 12 I-15 
fighters over Madrid, the former type 
led by the Russian Kapitan Sergey 
Tarkhov and the latter by Starshiy 

Leytenant (second lieutenant) Pavel 
Rychagov – all the Republican pilots 
were Russian, not Spanish.  

In the dogfights that followed, 
the Germans claimed seven aircraft 
destroyed. However, Uffz Erwin 
Sawallisch’s He 51 was badly 
damaged after shooting down 
one Republican fighter; and after 
destroying his fourth aircraft of the 
war, Oblt Oskar Henrici was hit and 
mortally wounded. 

Oblt Eberhardt collided with 
an enemy fighter and was killed 
when his fighter crashed at Casa de 
Campo. The Russian pilot, believed 
to be Sergy Tarkhov baled out, only 
to be mistakenly shot while hanging 
from his parachute by Republican 
troops who may also have attacked 
him when he landed. He died from 
his injuries a few day s later.

Guernica
As the war began to escalate, 
so did the Legion Condor’s 

Centre left
Seventeen Bf 109 E-1s of 
J/88 are parked up after 
their arrival in Spain in 
early 1939.

Left
This He 111B-1 from K/88 
appears to have suffered 
a landing accident. It has 
the name ‘Pedro’ painted 
on the nose. 
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participation. It was clear that 
newer aircraft were now required 
especially as the Republicans were 
starting to gain air superiority 
(largely thanks to the Soviet Union). 
This soon resulted in the arrival of 
the Henschel Hs 123 dive bomber 
and early versions of the He 112. 
More significantly, Messerschmitt 
Bf 109 fighters and the He 111B 
and Dornier Do 17E (bomber) 
and F (reconnaissance) aircraft also 
entered the fray.  

participation. It was clear that 
newer aircraft were now required 
especially as the Republicans were 
starting to gain air superiority 

Above
He 111E-1s of K/88 taken at 

Ávila in Spain. Note the 
unit’s eagle and bomb 

insignia has been painted 
on the tail as opposed to 
the fuselage. The nearest 

aircraft has the Werke 
Nummer 342 stencilled on 

the nose. The full number is 
believed to have been 1342. 

Right
A Ju 87A shortly after its 

arrival in Spain.

“Upon the advice of his allies, Franco began to attack targets 
in northern Spain. At the end of March, the town of Durango was 

bombed – 250 were killed, including many attending a 
church service” 

The Ju 86 was another aircraft trialled by VB/88.

Although it says Breda in front, 
this is believed to be a Fiat G50 of 
10 Gruppo Sperimentale which was
in Spain in 1938 for operational 
trials.



The new bombers and the Bf 109s 
were not available in great numbers 
when the Battle of Jarama broke out 
in February 1937, or for the Battle 
of Guadalajara the following month. 
The Germans and Italians again 
suffered heavy losses, especially in 
the latter battle which resulted in 
defeat for the Nationalists.  

Upon the advice of his allies, 
Franco began to attack targets 
in northern Spain. At the end of 
March, the town of Durango was 
bombed – 250 were killed, including 
many attending a church service. 
After Ochandiano was also hit, 
the Republicans retreated towards 
Guernica which, infamously, came 
under intense fire on April 26.    

Two He 111s, one Do 17, 18 Ju 
52s and three Italian SM.79s were 
assigned for the mission armed 
with a mixture of 250kg (550lb) 
and 50kg bombs, plus incendiaries. 
Oberstleutnant Wolfram von 
Richthofen, the Legion Condor’s 
Chief of Staff, outlined the battle 
plan: “A/88 and J/88 for free fighter 
bomber mission on the streets near 
Marquina-Guernica-Guerriciaz. 
K/88 (after returning from 
Guerriciaz), VB/88 and Italians for 
the streets and the bridge (including 
suburb) east of Guernica. There we 
have to close the traffic, if we finally 
want a decision against personnel 
and material of the enemy. [General 
Juan] Vigón agrees to move his 
troops for blocking all streets south 
of Guernica. If this succeeds, we 
will have trapped the enemy around 
Marquina.”

Versuchsbomberstaffel 88 (VB/88), 
commanded by experienced pilot 
Oblt Rudolf Freiherr Von Moreau, is 
often referred to in association with 
the notorious attack. However, given 
that VB/88 was involved in combat-
testing the He 111B, Do 17E and 
later the Ju 86D, it appears that 
just three of its aircraft participated 
at Guernica, and there is no 
compelling evidence to support the 
notion that Von Moreau planned or 
flew in the attack.  

The first wave arrived over the 
town at around 1630 when a Do 
17 approached from the south and 
dropped approximately twelve 50kg 
bombs. This was followed by three 
SM.79s, which targeted the road 
and bridge to the east of Guernica 
in a bid to block any Republican 
retreat. Their orders explicitly stated 
not to bomb the town itself. During 
a single pass over the town, from 
north to south, the SM.79s dropped 
36 bombs. A further three waves 
followed, ending at around 1800. 

The Spanish reported that about 
1,650 people were killed, and there 
was international outrage at what 
was described as indiscriminate 
bombing of a civilian target. Later 
research suggests that around 300 
died in the attack, which also caused 
widespread damage to the town.

New weapons
Following Guernica, the next major 
attack which involved the Legion 
Condor was the Battle of Brunete, 
which raged from July 6-25. A 
Republican offensive, it aimed 
to reduce Nationalist pressure in 
northern Spain. The intensity of 
German involvement is shown by the 
claims from the ever-expanding J/88, 
which had received its first Bf 109Bs.

From January 1-July 1, 1937, the 
fighters claimed to have shot down 
13 Republican aircraft; while from 
July 8-25, they destroyed a further 

16. By the end of the month, J/88 
consisted of three Staffeln (Squadrons) 
commanded by Hptm Harro Harder 
(1 Staffel), Hptm Günther Lützow 
(2 Staffel) and Oblt Adolf Galland 
(3 Staffel), while the Gruppe was led 
by Maj Gotthard Handrick. Harder 
claimed 11 ‘kills’ during the conflict, 
with Lützow and Handrick on five. 

Galland’s Staffel concentrated on 
ground attack, and the future General 
did not score any air-to-air victories in 
the Spanish Civil War. The German 
top scorer, with 14 ‘kills’, was Hptm 
Werner Mölders, who arrived in Spain 
during April 1938 and took charge of 
Galland’s Staffel the following month.

As pilots became more experienced, 
the use of newer aircraft enabled the 
Legion Condor to hone its tactics, 
particularly in providing close 
air support for tanks. As the year 
progressed, He 111s would replace 
K/88s Ju 52s.  

Fledgling Eagles
When it came to accruing high victory tallies, the Spanish Civil War gave German fi ghter pilots a 
head start. Many of its airmen went on to be equally (or more) successful in World War Two. The Legion 
Condor’s top scorers list is as follows:

Oblt Otto Bertram
Awarded Spanish Cross in Gold with Swords & 
Diamonds & Ritterkreuz.
Nine victories in Spain, and 13 in World War Two.
  
Lt Peter Boddem
Awarded Spanish Cross in Gold with Swords & 
Diamonds. 
Ten victories in Spain, and 20 in World War Two.

Oblt Wilhelm Ensslen
Awarded Spanish Cross in Gold with Swords & 
Diamonds.  
Nine victories in Spain, three in World War Two.

Hptm Harro Harder
Awarded Spanish Cross in Gold with Swords & 
Diamonds.  
Eleven victories in Spain, and around six in World War 
Two. 

Lt Herbert Ihlefeld 
Awarded Spanish Cross in Gold & Ritterkreuz with 
Oakleaves and Swords.  
Nine victories in Spain, 123 in World War Two.

Oblt Hans-Carl Mayer
Awarded Spanish Cross in Gold & Ritterkreuz.  
Eight victories in Spain, 21 in World War Two. 

Hptm Werner Molders
Awarded Spanish Cross in Gold with Swords and 
Diamonds & Ritterkreuz with Oakleaves, Swords & 
Diamonds.  
Fourteen victories in Spain, 101 in World War Two.

Oblt Walter Oesau
Awarded Spanish Cross in Gold with Swords & 
Diamonds & Ritterkreuz with Oakleaves and Swords.  
Nine victories in Spain, 115 in World War Two.

Hptm Wolfgang Schellmann
Awarded Spanish Cross in Gold with Swords & 
Diamonds & Ritterkreuz.  
Twelve victories in Spain, 14 in World War Two.

Lt Reinhard Seiler
Awarded Spanish Cross in Gold with Swords & 
Diamonds. Ritterkreuz with Oakleaves. 
Nine victories in Spain, 100 in World War Two.

When it came to accruing high victory tallies, the Spanish Civil War gave German fi ghter pilots a 

Bottom left
A  Do 17P of A/88.
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For the remainder of 1937, northern 
Spain remained the Nationalist 
focus with K/88 being used for 
deep penetration missions behind 
Republican lines, culminating in the 
Battle of Santander, which ended on 
September 1, 1937. Gijón fell on 
October 21, effectively ending the 
northern campaign.  

At this point Hugo Sperrle returned 
to Germany to resume command 
of Luftkreis V and was replaced 
by Gen Helmuth Volkmann who 
immediately clashed with Von 
Richthofen, resulting in the latter 
returning to Germany in early 1938. 
On promotion to Oberst, he was 
given command of Kampfgeschwader 
257, until replaced by Oberstleutnant 
Hermann Plocher.  

Counting the cost
The Germans continued to send large 
numbers of aircraft to Spain. Two 
Arado 68Es were used in the country 
for night-fighter trials, while five Ju 
86s and three Ju 87As also arrived. 
They were followed by three Ju 87Bs 
and six Hs 126s. These including a 
Stuka unit unofficially called Iolanthe 
Kette, while the latter replaced A/88’s 
He 45s.

The next major battle centred on 
the eastern town of Teruel, which was 

captured by Republican forces on 
January 6, 1938. 

The initial victory resulted in a 
furious Nationalist counter-offensive 
with up to 100 bombing sorties a 
day – these included the first combat 
use of the soon to be famous Ju 87. 
Teruel fell to the Nationalists 
on February 22. The 
Nationalists then went 
on the offensive 
throughout 
the eastern 
region of 

on February 22. The 
Nationalists then went 
on the offensive 
throughout 
the eastern 
region of 

Top
Harmonising the guns of 
a Bf 109D of J/88 coded 

6•84.

Above
An Hs 126 of A/88.

Above right
This is believed to be a Do 

17E of K/88.

Inset above right
An He 51 of J/88. 

Right
He 59s of AS/88 over 

Menorca. Note the ‘Ace 
of Spades’ badge on the 

nose.
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Aragon. The last major Republican 
offensive took place at Ebro. 

It started on July 25 and lasted 113 
days. During this time, a number of 
Legion Condor aircrew were returned 
to Germany in response to October’s 
Sudeten Crisis. Complaining that his 
forces were becoming overstretched, 
Volkmann was replaced by Von 
Richthofen, who had been promoted 
to Generalmajor.  

The Battle of Ebro ended in a 
Nationalist victory on November 
16, but both sides had suffered huge 
losses – casualty estimates range from 
between 50,000 to 110,000. Around 
150 Republican aircraft had been 
destroyed during the long campaign. 
The Nationalists had lost most of 
their best officers and the majority of 
their tanks and vehicles were in need 
of repair, while the Republican army 
had lost most of its weapons and 
experienced units.   

Due to their superiority in numbers 
and equipment, the Nationalists were 
better able to withstand the losses 
and outlast the Republicans, who 
were virtually destroyed as a fighting 
force at Ebro. In December 1938, 

Franco launched an offensive against 
Catalonia and on March 28, 1939, the 
Republican defenders raised the white 
flag of surrender in Madrid prompting 
the Legion Condor to cease hostilities. 

After a series of victory parades 
in Spain, the Legion Condor had 
returned to Germany by the end of 
May, leaving its older equipment in 
Spain for the new government. With 
the bulk of its activities unknown 
to the German public, its personnel 
were welcomed home as heroes. 

The wealth of experience gained by 
Germany’s military machine in Spain 
contributed greatly to its effectiveness 
in the early days of World War Two. 
Considerable technical advances 
had been achieved, notably the 
introduction of the Bf 109 fighter. 
The prototype flew in early 1937, 
followed by the B and C versions, 
and then the superlative Bf 109E in 
December 1938.

Tactics had also been significantly 
honed. Lessons learned by AS/88 in 
maritime operations were quickly 
put into practice in subsequent 
campaigns. 

Methods of strategic and tactical 

bombing were also improved, 
particularly close air support 
for ground formations and the 
development of ground attack aircraft 
and fighter-bombers. It also gave the 
Italian and German air forces the 
opportunity to work closely together, 
something that they would do again 
in the Mediterranean from 1941 
onwards.

The death toll during the Spanish 
Civil War was severe – around 
500,000 died from all causes, with 
200,000 being killed in combat 
(110,000 Republicans and 90,000 
Nationalists). 

Numerous atrocities took place, 
with the Nationalists executing 
around 75,000 and the Republicans 
executing around 55,000. It is also 
estimated that some 5,300 non-
Spanish soldiers died while fighting 
for the Nationalists with a similar 
number killed fighting for the 
Republicans. What is generally better 
remembered, partly thanks to the 
paintings of Pablo Picasso, is that 
around 10,000 Spaniards were killed 
in air raids, the vast majority carried 
out by the Legion Condor.

“The wealth of experience gained by Germany’s military machine in 
Spain contributed greatly to its effectiveness in the early days of 

World War Two”
Above
An impressive line up of 
SM.79s.  

Below
Heinkel He 111B of K/88.
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I
t’s a cold but clear day in late 
January, and FlyPast photographer 
Darren Harbar and myself are

gazing at a half-submerged wing 
that has rested in a pool of water 
since 1953, when it was blown 
there by gales. Although it was 
initially thought to be a section of 
an Avro Anson, what we’re looking 
at is much bigger and clearly from 
a larger aircraft, specifically a four-
engined bomber. The relatively crude 
construction methods used in the 
main spar suggest neither an Avro 
Lancaster or Handley Page Halifax, 
and the same thought occurs to us 
both – could this be a part from a 
Short Stirling? This is Orford Ness 
on the Suffolk coast, one of the most 
fascinating former military sites in 
the United Kingdom.

With over 100 years of flying 
history associated with it, the base at 
Orford Ness remains one of Britain’s 
most mysterious and secret locations. 
Despite not being used fully since 
1971 when the Atomic Weapons 
Research Establishment (AWRE) 

moved to Aldermaston, much of 
the infrastructure remains in place, 
despite the unwelcome attention of 
the weather and of both scrap dealers 
and vandals. Since 1995 it has been 
cared for by the National Trust (NT), 
and is designated a National Nature 
Reserve. 

The story of Orford Ness begins 
when the land was bought by the 
British Government in August 1913. 
Despite its unusual location – to all 
intents and purposes it is an island, 
and is still only accessible by ferry 
from Orford – it was selected for use 
by the Royal Flying Corps (RFC), 
with the first aircraft arriving in 
November 1915. The airfield itself 
was fully commissioned on May 15, 
1916, and was quickly furnished with 
hangars of the wooden Bessonneau 
style, and later the larger and stronger 
Belfast Truss type. It is interesting 
to note that at least one of the latter 
survived until 1995, when the 
area was taken over, but had to be 
demolished due to its condition. 
Its solid base – however – remains 

extant. Still later, two larger hangars 
of a design unique to Orford Ness 
were added.

The base was intended to be 
experimental and not operational, 
used to fully investigate the 
possibilities of aerial warfare – at 
that time in its infancy, and the unit 
was labelled an ‘armed experimental 
flight’. The airfield saw the formation 
of 37 Squadron on April 15, 1916, 
although the unit ceased to exist 
within a month, being re-formed 
later that year at Woodham Mortimer 
in Essex. During this period, Orford 
Ness was seen as a satellite station 
to the other experimental flight 
at RFC Martlesham Heath, with 
both sites falling under the banner 
of the Aeroplane and Armament 
Experimental Establishment 
(A&AEE) in 1924.

Activities quickly gathered speed 
during the war years, to include – 
by October 1916 – towed target 
and gunsight testing, trials with 
phosphorus bombs and incendiary 
bullets for attacking Zeppelins, 

FlyPast thanks Helen Johns, Grant Loahar and the 
National Trust for its help with this feature.
Orford Ness can be visited during the summer months 
– see www.nationaltrust.org.uk for more details. Pre-
booking is recommended.

Below
The remains of Lab 4 
and Lab 5 at Orford 
Ness, photographed in 
January 2016. 
DARREN HARBAR
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plus new bombsights and hydraulic 
interrupter gear for gun firing. In 
keeping with the spirit of Orford Ness, 
a method to create artificial clouds was 
also being worked on.

The interrupter gear was of 
particular use, with its inventor 
George Constantinescu visiting the 
site in 1917. The invention was 
quickly pressed into service, and was 
used by a Bristol F.2A fighter against 
Gotha bombers over London.  During 

the same period, the Guardian Angel 
style of parachute was tested by its 
creator, Everard Calthrop. Originally 
tested in 1914, the Guardian Angel 
was deemed unsuitable for use because 
its cumbersome nature made it slow 
to use in an emergency. Calthrop, 
however, was the first RFC airman 
to make a parachute descent over 
the site. The Mears and Holt style of 
parachutes were also tested at Orford 
Ness but use was discouraged, with 
those in charge feeling that airmen 
might seeing baling out as an easier 
option than aerial combat. 

Little now remains of this period of 

the site’s history, although the layout 
– with the buildings initially being 
gathered along a stretch known as 
‘The Street’ – can still be envisaged. 
One item is particularly worthy of 
note.

Orford Ness is prone to flooding on 
a grand scale. When this was realised 
in 1917, Chinese volunteer labour 
corps members arrived to build sea 
defences. Alongside German prisoners 
of war, they drained the nearby 
marshes and carried out ditching 
works to eventually create a sloped 
wall out of clay. This creation – known 
unsurprisingly as the Chinese Wall – 

lasted until the great North Sea flood 
of 1953. One relic of it still exists – a 
five-foot concrete block that was used 
to expand the barrier that led from the 
river.

Listening to the sky
After a short period of ‘care and 
maintenance’ following the end 
of World War One, the facility 
re-opened in 1924, with any new 
developments from Martlesham 
Heath being evaluated at Orford 
Ness.

By the mid-1930s, ballistics and 
gunnery tests were once again on the 
increase, and something else of high 
secrecy and importance was developed 
on the site, which would become 
essential in years to come – radar.

Radio had been on the agenda at 
Orford Ness since 1929, when the 
first rotating-loop beacon system 
underwent trials – these lasted until 
1934. The basic concept was to use 
a radio signal as a beam so that ships 
and aircraft could work out their 
positions more accurately. There had 
been a great deal of work on radio 
systems carried out already, but the 
units were basic and too large to be 

lasted until the great North Sea flood 
of 1953. One relic of it still exists – a 

Top left
With its tail nearly 

severed from ballistics 
testing, Supermarine 

Spitfi re IIA P8202 sits 
on the Orford Ness 

range. The airframe 
was offi cially struck off 

charge on September 
29, 1944. It was 

delivered in 1940 to 66 
Squadron, and fi nished 

active service with 61 
OTU. VIA CHRIS GOSS

Top right
The impact of 30mm 

cannon shells are 
seen to good effect on 

the fuselage of Short 
Stirling prototype 

L7600. Note the ranges 
marked on the side of 
the fuselage, and the 

non-standard markings. 
VIA CHRIS GOSS/THE STIRLING 

AIRCRAFT PROJECT

Right
Short Stirling prototype 

L7600 sits on trestles 
while being used for 
tests at Orford Ness, 

following its disastrous 
maiden fl ight in which 

its back was broken 
upon landing. The 

crude joins can be seen 
behind the fuselage 

access door. VIA CHRIS 

GOSS

Right
An unknown Bristol 

Blenheim I, formerly 
of 29 Squadron, awaits 
its fate at Orford Ness. 
The tail-mounted serial 

number was probably 
removed at the time of 

the Berlin crisis in 1938. 
Each round fi red into 

this aircraft was marked 
individually with a 

yellow circle. VIA DARREN 
HARBAR/NATIONAL TRUST
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being picked up 900 miles away in the 
Mediterranean. Despite concerns over 
accuracy at this kind of distance, the 
point had been made and in 1932 – 
despite Trinity House backing out of 
the project – the system was adopted, 
specifically with the aim of providing 
a homing service to friendly aircraft 
once a mission had been completed. 
However, it was scrapped shortly 
afterwards, despite no alternative 
being available and replaced by the 
Identification Friend or Foe (IFF) 
system. 

The building in which the 
experiments took place still stands in 
a good condition, and is protected 
by a Grade II listing from Historic 
England.  It was named ‘Black Beacon’ 
by the NT and serves as a monument 
to the early days of electronic warfare.

Many books have been written about 
the development of radar, although 
most downplay the role of Orford 
Ness in its difficult birth. The story is 
complex, so a potted history can only 
be given here. Work, supervised by 
the gifted Robert Watson Watt, began 
at the southern end of Orford Ness 
in mid-1935, with Watt aided closely 
by his assistant A P Rowe. Watt’s 
involvement followed on from a short-
lived RAF attempt to find a ‘death 
ray’ – during 1934 it actually offered 
£1,000 to anyone who could come up 
with a suitable idea for one. Accepting 
that the death ray concept would not 
succeed, the RAF became interested 
in Watt’s tentative work on detecting 

thunderstorms by positioning aerials 
connected to basic cathode-ray tube 
displays. A trial by Watt and fellow 
scientist Arnold Wilkins at Weedon, 
Northants, took place, during which 
a Handley-Page Heyford bomber was 
successfully located.

With the Air Ministry suitably 
impressed, Orford Ness was chosen 
to develop the system further, with 
the former Officers’ Mess building 
being chosen as the main centre for 
the project, with a transmitting station 
not far away. Initially, 75ft (23m) high 
wooden masts were used, with these 
being replaced by three, telescopic 
250ft masts later on. 

Both the building and the concrete 
bases for the original masts remain, 
with the building being renovated by 
the NT in light of its importance. To 
stand on the site where radar – now 
taken for granted – was developed is 
a strange experience. What this team 
of just four gifted scientists achieved is 
quite remarkable, especially given the 
limited resources and time period. 

Development continued relatively 
quickly, with July 24, 1935 marking 
the first detection of a force of aircraft 
when a trio of Hawker Harts strayed 
into the radar image of a test Westland 
Wallace, and by September of the 
same year, the apparatus was ready 
to begin height detection trials. With 
the forming of another radar station 
at nearby Bawdsey Manor, the first 
Chain system was developed. By the 
outbreak of war in September 

conveniently housed, certainly on 
board aircraft or ships. Much secrecy 
surrounded the 1929 installation, 
which was, on paper at least, intended 
to aid marine navigation. Trinity 
House – the lighthouse service – got 
involved, albeit reluctantly, giving 
the new equipment the appearance 
of a useful gadget undergoing 
testing, with any hint at military use 
strongly denied. Secret memoranda 
passed between the Air Ministry and 
Treasury, however, noted its “vital 
importance to service aircraft”. 

Once under way, the beacon, which 
rotated through a 360-degree arc and 
operated in five-minute bursts, proved 
immensely successful, with its signals 

Below
Its distinctive ‘pagoda’ 
structure still instantly 
recognisable – Lab 4 
stands at Orford Ness 
in January 2016. These 
structures were built 
with a ten-year shelf 
life. Note the unique 
roof supports designed 
to collapse in case of 
a blast, and seal off 
the explosion. DARREN 

HARBAR
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1939, the RAF was able to draw on 
a network of such stations – dubbed 
Chain Home – around the coastline. 
As for Orford Ness, the bulk of radar 
activity there ended in 1937, with the 
team being sent to pioneer one of the 
first Chain Home stations at Dunkirk, 
close to Canterbury. 

As the 1930s progressed, ballistics 
became of high importance again at 
the station, with both bombs and 
gunnery receiving equal amounts of 

attention. Various types of bombs 
were trialled during this period – 
including a novel hexagonal design. 
Considerable advances were also 
made on both gun and bombsights, 
with the automatic bombsight being 
tested using available aircraft such as 
Hawker Hinds, Vickers Vildebeests 
and Heyfords. All three aircraft would 
be phased out of front-line use by the 
time World War Two broke out.

By early 1939, with war just around 
the corner, Martlesham Heath had 
a plethora of new types waiting to 
be tested on the newly-built ranges 
at Orford Ness. At one point these 
included four Bristol Blenheims, 
three Fairey Battles, three Hawker 
Hurricanes, four Supermarine 
Spitfires and two Vickers Wellingtons. 

During the same period there were no 
fewer than 23 other types also in use 
at the base.

A second conflict
When the war began, ballistics testing 
at Orford Ness had substantially 
grown in scale, with one aspect being 
the continuation of work on the 

design of self-sealing fuel tanks. With 
the knowledge that the Germans were 
utilising effective self-sealing tanks, 
the need became pressing. 

When available, captured enemy 
aircraft components were used – such 
as a complete wing from a Heinkel He 
111. Every round fired was marked up 
in yellow paint – the same applied to 

attention. Various types of bombs 
were trialled during this period – 

“The ranges at Orford Ness were in high 
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demand to evaluate new bomb designs – 
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Right
Some of the recently 
recovered ordnance 

made safe at 
Orford Ness. The 

1,000lb bomb in the 
foreground was a 

dummy round fi lled 
with wax, while a 

Browning machine gun 
is on the left. Behind 

are various missile 
and ordnance parts. 

DARREN HARBAR

Above
A rare archive image 
showing preparation 

for a combined thermal 
vibration test on a 

BL755 (cluster bomb 
development by 

Hunting Engineering) in 
Lab 4, July 1970. AWRE

Right
Codenamed ‘Katie’, 

the WE177 nuclear 
weapon was essentially 

a British-designed 
round in an American-
designed casing. This 

example is in the 
museum at Orford 

Ness, while the type 
featured heavily in the 

AWRE testing on site. 
DARREN HARBAR
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conventional ballistics tests involving 
airframes – with the results carefully 
noted, together with distance, type of 
weapon and ammunition used.

This brings us back to the wing 
seen on our visit in January 2016, 
which was also used for self-sealing 
fuel tank trials. In this case the rubber 
was sandwiched between treated 
leather, and inserted into the wing. 
Nearly 80 years on, it was still pliable 
and remarkably unaffected by the 
elements. It is known that at least 
one Short Stirling was used on the 
Orford Ness ranges – the prototype 
L7600, which broke its back in an 
undercarriage collapse after its maiden 
flight at Rochester, Kent. Crudely 
stitched together, it was taken to 
Suffolk and used for ballistics testing. 
Photographs show the airframe 
punctured by holes caused by a 
captured Rheinmetall 30mm cannon. 
A sad end for a worthy prototype, 
but what if at least some components 
survive? Near to the wing lies a large 
undercarriage section from a similar 
bomber, although this was virtually 
submerged during our visit. Perhaps a 
drier period will allow both relics to be 
investigated more fully in the future.

The ranges at Orford Ness were in 
high demand to evaluate new bomb 
designs – such as the 22,000lb Grand 
Slam, as well as the smaller Tallboy. 
Also visible when the site was taken 
over by the NT was an Upkeep mine 
– best known as the Dambusters’ 
weapon. Despite extensive tests being 
undertaken at Reculver, it is thought 
that vulnerability and other trials of 
the new weapon also took place at 
Orford Ness, with the dummies being 
left where they fell in some cases.

Captured enemy aircraft and 
ordnance were also supplied and used 
to replicate bombing raids. The bombs 
themselves were put through almost 

every conceivable test – work that was 
refined further after the war. 

A Fiat CR.42 Falco biplane fighter 
(MM5701), one of three Italian 
aircraft shot down on November 11, 
1940, by Hurricanes of 46 and 257 
Squadrons, came down on Orford 
Ness beach. Pilot Salavadori Pictio 
walked away from the 95a Squadriglia, 
18 Gruppo fighter, which had a 
severed oil pipe. The aircraft, which 
was later given the RAF serial number 
BT474, can now be seen at the RAF 
Museum, Hendon.

Ballistics tests and firing trials 
continued throughout the war, with 
the Orford Ness ranges continually 
in use with all kinds of ordnance 
pitted against a large range of aircraft 
and structures. The tests also saw 
a considerable expansion of the 
structures on the base.

Even now, much of the activity 
from World War Two and onwards 
remains classified – with very few of 
those who worked there willing to 
discuss the programmes. Much of the 
documentation from this period was 

destroyed in 1971 when the AWRE 
left the site. Suffice it to say, virtually 
every significant British weapon 
relating to aerial combat and ballistics 
during the wartime period had been 
tested at Orford Ness in one way or 
another.

Beards, Mists and Suns
With Britain’s entry into the post-war 
nuclear club, suitable testing facilities 
had to be found by the newly formed 
AWRE. Orford Ness was deemed 
ideal, being isolated in the first 
instance, and also fully equipped with 
state-of-the-art ranges and ballistics 
facilities. It was, however, quickly 
realised that the new bombs would 
require new facilities, and AWRE 
took over an additional area of 1,200 
acres of the nearby beach and Kings 
Marsh.

At this period, the RAE and 
AWRE were working together at 
what was known now as the Orford 
Ness Research Station, under the 

administrative auspices of 
the Ministry of Supply. 
Nominally, the base was 

under overall jurisdiction of 

Left
One of the two 
centrifuges at Orford 
Ness was located in 
Lab 6. Still in good 
condition, the pit 
for the machinery is 
clearly visible in this 
interior view. DARREN 

HARBAR

Below
All that remains of 
the Hard Target, 
which used a rocket-
powered sled to launch 
weapons against the 
solid concrete wall on 
the right. It survived 
with its gantry intact 
until the 1980s, when 
it was demolished by 
scrapmen illicitly. The 
remains of the wooden 
gantry are on the left. 
DARREN HARBAR
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the Ministry of Defence (MOD).  The 
nuclear ordnance, provisionally dealt 
with by the AWRE at Aldermaston 
was, however, dropped by RAF aircraft 
and crews. 

Initially, the nuclear tests focused 
on the ballistic properties of weapons 
when dropped from operational 
heights of roughly 40,000ft, while 
the sensitive triggering mechanisms 
also had to be perfected to cope with 
a range of situations. The resulting 
trials created a variety of casing shapes 
for the new bombs, many of which 
were tried in model form in a tunnel-
like structure near the main entrance. 
Surviving until 1994, albeit in a 
derelict form, just the brick ends of 
the tunnel now remain. A 50ft long 
hut housed a cannon from which 
models of the bombs were fired, with 
photographs being taken every five 

feet to monitor results. One obvious 
outcome of these experiments was 
the distinctive squared-off nose of the 
Yellow Sun bomb, designed to fall at a 
slower and more accurate rate.

At this point, it’s worth mentioning 
some of the more unusual names 
given to British nuclear weaponry. 
Normally a colour was used, followed 
by a word, resulting in an odd 
selection, including Red Beard, Blue 
Danube, Violet Mist, Yellow Sun 
and Blue Steel. Thankfully perhaps, 
the long-serving WE177 bomb had 
no such name, although it was code-
named ‘Katie’.  

The first drop of an inert atomic 
weapon over Orford Ness was from 
a Wittering-based 90 Squadron 
Vickers Valiant B.1 on June 11, 
1955. The type of bomb was the 
Blue Danube, which throughout the 

1950s comprised much of the UK’s 
nuclear deterrent. When the new Low 
Altitude Bombing System (LABS) was 
developed as a delivery method, the 
ranges saw Supermarine Scimitars and 
English Electric Canberras undertake 
spectacular turns on the bombing 
runs, especially when using the new 
WE177 design.

From 1956, however, came the 
changes that made the most significant 
impact on the landscape of the Orford 
Ness area – the construction of six 
laboratories for the static testing of 
nuclear ordnance. Lab 1 was designed 

as a vibration trials building, and a 
pit specifically designed for the Blue 
Danube bomb design can be seen to 
this day. It also incorporated a heavy 
curtain, which partitioned sections of 
the building and shielded the work 
undertaken by one team from that of 
another – such was the secrecy at the 
time. 

Lab 1 was closely followed by Lab 
2, which featured a large centrifuge 
to inflict ‘g’ forces on bomb casings. 
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Right
Inside Lab 1. The water 

fi lled pit on the right 
was used to vibration 

test Blue Danube 
nuclear ordnance, 

while the separation 
of the building can 
be clearly seen. A 

solid curtain was used 
to hide the work of 
both sections from 
each other in order 

to maintain secrecy. 
DARREN HARBAR

Right
A view of part of 

the submerged wing 
located in January 

2016. The size of 
the wing cannot be 
appreciated in this 
view, as much of it 
was underwater at 

the time because of 
recent fl oods. Note 

the self-sealing fuel 
tank material in the 

middle of the image. 
The type of aircraft 

the wing belonged to 
is unknown, but it is 

possible it could be a 
Short Stirling. 
DARREN HARBAR

Below
The substantial remains 

of Lab 1, with the 
thermal test centre of 

Lab 2 visible behind. 
The missing roof is 

testament to the 
design, which was 

made of light metal 
that would blow off in 

an explosion. It became 
a target for scrap 

thieves after the site’s 
closure, leading to the 
rapid deterioration of 

the building. 
DARREN HARBAR
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Lab 3 housed a thermal chamber 
for temperature tests. All three 
buildings used lightweight roofs, so 
that in the event of an explosion the 
roof would fly off and the explosion 
would ‘escape’ through the top. By 
the time Labs 4 and 5 were in use – 
with distinctive ‘pagoda’ structures 
used for vibration trials – the roofs 
were mounted on pillars glazed by 
lightweight Perspex, not glass. In a 
‘test fail’ situation, the roofs – which 
were filled with roughly 1,500 tons 
of ballast, would come down as the 
supports were blown out, and would 
seal off the explosion. Given that the 
roof structure was a 3ft thick concrete 
tray filled with 7ft of shingle, it would 

have been most effective. Last to be 
built in the mid-1960s was Lab 6, 
which included a centrifuge designed 
to test Polaris missile warheads and 
casings.

As well as these buildings and a 
bespoke armoury and test control 
centre, a final structure was created. 
This was the ‘Hard Target’, a 
concrete wall above which a large 
gantry hung suspended and which 
featured Vintner cameras facing 
vertically downwards. Leading to 
the wall was a small track, 25ft long 
and suspended 5ft off the ground 
– this housed a rocket-propelled 
sled, into which a bomb under test 
was placed. The rockets were then 
fired and the whole contraption 
propelled itself into the wall at 
nearly 150mph. The cameras, 
which ran very high-speed film, 
captured the sequence in full. The 
film ran through the cameras at such 
speed that as it exited and passed 
through the sprockets it caught fire 
due to the friction, and had to be 
extinguished.

A new lease of life
Official testing ended with the AWRE 
vacating the facility in 1971, and 
a military presence was withdrawn 
completely from 1983. Some of 
the equipment has survived – the 
centrifuge from Lab 6 is still in use at 
Aldermaston today. During the nine-
year period where the base lay empty 

it was prone to the ravages of not only 
the weather, but local scrapmen and 
vandals, who in many cases made the 
structures unsafe. 

When the NT recognised the 
ecological importance of the area 
and acquired it in 1994, what it took 
on was something of a ‘live wire’. 
Of the 88 buildings, 27 had to be 
removed for safety reasons, sadly 
leading to some unique structures 
being demolished, including the Great 
War-era staff building, complete with 
veranda. There was also the difficult 
question of what to do with the 

unexploded ordnance. Many bombs 
were not disposed of, and some are 
still being discovered today. Notable 
finds include a Grand Slam bomb, 
which is still in situ (albeit stable) and 
chunks of solid fuel propellant (used 
in Bloodhound missiles) left over 
from the site clearance in the 1980s. 
Both items are inaccessible to the 
public. The remaining buildings were 
mostly left in as-found condition – 
they are continuing to slowly decay. 
As the ecological side thrives, due 
to the dedicated efforts of an NT 
team which lives on site, the military 
element also survives, as a testament to 
the work carried out there.

On the day of our visit, kindly 
organised by the NT, it was hard not 
to be overawed by the mammoth 
structures still evident. Most 
noticeable are the ‘pagodas’ – Labs 
4 and 5, which must rank among 
the most distinctive buildings in the 
country. 

Heading across on the ferry Octavia, 
you get a good sense of its isolation, 
while the artefacts on display – 
including a defused WE177 round – 
are fascinating.

The scale of the testing is also 
incredible, especially when you stop to 
consider that so much was compressed 
into such a small area. If you are in 
Suffolk we recommend you pay a visit, 
and learn more about a unique place 
in British military history.
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ecological importance of the area 
and acquired it in 1994, what it took Left

A test item in its 
transport container on 
the Ling 249 vibrator in 
Lab 5 in July 1965. This 
is one of the remaining 
structures in good 
condition, with much 
of the interior still 
recognisable as seen 
here. AWRE

Left
The armoury building 
in January 2016. Still 
signifi cantly intact 
it sometimes emits 
a sweet smell, often 
likened to potpourri, 
the cause of which is 
still unknown. DARREN 

HARBAR

Below left
The unique ‘Black 
Beacon’, which was 
used to test radio 
direction fi nding 
equipment between 
1929 and 1934. The 
structure is now listed, 
and has survived the 
ravages of time very 
well. DARREN HARBAR
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over and it would be doomed to 
be scrapped.

But FM213 was to fly again, 
thanks to a war 
veteran 

by de Havilland Aircraft of Canada 
(DHC) in Downsview, Ontario, 
as Avro was heavily committed 
to producing the new CF-100 jet 
fighter and the C-102 Jetliner.  

With nine others, FM213 
was removed from storage and 
dismantled, and on August 28, 
1950 the ten were shipped to de 
Havilland. By January 1952 
FM213’s conversion 
to Mk.10MR 
configuration 
was complete. 
Following the 
crash landing 
at Trenton it 

seemed that 
its short-lived 

career was 

Turning on to the approach 
to Trenton, Ontario, on 
January 24, 1952 Lancaster 

FM213 was on the way to 
join a new unit. Fresh from a 
conversion to Mk.10MR maritime 
reconnaissance and anti-submarine 
configuration, it was destined for 
405 Squadron at Greenwood, Nova 
Scotia. 

As the venerable bomber reached 
the runway it stalled, 
ground looped and 
the starboard 
undercarriage 
collapsed. It seemed 
that it was a total write-
off, its centre section 
badly damaged. 

Lancaster X FM213 was 
built at Victory Aircraft at 
Malton, Ontario. Taken on 
strength with the RCAF on 
August 21, 1945, it was completed 
too late to participate in the war so 
was immediately put in storage at 
Trenton. 

It was decided to convert 
approximately 70 Lancasters to 
Mk.10MR status and Avro Canada 
(the new name for Victory Aircraft) 
was appointed as lead contractor. 
Many of the candidates, including 
FM213, ended up being converted 

Above
Lancaster 10MR FM213 
after her crash landing 
at Trenton in 1952. RON 

CRUSECANADIAN WARPLANE 

HERITAGE

Bottom right
‘Lady Orchid’ after the 
maple leaves had been 

added to her torso. 
CLARENCE SIMONSEN 

COLLECTION
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LANCASTERS DAVID CLARK DESCRIBES HOW A DERELICT LANCASTER RENDERED 
ONE LAST SERVICE TO ITS COUNTRY BY ENABLING ANOTHER TO 
CONTINUE TO FLY TO THIS DAY
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VETERAN COMMUNITY LEADER

Following his time with Bomber Command, Ron Jenkins not only became a multi-millionaire 
after the war but was a great community leader as well. He served as CEO, president or 
general manager of about 20 companies and organisations, including the Chamber of 
Commerce, the Rotary Club and the Canadian National Institute for the Blind.  
Jenkins died on April 30, 1976, aged 63. After his passing a number of his wartime 
artefacts were donated to the Aero Space Museum of Calgary, including the pilot’s seat 
and instrument panel that he had removed from Lady Orchid many years before. The 
instrument panel was installed in FM136 during its restoration.

Above
Ron Jenkins in October 
1943 after receiving his 

‘wings’. CLARENCE SIMONSEN 

COLLECTION

Above right
Pearce, Alberta, during 

its days with the British 
Commonwealth Air 

Training Plan. FLIGHT 

ONTARIO

Lancaster and its pilot, a farmer in 
Alberta and a pair of enterprising 
brothers looking for a way to 
finance a bushplane.

LADY ORCHID
Another Victory Aircraft Lancaster 
X was KB895 built in January 1945. 
Victory manufactured 430 Mk.Xs, 
the designation of the Canadian 
equivalent of the Mk.I. Arriving in 
England in March 1945, KB895 
was initially issued to 428 ‘Ghost’ 
Squadron at Leeming but was soon 
reissued to 434 ‘Bluenose’ Squadron 
at Croft, also in Yorkshire.  

Ronald Henry Jenkins was born 
in Calgary, Alberta, in July 1913. 
He worked for the family grocery 
business until 1943 when he joined 
the Royal Canadian Air Force 
(RCAF). At 29 he was about a decade 
older than the average recruit, but he 
had set his heart set on joining the air 
force as a pilot. Jenkins got his wish; 
he was given his ‘wings’ on October 
15, 1943.

Posted to 434 Squadron on 
December 21, 1944, Fg Off Jenkins 
flew his first operation as second 
pilot over Paris on January 28 and 
was then assigned to a permanent 
crew: Fg Offs Savage and Hines, WO 
McLean, F/Sgt Baird, Sgts Foss and 
Moodie. They flew 11 ops (February 
3, 7, 19, 26, 27 and March 2, 7, 8, 
10, 14, 20) in British-built Lancaster 

I PA225 O-for-Oboe. This machine 
was reassigned to 429 ‘Bison’ 
Squadron at Leeming on March 28 
as 434 began taking delivery of new 
Canadian-built Mk.Xs.

On April 2, 1945 Jenkins and his 
crew took charge of KB895 which 
had been assigned to them by 434’s 
commanding officer, Wg Cdr J C 
Mulvihill. Now that the crew had 
its own Lancaster they decided to 
personalise it. 

Although nowhere near as 
widespread as it was in the United 
States Army Air Forces (USAAF), 
painting nose-art on aircraft, 
particularly bombers, had become 
popular with the British and 
Commonwealth air forces. As was 
the case with their first aircraft, 
KB895’s unit codes were ‘WL-O’, 

so they named the Lancaster Wee 
Lady Orchid. The entire crew helped 
paint an image based on Lady Godiva 
riding a bomb and carrying two 
pistols. The guns were in recognition 
of the ‘Wild West’ heritage of Jenkins’ 
home town of Calgary. It was quickly 
decided to drop the prefix ‘Wee’ and 
KB895 became known simply as 
Lady Orchid.

JENKINS’ EXPRESS
Operations began for Lady Orchid 
in April 1945 and by the end of 
the war the Jenkins crew had flown 
a total of five raids: Hamburg 
on April 8, Leipzig on the 10th, 
Kiel (13th) in which Jenkins 
performed two successive corkscrew 
manoeuvres to evade German night-
fighters and Schwandorf on the 
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“Flying the Atlantic alone ...with the sun over you and nothing 
between you and the sea but this man-made machine, a Lancaster, 

that once seemed so huge but is now dwarfed by the immensity 
of space...”

Below
RCAF Lancasters in 
Dartmouth, Nova Scotia, 
after returning from 
Europe in 1945. ‘Lady 
Orchid’ is second from the 
right. CLARENCE SIMONSEN 

COLLECTION

16th. The final ‘op’, to Bremen on 
April 22, was aborted due to poor 
weather over the target.  

Lady Orchid ended up displaying 
15 white bomb tallies for 
completed raids and a red one for 
the abandoned sortie. Lancaster 
KB895 went on to fly a few ‘ops’ 
with other crews; its last one taking 
place on April 25 in a raid on naval 
defences at the German island of 
Wangerooge, under the command of 
Fg Off Bonar.

While the war in Europe was over, 
the conflict in the Pacific still raged 
and Lady Orchid and her crew trained 
in preparation for deployment against 
Japan during May and June. On 
May 10 the Jenkins crew flew over 
continental Europe one more time as 
part of Operation Exodus, with Lady 
Orchid flying to Juvincourt, France, 
to ferry Allied prisoners of war back 
to Westcott in Buckinghamshire 
before returning to Croft.  

During this time KB895 gained 
more decorative touches. Lady 
Orchid acquired two red maple 
leaves to cover her modesty, the 
propeller spinners were painted 
roundel blue, the name Jenkins’ 
Express was painted under the 
cockpit on the starboard side.

It was time to return home. Many 
Canadian-built Lancasters with low 
flight time, including Lady Orchid, 
were flown back to Canada to join 
the RCAF’s contribution to Tiger 
Force (or the Very Long Range 
Bomber Force) that Britain planned 
to deploy against Japan. The armada 
was to consist of 22 squadrons 
drawn from the RAF and the air 
forces of Australia, Canada and New 
Zealand and would be based on 
Okinawa. 

HOME AND OUT TO GRASS
Jenkins and a ferry crew left Croft 
on June 7, 1945 in KB895. The trip 
across the Atlantic took ten days, 
including five days in Cornwall 
due to bad weather and two close 
shaves when Orchid had an engine 
fail between the Azores and Gander, 
Newfoundland, and again between 
Gander and Dartmouth, Nova Scotia. 

Jenkins quoted one of the ferry 
crew, Rudy St Germain, in his 
logbook and his words encapsulated 
the feeling of the crew as they neared 
home: “Flying the Atlantic alone 
because - in spite of others - you 
feel alone, with the sun over you 
and nothing between you and the 
sea but this man-made machine, 
a Lancaster, that once seemed so 
huge but is now dwarfed by the 
immensity of space; yet is winging 
its way confidently towards some 
known place on the other side of the 
world, the Azores, Newfoundland 
and finally good old Canada.”

Having all returned to Canada, 
Jenkins and his original crew were 
then given a well-deserved 37 days’ 
leave before they were to rejoin their 
unit ready for deployment to the 
Pacific. With the dropping of the 
atomic bombs on Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki and Japan’s unconditional 
surrender on September 2, 1945, 
Tiger Force was no longer needed. 
Large-scale demobilisation soon 
followed and KB895, along with 
most of the Lancasters in Canada, 
which numbered around 230, were 
placed into storage. A small number 
of Lancasters were kept in RCAF 
service to be converted for duties 
including survey, search and rescue, 
training and trials.

Many of the newer Lancasters 

(with FM prefixed serials) were be 
put into store at active RCAF bases 
while most of the older examples 
(KB prefixed serials) would be put 
into long-term storage at inactive 
airfields. In the latter category, 
Lady Orchid was one of 83 ‘Lancs’ 
transferred to Pearce, Alberta, and 
arrived on September 8, 1945. 
There KB895 stayed until January 
22, 1947 when it was struck off 
charge and flown to Penhold, 
Alberta, by Flt Lt H Boucher and 
turned over to Crown Assets for 
final disposal.

BOMBER SOUVENIR
After mustering out of the RCAF, 
Ron Jenkins returned to his 
hometown of Calgary. His father had 
passed away a few months before the 
end of the war so he took over the 
family’s business and soon became 
successful in his own right.  

In 1947 Ron heard through a friend 
that his old Lancaster was up for 
sale and decided to purchase it so he 
could remove all of the instrument 
panels and seats and send them to 
his crew as souvenirs of their service 
together. According the transcript of 
an interview Jenkins gave in 1975, 
Crown Assets agreed to sell him Lady 
Orchid for C$300 if he promised to 
never try to obtain a certificate of 
airworthiness. 

He also had to agree to sell one of 
the Merlin engines to the Southern 
Alberta Institute of Technology in 
Calgary and another to the Northern 
Alberta Institute of Technology 
in Edmonton for C$100 each. So 
on April 12, 1947, Ron purchased 
KB895, but now he had to figure 
out how to move her away from 
Penhold. 



Through another friend who 
worked in real estate. Ron learned 
that there was a farmer, Clifford 
Doan, who had an interest in aviation 
and whose land bordered on Penhold. 
A deal was struck; Doan could have 
what remained of KB895 free of 
charge if Ron could move her on to 
his property and work on removing 
the crew station parts. They ended 
up cutting the fence and towed Lady 
Orchid to the farm.  

With some hired help Ron set 
about removing parts, including 
the rear turret for ‘tail-end-Charlie’ 
Bruce Baird and the pilot instrument 
panel and seat for himself. Doan 
considered turning the fuselage into 
a machine shop and tool shed, but 
after mounting the aircraft on three 
cement columns he lost interest 
in the project. As KB895’s gutted 
remains sat slowly decaying in rural 
Alberta, it seemed that Lady Orchid’s 
days were running out.

LANCASTER HUNT
As the Mk.10MR programme 
progressed the Canadian 
Government realised it did not 
have enough Lancasters to meet 
increasing demand. While the 
RCAF still had some of the newer 
FM-serialled airframes in storage, 
most of the 230 that were on 
strength in 1945 had been sold 
off by Crown Assets during the 
latter half of the 1940s. Lancasters 
recently disposed of were going to 
have to be bought back. 

In Malton, N K ‘Bud’ and S R 
‘Mickey’ Found of Found Brothers 
Aviation were looking for money 
to finance a prototype aircraft - the 
FBA-1A bushplane  and remembered 
that many Lancasters had been 
sold off in Alberta. The brothers 
were soon scouring the province for 
aircraft and parts. 

Eventually they found 50 complete 
airframes plus extra Merlins and 
a huge amount of spares, much of 
which they acquired from farmer 
Albert Hoving from High River. 
Hoving had purchased 44 airframes, 
20 Merlins and a large collection of 

spares with the intention of melting 
down.  

The Found brothers paid about 
C$1,000 per Lancaster, selling them 
to the Canadian Government for 
C$10,000 each. Needless to say 
they got their project off the ground 
and the government seriously 
regretted selling off the bombers 
for C$400 each only a few years 
previously. Found Brothers Aviation 
built a number of different types 
of bushplanes before the company 
closed in late 1968.

“After nearly a decade of restoration work FM213 returned to the 
skies on September 11, 1988 and it adopted the colours of KB726 

‘VR-A’ of 419 ‘Moose’ Squadron as a memorial to RCAF 
Plt Off Andrew Mynarski VC”
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Through another friend who 
worked in real estate. Ron learned worked in real estate. Ron learned 

Above and right
Photographs taken by Bud 

Found of ‘Lady Orchid’ 
at the Doan farm in 

1952. CANADIAN WARPLANE 

HERITAGE AND CLARENCE 

SIMONSEN COLLECTION

Below right
‘Lady Orchid’s’ centre 
section after removal. 

CANADIAN WARPLANE 

HERITAGE AND CLARENCE 

SIMONSEN COLLECTION
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ONE MORE SERVICE
Bud Found also helped to save 
FM213. He remembered that during 
the hunt for aircraft in Alberta they 
had seen a derelict Lancaster on a 
farm in Penhold that was too far 
gone to be a candidate for restoration 
and conversion. But he believed that 
the centre section could be salvaged.  

Lady Orchid was going to render 
one more service to her country. 
A salvage crew was dispatched to 
Penhold to remove KB895’s centre 
section and deliver it to DHC. The 
section was mated with FM213 in 
July of 1953 and on August 26 it 
was test flown and ready to be 
returned to service.

By that time many of the maritime 
reconnaissance Lancasters were being 
replaced by Lockheed Neptunes, so 
FM213 was assigned to 107 Rescue 
Unit in Torbay, Newfoundland. Most 
of its time was spent patrolling the 
Atlantic and responding to distress 
calls, but it also served as an escort 
for aircraft carrying members of 
the royal family to Canada in 1957 
and 1958. It also ‘shadowed’ RCAF 
fighters deploying to Europe in June 
1958, and called on Greenland, 
Iceland, Scotland and the Azores 
during its travels. On November 6, 
1963, FM213 was finally retired from 
service and was sent into storage in 
Dunnville, Ontario.

DOUBLE REVIVAL
Royal Canadian Legion Branch 
109 in Goderich, Ontario, was 
looking for an aircraft to display 
outside its building and for about 
C$1,200 purchased FM213. It 
was flown down to Sky Harbour 
Airport in Goderich on June 14, 
1964 and was soon mounted on 
three pylons outside the legion’s 
building. The Lancaster was now 
exposed to the elements and, after 
13 years, the legion realised it 
could no longer afford the cost of 
maintaining it.  

Step forward the Canadian 
Warplane Heritage (CWH), which 
had been searching for a Lancaster. 
An inspection proved that FM213 
was an excellent candidate for 
restoration to flying condition. 
Bruce Sully, a successful Goderich 
businessman, agreed to create a 
scholarship trust fund for children 
of legion members in exchange for 
Branch 109 donating FM213 to 
CWH. 

After two years’ work dismantling 
and preparing her for transport, 
450 (Helicopter) Squadron 
flew the main body to CWH at 
Hamilton, Ontario, on November 
5, 1979. After nearly a decade of 
restoration work FM213 returned 
to the skies on September 11, 
1988 and it adopted the colours 

of KB726 ‘VR-A’ of 419 ‘Moose’ 
Squadron as a memorial to RCAF 
Plt Off Andrew Mynarski VC. 

In the summer of 2011, the 
Aero Space Museum of Calgary 
completed the static restoration 
of Lancaster 10MR FM136. 
Incredibly, Ron Jenkins also had 
a hand in preserving it as well. 
According to the 1975 interview, 
Jenkins and some friends decided 
to look for a Lancaster to serve as 
a memorial at Calgary Airport. 
In 1962 they found FM136 in 
relatively good shape in storage 
in Fort Macleod, Alberta, and 
purchased it for C$975.  

With additional donated 
resources, they had it mounted on 
a pedestal at the airport, where 
FM136 remained for 30 years until 
she was given to the Aero Space 
Museum for restoration. She is 
now on display at the museum 
in the guise of Lady Orchid as 
a memorial to Canadians and 
Albertans who served in Bomber 
Command and also to Ron 
Jenkins. 

As revealed in Ringing the 
Changes in the January FlyPast, 
this year CWH will honour this 
incredible story by painting Lady 
Orchid’s nose-art onto FM213. 
It will be a fitting tribute to 
a Bomber Command veteran 
and the donor which in 1952 
transformed its fortunes. 

The author would like to 
acknowledge the generous assistance 
received from the following: 
Canadian Warplane Heritage 
Museum, Bomber Command 
Museum Nanton, Aero Space 
Museum of Calgary, Elinor 
Florence, and especially Clarence 
Simonsen whose books, articles 
and other research were invaluable 
resources.

Left
The Canadian Warplane 
Heritage Mynarski 
Lancaster. DOUG FISHER-

CANADIAN WARPLANE 

HERITAGE MUSEUM

Below
Lancaster FM213 in fl ight 
during its time with 107 
Rescue Unit. CANADIAN 

WARPLANE HERITAGE



Malta suffered constant 
bombing by the joint Axis 
forces of the Italian Regia 

Aeronautica and the German 
Luftwaffe from June 11, 1940. By 
early May 1942 the defenders and 
the population of the Mediterranean 
island fortress were on their knees. 

The bombing campaign had 

been stepped up from the previous 
December when the Luftwaffe 
returned to Sicily from the Russian 
campaign with the express mission 
of neutralising Malta. This was in 
preparation for Operation Hercules, 
the invasion of the island planned 
for late July or early August, 1942. 

Thousands of tons of bombs 
rained down during March 
and April, not only on military 
targets but indiscriminately on 
civilian urban centres, reducing 
all to rubble. Nothing was spared: 
parish churches, hospitals, private 
residences, the palaces of the 
Knights of St John, culminating in 

the destruction of the Royal Opera 
House in the capital city, Valletta, on 
April 7.

Introducing Victory Kitchens, 
a government relief scheme, did 
little to assuage the suffering of the 
Maltese people. Ammunition and 
fuel were running very low. The 
naval dockyard had been reduced 
to a shambles and the few buildings 
and installations still standing on the 
airfields were in ruins. 

George Cross Island
King George VI awarded the 
George Cross to the Maltese 
population on April 15 to boost the 
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Joseph Galea Debono 
relates the dramatic 
turning point of the air 
war over Malta
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morale of defenders and civilians. 
But wars are not won by awards, 
however welcome and appreciated. 
Something more tangible was 
needed to redress the imbalance 
between the Axis forces pounding 
Malta day and night.

The dwindling force of Hurricanes 
were outmatched by the more modern 
Messerschmitt Bf 109s and Italian 
Reggiane Re 2001 Falco IIs and 
Macchi C.202 Folgores. The enemy 
had total air supremacy and there were 
days when the RAF could not muster 
any serviceable fighters to intercept 
the flow of enemy bombers. The first 
15 Spitfires to be sent overseas from 

Britain reached the island in mid-
March but were quickly disposed of 
by the superior Axis forces.

Churchill insisted substantial 
numbers of Spitfires be flown to 
Malta but the only aircraft carrier 
then available, HMS Eagle, was 
undergoing repairs in Gibraltar. 
Churchill sought the help of US 
President Roosevelt who agreed to 
allow the USS Wasp to undertake 
the Spitfire ferry run to Malta in 
late April. Operation Calendar saw 
48 Spitfire Vs flown off the carrier 
north of Algeria on the 20th. Upon 
arrival, this force was immediately 
bombed on the ground and by 

the end of the day more than half 
had been destroyed or rendered 
unserviceable.

Setting the stage
Churchill was not to be deterred in 
pushing his Chiefs of Staff to relieve 
the island. He again requested the 
use of Wasp to run another ferry trip 
from Gibraltar in the company of 
the now serviceable Eagle. 

During Operation Bowery, on 
Saturday May 9, 1942, 64 Spitfires 
took off from the two carriers off 
the coast of Algeria for the 550-mile 
(885km) flight to Malta. The stage 
was set for the showdown in the air.
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Below
An illustration of a 
fl ight of Spitfi re Mk.Vs 
over Malta in 1942 with 
Mk.Vc BR184 in the 
foreground. ADAM TOOBY
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This time the RAF was determined 
not to be caught napping. 
Nicknamed ‘Jumbo’, Wg Cdr 
Edward Gracie summoned all his 
officers and pilots to a general 
conference at the Officers’ Mess at 
the Xara Palace in Mdina, the old 
walled capital city perched above Ta’ 
Qali airfield. 

He outlined plans to protect the 
precious Spitfires when they arrived 
and told them what he expected 
of each of them. Each aircraft was 
assigned to a protective pen on one 
of the three airfields of Luqa, Ta’ 
Qali and Hal Far. Dispatch riders 
on motorcycles, with the incoming 
aircraft’s number on their backs, 
were to guide each Spitfire to its 
assigned pen. 

As soon as the new aircraft entered 
the pen and its engine was turned 
off, the pilot was to get out and 
a fresh, experienced, Malta pilot 
would take his place in the cockpit. 
A team of fitters and riggers would 
check the engine, while armourers 
would load the guns. Soldiers 
and even policemen were to help 
manually refuel the aircraft from 
three-gallon cans as all airfield 
bowsers had been destroyed. 

This time the RAF was determined 
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Above
A map of Malta, 

showing the location 
of the fi ve airfi elds.

Right
A group of 

Supermarine Spitfi re 
V’s are seen taking off 

from USS ‘Wasp’ during 
Operation Bowery, 

May 9, 1942. VIA RAY 

POLIDARNO
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When sections of the 59 Spitfires 
that made it to Malta had landed, 
ground crews vied with each 
other to turn round the aircraft 
in the shortest possible time. The 
organisation was so successful that 
it was reported that one flight of the 
newly arrived Spitfires was back in 
the air after a mere seven minutes. 

When the enemy approached the 
island in the afternoon, they were 
faced with three fresh squadrons of 

screens on its usual early morning 
flight. Although all anti-aircraft 
ammunition restrictions had been 
lifted that day, this interloper was 
not engaged. 

At about 1000hrs hours, the state 
of readiness was upgraded. In the 
labyrinth of rock-hewn tunnels and 
chambers of the war rooms, deep 
down under the Upper Barrakka 
at Valletta, more than 100 aircraft 
were reported by the radar stations 
forming up over Comiso in Sicily, 
just 60 miles away.

The operations room came 
to life and the female Maltese 
plotters started putting ‘counters’ 
on the huge map in the centre of 
the room, charting the incoming 
raid. These women were grateful 
for the opportunity to show their 
mettle and explode the myth that 
they would panic when put to 
the test. That day they rose to the 
occasion and Gp Capt A B ‘Woody’ 
Woodhall, the senior controller 
and a Battle of Britain veteran, later 
congratulated each of them for the 
excellent work they had done. 

Meanwhile, on the airfields 
nothing happened for about 

Spitfires. The few that managed to 
cross the coast were heavily engaged 
by concentrated anti-aircraft fire. 

Out of the sun
Dawn, May 10, 1942, and the 
alert had sounded. Everyone 
was expecting the inevitable 
raid on the airfields and Grand 
Harbour. All was quiet until a 
lone reconnaissance Junkers Ju 88 
was picked up on Malta’s radar 

“Thousands of tons of bombs rained down during March and 
April, not only on military targets but indiscriminately on 

civilian urban centres reducing all to rubble”

Left
Deck handlers hold 
back this Spitfi re 
prior to launch from 
USS ‘Wasp’. Note 
twin 20mm guns and 
chalked inscription 
‘gassed’, denoting 
slipper tank full of 
fuel. VIA RAY POLIDARNO

Below
During the fl ying 
off phase, a Spitfi re 
is pictured prior to 
launch from USS Wasp. 
VIA RAY POLIDARNO
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15 minutes. Then aircraft engines 
roared into life and flights of 
Spitfires were scrambled from Luqa, 
Ta’ Qali and Hal Far. First off at 
1040hrs were 11 Spitfires and of 
601 Squadron and nine of 126 
Squadron. This initial force of 20 
Spitfires was followed eight minutes 
later by eight from 185 Squadron, 
seven more from 603 Squadron and 
five from 249 Squadron. Eventually, 
37 Spitfires and 13 Hurricanes 
had scrambled – an unprecedented 
reception for the enemy. 

Five minutes later the anti-aircraft 
guns started blasting away as the 
enemy came within range. Very 
soon the plotters began receiving 
the first visual reports from the five 
observation posts located on top of 
St John’s Cavalier in Valletta, Fort 
Tas-Silg, Dingli Cliffs, the Red 
Tower on Marfa Ridge and the 
station at Ta’ Dbiegi on the sister 
island of Gozo.

The sky gradually filled with Bf 
109s, followed by wave upon wave 
of Ju 88s. Their main target was the 
fast mine-layer, HMS Welshman, 
which had entered Grand Harbour 
at dawn with a supply of spare 
Merlin engines, ammunition and 
stores. 

Descending out of the sun onto the 
raiders, the Spitfires and Hurricanes 
mixed it with the bombers with 
guns blazing, while those which had 
taken off earlier circled to land, to 
swiftly refuel and re-arm, covered by 
those with sufficient fuel left in their 
tanks. Ready again for combat, the 
Spitfires took off again to meet the 
incoming waves of enemy aircraft. 
The same pattern of action went on 
and on until nightfall.

Through the barrage
Among those scrambled to intercept 
the first raid was Sgt Paul Brennan 
DFC DFM of 249 Squadron. His 
graphic description of the action 
typified what these pilots from 
Britain and the Commonwealth, 
some of them Battle of Britain 
veterans, went through that day.

“There were many ’109s above the 
island and the bombers were due to 
arrive any minute. We managed to 
reach 14,000ft when ’109s attacked 
us over Filfla [a small islet south 
of Malta]. As they came in I could 
see more ’109s above, waiting the 
opportunity to jump us. All five of 

“Ground crews vied with each other to 
turn round the aircraft in the shortest 
possible time. It was reported that one 

fl ight of the newly arrived Spitfi res 
was back in the air after a mere seven 

minutes”

Right
Already showing signs 

of wear and tear, a 
Spitfi re V is re-fuelled 

and re-armed by 
a mixed batch of 

soldiers, sailors and 
airmen. The fuel cans, 
like those made in the 

US by Noblitt Sparks, 
Inc of Indiana, were 

later used to build 
aircraft pens on Malta. 

VIA RAY POLIDARNO

Below right
A happy band of 

ground crew stand 
under the Maltese 
sun. The Spitfi re in 

the background has 
acquired the name 

Helen on its cowling. 
VIA RAY POLIDARNO

Bottom right
This Fordson Roadless 
half–track tractor was 
photographed towing 
a petrol bowser. Note 

the wrecked Vickers 
Wellington in the 

background. VIA RAY 

POLIDARNO
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us started turning with the ’109s 
attacking us. 

“Gp Capt Woodhall called us up 
and told us that the Ju 87s were 
diving on the harbour…and I 
beetled over there. The barrage was 
the heaviest I had seen over Malta. 
The flak puffs were so numerous 
that they formed a great wall of 
cloud, contrasting oddly with the 
Bofors shells shooting up like huge, 
glowing match heads. 

“We dived through the barrage to 
get at the ’87s on the other side… 
I came out of the barrage suddenly. 
The sky seemed to be filled with 
aircraft. The first thought that 
struck me, so numerous were the 
aircraft, was that there was a great 
risk of collision… Spitfires were 
coming in from all points of the 
compass and there were plenty 
of ’109s about as well.

“A couple of fellows 
in parachutes were 
floating downwards. As 
I watched a ’109 crash 
into the sea I thought 
that at any rate there 
was one less with which to 
contend. Tracers started to 
whip past my port wing. 
I turned to starboard. An 

’87 was right in front of me …I gave 
it a quick squirt but overshot it and 
found a ’109 dead ahead of me. I 
had a quick squirt at him, but again 
overshot. As I shot up, climbing 
500ft in a few seconds, I had 
another squirt – this time into the 
belly of an ’87. I saw cannon shells 
go into his motor but had no time 
to see what effect they 
had on him.”

After more 
climbing, 
turning 
and diving 
Brennan 
finally 

A brand new Merlin 
engine is being installed 
in a Spitfi re in rather 
primitive surroundings, 
typical of wartime 
Malta. The Merlin is 
likely to have arrived 
via the deliveries 
made by the legendary 
fast minelayer HMS 
‘Manxman’. VIA RAY 

POLIDARNO
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got his Ju 87: “It was several seconds 
before I saw one which I reckoned 
was my meat. Diving on to his tail, 
I opened fire… My fellow went into 
a hell of a steep turn, and I followed 
him round, firing all the time. I had 
fired at him for three seconds when 
the thought flashed through my 
mind, ‘This ’87 should blow up’.

“To my surprise he didn’t so I kept 
firing… I hung on to him grimly 
and kept on firing. I could see all 
my stuff going into his cockpit and 
motor. Suddenly he went to pieces. 
He literally flew apart...”

Having been shot at by a ’109 
and gone into an uncontrolled 
spin Brennan decided to call it 
a day: “Having no ammunition 
left, I went home… I did not 
take off again. I was so tired out 
that, despite all the noise and 
excitement, I slept throughout the 
afternoon.” 

At the end of the day, 57 enemy 
aircraft were reported to have 
been shot down or damaged by 

fighters while eight were downed 
or damaged by anti-aircraft fire 
from the Royal Artillery and Royal 
Malta Artillery batteries. One RAF 
pilot was reputed to have remarked: 
“The sea between Malta and Sicily 
was so full of rubber dinghies and 
shot down aircraft that it looked 

like Henley on Regatta Day.” 
May 10 can justifiably be 

described as the turning point. 
Next morning the Times of Malta 
trumpeted this victory in the air 
with headlines including: ‘Battle of 
Malta  Axis Heavy Losses’, ‘Spitfires 
Slaughter Stukas’ and ‘Brilliant 
Team Work of AA Gunners and 
RAF’.

Undeniably there were still many 
months of hard fighting in the air 
to come but a start had been made 
and after that Sunday, the enemy 
could never claim to have regained 
air supremacy over the island. 
After what became known as “the 

glorious 10th of May”, things were 
never the same again.

The author, retired Judge Joseph Galea 
Debono is the President of the George 
Cross Island Association and Honorary 
Secretary of the Malta Aviation Museum 
Foundation. All images via author.

Right
Tenante Remo 

Cazzolli’s RE 2001 
was shot down by Sgt. 
Johnny Gilbert of 249 
Squadron. The Italian 
fi ghter crash landed 

near Fort St. Leonard, 
Zonqor Point, Malta on 

May 18, 1942. VIA RAY 

POLIDARNO

Below right
A downed aircraft, 

thought to be an 
Italian CANT Z.1007  

mid-channel between 
Malta and Sicily. 

Below
A line-up of 249 

Squadron Spitfi re Vs at 
Ta’ Qali.
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“The sea between Malta and Sicily was so full of rubber 
dinghies and shot down aircraft that it looked like Henley on 
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LOCK ONLOCK ON
R egarded by many as the 

finest American all-weather 
interceptor of the Cold War 

era, the F-106A Delta Dart was 
also the last fighter programme 
developed under the Convair name. 
It began life as a development of the 
F-102A Delta Dagger, which was 
intended only as an interim step 

towards the Dart.
At first the Delta Dart was known 

as the F-102B. While superficially 
resembling its predecessor, it was 
essentially a new type and on June 
17, 1956 it was redesignated as the 
F-106A. 

Convair test pilot Richard L 
Johnson took the prototype 

for its maiden flight, 
from Edwards Air Force 
Base (AFB), California, on 
December 26, 1956. First unit 
to be equipped with the F-106A 
was the 539th Fighter Interceptor 
Squadron (FIS) at McGuire AFB, 
New Jersey, within Air Defense 
Command (ADC). 

and launchConva� ’s F-106 coupled potent weapo�  
                      with comput� -con� olled 
                      int� cept  Tom Doch� ty des� ibes an exceptional a�  defend� 
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However, the 539th was not the 
first unit to become operational 
on the type; that honour fell to the 
498th FIS based at Geiger AFB, 
Washington. By 1960 the Delta 
Dart was flying with a further 13 

squadrons.
A two-seat version, initially 

designated TF-102A then 
F-106B, first flew on April 

10, 1958 and was declared 
fully operational in 

July 1960. Units of 
ADC and of the 

Air National 
Guard (ANG) 

were provided 
with several 

F-106Bs to 
perform 

combat 

proficiency and training checks. 
Like the F-106A, the B-model was 
fully capable of performing intercept 
missions.

HAMMER BLOW
The F-106A’s fire-control system 
operated in conjunction with 
the Semi-Automatic Ground 
Environment (SAGE) network. 
This plotted the course to intercept 
an enemy aircraft, sighted the 
target, fired the air-to-air missiles, 
and placed the F-106 on the correct 
course to disengage. Delta Darts 
could be fully flown by the SAGE 
computers for most of the mission, 
with the pilot being needed only 
for take-off, landing, or in case 
something went wrong with the 
automation. 

In order to engage and destroy 
the target, the Delta Dart’s Hughes 
MA-1 fire-control system was 

linked to the weapon load. This 
comprised an unguided Douglas 
AIR-2A Genie missile with a nuclear 
warhead carried in the rear half of 
the weapons bay. 

The Genie had no need for a 
guidance system. It was a ‘hammer 
blow’ weapon, intended to be 
released into the midst 
of a Soviet bomber 
formation, the blast 
from the nuclear 
detonation devastating 

everything 
within range.

Flanking 
the Genie in 
the weapons 
bay was a pair 
of infrared 
guided 
Hughes AIM-
4G Falcon 

and launch
Below
Pre-production  
F-106B two-seater 
variant 72507 is 
pictured in this 
offi cial Convair view 
KEY
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ABSOLUTE DELIGHT
Those who flew the F-106A liked 
the aircraft, many referred to it as 
the ‘Six’. Speaking to FlyPast, Lt Col 
M Ross Shulmister of the 27th FIS 
said that: “The Delta Dart was an 
absolute delight to fly. It was stable, 
nimble, responsive, and powerful 
for its day. At max gross weight, it 
lifted off with ease, and could easily 
cruise at 41,000ft using military 
power. As fuel burned off, it could 
ease up to 45,000ft, where only 
[Lockheed] U-2s and SR-71s flew 
on their way to 70,000ft and above.

“Afterburner was required to 
go supersonic, but at minimum 
afterburner Mach 1.3 was easy, and 
reasonably fuel-efficient. Achieving 
the maximum Mach 2.0 required 
full afterburner, and could eat up 
the entire fuel load in 20 minutes, 
more or less. Short of a tail chase 

of a supersonic enemy, there was 
little operational need for that 
kind of speed. Mach 1.3 was more 
than enough to overtake subsonic 
bombers, such as the Russian 
[Tupolev] Bear.

“The challenge in learning the 
F-106 was not so much the flying 
as it was the avionics. The ride 
was like that of a Cadillac. It took 
a little getting used to the yoke, 
which was two-handled, although 
learning the cockpit layout was 
much less of a challenge than the 
F-105 [Thunderchief ]. It was a 
heavyweight among fighters, and so 
it was quite stable during formation 
flight.”

F-106 VERSUS F-104 OR F-4
Lt Col Shulmister continued: 
“The Six was nimble enough to 
take on any other fighter, and 

INTERCEPTOR TURNED TARGET
By 1976 the McDonnell Douglas F-15 Eagle 
began to replace the F-106 and the Darts 
were passed on to the ANG. The fi rst 
‘Guard’ unit to be so equipped was the 
186th FIS of Montana ANG at Great Falls, 
Montana. The last squadron to fl y the type 
was the 119th FIS, which sent its fi nal F-106 
to the ‘boneyard’ at Davis-Monthan AFB, 
Arizona, for storage in August 1988. 
This was not the end for the Delta Dart 
however. In 1986 aircraft at Davis-Monthan 
were transferred to Flight Systems for 

conversion to QF-106A target drones. The last shoot-down of a QF-106 took place at 
Holloman AFB, New Mexico, on February 20, 1997.

Former New Jersey ANG F-106A 59-0031 at 
the Davis-Monthan ‘boneyard’ in 1988. It was 
converted to QF-106 in November 1992 and shot 
down on January 17, 1996. 

missiles. In the forward 
compartment were two semi-active 
radar-homing AIM-4F Falcons  all 
of the AIM-4s had conventional 
warheads.

In addition to the missile fit, the 
F-106A was also equipped with a 
M61A1 20mm cannon. This was 
added once it was found that the 
Dart was an excellent dogfighter, 
and using the type in Vietnam 
was considered. This idea came 
to nought, but the cannon was 
retained to provide a close-in kill 
option against enemy bombers. 

Gun-equipped F-106As could be 
distinguished by a bulged fairing 
underneath the fuselage, which 
provided clearance for the cannon’s 
rotating barrels. The gun replaced 
the Genie previously carried in the 
weapons bay.

Top
F-106A 59-0064 of the 

159th FIS, Florida ANG, at 
Homestead AFB, Florida, 
November 1984. GERARD 

HELMER

Above
Lt Col Ross Shulmister 

of the 27th FIS. M R 

SHULMISTER



had greater endurance than them. 
The F-4 Phantom and the F-104 
Starfighter would quickly exhaust 
their fuel. The Six was rated at 12g 
before structural damage occured, 
although inspections were required 
whenever g-loading exceeded 8. My 
max experience was 8.2g, during 
air-to-air combat training. I was 
still conscious, but my vision had 
greyed out ...inspection revealed no 
overstressing.

“It did not recover airspeed as 
rapidly as the Phantom or the 
Starfighter, so a Six driver in combat 
was well advised to not bleed off 
airspeed and attempt to recover it 
in horizontal flight. In the right 
hands, the Six was as formidable 
as any other of its contemporaries. 
But without an internally mounted 
gun, early models were at a 
disadvantage when it came to close-
in manoeuvring – you had to get far 
enough away for the missiles to lock 
on, launch, arm, and home in. 

“In the supersonic realm, there 

was not enough elevon effectiveness 
to pull significant gs, which meant 
the accepted method of pulling out 
of a supersonic dive was to pop the 
speed brakes, and pull up as soon as 
speed was subsonic. One risk was 
that at maximum subsonic speed, 
there was more than enough elevon 
effectiveness to over-g, so back 
stick had to be reserved when speed 
dropped to subsonic.”

NEUTRALIZE AND PRAY
Pilots could get into trouble in the 
F-106 if they were not careful. Lt 
Col Raymond ‘Nemo’ Niemotka of 
the New Jersey ANG recalled: “The 
jet is exceptionally fast for a big 
fighter, Mach 2-plus and capable of 
flying at very high altitude. It was 
not difficult to fly once you got used 
to it. 

“I had a few incidents, which gave 
me nightmares for a long time. 
One of which was an inverted spin 
which I got into around 20,000ft 
during a dogfight with another ’106. 

“Genie was a ‘hammer blow’ weapon, intended to be released into 
the midst of a Soviet bomber formation, the blast from the nuclear 

detonation taking out everything within range”

Col Raymond ‘Nemo’ Niemotka of 

I pulled four negative gs and broke 
all the blood vessels in my eyes. At 
first I thought I was in an upright 
spin but when I tried to bale out 
around 15,000ft, I couldn’t reach 
the handgrips because my neck was 
pressed up against the top of the 
canopy. It was then that I realised I 
was inverted.

“The recovery procedure for an 
inverted spin is different from 
an upright spin. Basically; you 
neutralise the controls and pray. My 
nose finally dropped going through 
10,000ft, which is the minimum 
uncontrolled bale out altitude. 

“I needed a minimum of 230 

knots before I could apply back 
pressure on the stick and recover. I 
saw the horizon coming up quickly 
through my peripheral vision, but 
was able to recover before I hit the 
water in the cold Atlantic. I don’t 
think I would have survived a bale 
out.”

RULES OF ENGAGEMENT
Throughout its service the F-106 
was based within the continental 
USA, Alaska and Canada. There 

Left
Based at Jacksonville, 
Florida, F-106A 59-
0060 of the 159th FIS. 
GERARD HELMER

Above
Stored at Davis-
Monthan, Arizona, 
in 1988, former New 
Jersey ANG F-106A 
59-0043 carried ‘shark 
mouth’ artwork on the 
nose and the name 
‘The Spirit of Atlantic 
City’.

Below left
F-106A 59-0062 of the 
84th FIS based at Castle 
AFB, California in 1978. 
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were occasional deployments 
overseas, for example the 5th FIS 
to Hahn AFB, West Germany in 
September 1975 and the 87th FIS 
flew to Iceland in April 1978 while 
the resident 57th FIS transitioned 
to the F-4E Phantom. Further 
deployments were made to France 
for the Paris Air Show in 1963 and 
to Panama for exercises in 1974. 

By far the most interesting overseas 
tasking, and the one most likely to 
result in a shooting war, was to Osan 
Air Base in South Korea following 
the attack by North Korean naval 

forces on the USS Pueblo in January 
1968 and the shooting down of a 
Lockheed EC-121 in April 1969. 
The 318th FIS arrived in March 
1968 followed in turn by the 48th, 
71st and 94th. Last out was the 95th 
FIS, departing on May 1, 1970.

One of the pilots deployed to Osan 
was Maj Bruce Gordon of the 94th 
FIS who described an incident in 
1969 that could have quickly become 
a ‘hot war’: “Military personnel 
overseas have ‘Rules of Engagement’, 
which usually say that you can 
only shoot in self-defence, after the 
enemy has fired upon you and shown 
‘hostile intent’. Because of the Pueblo 
and EC-121 incidents, our Rules 
of Engagement had been modified 
to state that the North Koreans had 
already demonstrated hostile intent. 
We could fire upon them without 
waiting for them to shoot first. 

“The USA had decided to 
continue ELINT [electronic 
intelligence] flights off the coast of 
North Korea, but now we provided 
the slow ELINT [aircraft] with a 
fighter escort. At first we had eight 
fighters, but reduced it to four. 

“Escort patrol was a long mission; 
we would refuel in air before starting 

timing, were full of fuel and closing 
to attack. 

“Our four fighters armed their 
missiles and we then heard ‘MiGs 
turning back toward land’. The 
North Koreans apparently realised 
that they had no opportunity to kill 
the unarmed ELINT aircraft, and 
they didn’t stay in the area and we 
resumed patrol. My flight suit was 
dripping with nervous sweat, but the 
incident was over.”

HUNTING ‘BEARS’
Often F-106s were called upon to 
intercept Soviet bombers flying up the 
East and West Coast of mainland US, 
Canada and Alaska. Lt Col Raymond 
Niemotka of the New Jersey ANG 
described a typical interception: “One 
morning we received a warning that 
the Bears would be coming along the 
coast from the north. It was unusual 
that our fighter group intercepted 
Bears with New Jersey F-106s off the 
Florida coast. 

“We were spread out from Jersey 
to Florida and I’m sure the Russians 
flying in the Bear couldn’t figure it out. 
After about two hours, I told AWACS 
[airborne warning and control system 
– a Lockheed EC-121 ED] that we 
were approaching ‘Bingo’ fuel and 
would be turning back inbound. 
They told us to hang in there because 
a [Boeing] KC-135 tanker was on 
its way, and a very short time later 
we took on 12,000lb of fuel. After 
topping off, we proceeded to intercept 
two Bears and stayed airborne for 
another four hours. 

“While on alert, we were armed with 
live weapons. The Six normally had 
two radar-guided missiles and two 
heat-seeking missiles and an internally 
mounted 20mm Gatling gun. 

“The F-106 was also capable of 
carrying a special weapon called the 
Genie, which was a nuclear rocket that 
would travel five times the speed of 

forces on the USS Pueblo in January 
1968 and the shooting down of a 

the patrol. We flew a barrier combat 
air patrol [BARCAP] about 20 miles 
off the North Korean coast, and the 
ELINT would circle about 30 miles 
from the coast. Halfway through 
patrol we would come back to the 
tanker for more fuel, then resume 
patrol. 

“This mission started normally. 
Our four F-106 were then refuelled 
from a tanker over international 
waters, sweeping the area with our 
radar to be sure no fighters sneaked 
through. ...We flew BARCAP for 
an hour or so, turned south to get 
another load of fuel from the tanker. 
I hooked up to refuel then heard 
‘MiGs taking off from Wonson’. 
Then ‘MiGs orbiting Wonson’. 
‘How many?’ we asked. ‘About 20’ 
came the reply. 

“A few minutes passed. ‘MiGs 
turning out towards ELINT south’. 
The unarmed tanker didn’t want 
to be anywhere near the 20 MiGs! 
Our four fighters turned sharply 
north and increased to attack speed. 
I swung into fighting position, 
my wingman in right wing. The 
distance between us and the MiGs 
was decreasing rapidly. They 
apparently had misjudged their 

Right
Convair F-106B 57-2530 of 

the 84th FIS in 1979. 

Above
Last serving with the 

5th FIS out of Minot AFB, 
North Dakota, F-106A 
58-0783 stored in the 

‘boneyard’ at Davis-
Monthan in 1988. 



He said: “A squadron of perhaps 
27 Russian Bears had been flying 
along the Atlantic ADIZ [Air 
Defense Identification Zone]. As 
they came abeam of New England, 
they penetrated the ADIZ, and 
we were scrambled to Goose Bay 
for refuelling and intercept alert. 
Upon being refuelled, we were 
immediately launched, vectored 
to Gander, and then synchronised 
with the SAGE computer for 
intercept.

“When we reached Gander, the 
Bears turned east. Command was 
initially reluctant to continue the 
intercept, as there was a 90-mile 
gap, and the Canadian [CF-101] 
Voodoos had not been able to catch 
them on previous intercepts. 

“Closing the gap between an 
F-106 and a 400-knot Bear was 
almost effortless. At Mach 1.3, we 
completed the intercept in less than 

15 minutes, flew formation with 
the Bears for another 15, and then 
returned to Goose Bay.

“The back story and the intercept 
were promptly classified by the State 
Department, because they thought 
it would embarrass the Canadians, 
who had primary responsibility for 
those intercepts. Canadian pilots at 
Bagotville, however, threw a party 
for our squadron, and had a field 
day ‘razzing’ the unit involved for 
having their two alert birds abort for 
maintenance issues.”

It is now almost 60 years since the 
first flight of the Delta Dart and 
nearly 20 years since its last. There 
is no doubt that at the height of the 
Cold War the Six served the USAF 
and ANG very well in the interceptor 
role. In the words of ‘Nemo’ 
Niemotka the aircraft that flew “like 
an old Lincoln Continental” is now 
only a memory.

sound. We had to fire these, without 
the warhead, once a year when we 
were down in Florida. It was a very 
impressive sight to see these launched 
from one of our aircraft. Supposedly, 
the Soviets were terrified of this 
weapon, and so were we because we 
had no idea of what would happen 
after our ‘escape’ manoeuvre. 

“Of course, we had other concerns 
such as the fact that the Russians 
might have had ‘laser guns’ that could 
blind us after intercepting a Bear. We 
wore gold-plated visors for that, but 
there were no guarantees that they 
would work. Also, there were some 
concerns about having to ram a Bear if 
we had expended all of our weapons.”

THROUGH THE GAP
Lt Col Shulmister was also based 
on the east coast and recalls an 
interception of Soviet bombers in 
1970 off the shore of Newfoundland. 

15 minutes, flew formation with 
the Bears for another 15, and then Bears for another 15, and then Bear

“Our four fi ghters armed their missiles and we then heard ‘MiGs 
turning back toward land’. ...My fl ight suit was dripping 

with nervous sweat, but the incident was over”

Left centre
F-106B 57-2545 of the 
5th FIS on approach 
to Minot AFB in 1981. 

Left
Maj Bruce Gordon 
with a 94th FIS F-106 
in 1965. B GORDON

Below
Atlantic City-based 
F-106A 59-0007 of 
the 119th FIS, New 
Jersey ANG, with the 
name ‘Jersey Devils’ 
on the fi n. ALL AUTHOR 
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A US Navy Grumman F6F Hellcat on a 
patrol fl ight. KEY

21 Pages in detail

Spotlight shines on a legendary World War Two 
� ghter, the versatile and resilient Grumman 
Hellcat. It is arguably the most signi� cant 
member of the US manufacturer’s ‘cat family’. 

The Hellcat was mostly used as a carrier-based naval 
� ghter, and achieved great success in the Paci� c theatre. 
We scrutinise the aircraft’s history and its use in combat.

Grumman

Hellcat
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Grumman 
Hellcat

Spotlight

Scrutinizes the history of... HellcatThe           Grumman

Reliable and robust, the 
Grumman F6F Hellcat has 
the distinction of having 
destroyed more enemy 

aircraft during World War Two than 
any other Allied naval fighter.

Designed to replace the F4F 
Wildcat, which was the US 
Navy’s sole carrier-based fighter 
until mid-1943, the Hellcat is 
frequently regarded as the single 
most significant factor in winning 
the naval air war against Japan. It 
began to equip units in the Pacific 
in 1943 and made an immediate 
impact. Its predecessor had achieved 
some outstanding results, but the 

Hellcat was significantly faster, 
could fly further and higher, and 
was equipped with more potent 
armament. Nearly three-quarters of 
all US Navy victories in the Pacific 
were achieved by Hellcat pilots.

By early 1942, Roy Grumman 
and his chief designers, Jake 
Swirbul and Bill Schwendler, were 
working closely with the navy to 
create a suitable successor for the 
F4F. Although outwardly similar, 
the new machine featured a more 
elevated cockpit, allowing the pilot 
greater visibility and – based on 
reports of Wildcat encounters with 
Mitsubishi A6M ‘Zero’ fighters – 

the Grumman was eventually fitted 
with a Pratt & Whitney R-2800 
Double Wasp radial, the same unit 
used in the successful Vought F4U 
Corsair.

The XF6F-1 prototype first 
flew on June 26, 1942, powered 
by a Wright Cyclone engine. The 
following month, the second aircraft 
(the XF6F-3) flew with the Double 
Wasp installed. Versions of the 
latter were to power the Hellcat 
throughout its service life.

Turkey Shoot
The new fighter’s performance was 
impressive from the start, and its 
potential was obvious. It was quickly 
developed and then mass produced 
at a rapid rate – over 12,000 were 
made, the vast majority within just 
two years. The first production 
F6F-3 flew in October 1942, just 
four months after the prototype’s 
debut, and units began to receive 
them early the following year.

Flying from USS Yorktown, 
Hellcats were used in combat for 
the first time in August 1943, by 
which time 15 US Navy units 
were equipped with the type. The 
Battle of the Philippine Sea in 
June 1944 is often regarded as the 

Right
The XF6F-3 was 
the fi rst Hellcat 
prototype to be 

fi tted with the 
Double Wasp 

engine.
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SPOT  FACT   The Hellcat was produced 
between 1942 and 1945

Hellcat

aircraft’s finest hour. This decisive 
naval battle, taking place during 
the US amphibious invasion of 
the Marianas Islands, effectively 
eliminated the ability of the Imperial 
Japanese Navy to continue large-
scale operations. So many enemy 
aircraft were shot down that the 
aerial part of the conflict was 
nicknamed ‘The Great Marianas 
Turkey Shoot’. Hellcat pilots 
accounted for most of the Japanese 
aircraft destroyed.

Not surprisingly, the Hellcat was 
popular with those who flew it. Capt 
David McCampbell, the US Navy’s 
all-time leading ace, was among its 

admirers. He described the F6F as: 
“an outstanding fighter plane. It 
performed well, was easy to fly and 
was a stable gun platform. But what 
I really remember most was that it 
was rugged and easy to maintain.”

Alternative roles
The F6F was also used as a night-
fighter, with radar-equipped 
examples entering service early in 
1944. Other than this, very few 
major variations on the basic design 
were made. Later versions of the 
F6F-3 had an upgraded Double 
Wasp fitted, while the F6F-5 had 
a slightly modified cowling, plus 

provision for rockets and other 
weaponry. A few experimental 
variants were built, along with the 
F6F-5P, a photo-reconnaissance 
model.

The majority flew in US colours, 
but over 1,200 operated with the 
Royal Navy, of which around 175 
were converted into NF.II night-
fighters. The Hellcat was succeeded 
in US service by the F8F Bearcat at 
the end of World War Two, but some 
were used as drones in the 1950s (see 
page 76). The Uruguayan Navy used 
them until the 1960s, and several still 
fly today in private hands, mostly in 
the US.

Above
Fleet Air Arm Hellcats 
were operated under the 
Lend-Lease Act. The type 
was initially known as the 
Grumman Gannet Mk.I. 
ALL KEY 

Below
A line-up of Hellcats 
in British Royal Navy 
service. 

5,2235,223 enemy aircraft were destroyed by Hellcats
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AT A GLANCE:  RANGE (miles)
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Above right
Grumman F4F-4 Wildcat fl own by Lt Cdr John Raby of VF-9. 
ANDY HAY-2016 

945

Grumman
Hellcat Cat

We compare the Grumman 

Hellcat with its predecessor 

and successor

Above right
Grumman F4F-4 Wildcat fl own by Lt Cdr John Raby of VF-9. 

Family

Construction:  7,808 of all models were built, including 4,777 FM-2/Wildcat VIs.
First Flight:  The XF4F-2 prototype fi rst fl ew on September 2, 1937. The vastly improved 

XF4F-3 fl ew in February 1939. 
Powerplant:  One 1,200hp (895kW) Pratt & Whitney R-1830-76/86 Twin Wasp 14-cylinder 

engine.
Dimension:  Span 38ft 0in (11.58m). Length 28ft 9in. Height 11ft 10in. Wing area 260sq ft 

(24.2sq m).
Weight:  Empty 5,895lb (2,674kg). Loaded 7,952lb.
Performance:  Max speed 320mph (515km/h) at 18,800ft (5,730m). Range 770 miles 

(1,239km). Service ceiling 34,900ft. Initial rate of climb 1,950ft/min.
Armament:  Four 0.50in machine guns in wings. Later models had six 0.50in machine 

guns, plus provision for two 250lb bombs under wings. 
Crew:  One.

Note: performance and weights varied according to role and confi guration. 

Grumman F4F Wildcat

The Hellcat was the second 
in a ‘family’ of three single-
engined naval fighters 
built by Grumman during 

World War Two, and was also the 
most significant, both in numbers 
produced and impact on the enemy. 
Its older ‘sibling’, the F4F Wildcat, 
was a capable and versatile war 
machine, though it lacked the speed 
and agility the Hellcat was to show. 
Before the end of the war, Grumman 
had developed an even better fighter, 
the very quick F8F Bearcat – but 
hostilies had ended by the time it 
entered service.

The Wildcat is one of several 
fondly remembered aircraft that 
performed well for the Allies during 
difficult periods of the war. Providing 

excellent back-up to the US fleet in 
the Pacific, Wildcats also did much 
with the Fleet Air Arm to reduce the 
threat posed by German U-boats in 
the Atlantic. It was the first US Navy 
fighter to see combat in Europe, 
participating in November 1942’s 
Operation Torch. The later FM-2 
version was able to carry rockets or 
bombs in addition to its guns.

The Hellcat was a new design that 
combined advancing engineering 
skills with the results of experience in 
the field. Much more capable than 
the aircraft it succeeded, it remains 
– arguably – the most successful 
shipboard fighter of all time. The 
Hellcat inflicted immense damage on 
the Japanese, destroying numerous 
enemy aircraft both in the air and 

on the ground. Its 
value was clear and 
it was consequently produced in vast 
numbers.

Inspired by this success, Grumman 
was ideally positioned to build the 
next US naval fighter. The Bearcat 
was highly manoeuvrable and 
extremely fast. It would almost 
certainly have become the leading 
fighter in the Pacific, had it reached 
units in time. The post-war US Navy 
deployed it from carriers and selected 
it to equip its Blue Angels aerobatic 
display team. The only F8Fs to see 
action were used by the French in 
the First Indochina War in the early 
1950s, by which time jet technology 
was starting to render even the 
Bearcat obsolete. 
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SPOT  FACT   Night-� ghter versions 
remained in US service until 1954
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Above right
Grumman F6F-5 Hellcat fl own by Lt Hamilton McWhorter of VF-12. 
ANDY HAY-2016

Construction:  12,275 of all models were made. The most numerous was the F6F-5, with 
6,681 produced.

First Flight:  The XF6F-1 prototype fi rst fl ew on June 26, 1942.
Powerplant:  One 2,000hp (1,491kW) Pratt & Whitney R-2800-10 Double Wasp two-row 

18-cylinder radial engine driving a three-bladed propeller.
Dimension:  Span 42ft 10in (13.05m). Length 33ft 7in. Height 13ft 1in. 

Wing area 334sq ft (31sq m).
Weight:  Empty 9,238lb (4,190kg). Loaded 15,413lb.
Performance:  Max speed 380mph (611km/h) at 23,400ft (7,132m). Range 945 miles 

(1,520km). Service ceiling 37,300ft. Initial rate of climb 2,980ft/min.
Armament:  Six 0.50in machine guns in wings, plus provision for six rockets under 

wings or 2,000lb bomb load under centre section. 
Crew:  One.

Note: performance and weights varied according to role and confi guration. 

Construction:  A total of 1,265 Bearcats were produced.
First Flight:  The fi rst prototype fl ew on August 21, 1944.
Powerplant:  One 2,300hp (1,715kW) Pratt & Whitney R-2800-34W Double Wasp two-row 

18-cylinder radial engine driving a four-bladed propeller.
Dimension:  Span 35ft 10in (10.92m). Length 28ft 3in. Height 13ft 9in. 

Wing area 244sq ft (22.67sq m).
Weight:  Empty 7,070lb (3,207kg). Loaded 9,600lb.
Performance:  Max speed 421mph (678km/h). Range 1,105 miles (1,778km). Service ceiling 

38,700ft. Rate of climb 4,570ft/min.
Armament:  Four 0.50in Browning M2 machine guns and four 20mm cannon, plus 

various combinations of rockets and bombs. 
Crew:  One.

Note: performance and weights varied according to role and confi guration. 

Grumman F6F-5 Hellcat

Grumman F8F-1 Bearcat

Above right
Grumman F8F-2 Bearcat of VF-151. 
ANDY HAY-2016





A dramatic view of the Flying Heritage 
Collection’s Grumman F6F-5 Hellcat 
NX79863. The 1945-built fi ghter is 
usually based at Paine Field in Everett, 
Washington. ©JOHN DIBBS
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Grumman
Hellcat

Spotlight

FirepowerFirepower
Pure

Firepower
Corwin ‘Corky’ Meyer was 

the senior test pilot in 
trials of the Grumman 
Hellcat. already. He also 

led the air test programme on the 
later F7F Tigercat, F8F Bearcat and 
on into the jet age with the F9F 
Panther, XF10F-1 Jaguar and F11F 
Tiger. He also flew many of the high-
performance types of the 1940s, 
which included a chance to evaluate 
the Japanese Mitsubishi A6M ‘Zero’. 

Meyer was a project pilot on the 
development of the F6F-3 and F6F-5 
versions of the Hellcat, referred to 
by US Navy personnel as the ‘Dash 
3’ and ‘Dash 5’. In an interview, he 
remembered his experience of the 
A6M: “The Hellcat was 55mph 
faster than the Japanese Zero and at 

20,000ft it was 70mph faster and due 
to its heavier weight; it could out-
dive the Zero.”

The Vought F4U Corsair and the 
Hellcat were in competition to see 
which one would be the navy’s top 
fighter in the Pacific. The Corsair 
went operational at the end of 
December 1942 while the Hellcat 
was just a few weeks behind. 

On September 10, 1943, Meyer 
had just finished evaluating the 
P-47 Thunderbolt when Grumman 
received what was known as an ‘or 
else’ note from the navy. Meyer 
recalled: “We were to improve the 
Hellcat’s speed by 20 knots and to 
design better aileron controls so it 
would compare favourably to the 
'incomparable' Corsair! However, we 

were interested to learn that Vought 
had received a Hellcat and told to 
improve on several items for the 
Corsair.

Economic Dash 5
“The F6F-5 was almost a duplicate 
of the Dash-3 but with some 
changes for the better. It had some 
extra armour, stronger main 
gear legs, and spring tabs 
on the ailerons giving 
it much better 
manoeuvrability. 
Also, they 
had water-
injection 
engines 
[the 
Pratt 

Above
An F6F-5N during a 

training fl ight out of 
Key West, Florida, 

in 1948. TAILHOOK 

ASSOCIATION
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SPOT  FACT   In tests, the Hellcat was shown 
to be faster than the ‘Zero’ at all altitudes

Men Behind 
the Hellcat

victories were scored by leading Hellcat ace Capt David McCampbell

Firepower The Hellcat was loved by both pilots and deck 

crew, especially after the ‘Marianas Turkey Shoot’. 

Warren E Thompson explains

& Whitney R-2800-10W Double 
Wasp]. Both the F6F-3 and F6F-5 
had 250-gallon capacity in the 
internal tanks and a 150-gallon 
belly drop tank. Six wing-mounted 
machine guns were carried 
by both. The 

Dash-5 could carry two 1,000lb 
bombs and/or six 5in HVARs [high 
velocity aircraft rockets]. 

3434
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SPOT  FACT   Eugene A Valencia was US Navy VF-9’s 
top scorer, with 23 victories � ying F6Fs

“All of these figures combined to 
help the Hellcat carry out a wide range 
of missions. These improvements 
helped make the F6F one of the least 
modified aircraft produced during the 
war years.

“The F6F flew itself on and off the 
runway. Grumman was producing 
more than 600 Hellcats per month. 
By the end of 1942, the navy had 
accepted more than 2,540 Hellcats. 
The unit cost for the F6F, less 
government supplied equipment 
– primarily engine, propeller, 
armament and radio – was about 
$50,000. By the end of production 
runs, it had dropped down to 
$35,000 each. This was two-thirds of 
the cost of the F4U Corsair, which 

was a bargain for the tax payers.”
Hellcats contributed considerably 

to the navy’s dominance in the 
Pacific, hence the number of ‘aces’ it 
produced. With the end of the war, 
F6Fs were quickly relegated to training 
regimens and the reserves. By contrast 
the Corsair hung around until after 
the Korean War ended in 1953. 

Stable platform
During the invasion of Okinawa, 
which started in April 1945, the US 
Marines’ night-fighter unit, VMF(N)-
543, operated the radar-equipped 
F6F-3N. Staff Sgt T P Bales was 
one of the original radio technicians 
with the squadron. Meyer reflects 
that the nocturnal Hellcat: “...was 

preferred over the Corsair at that time 
in the war, due to its easier landing 
characteristics and greater stability as 
a gun platform. There were over 200 
F6F-3Ns built by Grumman and 
we were lucky enough to get a full 
complement of them. 

“They had a much improved radar 
[the APS-6] that one pilot could 
operate without any need for a second 
radar intercept officer. It was installed 
in a bulbous pod on the starboard 

“We were to improve the Hellcat’s speed 
by 20 knots and to design better aileron 
controls so it would compare favourably 

to the 'incomparable' Corsair!”

Above
An early model F6F-3 

over the mountains 
of California in 1942. 
TAILHOOK ASSOCIATION

Right
A Hellcat pilot of 

VF-4 pulling up to 
his wingman on a 

fl ight from Alameda, 
California, sometime 

in 1943. TAILHOOK 

ASSOCIATION

Below
A brand new F6F-3 

at the Grumman 
plant at Bethpage, 

New York, in the 
summer of 1943. DICK 

STARINCHAK
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Men Behind 
the Hellcat

was the overall kill-to-loss ratio achieved by Hellcat pilots

wing and was simple to operate with 
only six knobs and had a range of 
five miles. It only weighed close to 
250lb. This made it easier for two- or 
three-man crews to remove it when 
repairs required it to be taken from the 
aircraft.

“The APS-6 featured a double-
dot system; this displayed a shadow 
blip to the right of the true blip; this 
secondary blip showed the target’s 
altitude relative to the F6F. The -3Ns 

19:119:1

deployed to the Pacific in early 1944, 
but were difficult to integrate into 
carrier operations, as they essentially 
would have required round-the-clock 
duty by launch and recovery crews. 

“I believe that the [later] F6F-5N 
was the definitive night-fighting 
version of the Hellcat. We never had 
any serious problems with the APS-6. 
The only thing it required was minor 
maintenance. When the F6F-3N 
encountered rough weather while on 
patrol, it might have to have some 
adjustments on its radar.”

Deadly target
Assigned to Hellcats on board the 
USS Intrepid, Captain R L Collins 
remembers some of the things that 
made the F6F a favourite among the 
pilots and maintenance personnel: 
“Just like the F4F, the wing folded 
neatly alongside the fuselage and 
it allowed a lot of Hellcats to be 
parked close together. This was 
perfected by Leroy Grumman long 
before the F6F came into existence. 

“Working on the R-2800-10 
engines was made easier even though 
it produced a lot more power than 
early models. 

"The airframe was sleek and to 
the point just as the Wildcat’s had 
been, but this time it was a lot more 
powerful and the Japanese learned 
the hard way. The F6F had more 
armour and firepower than the 
Wildcat. 

“The Hellcat had great 
survivability, they came back all 
riddled with bullet holes and it was 
as if nothing had happened to them. 
I think those that were putting 
in the holes had it far worse than 
we had it. It was its six 50-calibre 
machine guns, so it was a pretty 
deadly target for the Japanese to go 
after. Each of those guns was loaded 
with 400 rounds apiece.”

Making history
As the US forces prepared for the 
invasion of Guam and Saipan, in June 
1944 the carrier task force headed 

Above left
Two F6F-5Ns wait to take 
off from a carrier deck. 
TAILHOOK ASSOCIATION

Above
Hellcats warm up on 
the fl ight deck of the 
USS ‘Cowpens’ in 1943. 
TAILHOOK ASSOCIATION

Below left
An F6F-5 of VF-12 on 
board the USS ‘Randolph’. 
DICK STARINCHAK
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SPOT  FACT   1844 NAS was the highest scoring 
Fleet Air Arm Hellcat unit, with 3.25 ‘kills’

west into the Philippine Sea. The 
Japanese navy deployed its main battle 
fleet (six carriers and an assortment of 
battleships and cruisers) for the first 
time since the Battle of Midway, two 
years previously. 

On June 19, US navy pilots shot 
down hundreds of enemy aircraft in 
what became known as the ‘Marianas 
Turkey Shoot’. Pilots and shipborne 
anti-aircraft gunners took out 346 
aircraft. 

Making history on that day was Lt 
Alexander Vraciu who had already 
scored at Rabaul and at Truk, so the 
hunting in the ‘Turkey Shoot’ was an 
added bonus. In an interview, Vracui 
recalled the day: “We were expecting 
an attack of over 400 Japanese carrier 
aircraft. I was part of a standby group 
of 12 Hellcats launched from the USS 
Lexington. 

“Our skipper was leading the 
formation with three divisions of 
Hellcats and I was leading the second. 
With him having a new engine in his 
F6F, he pulled completely out of sight. 
His wingman’s prop froze up trying to 
keep up and he had to ditch it in the 
ocean. 

“Suddenly, my wingman started 
pointing at my wing and I found 
out later that my wings weren’t fully 
locked. Nevertheless, we were directed 
to return to the carrier and orbit.”

Astonishing results
“We hadn’t been there long when 
the radar co-ordinator people on 
the carrier told us they had ‘bogeys’ 
heading for the carrier that were 
about 75 miles [away] and we had a 
chance to meet them halfway. There 
were two others units of Hellcats 
converging on the enemy gaggle. 

“About 25 miles away, I saw 
three bogeys and closed on them 
immediately. As I got closer, I 
noticed a force of 50 planes flying 
at 2,000ft below us on the port side 
and heading about 35 miles toward 
our ships. The bombers did not 
have any fighter protection and our 

position was perfect for a high side 
run. I headed for the nearest inboard 
straggler, which was a [D4Y] 'Judy' 
dive-bomber. As I closed on him, I 
caught another Hellcat zeroing on 
the same 'Judy', so I backed off. 

“I picked another 'Judy' out and 
came in from the stern, giving him 
a burst, and he caught fire, heading 
down in a trail of smoke. Pulling up, 
I spotted two more and sent the first 
down and manoeuvred in from the 
rear on the second one, with its rear 
gunner peppering away. It was on fire 
and as it spiralled into a death dive, 
the gunner was still firing at me. 
That made three down so far.

Hellcat drones

A number of F6F drones were used in the Korean War, including this one 
on the USS ‘Boxer’ on September 2, 1952. At least one of these was used 
unsuccessfully against the bridges at Toko-Ri. DICK STARINGCHAK

Colour schemes varied on target drone F6F-5Ks. A large number of 
Hellcats were turned into radio-controlled drones from 1950 to 1957. 
TAILHOOK ASSOCIATION

“...a short burst produced 
astonishing results. He blew up 
with a sky-shaking explosion 
right in front of my face. The 

heat from the blast belched into 
my cockpit...”

Right
A VF-1 F6F-3 on the 

USS ‘Yorktown’. DICK 

STARINCHAK
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Men Behind 
the Hellcat

enemy aircraft were shot down by Fleet Air Arm Hellcats5252

Above left
A fi ghter is loaded onto 
a carrier at North Island, 
San Diego, in mid-1944. 
TAILHOOK ASSOCIATION

Above
Instrument panel of an 
F6F-3. WARREN THOMPSON

Below
Lt Alexander Vraciu on the 
wing of his F6F. TAILHOOK 

ASSOCIATION

“The sky was an incredible sight in 
that it was full of smoke, tracer, debris 
and large bits of fallen enemy planes. 
We tried to keep the enemy aircraft 
bunched up and when one broke out 
of the formation, I broke in behind it 
and with my oil-smoked windscreen, I 
gave it a burst. The rounds must have 
hit at the sweet spot at his wing root 
and probably hit the control cables, 
because the plane twisted out of 
control crazily. 

“Despite our efforts the bombers 
were lining up their targets. I headed 
for a group of three 
'Judy's in a long 
column. I approached 
the tail-ender just as 
the lead was hit by 
a 5in anti-aircraft 

round from our destroyers. I was 
in range of No.3 and a second after 
opening fire, his engine started flying 
to pieces and he fell off toward the 
water.

“The next one I latched onto was in 
his dive against one of our destroyers. 
He was intent on this as I caught up 
with him and a short burst produced 
astonishing results. He blew up with 
a sky-shaking explosion right in front 
of my face. The heat from the blast 
belched into my cockpit and I figured 
to have hit his bomb. I’ve had planes 
blow up before, but never like this! 

“Yanking up sharply to avoid the 
scattered pieces and flying hot stuff, 

I radioed in: ‘Splash number six; 
there’s one more ahead diving 

on a battleship, but I don’t 

think he’ll make it!’
“Hardly had the words left my 

mouth when the 'Judy' caught a direct 
hit that removed it as a factor from 
the battle. He had flown into a solid 
curtain of steel roaring up from the 
battleship below. 

“With the 'Judy' gone, I looked 
around; I could only see a sky full of 
Hellcats. Glancing backward along 
our route there was a 35-mile long 
pattern of flaming oil slicks on the 
water”. 

Ordnance reported that Vraciu had 
used just 360 rounds of ammunition 
to make the six kills that morning. 
Alex Vraciu finished as the fourth all-
time US Navy ace with 19 kills and he 
destroyed another 21 aircraft on the 
ground.
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mph was the top speed of the XF6F-6 version, which was never mass produced

Artwork
Grumman F6F-3K 
Hellcat ‘Yellow 11’ 
was based at NAS 
Atlantic City, New 

Jersey, in 1946. Seen 
here with a pilot, 
it was used later 

that year as a drone 
during Operation 

Crossroads. 
ANDY HAY-2016

Grumman 
Hellcat

After withdrawal from 
frontline service, several 
Grumman F6F Hellcats 
were converted for use as 

pilotless drones.
The initial work was carried out at 

the Naval Air Development Unit in 
Johnsville, Pennsylvania. To easily 
distinguish them from ‘regular’ aircraft 
they were painted in a succession of 
bright, eye-catching schemes. The 
first significant use of the drones – 
including our subject – was in 1946’s 
Operation Crossroads. The red-
schemed Hellcats were used to sample 
radioactivity following atomic weapon 
tests at Bikini Atoll in the Pacific. 

Drones were also used in the 
Korean War. In late August 1952, 
six Hellcats – marked as V1 to V6 
and painted blue with standard 
markings – were launched from 
USS Boxer and guided by radio 
control to attack bridges, tunnels 
and buildings. Douglas AD-2Qs 
(the electronic countermeasures 
version of the Skyraider) flew as 
airborne controllers, with the 
Hellcats carrying pod-mounted 
cameras to aid targeting. The 
raid resulted in two confirmed 
hits and one near-miss. Unlike 
in Operation Crossroads, the 
drones did not return, and 

went down with their bombs.
Later Hellcat drones were used 

at China Lake and Point Mugu in 
the US as target aircraft. A Sparrow 
missile was used to destroy one in 
December 1952, and the following 
September a Sidewinder made a 
successful ‘kill’ at China Lake.

In an unusual 1956 incident, now 
nicknamed the Battle of Palmdale, 
a ‘runaway’ F6F-5K drone from 

Point Mugu eluded all 
attempts to shoot it 

down. It eventually 
crashed in the 

desert without loss 
of life or injury. 

Required
No Pilot

Andy Hay artwork of a post-war Hellcat drone
RequiredRequiredRequiredRequiredRequiredRequired

No Pilot
Required

No Pilot
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SPOT  FACT   The US, Britain, France and 
Uruguay operated the Hellcat
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Ace
MakerWarren E Thompson describes 

some of the pilots who helped 

to make the Hellcat the most 

successful � ghter in the Paci� c
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SPOT  FACT   The Hellcat � rst saw action 
against the Japanese on September 1, 1943

Mitsubushi ‘Zeros’ were claimed by Hellcat pilots on November 23 and 24, 1943

Hellcat
in Combat

Ace
Maker

By some margin, the F6F 
Hellcat was the US top 
scorer in the Pacific. Navy 
and Marine pilots flew 

66,530 combat sorties, resulting in 
5,163 aerial victories. Hellcats were 
not found lacking in the ground 
attack role either, dropping 6,500 
tons of bombs.

The type notched up a 13:1 kill 
ratio against the A6M ‘Zero’; no 
wonder then that it became the 
premier ‘ace’ maker in the American 
inventory – there were 305 F6F aces. 
The all-time lead ace for the navy 
in the Pacific was Captain David 
McCampbell with 34 victories in the 
Hellcat.

The first F6F ace was Lt Hamilton 
‘Mac’ McWhorter III. His unit, 
VF-9, was destined to receive the 
F4U Corsair in January 1943, but 
instead, VF-9 took on F6F-3s, 
becoming the first navy squadron 
to take on the Hellcat. Previously, 
McWhorter had flown F4F Wildcats: 
“Compared with the F4F, the roomy 
F6F was a big improvement; 60mph 
faster, a better rate of climb and more 
ammunition capacity. 

“We qualified for combat on the 
USS Essex and deployed to the Pacific 
on the same carrier. Most of us pilots 
flew more than 50 hours in the new 
Hellcats. Many others accumulated 
another 30 hours before entering 

combat. Most of us had 80 hours in it 
when later on in the war most pilots 
had about 300 hours before entering 
combat.”

Island hopping
In mid-September 1943 the navy 
put together a task force of six 
carriers to strike at Wake Island. 
This was to be the first significant 
aerial combat for the F6F. A total 
of 47 Hellcats launched and 27 
Zeros took off to intercept them. A 
dogfight ensued and when the dust 
settled, 22 of the Zeros had been 
downed for the loss of 12 F6Fs – six 
to Zeros and six to AA gunfire. 

The next big raid was planned 

3030

Above
Ground crews on the USS 
‘Lexington’ moving the 
air group’s Hellcats to the 
stern of the carrier, 1943. 
TAILHOOK ASSOCIATION



80 FLYPAST May 2016

SPOT  FACT   The last Hellcat rolled off the 
production line in November 1945

7575 % of aerial victories recorded by the US Navy in the Paci� c were credited to Hellcat pilots

“A total of 47 Hellcats launched 
and 27 Zeros took off to intercept 
them. An intense dog� ght ensued 
and when the dust settled, 22 of 
the Zeros had been downed...”

against ‘Fortress Rabaul’. As the fight 
got started, McWhorter remembered: 
“On November 11, we took off from 
our carrier just after dawn. En route, 
we were flying at 10,000ft, a dozen 
Zeros picked us up and tried to lure us 
away from Rabaul, but it didn’t work. 

“I went down and strafed a heavy 
cruiser. As I was headed back to the 
rendezvous point, I encountered a 
huge dogfight that included about 
12 Hellcats and 30 Zeros. I dove into 
the melee and when it was over I had 
scored two ‘kills’.”

Next step was the Battle of Tarawa 
Atoll in late November, during which 
McWhorter claimed a floatplane, 
which made him an ace. On a raid to 
Truk (the ‘home’ base for the Imperial 
Japanese Navy’s Combined Fleet) on 
February 19, Hellcats were protecting 
a force of SBD Dauntless dive-
bombers, and McWhorter came out 
of this engagement as a double ace. 

After VF-9 finished its combat 
tour in March 1944, McWhorter 
was instrumental in reorganising 
VF-112 (which had flown Corsairs) 
as a Hellcat unit on the carrier USS 
Randolph. This enabled him to take 
part in the first carrier raid against 
Tokyo, adding another Zero to his 
total.

“I was flying on May 13 when I 
lucked up, and downed a [Nakajima] 
C6N ‘Myrt’ reconnaissance plane – 
that was my 12th and final victory. I 
was flying a morning combat air patrol 
over Task Force 58. He was 

Top
Two F6F-3s in early 

1943. TAILHOOK 

ASSOCIATION

Above
With Avengers on 

the starboard side, 
F6Fs get ready for a 
strike from the USS 
‘Monterey’ in 1943. 

TAILHOOK ASSOCIATION

Right
A Hellcat of VF-5 

waiting to launch 
from the USS 

‘Yorktown’ in August 
1943. DICK STARINCHAK
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Hellcats were lost to all causes in World War Two

at 25,000ft and moving away from 
the task force. I got so close that 
when I flamed it, I got oil all over my 
F6F. Just as the ‘Myrt’ exploded, two 
parachutes popped out. 

“Later that day, I was flying escort 
for two Vought OS2U Kingfisher 

floatplanes that were tasked with 
picking up several pilots that had 
raided the ‘Jap’ base close by. 

“One of the Kingfishers was loaded 
with downed pilots and because 
of the extra weight it flew a lot 
slower than normal, but it made it 
back to the Randolph. I had logged 
my longest flight of the war at 5.5 
hours.”

Luck of the Irish
The top Hellcat ace was David 
McCampbell with 34 kills, and 
by the end of the war he was in 
command of Air 
Group 15 on 
the USS 
Essex. 
Admiral 
Forrest 

Sherman had announced that 
McCampbell was too vital for 
combat ‘ops’. 

While the bulk of the air group 
was out on a mission on October 
24, 1944, radar picked up a huge 
Japanese strike force bound for 
the Essex. McCampbell defied 
Sherman’s order, took off and led 
the carrier’s last Hellcats to head 
off the enemy force. They faced 40 
enemy fighters, including ‘Zeros’, 
A6M3 ‘Hamps’, Ki-43 ‘Oscars’ and 
Ki-61 ‘Tonys.’ McCampbell told 
five of the US pilots to go after the 
bombers, while he and Ensign Roy 
Rushing focused on the fighters. 

McCampbell recalled that day: 
“The most exciting action I had in 
combat occurred during the Battle 
of Leyte Gulf. I was launched from 
the USS Essex with a group of seven 
Hellcats to intercept a force of 100 
‘Jap’ planes, fighters and bombers. 

We intercepted the 
raid at a distance 

Type Kills Aces
F6F Hellcat 5,156 307
F4U Corsair 2,140 93
P-38 Lightning 1,700 90
F4F Wildcat 1,006 58
P-40 Warhawk 706 27
P-47 Thunderbolt 697 32
P-51 Mustang 296 5
P-39 Airacobra 243 1
P-61 Black Widow 63 1

Prepared by late Grumman test pilot 
Corwin ‘Corky’ Meyer.

Victory comparison in the 
Paci� c Theatre

Below
David McCampbell in the 
cockpit of his Hellcat. DICK 

STARINCHAK

2,4622,462
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SPOT  FACT   In 1952, F6F-5K drones, each carrying a 
1,000lb bomb, were used to attack bridges in Korea

“After following the decimated 
formation nearly all the way 
to Manila, we returned to the 
vicinity of the task force – out 
of ammunition and near fuel-
exhaustion – to witness the 
agonizing manoeuvring of our ships 
under attack from a second raid 
which had mortally damaged the 
USS Princeton. I landed aboard the 
USS Langley, since it had the only 
clear deck in the group that could 
take me and I had just enough gas 
to taxi out of the arresting gear. 

“When the final tally was in, 
the seven planes I had led were 

credited with 27 

of 20 miles from the task force. 
“Due to my experience in the 

previous four months of combat, 
plus the luck of the Irish, I was able 
to exploit the situation. Without 
attempting to explain the action in 
detail, I just did what came naturally 
to one who had spent many years 
training for just such an occasion.

“My wingman and I accounted 
for 15 definitely destroyed. I was 
credited with nine enemy aircraft 
shot down and two probables. Not 
a single enemy plane got through to 

attack our ships. 

enemy planes as destroyed and an 
additional eight probably destroyed. 
We had only superficial damage, 
largely as a result of flying through 
the debris of exploding enemy 
aircraft.” In one morning sortie, 
McCampbell had shot down eight 
enemy aircraft and Rushing six; an 
unparalleled achievement in US 
fighter aviation. 

Mowing machine
Lt Eugene Valencia started training 
in April 1942 and by February 1943 
he was serving on the Essex as an 
F6F pilot. He scored his first aerial 
victories shooting down three enemy 
aircraft over Rabaul and one over 
Tarawa in November 1943. After 

one of his more fruitful 
engagements 

Right
A group of Hellcat 

pilots going over 
strike plans for an 

attack on the Gilbert 
Islands on board the 

USS ‘Lexington’ in 
November 1943. DICK 

STARINCHAK

Below
On October 30, 

1944, a task force 
was attacked by 

Japanese suicide 
pilots off the coast 
of the Philippines. 
Beyond the stern 
of the carrier USS 

‘Enterprise’ the USS 
‘Belleau Woods’ and 
the ‘Bunker Hill’ are 

burning. TAILHOOK 

ASSOCIATION
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66,53066,530 combat sorties were � own by US Navy and Maritime F6F pilots

the combat: “I spotted three other 
‘Franks’ and was distracted by tracer 
fire which turned out to be from one 
of our Hellcats. I knocked one out 
and two others went down to my 
wingman. Now, the division’s total 
was 11 and my score 4.  

“I went for a straggler and shot it 
down. It was victory No.5 for me and 
we weren’t through yet. Suddenly, a 
‘Frank’ came by me concentrating 
on shooting down an F6F – I 
immediately locked its tail and pulled 
the trigger. My sixth victory saved the 
life of a Hellcat pilot. By this time, my 
division had racked up a total of 14 
kills.”

Low on fuel, Valencia headed back 
to the Yorktown. He rendezvoused 
with his wingman and circled, hoping 
to locate the remainder of his division. 
As he waited, a stray Japanese fighter 
came too close; Valencia stood on a 
wing and headed in its direction. As 
he got in range, he pressed the trigger 
– nothing happened, his guns were 
empty. 

With 23 confirmed kills to his credit, 
Eugene Valencia retired and went on 
to help found the American Fighter 
Aces Association. He died in late 
1972, aged 51.

in the Hellcat he said: “I love this 
airplane so much that if it could 
cook, I’d marry it!”

During October 1944, kamikaze 
attacks damaged 50 ships and this 
attrition continued until the end of 
the war in August 1945. On April 
16, 1945 – during the Okinawa 
campaign – over 100 suicide strikes 
were launched, sinking a destroyer 
and 11 other ships. Among the 
badly damaged was the USS Intrepid 
with a holed flight deck, 40 aircraft 
wrecked and a dozen crewmen dead.

To counter this, Valencia devised 
tactics referred to as the ‘Mowing 
Machine’, designed to engage the 
kamikazes well before contact 
with the fleet. During the invasion 
of Okinawa, Valencia was flying 
combat air patrol expecting a large 
Japanese attack on his carrier, the 
USS Yorktown. Known as ‘Valencia’s 
Flying Circus’, the VF-9 Hellcats 
received a report that at least 25 or 
so enemy aircraft were heading their 
way. 

The flight of four split: two going 
in to engage, two to fly top cover. 
Valencia flamed two Ki-84 ‘Franks’ 
but the enemy kept on course for 
the Yorktown. Valencia recalled 

Hellcats and Avengers on board the USS ‘Yorktown’, late 1943. DICK STARINCHAK

Captain James H Flatley taxying his Hellcat into positon to lead an attack on Marcus 
Island in August 1943 from the USS ‘Cowpens’. TAILHOOK ASSOCIATION

Camera gun image from an F6F-5 as it shoots 
down a Japanese fi ghter off Okinawa in July 1945. 
NATIONAL ARCHIVES

Most of David McCampbell’s ‘kills’ happened during his time with Air Group 15. He was a 
brilliant leader, superb shot and top tactician. 
Many Navy pilots did not split or share credits, but when two shared the same victory, 
the one with fewer ‘kills’ usually got full credit. According to McCampbell when there 
was doubt as to whether he or a wingman scored the hit, he usually gave the full credit 
to the other guy. Having this attitude may have cost him the accolade of becoming the 
top-scoring US Navy ace of the war.

Not shared, not split
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Spotlight Next Month
De Havilland
Venom

From the

In the next issue, Spotlight shines on 
a distinctive British post-war jet, the 
twin-boomed de Havilland Venom. 
Although it had a relatively short 
‘career’ in RAF hands, Venoms were 
used in anger during the Suez Crisis, 
in Aden and during the Malayan 
Emergency, with the navalised Sea 
Venom remaining in Fleet Air Arm 
service until 1970. We examine the 
jet’s history in our June issue, on sale 
in the UK on May 1 – see page 106 for 
our latest money-saving subscription 
offers.

From theFrom the

Archive
A portfolio of rarely seen images of the 

Grumman � ghter in service

Above
An F6F Hellcat lands aboard USS ‘Cabot’ during World War Two. ALL KEY

A gaggle of Grumman F6F Hellcats run up their Pratt & Whitney Double Wasp engines aboard USS ‘Essex’ off 
Tinian Island in June 1944.

Hellcat ‘22’ receives a push on the deck of USS ‘Lexington’ in November 1943.

Built as an F6F-3, this example served with the Royal Navy as Hellcat I FN345.





WAGING
N E U T R A L I T Y

As Europe plunged into 
war in 1939, Sweden was 
poorly equipped to defend 

itself. The country had adopted a 
policy of armed neutrality at the end 
of the Napoleonic Wars in 1815 – a 
stance it maintains to this day.

In common with many other 
nations in the aftermath of World 
War One, Sweden greatly reduced 
its military budgets in the 1920s, 
placing its faith in the collective 
security of the League of Nations. 
Any threat was perceived as coming 
from the Soviet Union, not Europe. 

In 1930 a defence commission 
was set up to examine further 
defence cuts. When its findings 
were presented five years later the 
international situation had changed 
completely. Gone were cutbacks, 
rearmament was the order of the 
day. A new defence policy was 
announced on June 11, 1936, 
increasing expenditure by about 
30%. The air force was the big 
winner; its budget 

WORLD WAR TWO  REGGIANE Re 2000  
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Torsten Nilsson describes 
Sweden’s search for 
a fighter to defend its 
airspace during World 
War Two

was more than doubled.
Sweden had the capability to 

build military aircraft, but in the 
1930s this was very limited. The 
national railway workshops had 
an aviation division, ASJA (AB 
Svenska Järnvägsverkstäderna AB, 
Aktiebolaget, equating to limited 
company) which made trainers 
and light bombers under licence 
at Linköping. In 1937 the famous 
munitions manufacturer AB Bofors 
founded its own aircraft works, 
Svenska Aeroplan AB (SAAB) at 
Trollhättan.

This was not a time for rivalry 
and the Swedish government 
demanded that the two companies 
cooperate, initially through a joint 
venture. In 1939 they merged, 
maintaining the name SAAB, 
with a headquarters in 
Linköping. The first 
types manufactured under 
licence were 

the 
twin-
engined 
Junkers 
Ju 86K 
bomber, 
designated B 
3 (bomber, third 
type) and the single-
engined Northrop 
8A-1 (B 5) dive-bomber. 
In May 1940, SAAB’s first 
original design was ready for 
testing; the single-engined B 17 
reconnaissance/bomber, and not to 
be confused with the Boeing B-17.

Searching for a 
fighterBombers were the 
priority of the 1936 policy, but 
fighters were also needed. SAAB 
conducted several design studies, 
but the resulting J 21 (J for Jakt, 
fighter) – a radical, twin-boom 
pusher – came into service after the 
war. A ‘stop gap’ design, the J 22, 

was produced by the Swedish 
Air Board and the prototype 
had its maiden flight in 

September 
1942 with the first 
deliveries taking place in October 
the following year. But this did 
nothing to help the country’s 
immediate needs. 

In early 1939 the American 
Seversky Aircraft Corporation 
conducted a sales tour of Europe. 
(In October that year Seversky was 
renamed as Republic Aviation.) 
After demonstration flights in 
Sweden in April, a contract for 
Seversky EP-1 fighters was signed. 
Known as J 9s in Swedish service, 
the first consignment of 20 was 
shipped in January 1940 and they 
were assembled at Malmen (aka 

Malmslätt), where the air force 
museum is today. Some of the 

large wooden crates that 
the EP-1s were 

May 2016 FLYPAST 87

Top left
A Swedish Air Force 
J 20, demonstrates its 
retracted, Curtiss-like, 
undercarriage.

Left
Impressive line-up of 
J 20s, perhaps at F 10 
Malmö.

“Parked side by side, only a trained eye 
would spot the differences between the 
“Parked side by side, only a trained eye 
would spot the differences between the 
“Parked side by side, only a trained eye 

Seversky EP-1 and the Re 2000.”
would spot the differences between the 

Seversky EP-1 and the Re 2000.”
would spot the differences between the 
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Above and right
At fi rst sight, these two 
formations could be of 

the same type of aircraft. 
Above, a pair of Swedish 
Air Force Seversky J 9s, 
right a pair of Reggiane 

J 20s painted with the 
‘lightning bolt’ of F 10.

Below right
Reggiane J 20 ‘31’ 
in which Sgt Harry 
Nordlund was shot 

down on April 3, 1945.

delivered in later became summer 
cottages in the local countryside.

With the German invasion of 
Sweden’s neighbour, Norway, in 
April 1940, another way had to be 
found to get the remaining EP-1s 
to Malmen. After negotiations with 
Britain and Finland it was agreed 
they could be shipped through the 
Royal Navy blockade to the ice-free 
Arctic harbour of Petsamo in the 
extreme north of Finland. Bridges 
along the 430-mile (700km) stretch 
of road between Petsamo and the 
Swedish border were reinforced. 
From the frontier the fighters were 
transported by truck and railway a 
further 776 miles to Malmen. Sixty 
EP-1s were delivered before the US 
imposed an arms embargo on all but 
Great Britain in July 1940 following 
the German invasion of Norway. 

Italian lookalike
During 1938 Officine Meccaniche 
Italiane-Reggiane, a subsidiary of 
the famous Caproni organisation, 
developed a new fighter, the Re 
2000 Falco (Hawk), for the Italian 
Air Force. Despite its good flight 
characteristics, no contract was 
forthcoming and the Re 2000 was 
offered for export in 1939. Several 

countries were interested, including 
Britain which ordered 300 in January 
1940. 

Parked side by side, only a trained 
eye would spot the differences 
between the Seversky EP-1, which 
began development in 1935, and 
the Re 2000. The Italians had 
expressed a desire to build the EP-1 
under licence before the Falco 
was developed, and may well have 
gone as far as examining the plans 
and specifications. Mussolini’s 
government had a strict policy of 
only acquiring indigenous products, 
so no order could be placed with 
the Farmingdale, New York-based 
company. There was another US 
connection: the Falco was designed 
by Antonio Alessio and Roberto 
Longhi – the latter had spent several 

years working in the USA, for 
Bellanca and Curtiss-Wright.

As deliveries of EP-1s ground to 
a halt, Sweden entered into hasty 
negotiations with Britain, Germany, 
Japan and the USSR to purchase 
fighters, but these were unsuccessful. 
Turning to Italy, Sweden signed an 
order for 60 Re 2000s in November 
1940.

88 FLYPAST May 2016



Left
Refuelling a J 20.

Below and bottom
A quartet of Malmö-based 
J 20s, all carrying a 
‘lightning bolt’ on the 
fuselage.

“Defending Sweden’s neutrality was not a passive operation. Up “Defending Sweden’s neutrality was not a passive operation. Up 
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Defending 
integrity
Deliveries of the new type, which 
was designated J 20, were made in 
May 1941 and were completed in 
February 1943. It was well liked by 
its pilots and its 1,020hp (760kW) 
Piaggio radial provided a top speed 
of over 310mph (500km/h), making 
the J 20 at the time the Swedish Air 
Force’s fastest aircraft. 

All of the Re 2000s were stationed 
at F 10; the newly built airfield at 
Malmö was ideally placed to protect 
Sweden’s southern borders with 
occupied Norway and Denmark to 
the west and Germany to the south. 

Defending Sweden’s neutrality was 
not a passive operation. Up to the 
end of World War Two F 10 staged 
28,000 scrambles and hundreds 
of foreign aircraft were seen off or 
guided down to on Swedish airfields. 

On April 3, 
1945 an alarm 
was received 
that a foreign 
aircraft had entered 
Swedish airspace 
near Simrishamn, in 
the extreme southeast of 
the country, and a group of 
J 20s were sent eastwards from 
Malmö to intercept. At the controls 
of J 20 ‘31’ was 22-year-old conscript 
Sgt Harry Nordlund who had been a 
fighter pilot since 1943. During this 
time, he had amassed a large number 
of flying hours and twice had made 
forced landings without injury to 
himself. 

Intercepting aircraft that had 
entered Swedish territory was 
usually an uneventful routine. 
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Two Reggiane Re 2000s survive, the 
Flygvapenmuseum (Swedish Air Force 
Museum) having the only complete 
specimen. In April 2012 the wreckage of a 
Re 2000 was found by Italian divers near 
Porto Venere on Italy’s northwestern 
coast. The wreck was salvaged and taken 
into the care of the Italian Air Force 
Museum at Vigna di Valle , northwest of 
Rome. 

The Flygvapenmuseum’s example, 2340, was delivered by rail from Italy and assembled 
at the Central Workshops at Malmen. It was issued to F 10 at Malmö on August 14, 1942. 
After the war ‘40’ remained at F 10 as an instructional airframe and sections of its skin 
were removed as a teaching aid. It was transferred to the Historical Airplane Collection 
at Malmen which later became the Flygvapenmuseum. www.fl ygvapenmuseum.se

The Flygvapenmuseum’s Re 2000 showing off 
an exposed fuselage structure from its days as 
an instructional airframe at Malmö. Behind is a 
Junkers Ju 86K-4.

FALCO SURVIVORS

pilot. There is no reason to believe 
that Nordlund had not followed 
the rules of engagement regarding 
territorial violations. Nordlund 

became the first Swedish pilot to die 
as a result of enemy fire over Swedish 
territory; he died defending his 
country’s integrity.

Normally the Swedish fighters flew 
to the side or diagonally in front of 
the interloper. Pilots would rock 
their wings to get the attention of 
the intruder and then point to the 
way out of national airspace and the 
incident would be over.

At 12:24 hours a message was 
received from Nordlund saying 
that he had been hit by fire from 
the German aircraft he had been 
requested to intercept. Three minutes 
later he reported: “I’ve been hit by 
fire from a Dornier – I’m heading 
to Rinkaby.” (This was a stand-by 
airfield northeast of Malmö.) Once 
in contact with Rinkaby, Nordlund 
said: “I cannot land, I’m baling out.” 
This message was repeated once, then 
communication was broken.

From a nearby observation post, the 
J 20 could be seen at an altitude of 
about 1,600ft (500m) when suddenly 
black smoke shot out of it and it 
plummeted to the ground, killing its 

Right
Seversky EP-1 2134 

‘53’ on display at the 
Flygvapenmuseum.

Bottom
The Flygvapenmuseum’s 

Reggiane J 20 2340 
‘40’ in F 10 colours. 
ALL IMAGES COURTESY 

FLYGVAPENMUSEUM MALMEN
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Being a training carrier, ‘Ravager’ saw more than its fair share of ‘prangs’. April 4, 1945 saw Westland-built Supermarine Seafi re III LR817 ‘P-5H’ of 887 Squadron fall off the edge of the deck. 
Flown by S/Lt C R Thomas, the Seafi re side-slipped when landing on, catching the last wire and striking the barrier stanchion as it landed on the catwalk below. Note the arrester wire still 
attached to the aircraft. VIA MIKE HARTLAND

LANDING ON
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Right
There are no fewer than six aircraft types visible in this scene of ‘Ravager’s busy maintenance 

hangar. Examples of Grumman Wildcats – Martlets in Fleet Air Arm service – Grumman Hellcats, 
Grumman Avengers, Chance-Vought Corsairs, Fairey Barracudas and Fairey Fulmars feature in this 
evocative picture. One wonders what the rating, hands on his hips surveying the dama ged Fulmar 

in the foreground, is thinking. KEY

Above
A Grumman Hellcat approaching ‘Ravager’ for fi nals is captured in this recently discovered glass-
plate negative. Sadly, the Squadron number and serial number of the aircraft are unknown, but 
the beauty of the day and surroundings can easily be appreciated in this atmospheric view. KEY

Below left and right
‘Ravager’ saw a wide variety of aircraft use its deck during its time as a training carrier. Fairey 

Firefl y I Z1959, one of the fi rst batch of 200 built, sits forlornly after a wheels-up landing. Despite 
the damage to the radiator, the aircraft would probably be repaired to fl y again. VIA MIKE HARTLAND

HMS RAVAGER, A US-BUILT ESCORT CARRIER, WAS USED IN THE LATTER DAYS OF WORLD WAR TWO 

FOR DECK-LANDING PRACTICE. CHRIS GILSON PRESENTS SOME IMAGES FROM RAVAGER’S DECK 

- MANY ILLUSTRATING THE PERILS OF CARRIER LANDINGS

Bottom, left to right
Aircraft that suffered a landing accident were often too badly damaged to repair, especially if the 
propeller struck the deck and ‘dug in’, severely distorting the airframe. The aftermath of one such 
landing is shown here, with an unidentifi ed 887 Squadron Seafi re III breaking its nose. The faces 
of the deck crew say it all. In the worst cases, the badly damaged aircraft would be ditched over 
the side into the sea after parts recovery. VIA MIKE HARTLAND
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Hidden Squadron
It’s a hive of activity inside the 

large hangar at Biggin Hill, with 
a row of Spitfires in various 

stages of repair and the sound 
of tools working on metal. Some 
are wingless fuselages awaiting 
the return of major components, 
while others are ready to take to 
the air at a moment’s notice. You’d 
be forgiven for thinking that from 

the description this was a wartime 
scene on one of Britain’s most well-
known airfields, yet it’s 2016, and all 
of these historic aircraft are being 
returned to flight. Welcome to the 
Biggin Hill Heritage Hangar (BHHH).

Our BHHH guide for today 
explains over a welcome mug of 
coffee that the new facilities have 
made life a lot easier. 

“This new building is more than 
twice the size of the previous 
facility,” he says with a smile.  “We 
found we’d outgrown our former 
one virtually as soon as we’d 
moved in.”

The move allowed the 
substantial Heritage Hangar 
collection to be housed under one 
roof, while providing space for the 

many on-site Spitfire restorations 
to take place. Despite the fact 
that Biggin Hill is essentially a 
maintenance and repair centre, 
BHHH continues to conduct tours 
around its workshops, and in 
particular offers the chance to get 
up close and personal with Peter 
Monk’s Spitfire Mk.IXe, TA805, 
which has just finished its winter 
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Hidden Squadron With 12 Spitfi res on site, plus other fascinating aircraft in its new location, the Biggin Hill 

Heritage Hangar is the place to visit if you’re a fan of the iconic fi ghter. Editor Chris Gilson 

investigates what goes on behind the scenes.

maintenance programme (see 
March issue).

“Each tour is led by an 
experienced guide,” says 
our guide, “and it’s a unique 
opportunity for visitors to have a 
close look at what goes on behind 
the scenes, as the Spitfires are 
being restored, with no barriers or 
glass in the way.

“Now we’re located in our 
new home, it’ll provide a nicer 
environment for the tours, meaning 
there’ll be no more ducking under 
wingtips. As well as the hangar tour, 
there’s also the chance to sit in the 
cockpit of an airworthy Spitfire – 
which is an experience in its own 
right. It does need to be booked in 
advance, though.”

BHHH also offers its popular 
Spitfire flying experiences, 
enabling visitors to book a flight 
in a North American Harvard 
and fly alongside Tr.IX MJ627, 
gaining unparalleled views of the 
1944-built machine in the air. For 
those wishing to take things a 
step further, there’s the chance 
of a flight in the veteran warbird 

itself, which saw action during 
World War Two and gained a 
Messerschmitt Bf 109 ‘kill’ over 
Arnhem, Holland.

As well as the 12 Spitfires on 
site, the hangar also contains 
the collection’s other aircraft, 
although as it is wryly pointed out: 
“If you look around it’s Merlins 
everywhere.”

A typical view of Biggin Hill’s busy hangar, 
as aircraft are restored or prepared for 
the fl ying season ahead. 
ALL DARREN HARBAR
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A stranger in the 
camp
We begin our tour round the 
aircraft in the hangar, and first in 
line is a very unusual bird indeed, 
Messerschmitt Bf 109E-7 3579 
‘White 14’. Built in June 1939 by 
Arado, and credited with three 

victories during the Battle of 
Britain, the ’109 is a remarkable 
survivor, not least because it 
still has its Daimler-Benz DB601 
engine, although it is currently 
away in the US being refurbished.

This aircraft also has another 
claim to fame, in that it was once 

the mount of ace Hans-Joachim 
Marseille. Though somewhat out 
of place in a hangar brimming with 
Spitfires, it’s hard not to admire 
the purposeful lines of the Bf 109, 
and it’s a good introduction to 
what follows.

Behind the Messerschmitt sits 

the aforementioned MJ627, and 
this is where most of the noise is 
coming from as it’s being prepared 
for the start of the flying season. 
Behind that 1944-built Spitfire 
Mk.IXe TA805 Spirit of Kent, which 
is airworthy and awaiting the call.

Looking at TA805, it’s difficult 
to believe that this airframe once 
languished in a South African 
scrapyard following its active 
service in the 1950s, before being 

“As you can see,” says our BHHH guide, gesturing at the aircraft behind him, 
“we’re in the middle of several very exciting restorations just now”

Formerly with 232 Squadron, and rescued 
from a Cape Town scrapyard, Spitfi re Mk.IX 
LZ842  is being restored to fl ying condition, 
and has been reunited with its Merlin 
engine.

Awaiting the return of its original Daimler-
Benz DB601 engine from overhaul in the 
United States, Bf 109E-7 ‘White 14’ provides 
a striking contrast to its Spitfi re companions 
in the BHHH hangar.
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returned to flying condition in 
2005 after a painstaking nine-
year restoration. 

Across the hangar, and soon 
to undertake its first flight since 
March 1943, stands Spitfire Vb, 
EP122. A Malta veteran, it wears 
185 Squadron colours, complete 
with yellow codes ‘GL-B’, and an 
Extra Dark Sea Grey/Dark Slate 
Grey/Sky paint scheme. It last 
took to the air in March 1943, 

but then it force landed on the 
nearby island of Gozo, and has 
been comprehensively restored to 
original condition. 

Sitting alongside EP122 are two 
more Spitfires, both of which have 
had lucky escapes. The first, BR601, 
built in 1942, is the sixth – and oldest 
– Mk.IX; it notched up an impressive 
116 operations while flying with 64, 
453, 129, 316 and 165 Squadrons. 

Following its RAF service, BR601 

moved to the South African 
Air Force, and like others in 
the hangar was rescued from a 
scrapyard. 

“This was actually the aircraft 
that was mounted on a pole at the 
front of the yard,” our host tells 
us, with a chuckle. Last flying in 
1949, it’s hoped to get BR601 back 
in the air by late summer.

Finally, sitting on trestles is 
Mk.IX LZ842, which carries 232 
Squadron markings, and a very 
striking desert camouflage. 
Formerly on static display in 
Australia, the 1943-built Spitfire 
is also a Malta veteran like EP122, 
and is being restored to flying 
condition. 
    In company with TA805 and 
BR601, LZ842 was also rescued 
from Cape Town, South Africa.

“As you can see,” says our BHHH 
guide, gesturing at the aircraft 
behind him, “we’re in the middle of 
several very exciting restorations 
just now.”

Twice the size
At this point you might think that 
just one hangar filled with such 
classic aircraft would be enough, 
but there is an equivalent space 
next door that’s filled with even 

more Spitfires.
However, nearest to the door is 

Noorduyn-built North American 
Harvard II FE788, and in the 
centre of the second section of 
the new hangar is veteran Hawker 
Hurricane I, AE977, which is 
having is its propeller overhauled 
and is minus its spinner. It was 
standing over a drip-tray, ready 
for the work to commence. 
   The Canadian-built fighter is 
painted to represent P2921, which 
saw action during the Battle of 
Britain, gaining eight victories 
while being flown by Pete Brothers 
of 32 Squadron between July and 
August 1940. 

Later passing to the Admiralty, 
via 315 and 245 Squadrons, P2921 
had its rivets filed down at the 
request of Brothers, who felt that 
removing drag and gaining speed 
was the key to success. He also 
had the rear view mirror removed 
and replaced inside the cockpit 
with one sourced from Halfords in 
Bromley.

Next to the Hurricane is a 
mysterious yellow Spitfire 
fuselage with no markings, made 
more curious by the presence of 
a camera port behind the cockpit. 
This is FR.14 RM927, formerly 

Hurricane Mk.I, AE977, currently painted as 
P2921, awaits the removal of its propeller 
for overhaul.

North American Harvard II FE788 is used as 
the camera ship for the Wingman fl ights with 
the Spitfi re and is seen here undergoing 
winter maintenance in preparation for the 
fl ying season
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SG-25 of the Belgian Air Force, 
and a very rare aircraft. Our 
guide says it’s in the queue for 
restoration and will eventually 
take its turn to return to flight.

On the opposite side of the 
hangar rests former Germany-
based two-seater Tr.IX MJ772, 
which was damaged when it crash-
landed in a field at Woodchurch, 
Kent, on September 7 last year 
while on its way to a Battle 
of Britain display. The former 
Irish Air Corps aircraft was 
substantially damaged and is now 
being repaired.

Last but not least is a trio of 
airworthy Spitfires all awaiting a 
return to the skies – an enticing 
prospect to look forward to in 
2016. Two Mk.XVIs, RW382 and 
TE184, have been receiving winter 

maintenance, while Mk.Vc EE602 
is good to go.

Of the three, EE602 is 
noteworthy, being the last 
‘presentation’ Spitfire in existence, 
donated by Central Railways 
Uruguayan Staff. Our host also 
mentions that from a piloting 
perspective, the Mk.Vc is widely 
seen as by far the nicest to fly.

“Where else,” he adds, “can you 
see a sight like this in 2016? We’ve 
probably got the most Spitfires 
based together since the war. But 
we’re not finished yet.”

Getting into our cars, we’re taken 
to see former film star Mk.XVI 
TB885, which was recovered from 
the former RAF station at Kenley. 

“It’s got an interesting history, 
having served with the Dutch 
322 Squadron before ending 

up at Kenley, where it was used 
as background scenery in the 
Douglas Bader biopic, Reach For 
The Sky. It was eventually dumped 
at the edge of the airfield in the 
fire section, and – having been a 
target for souvenir hunters and 
local children for many years – was 
(incredibly) buried in 1959, before 
being relocated and dug up in 
April 1982.

“It might have looked a wreck 
when it was disinterred, but parts 
of it are like new. One great thing 
about the Spitfire is that it’s a 
rugged airframe, and it was by no 
means beyond help.”

Indeed, looking at the current 
state of some of the components, 
it’s hard to believe they were 
buried with the airframe, such is 
the quality of the restoration.

It’s good to note that the tours 
are proving to be a success with 
many veterans enjoying the sights 
and sounds of a ‘live’ Spitfire 
hangar. The BHHH team is also 
pleased it has received excellent 
feedback:

“Many have described the 
Heritage Hangar tour as an 
‘unforgettable experience’ and 
worth every penny”, he says, “and 
that’s the kind of thing we like to 
hear.”

To find out more about 
the Biggin Hill Heritage 
Hangar tours, and Wingman 
flying experiences, please 
contact BHHH on 01959 
576767, or visit www.
bigginhillheritagehangar.co.uk

“Many have described the Heritage Hangar tour as an ‘unforgettable 
experience’ and worth every penny”

The unmarked fuselage from Spitfi re Fr.14 
RM927 is awaiting its turn for overhaul – it’s 
pictured with panels from the collection’s 
North American Harvard II, FE788.

It may look like a kit of parts, but Spitfi re Mk.XVI is already on the way to fl ying again. Note 
the well-preserved state of its Merlin engine despite spending nearly 30 years buried in the 
ground at Kenley.

Supermarine Spitfi re Tr.IX MJ772 is in the 
Heritage Hangar for repairs, and a return to 
fl ying condition.
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“...the attention to detail and remarkable quality of the restoration mean it is 
almost certainly the most authentic fl yable Storch in the world”

Dave Unwin fl ying Peter Holloway’s Old 
Warden-based Fieseler Storch. DAMIEN BURKE
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Astonishing
Contraption

Astonishing
Contraption

Astonishing

Dave Unwin fl ies one of the most recognisable aircraft ever made – 

the immortal Storch

Proud owner Peter Holloway 
grinned down at me from 
the Storch’s tall cockpit: 

“Well, what do you think Dave?” 
Having studied the ungainly 
undercarriage, inverted engine 
and wonderful wing, I replied: 
“I’ve gotta say, Pete, it looks 
like a real contraption!” Peter 
laughed delightedly: “You know, 
contraption is an excellent 
description. Climb on up and I’ll 
show you around.”

Easily the best known product 
of Gerhard Fieseler’s company, 
it is fair to say the Fi 156 Storch 
(Stork) is the original purpose-
built short take off and landing 
(STOL) aircraft. The prototype 
had its maiden flight in May 1936. 
Aerodynamically the Storch was 
state-of-the-art and answered a 
requirement for a general purpose 
type, that could take off and land in 
an extremely short distance.

Advanced 
aerodynamics
Before joining Peter I began a 
detailed examination of his very 
unusual  and rare  machine, 
appropriately civilian registered 

G-STCH but wearing Luftwaffe 
colours as ‘GM+AI’. It is a composite 
of an example built at Puteaux in 
France by Morane-Saulnier and Fi 
156 parts. The attention to detail and 
remarkable quality of the restoration 
means it is almost certainly the most 
authentic flyable Storch in the world. 

The metal wings were built by 
Morane-Saulnier, and feature four 
fuel tanks, with a combined capacity 
of around 44 gallons (200 litres); 
more than the original, wooden-
winged version. The tanks feed 
an inverted V-8 Argus As 10C-3, 
which produces 240hp (179kW) at 
2,000rpm.  

I was surprised that the exhausts 
are directly in front of the main 
undercarriage, which was the next 
item to catch my eye. Its long and 
rather spindly compression legs are 
deceptively strong, being attached 
to the wing roots and braced to the 
lower fuselage.  

The leading edge of the wing 
features full-span fixed Handley 
Page slats, while the entire trailing 
edge consists of large slotted flaps 
and big ‘droopable’ Frise ailerons. I 
also noted the extremely long Pitot 
tube and was intrigued by two red 

T-handles set into the leading 
edge at the wingroots. These 
operate the pins that permit the 
wings to hinge backwards to 
stow along the upper fuselage 
and either side of the fin and 
rudder.

In complete contrast to its 
advanced aerodynamics, the 
Storch’s construction is entirely 
conventional. Fieseler initially 
used a mixture of welded steel 
tube and wood, covered with 
fabric. The fin is built as an 
integral part of the fuselage, 
and is also fabric covered. Trim 
is provided by the strut-braced 
tailplane’s incidence being 
adjustable. I noted that although 
neither the fin nor tailplane is 
especially large, the rudder and 
elevators are really big.  

Teutonic features
Getting in is a real climb – if 
you’re checking the fuel, you 
could almost get vertigo. A 
further complication is that 
although there appears to be 
lots of things to step and hold 
onto, quite a few are placarded 
‘Nicht Anfassen’ or ‘Nicht 
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Betreten’ (don’t touch and don’t 
step on). 

The cockpit is typically Teutonic, 
featuring a considerable amount 
of colour-coding. It is also glazed 
so extensively that the initial 
impression is of sitting in a small 
conservatory that has inexplicably 
been fitted with wings. The original 
pull-down sunshade is still installed, 
and the map light works.

One feature I really liked was 
the neat pull-out check list, which 
slots away into the panel. It has the 
pertinent speeds on one side and 
engine data on the other. It’s such 
a good idea. I really don’t know why 
more aircraft don’t use a similar 
arrangement.

Having noted the size of the 
control surfaces, I was not at all 
surprised that the stick is quite tall 
(for mechanical advantage) while the 
rudder pedals feature leather straps 
and toe-operated brakes. The brakes 
are surprisingly powerful. I found 
this ironic, as the late Captain Eric 
‘Winkle’ Brown (see pages 122-129) 
had told me most German aircraft 
had rather indifferent brakes. The 
only Luftwaffe type with good 
brakes doesn’t need them!

The throttle quadrant is mounted 
quite high on the left sill and I 
noted the mixture is fully aft for 
rich. Mixture is interconnected 
to the throttle, so that it is 
automatically adjusted to rich 

when the throttle is pulled back.  
The fuel system is fascinating. 

There are four tanks feeding into 
two separate filters and pump 
chambers, although there is only one 
pump. This all seemed unnecessarily 
complex to me, but Peter explained 
it allows ‘suspect’ fuel to be used 
without contaminating the entire 
system. 

If necessary, you could put low 
octane petrol out of a captured 
enemy vehicle in one tank, take 
off using the known ‘good’ fuel 
and switch to the tank containing 
the suspect fuel at a safe altitude 
and cruise power setting. If the 
‘improvised’ fuel was completely 
unsatisfactory you would quickly 

switch back, feeding the engine 
through an uncontaminated filter 
and pump chamber.  

Next curious item to catch my 
eye was the airspeed indicator 
(ASI). Astonishingly, this goes up to 
400km/h (248mph) even though 
the VNE speed is only 210km/h. 
Maximum cruise is only 150, while 
a more realistic figure is a stately 
120 to 130. Consequently, normal 
operations only ever use less than a 
quarter of the instrument. I put this 
down to a German anomaly.  

The cylinder-head temperature 
(CHT) gauge is a modern instrument. 
Peter’s theory as to why one wasn’t 
fitted originally is that test pilots 
would simply have said: “This engine 

The undercarriage features long and rather 
spindly compression legs. DAMIEN BURKE



IN THE LOGBOOKIN THE LOGBOOK

May 2016 FLYPAST 103

runs too hot!” It would just have 
been a ‘worry gauge’, so they didn’t 
bother. As I was soon to discover, 
if there was ever an aircraft that 
needed a CHT, it’s this one.

Swapping seats
For my first flight I sat in the back, 
which has no controls. However, 
as this is where the observer sat, 
I observed – and learned – a great 
deal. Peter talked me through the 
start-up procedure, and then taxied 
out. Before performing the run-up, 
the oil needs to be at least 30°C, 
while the CHT gauge is redlined 
at 240°C. These two important 
numbers definitely have to be borne 
in mind.  

During our brief flight Peter 
demonstrated the Storch’s truly 
astounding slow-flight capabilities. 
At one point we seemed to have 
almost stopped in mid-air. Peter told 
me the Luftwaffe had actually laid 
field telephone cables using these 
aircraft. 

After a very smooth landing we 

swapped seats, and with Peter 
providing me with plenty of guidance 
I wound the flaps down to 20°, which 
is where the ailerons just start to 
droop. I lined up, rolled forwards 
slightly to straighten the tailwheel 
and ensured my toes were well 
clear of the powerful brakes and 
slowly opened the throttle. The 
take-off and initial climb went well 
until I inadvertently raised the flaps 
too much and too quickly. We sank 
slightly as the pitch trim changed. 

Initial impressions? It’s pretty slow, 
rather hot, and quite noisy. I was 
also fascinated by the CHT needle, 
which seemed to be very close to the 
redline for most of the flight.

As soon as we were clear of Old 
Warden I began to examine the 
general handling. The Storch’s 
ungainly appearance belies a 
surprisingly sprightly roll rate, 
while it was easy to keep the turns 
co-ordinated using the powerful 
rudder. The pitch trim is nicely 
geared and the elevators effective.  

As I swung the Storch through 

“...famed test pilot Captain Eric 
‘Winkle’ Brown had told me that most 
German aircraft had rather indifferent 
brakes. The only Luftwaffe type with 

good brakes doesn’t need them”

Peter Holloway at the helm of his fantastic 
Storch, showing the incredible view it 
affords.
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a series of increasingly steep 
turns, Peter sensed my mood 
and observed: “You’re enjoying 
this, aren’t you?” I agreed: “It’s 
fantastic. After all, it isn’t every day 
that I get to fly a piece of history.” 
It’s a fabulous aircraft to fly, with 
extremely good visibility.

Having convinced both Peter and 
myself that I could fly the Storch 
reasonably well, all I had to do 
now was land it. Unsurprisingly, it 
has a pretty low sink rate, and it 
is inadvisable to completely close 
the throttle as you descend. The 
trick is to come down just below the 
glidepath, and then use just a trickle 
of power all the way in.  

Although it felt like I was rather 
high, I rounded out, waited until 
I was sure the wheels must be 
almost touching the grass (although 
it still seemed too high) then 
simultaneously closed the throttle 
and pulled the stick right back. 
Obediently, the Storch simply sat 
straight down and rolled to a stop 
very quickly.  

To prove to Peter that it wasn’t a 
fluke, I flew another circuit, this time 
ensuring after take-off I left the flaps 
down until I had 90km/h, and then 
retracted them in stages. On final 
approach I wound down the full 40° 
of flap, carried a little more power 
into the flare and once again it sat 
down exactly where I wanted it too. 
One thing’s for sure – with 40° of 
flap hanging down there’s no chance 
of overshooting.

Truly astonishing
For the next sortie, I was keenly 
aware I was about to solo in 
probably the finest and most 

authentic airworthy Storch in 
existence. A deep breath and I 
began to run through the start 
sequence. All ready, I gave a shout 
of “Propeller frei!” – well, I was 
trying to stay ‘in character’ – and 
pressed the guarded starter button.  

The Argus grumbled into life 
and as I taxied out I noted I had 
to occasionally dab the brakes to 
keep the speed down. You don’t 
want the throttle set too low, as 
with the ignition retarded below 
800rpm you can foul the plugs. Of 
course, you don’t want to taxi too 
fast either. Apart from this, it’s very 
straightforward to taxi.  

For a vintage taildragger you 
have a fine view ahead. You have to 
avoid inadvertently overstressing 
the rear fuselage when taxiing, 
turning and running up. This is 
because the tailwheel is always 
under considerable load, due to 
the forward position of the main 
undercarriage.  

Acceleration was noticeably 
better without a passenger, as was 
the climb rate. Nevertheless, steady 
flight speed remained uninspiring, 
and I can readily believe that in 
service Luftwaffe pilots exploited 
thermals whenever possible. As on 
my previous flight, the CHT needle 
was soon climbing ominously 
towards the red line, so I throttled 
back to around 1,650rpm and 
lowered the nose to get some more 
air moving through the cowling.  

I examined the control and 
stability and confirmed my initial 
assessment that it is essentially 
stable about all three axes. As I 
was treating the motor very gently 
I never used more than 1,650rpm 

straight-and-level, which gave an 
indicated airspeed of 125km/h. 
However, this still burned 47 
litres per hour, making its fuel 
consumption per miles worse than 
a Spitfire’s. 

Slow flight is as incredible as you’d 
imagine. Indeed, with the big flaps 
hanging down and some power, the 
wing retains such a tenacious grip 
on the airflow that the needle of 
the ASI sinks off the scale. Luckily 
I made another smooth landing 
and with Peter’s “Nice job, Dave!” 
ringing in my headset, I cleared the 
runway, wound the flaps up and 
taxied in. 

I was hugely impressed by the 
Storch. It’s an excellent example 

of ‘function over form’, and even 
by today’s standards its STOL 
performance is remarkable. 
Seventy-five years ago it must have 
been truly astonishing. 

I flew it on a flat-calm day and was 
amazed at how little runway I used, 
and this was the first time I’d ever 
flown one. I would imagine that with 
a few hours on type, you could land 
practically anywhere.

Storches performed sterling 
service from the frozen wastes 
of the Russian Steppes to the 
scorching sands of the African 
desert, and was as important to the 
Luftwaffe as the Messerschmitt Bf 
109 or Junkers Ju 88. Having flown 
one, I can certainly see why.

While Dave Unwin was discussing fl ying the Storch with Captain Eric ‘Winkle’ 
Brown, he delighted in telling of the time when he landed one on the carrier 
HMS Triumph. That Storch survives, it is on show at the RAF Museum Cosford. 
Fieseler Fi 156C-7 475081 was built by Mraz at Chocen in Czechoslovakia in 
the spring of 1945. It was captured at Flensburg, Germany, near the Danish 
border, and was fl own to the Royal Aircraft Establishment (RAE), Farnborough, 
on September 5, 1945. Initially given the Air Ministry identifi cation number 
101, it took on the RAF serial VP546 in May 1946. Used extensively by RAE’s 
Aerodynamics Flight, VP546’s slow-fl ying capabilities made it ideal for aerial 
photography, glider towing and its ability to get in and out of very small fi elds 
was most useful. 
In his book Wings on My Sleeve, Eric describes his sortie of May 28, 1946 in 
VP546: “I was given a German Fieseler Storch, that remarkable slow-fl ying 
plane. To baptize it thoroughly, I took it to sea and landed it aboard the carrier 
Triumph. They put the barrier up for us, as the Storch had no arrester hook, 
but it was not needed. To the astonishment of the ‘goofers’ the little plane 
landed and came to a stop right on the aft lift... We paid our way while we 
were on board by using the Storch’s incredible gift of hovering to photograph 
the approach path to a carrier, something that had not been properly done 
before...” 
Turn to page 122 for Dave Unwin’s tribute to Eric.

‘Winkle’s’ deck-landing Storch‘Winkle’s’ deck-landing Storch‘Winkle’s’ deck-landing Storch

Storch VP546 at White Waltham, July 1948. It 
was wearing these markings when the late 

Capt Eric ‘Winkle’ Brown fl ew it from 
HMS ‘Triumph’. PETER GREEN COLLECTION

Restored to its original Luftwaffe colours, Storch 475081 has been 
on show at Cosford since April 1989. KEN ELLIS

The cockpit of Fi 156A-1 G-STCH. ALL DARREN 
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The super tanker Torrey Canyon 
left Kuwait on February 19, 
1967 bound for the oil terminal 

at Milford Haven in South Wales.  
The vessel, owned by Gulf Oil of 
the USA, was carrying its cargo of 
117,000 tons of crude oil for British 
Petroleum.

Just after 0900hrs on March 18, the 
tanker hit Pollard’s Rock on the Seven 
Stones reef between Land’s End and 
the Scilly Isles while making 17kts. 
A distress call was put out at 0907hrs 
and within minutes, the RAF 
(Southern) Rescue Coordination 
Centre at Mount Wise alerted the 22 
Squadron helicopter detachment at 
RAF Chivenor, Devon, and RNAS 
Culdrose, Cornwall, for possible 
search and rescue (SAR) operations.  

By late morning, Royal Navy 
helicopters and ships had reached 

the scene and salvage tugs were 
expected within hours. At 1145hrs, 
Lt M P Clark RN, a helicopter flying 
instructor on 705 Squadron, was 
winched aboard the tanker to assess 
the situation. He discovered that 
ten of the 18 main tanks had been 
holed or badly damaged and the 
main pump room was flooded. The 
latter had serious implications since 
it prevented the transfer of any oil 
internally, and it was not possible to 
pump oil out to lighten the ship.

With oil already starting to leak 
from the tanker, the incident had 
ceased to be a SAR operation. So 
began the attempts to salvage the 
vessel and deal with the greatest oil 
spillage at sea to have occurred to that 
time.

A Dutch salvage tug, the Utrecht, 
arrived during the afternoon and 

HMS Clarbeston began spraying 
detergent to combat the oil pollution, 
the first of very many such operations 
over the coming weeks.

A further survey by a helicopter 
was made that day and the naval 
staff asked for an Avro Shackleton 
to carry out a wider survey, 
plus high-level photographic 
reconnaissance sorties. The 
Shackletons were involved on 
a daily basis for the next few 
weeks with Handley Page Victors 
and English Electric Canberras 
monitoring the movement of the oil 
slick at frequent intervals.

PLANNING
Maurice Foley, the Under-Secretary 
of State (Navy) arrived at Plymouth 
to take overall charge and a joint 
headquarters was established with the 
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Air Cdre Graham Pitchfork – a former Buccaneer pilot with 736 Squadron 
– refl ects on a valiant airborne attempt to avoid an environmental disaster

Navy responsible for co-ordinating 
all operations at sea, and the RAF 
controlling those in the air.

The major problem confronting 
the authorities was the disposal of the 
117,000 tons of oil. Initially there 
were three options – to refloat all or 
part of the ship and tow it away with 
as much of the cargo as possible, to 
pump the oil into other tankers, or 
to burn the oil where the tanker had 
grounded.

Over the next few days, 
attempts to refloat the tanker 
were unsuccessful and the leakage 
increased. Tragically, a gas 
explosion on board resulted in the 
death of the chief salvage expert on 
February 21. The following day the 
weather started to deteriorate and 
the sea pounded the stricken tanker, 
releasing more oil. By March 25, 

the spillage had started to pollute 
the coast.

It soon became apparent that the 
danger of an explosion was too great 
to permit a tanker to go alongside, 
and the use of a floating hose proved 
too difficult in the worsening 
weather. Pumping the oil into other 
tankers had to be ruled out.  

The situation deteriorated further 
on February 26 when Torrey Canyon 
broke its back during a final attempt 
to refloat it. By this stage a great 
deal of the oil had escaped and was 
heading for the Cornish coast and 
south towards the Brest Peninsula 
where Lockheed Neptunes from the 
French Navy were used to monitor 
the slick’s movement.

Operations to spray detergent 
increased - among the 22 vessels 
used were RAF high speed launches 

operating from Newlyn, Cornwall. 
Other methods of containing the 
slick were tried but were largely 
unsuccessful.

On March 28, Torrey Canyon 
started to break up and, with more 
than 40,000 tons of oil still in the 
ship’s undamaged tanks, the decision 
was taken to resort to the third option 
– to burn the oil by bombing.  

The joint headquarters’ staff 
had already decided that, in the 
event of a decision to bomb, the 
Blackburn Buccaneers based at 
Lossiemouth were the most suitable 
aircraft. They were to be flown by 
instructors of 736 Squadron and the 
operational crews of 800 Squadron, 
all experienced in dive-bombing with 
inert 1,000lb bombs. Initial planning 
and some preparations had already 
begun at Lossiemouth.

☢

Above
Royal Navy Westland 
Wessex helicopters 
inspect the stricken 
‘Torrey Canyon’ on the 
Seven Stones Reef.
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BOMBING ATTACKS BEGIN
February 28 began with a number of 
routine flying training sorties for the 
crews of both squadrons, but when 
the ‘go’ decision was received in mid-
morning, aircraft were recalled and 
eight crews were drawn from the two 
squadrons for a briefing.

The plan required the Buccaneers 
to drop their bombs, each fused with 
a 35 millisecond delay, on designated 
aiming points on the tanker. Three 
targets on the ship’s structure were 
identified, and each attack by pairs 
of Buccaneers was to be followed by 
Hawker Hunters of 229 OCU based 
at nearby Chivenor. Their task was 
to ‘seed’ the flames with tanks of 
AVTUR aviation fuel dropped from 
very low level.

The ship was at the maximum 
range for the Buccaneer S.1 jets of 
736 Squadron but was well within 
range for the S.2s of No.800. Each 
provided four crews with Lt Cdr 
David Howard (OC 736 Squadron) 
leading the first pair. He and Lt 
Cdr Dave Mears (800 Squadron) 
commenced the first attack at 
1445hrs when the weather conditions 
were good for 20° dive-bombing. 
Each carried four bombs, which were 
dropped as singles.

Howard’s first bomb blew a hole 
in the side of the tanker and Mears’ 
hit the centre of the ship. Between 
them they had set fire to the vessel, 
creating a massive column of black 
smoke and flames on the surface of 
the sea. Fortunately, the breeze was 

strong enough to blow the smoke 
clear from the tanker so that the 
following Buccaneer crews could still 
see enough of the aiming points for 
their attacks.

The third strike resulted in a large 
explosion followed by a fierce fire that 
produced a 6,000ft column of dense 
smoke. The wreck was completely 
enveloped in flames and black smoke. 
Burning spilled oil had spread around 
it for up to a mile down tide. This 
fiery area continued to burn for two 
hours, leaving only minor fires in the 
wreck. The Hunters continued to 
‘feed’ the burning oil slick but it was 
difficult to determine the effect the 
AVTUR was having.

A final Buccaneer, an S.1 of 736 

Squadron, arrived just before dusk 
when three single attacks were made 
against the area forward of the funnel. 
One bomb appeared to go down the 
funnel. HMS Aurora, the control 
ship on the scene, recorded at least 28 
hits by the eight Buccaneer attacks.

At the end of the first day’s 
activities, Shackleton and Victor 
sorties were flown to assess the 
damage and to monitor the extent 
of the oil drifting towards the coast.  
Helicopters carried out beach surveys. 
At 1955hrs, Sub Lt Powell of 848 
Squadron skilfully manoeuvred his 
Westland Wessex to within 20ft of 
the port side and upwind of the aft 
section of Torrey Canyon where oil 
was surfacing. An ignited pyrotechnic 
brick was lowered, which caused fire 

“The third strike resulted in a large explosion followed by a fi erce 
fi re that produced a 6,000ft column of dense smoke”

Right
The tanker breaks 

in half.

Above
Two Buccaneers of 736 

Squadron are re-
armed at Brawdy.

Above right
The fi rst attack by 

Blackburn Buccaneers 
leaves dense black 
smoke rising from 

the ship.
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to spread the entire length of the 
aft section. It was burning furiously 
when the helicopter left a short time 
later.

The official HQ 19 Group report 
of the first day’s operations stated: 
“The results were both dramatic and 
successful.”

Despite the previous day’s bombing 
success, an early-morning helicopter 
reconnaissance found that more 
oil remained in the wreck, and so a 
second strike was mounted.  

In an endeavour to ensure 
penetration of the unruptured 
tanks, the day’s activities began 
with two Hunters from Chivenor 
attacking with eight rockets each. 
Five Buccaneers dropping 1,000lb 

bombs followed them and within 
minutes six Hunters from West 
Raynham, Norfolk, dropped napalm 
in an attempt to burn the oil that had 
escaped into the sea.  

Hunters dropping fuel tanks of 
AVTUR fed the fires. After three 
more Buccaneer strikes and four 
by de Havilland Sea Vixens from 
Yeovilton, Somerset, the tanker was 
burning fiercely. The surrounding 
oil on the sea, although successfully 
ignited, had not spread as much 
as previously. The day came to an 
end when four Sea Vixens dropped 
napalm.  

A post-operation report by the 
MOD’s Defence Operational 
Analysis Establishment concluded 
that the fires produced by the napalm 
attacks “did not contribute materially 
to the spread or sustainment of the 
main oil fire and were extinguished 
after two minutes. Hunter RP and 

drop-tank attacks contributed little or 
nothing to the immediate spread or 
intensity of the main oil fire”.

At first light on March 30, Foley, 
with the heads of the three services 
and salvage experts, made a survey of 
the wreck from an RAF Wessex. They 
concluded that there was possibly 
one oil tank remaining intact, and 
that a final strike was justified. It was 
decided to confine the attack to the 
use of 1,000lb bombs.

Eight Buccaneers were tasked 
with the ‘op’, using Brawdy in 
Pembrokeshire for refuelling and 
re-arming, and eight Sea Vixens also 
participated, carrying two bombs 
each. The aiming point was behind 
the navigation bridge on the forward 
section of the tanker.  

At the end of the day, six Hunters, 
which had been loaded with napalm 
as a contingency plan, also targeted 
the vessel – but without great 

☢☢

Above
The thickening smoke 
hinders the follow-up 
attacks.

Below
Five Buccaneers from 
800 Squadron (nearest 
camera) and three from 
736 Squadron at Brawdy.
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effect. The AOC of 19 Group and 
salvage experts made a detailed 
helicopter survey after the final strikes 
and were satisfied that no significant 
amounts of oil remained in the 
wreck.

The result of the three days’ 
bombing was extensive damage to 
the vessel and, more importantly, 
considerable quantities of crude oil 
had been burned. All concerned 
were informed that no further strikes 
would be needed and the squadrons 
returned to their respective training 
programmes.

Although the source of further 
oil pollution had virtually been 
eliminated, the spraying of detergents 
continued and daily survey flights 
by Shackletons to determine the 

extent and areas of pollution were 
maintained for a number of weeks.

The wreck continued to gradually 
break up, and eventually it began 
to sink with little further discharge. 
However, the clean-up of the huge 
amount of oil that had already leaked 
continued for months.

The air effort was considerable. 
The Buccaneers released 140 bombs 
and the Sea Vixens dropped 19, plus 
12 napalm bombs. Hunters fired 23 
rockets, and dropped 120 fuel tanks 
of AVTUR and 18 napalm bombs.  

The Shackletons flew 39 patrols and 
the Victors and Canberras carried out 
11 photo-reconnaissance sorties. In 
addition, RN and RAF helicopters 
flew more than 200 sorties in direct 
support of the operation.

AFTERMATH
The ‘Torrey Canyon Affair’ was a 
unique event at the time. There had 
never been a disaster at sea with such 
consequences for the environment. 
Inevitably, it received plenty of 

media coverage. 
Tackling the event was a significant 

challenge for the many authorities and 
agencies involved, and many valuable 
lessons were learned. It is not the 
purpose of this article to discuss the 
incident’s political and environmental 
issues, but there were many. For the 
military, there were implications for a 
range of future operations at sea, on 
land and in the air.

There had been a surprising number 
of bombs that failed to explode, 
probably due to their World War Two 
vintage. Bomb release circuits did 
not function as well as hoped, and 
the weapon-aiming system needed 
some refinements. However, half of 
the Buccaneer force was drawn from 
the training squadron using well-
worn S.1s, while 800 Squadron was 
in the middle of a work-up before 
embarking in HMS Eagle. The 
malfunctions were addressed and 
improvements made – the episode 
proved valuable in developing future 
tactics and weapon effectiveness. It 

was clear that some weapons were 
relatively ineffective against oil 
spillages, napalm being one.

Despite the press criticism, a 
great deal of it misinformed due to 
lack of knowledge of the briefings 
given to the crews, the airmen did 
all that was asked of them and met 
the tasking they were given. The 
most telling recommendation in the 
HQ 19 Group report stated: “For 
similar disasters in the future, the 
first essential is a valid and refined 
assessment of whether the ship can be 
refloated out of the area. If not, the 
rapid destruction of the cargo should 
be the first priority.”

With hindsight, air power was used 
too late. The bulk of the tanker’s 
cargo had already escaped, creating 
the world’s first major environmental 
disaster at sea.

A PERSONAL PERSPECTIVE
At the time of the event, I had just 
completed two years of a three-year 
exchange tour with the Fleet Air 

A few days after the fi nal bombs had dropped, the junior 
ratings of 736 Squadron visited our CO, Lt Cdr David 
Howard, and presented him with a piece of shaped metal 
on a gaudy ribbon with the citation:
“In connection with your heroic exploits during the 
offensive action against the helpless, defenceless, 
stranded tanker Torrey Canyon, we have much pleasure in 
sending you the one and only ‘Torrey Canyon Cross’.”
A more serious plaudit was to follow from Under-
Secretary of State (Navy), Maurice Foley, who sent the 
following message: “My very warmest thanks for the hard 
work which all three services put into their task over 
these last two weeks. I was proud to be part of our team. 
Please pass on my congratulations to all concerned in our 
work together.”

☢ THE ‘TORREY CANYON CROSS’

Right
A pair of Hawker 

Hunters from 
Chivenor-based 229 

OCU.

Above right
Maurice Foley meets 
Lt Cdr Dave Howard 

and his 736 Squadron 
crews. The author is 

second from left and 
Pete De Souza extreme 

right at the back.
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Arm. I was serving as an instructor 
with 736 Squadron, the RN’s 
Buccaneer training unit, having 
completed a year afloat with 800 
Squadron in HMS Eagle.

On the morning of March 28 I flew 
a training sortie with a student and 
on landing was rushed to the station 
operations room where Capt D G 
Parker of RNAS Lossiemouth was 
about to brief eight crews for a sortie 
to bomb Torrey Canyon. I noted that 
my name was on the ‘ops’ board to 
fly in the eighth and final Buccaneer 
with Lt Jon Tod (later V Adm Sir 
Jonathan Tod), the squadron’s air 
weapons instructor. We were given 
precise aiming points in order to 
break open the unruptured tanks and 
release the oil.  

No.736 Squadron was tasked to 
provide four aircraft each armed with 
four or six 1,000lb bombs. The CO, 
Lt Cdr Howard, elected to fly one of 
only two S.2s on the squadron (no 
surprise there!), and the other three 
crews were allocated an S.1 (XN926 
in my case).  

In addition to instructing aircrew 
new to the type, 736 Squadron also 
trained junior ratings and many had 
only recently finished. The loading 
and preparation of the aircraft in 
just two hours was, therefore, a very 
demanding task. They deserved great 
credit for successfully loading 20 live 
bombs, a job new to almost all of 
them.

Knowing that we were the last crew 
generated a great deal of pacing up 
and down waiting for our aircraft to 
be prepared and the inevitable delays 
in weapon loading. We had to be over 
the tanker before last light so 1700hrs 
was our last possible take-off time. 
Problems were encountered loading 
the final bomb into the bomb-bay 
of our old S.1. Both Jon and I were 
desperate to get in on the act so we 
decided to go with just three bombs.

For some reason, non-British 
aircrew were not allowed to fly on 
the first attack. Our French and US 
Marine Corps exchange officers 
wanted to play a part so they flew a 
Buccaneer tanker. We refuelled from 
them over the Wallasey Tacan beacon 
and continued south. As the only 
non-RN crew involved on this first 
strike, I was desperate to make sure I 
found the target. As we turned over 
Bristol, a huge column of dense black 
smoke was on the nose – navigation 
problem solved!

The control ship cleared us into the 
area but warned us to keep a sharp 
lookout for civilian aircraft trying to 
take photographs - they had been a 
nuisance and remained so. The mass 
of smoke and flames restricted our 
line of attack and we were forced to 
make our dives across wind. We had 
been tasked to aim just forward of 
the funnel.

With dusk closing in, we carried 
out one dummy attack before 
making three live ones, dropping 
one bomb on each dive. Looking in 
my rear-view mirror I saw a massive 
explosion. After a final look at the 
huge and impressive conflagration 
we headed for Brawdy for a refuel, 
some refreshments and a night flight 
back to Lossiemouth. We landed 
at 2200hrs. It had been a long and 
interesting day.

The squadron was involved again 
the following day but it was back 
to training duties for me. On the 
third and final day, I was to fly with 
Lt Pete De Souza, who had been a 
Hawker Sea Hawk and Supermarine 
Scimitar pilot before becoming 
a QFI and converting 
to the Buccaneer. 
He’d had few 

opportunities to practice dive-
bombing, but was determined to be 
involved.

Early on March 30, we flew to 
Brawdy in S.2 XT275 where six 
bombs were loaded, four in the bomb 
bay and two on the wing stations. 
Taking off into a light wind and 
at such a high all-up-weight from 
the 7,500ft runway was exciting. 
We arrived over the wreck in mid-
afternoon and the scene had changed 
dramatically since my first visit. 

There was a mass of tangled 
wreckage, much less smoke and 
flame, and the area was buzzing 
with Hunters at very low level. This 
time the aiming point was even 
more precise and it was inevitable 
that there were a few near misses. 
However, our bombs struck home 
but with much less obvious effect (we 
did not know that much of the oil 
had already escaped).

Shortly afterwards the Under-
Secretary of State (Navy), Maurice 
Foley, paid a visit to Lossiemouth to 
thank those who had taken part.

After 50 years, the event is still clear 
in my memory. At the time, there 
were few opportunities for us to 
drop live ordnance and the operation 
generated a lot of excitement. 
Mistakes were made but no one had 
previous experience of such a task. 
There was a considerable amount of 
misreporting in the media and a high 
degree of ignorance on the precise 
nature of our aims, but we knew we 
had done what was asked of us and 
done it well.

☢

Below
Black smoke billows 
from burning oil, and the 
remains of the sinking 
‘Torrey Canyon’.
ALL VIA GRAHAM PITCHFORK
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Look up,
look around!look down,

Old Warden Aerodrome, Bedfordshire, SG18 9EP - 01767 627927

At Shuttleworth, visiting clubs are welcome and there are no landing fees. 
Enjoy the on-site Restaurant, Visitor Centre & Gift shop, and Play Area. 

displays run May - Oct, and there’s outdoor music and plays in the Swiss 
Garden. Shuttleworth is a great place to bring the whole family!

www.shuttleworth.org

Shuttleworth is home to the Collection of historic aircraft,  

vintage vehicles and motorcycles, and a period Swiss Garden

Reg Charity No 307534



OPS BOARD
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

April 1-3, Cranwell – an exhibition 
of aviation-related uniforms and 
other artefacts from World War 
One. Cranwell Aviation Heritage 
Centre, Heath Farm, North 
Rauceby, Sleaford, Lincolnshire, 
NG34 8QR – 01529 488490 
www.cranwellaviation.co.uk

April 23, Bentwaters – Museum 
at Night Event. A chance to 
visit the Bentwaters Cold War 
Museum at night and see base 
operation re-enactments. BCWM, 
Building 134, Bentwaters Parks, 
Rendlesham, Woodbridge, Suffolk 
IP12 2TW – www.bcwm.org.uk

June 30, Howden – ‘Barnes 
Wallis and Nevil Shute – 
Intersections and Influences’. 
A talk by John Anderson on 
behalf of the Barnes Wallis 
Foundation, Howden School and 
Technology College, Derwent 
Road, Howden, East Yorks, DN14 
7AL. Free Admission. Contact: 
historian617@gmail.com

May 13-14, Cosford – Open 
Cockpit Evenings – a wide range of 
aircraft are opened to the public 
for closer viewing. Limited to 

300 guests and advance booking 
required. RAF Museum Cosford, 
Shifnal, Shropshire, TF11 8UP – 
www.rafmuseum.org.uk

May 14-15, Cranwell and 
Metheringham – ‘75 Years of Jet 
Flight’ – Visitors to both Cranwell 
Aviation Heritage Centre and 
Metheringham Airfield Visitor 
Centre will be able to see aircraft 
taxi runs, jet engines and cockpits, 
and have the chance to win a taxi 
ride in Jet Provost XS186 – 
www.cranwellaviation.co.uk 
www.metheringhamairfield.co.uk

May 23, Chichester – AGM and 
talk on the work of the Sussex, 
Surrey & Kent Air Ambulance. 
Arun & Chichester Air Enthusiasts 
at the Chichester Park Hotel, 
Chichester, PO19 7QL – 01243 
823007 www.airaces.org.uk

June 27, Chichester – ‘The 
People’s Mosquito – Returning 
a Mosquito to the UK Skies’. A 
talk by Alan Pickford. Arun & 
Chichester Air Enthusiasts at the 
Chichester Park Hotel, Chichester, 
PO19 7QL – 01243 823007 
www.airaces.org.uk 

Tribute to Biggin 
Hill crews
I hugely enjoyed your article 
Flying The Legend (March issue). 
Richard Verrall’s description of 
the flight was so vivid that in my 
mind’s eye it was me in the rear 
seat (I wish!).

From a personal point of view 
this item had real poignancy. My 
late father was a regular in the 
RAF, joining in 1936. After serving 
with 13 Squadron as part of the 
Advanced Air Strike Force in 
France, he was evacuated on the 
Lancastria, which was sunk with 
great loss of life. After survivor’s 
leave he was posted to Biggin Hill 

– “for a rest”, as he put it, with the 
understatement and irony that 
typified the attitude of the time. 
He served there from June 30 to 
October 11, 1940, on No.6 Radio 
Maintenance Unit and Calibration 
Flight. Postings to Halton and then 
India followed.

I am very proud of the service 
my father and the thousands like 
him gave. The fact that Spitfires 
still fly from ‘Biggin on the bump’, 
as my father called it, is a fitting 
tribute to the pilots, and the men 
and women on the ground whose 
endeavours kept them flying.
TERRY HAMMOND

BOLTON
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Contributions from readers are always welcome 
for this column. Views expressed in FlyPost are not 
necessarily those of the Editor, or publisher. Letters 
may be edited for style or length. 

Note that letters sent by e-mail will not be published 
unless the contributor includes their full postal 
address for possible contact. Letters intended for 
FlyPost should be clearly marked as such. 

These engines should be saved
I am sending you a photograph of 
my Wright R-1820 nine-cylinder 
radial engine, which was brought 
out of the sea just off Wells-next-
the-Sea in North Norfolk several 
years ago. It has been confirmed 
as being from a Boeing B-17 Flying 
Fortress.

It has been restored by myself 
over several months. I have 
noticed that many aircraft engines 
are donated to museums after 
being recovered, but the majority 
of these have been left outside, 
unrestored and in some cases are 

just rotting away. Few of these 
engines can be identified, as there 
are usually no identification plates 
on them, and it’s impossible to 
pinpoint them to a specific aircraft 
– but they do tell their own story, 
and should be preserved as a 
fitting memorial to all the USAAF 
and RAF crews who lost their lives 
during the war.

My engine has a story to tell 
– the prop was feathered as the 
blades are not bent, so it was 
‘dead’ before the aircraft bellied 
into the sea. The blades show 

signs of possible bullet damage. 
The cylinder heads have decayed 
away, as have the pistons, and 
now there are just push rods. The 
spinner has also rotted away, and 
the blades have suffered over the 
years in the sea. Some people 
would describe it as scrap but I 
must disagree. Anything can be 
restored and made to look good 
again, not just left to deteriorate 
or be melted down – hopefully you 
and your readers agree.
CHRISTOPHER GRAVER

KING’S LYNN

The B-17 engine and propeller after 
restoration. CHRISTOPHER GRAVER

Being ‘policed’ by 
Shackletons
Although the Shackleton is better 
known for its maritime role, in 
Malcolm Lowe’s article in the April 
FlyPast, he quite rightly made 
significant reference to one of its 
secondary roles – that of colonial 
policing, or ‘ColPol’. 

During the colonial actions in 
Malaya, Kenya and the Arabian 
Peninsula through the early 
1950s the Shackleton’s immediate 
predecessor, the Lincoln, was 
used in the ColPol role in all three 
theatres. With the withdrawal of 
the Lincoln, the ‘Shack’ was seen 

as being able to fulfil the task, and 
did so with some success, despite 
being fundamentally a maritime 
platform. 

Based at Khormaksar, Aden, 
37 Squadron had ColPol as its 
primary role, but was often 
reinforced for periods of more 
intense operations. During 
the 1964 Radfan campaign 
for example, a detachment of 
Shackleton MR.2s from Gibraltar-
based 224 Squadron was sent. 
Readers may find the following 
photographs of interest. 
ANDREW THOMAS

VIA EMAIL

A 37 Squadron Shackleton dropping bombs over Jebel Akhdar during operations in Oman during 
195 8-1959.

Shackleton WL737 ‘Z’ of 210 Squadron at Majunga, Madagascar in December 1970. BOTH VIA ANDREW THOMAS
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           MARKETPLACE

ACCOMMODATIONCLOTHING ANTIQUES

- www.fl ypast.com -

PECARD LEATHER 
DRESSING, Ideal for 
conservation of leather fl ight 
clothing. Online ordering. 
www.antiqueleatherdressing.co.uk 
Tel: 01458 241816 

PHOTOS

FOR SALE

To advertise in Marketplace 
Please contact 

Paige Hayward or Joshua Gallimore

Phone: 01780 755131
Email: 

paige.hayward@keypublishing.com or 
joshua.gallimore@keypublishing

LGW2016The Gatwick Aviation
Society presents
Europe’s BIGGEST Aircraft Enthusiasts Fair

Sunday 17th April 2016, 10am to 4pm. K2 Crawley, Pease Pottage Hill, Crawley, RH11 9BQ. 120 stalls. Admission £4.
Free parking. Refreshments. FREE shuttlebus to/from Gatwick South Terminal Coach Station.

Phone 01403-252628. lgw2016@gatwickaviationsociety.org.uk

ENTHUSIASTS FAIR
THE HEATHROW AIRCRAFT 
ENTHUSIASTS’ FAIR returns on 
Sunday 8th May 10:30/15:00
Kempton Park Racecourse, 
Staines Road East,
Sunbury, Middlesex, TW16 5AQ
01423 862256 
www.aircraftenthusiastfair.co.uk 

FOR SALE
AERO ENGINES including WWII 
Merlin/Jumo/Allison plus RR jet 
engines. Aero parts also available. 
Same items always wanted. 
Contact Martin on 07515 937 154

P47R-LM PILOT’S LEATHER 
HELMET, photographs of 
aircraft, offers. Also, Aircraft of 
the Fighting Powers Vols 1-6. 
J.Morrish.
john@morrishs.fsbusiness.co.uk

RARE TAYLOR, COULSON AND 
TRUDGIAN PRINTS SOME 
MULTI- SIGNED. PRIVATE 
COLLECTOR. CONTACT MOBILE 
07546 525 920 or 
roy@charlesworth- family.net

EVENTS

- www.fl ypast.com -

HOLIDAY COTTAGE - in 
Lincolnshire near RAF 
Coningsby. Detached, sleeps 
5, fully equipped, enclosed 
garden. Also available, fully 
equipped barn, sleeps 2. 
Tel: 01526 342 943. 
www.the4ge.co.uk
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TOP QUALITY
Colour Slides/Colour Photos/

B&W Photos
Check out our website

www.airphotographicinternational.com

To advertise your Web site 
Please contact 

Paige Hayward or Joshua Gallimore: 01780 755131
Email: 

paige.hayward@keypublishing.com or 
joshua.gallimore@keypublishing.com



May 2016 FLYPAST 119

Prowling Sunderlands must have been a welcome sight 
in the skies over Atlantic convoys and even more so 
when landing to pluck seamen from sunken ships from 
the sea. Corgi’s 1/72 Sunderland (AA27501)  

Hobby Master’s die-cast models are among the best and 
there are already plenty of variations of the F-35A, ZM137 
is one of three development aircraft for the RAF, forming 
17 Sqn OCU at Elgin Air Force Base, Florida. (HA4601)

Very interesting Hobby Master 1/72 model of 
the Grumman Hawkeye E-2 early warning and 
communications plane that has been the longest serving 
carrier born aircraft. Sixty odd years - they seem to have
gone in a flash. (HA4801)

 Boating by Air

01453 825381
enquiries@anticsonline.co.uk

£124.50
     MASSIVE RANGE OF

AIRCRAFT MODELS

£52.75 £87.50

model shops and online stores

Stroud Gloucester 
Bristol Plymouth 
Coventry Cardiff 

Sheffield

 Gone in a FlashNew Lightning for the RAF

Paired with each other, the RAF’s Eurofighter Typhoon and Tornado 
GR4 make a formidable duo, combining the world leading air to
air capabilities of the Typhoon with the acccurate ground attack 
abilities of the Tornado. A data link between the two can keep both 
aircraft updated with possible threats. Corgi’s excellent 1/72 die-

eration Ellamy, Libya 
6  

 Deadly Duo

 Anti Flash

Britain’s nuclear deterrent relied on the V Bombers, which
were for a time painted in gloss white to help protact the 
aircraft from blast. Sounds scary! Another Corgi 1/72 
scale stunner, of Vulcan XL321 Dambuster Squadron that 
was based at RAF Scampton in 1964 (AA27202)

£147.50

aircraft updated with possible threats. Corgi s e
e

aircraft updated with possible threats. Corgi s e
cast models are of aircraft that took part in ope
2011 and in current use.  AA36406 & AA3361

£44.95

£47.50

MILITARY

AVIATION ART

Philip West Prints Offer.
Buy one get one free. All top quality. 

Publisher retiring!
www.swafineart.com or 01225 444929

ALL PLASTICMODEL
KITSWANTED

Unmade or already built,
any quantity, especially
large collections, also
diecast models & books.
Will collect nationwide
and pay best cash price.
Please call 01202 976974

or 07901-890461. Thankyou.

WANTED

COLOUR SLIDE AND B&W 
PHOTO COLLECTIONS WANTED 
Top prices paid - all other aviation 
related items considered, will 
collect. 
Contact Chris Tel: 0208 422 5899 
Email: chrisknott.api@icloud.com

AIRCRAFT-MILITARY PLASTIC 
KITS WANTED unmade, especially 
large collections, individually priced, 
cash paid, will collect. Tel: 02476 
542196

OLD WOODEN PROPELLERS in 
any condition. Tel: 07808 727939

ANY MADE/UNMADE PLASTIC 
KITS WANTED. Also Diecast 
aircraft, military models, aviation/
military books.  27A, The Grove, 
Biggin Hill, Kent TN16 3TA 07973 
885 754

To place an advertisement 
in our 

Web Directory section
 Please contact 

Paige Hayward or 
Joshua Gallimore: 

01780 755131

Email: 
paige.hayward@keypublishing.com 

or 
joshua.gallimore@keypublishing.com  

 
- www.fl ypast.com -

GIFTS

WANTED

AVIATION BOOKS
AVIATION BOOKS AND MAGAZINES Brian Cocks, 
18 Woodgate,Helpston, Peterborough, PE6 7ED. 01733 252791 
Email: briancocks101@btinternet.com  
Catalogues Spring and Autumn £1 (Europe £3, Other £5, 
Overseas airmail). 
Visitors by appointment. (Website www.aviationbookhouse.co.uk ). 
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Graham Pitchfork describes the heroism 
of Kenneth Campbell and his crew 
as they made a crucial attack on the 

battlecruiser Gneisenau

VICTORIA CROSS  KENNETH CAMPBELL

Flying Officer Kenneth 
Campbell launched one of 
the most daring torpedo 

bomber attacks of World War Two, 
putting the German battlecruiser 
Gneisenau out of action for eight 
months.

He did not return from the raid. 
His Bristol Beaufort was hit by 
withering anti-aircraft fire seconds 

after pressing home the attack 
– he and his three fellow 

crewmen were 
killed. A year 

after the 

weather to the rendezvous point 
where he waited in vain for the 
others. With dawn breaking, he 
realised he must attack before it 
was full daylight, and so headed for 
the target.

A second Beaufort arrived as 
Campbell began his attack and 
saw him descend into the mist, 
heading for the harbour. Flying at 
50ft (15m) he raced between the 
flak ships and crossed a protective 
stone mole before releasing his 
torpedo at point blank range. 

Campbell then started to climb 
and turn away, heading for cloud 
cover. He flew into an intense 
barrage of anti-aircraft fire and the 
Beaufort crashed into the harbour.

The torpedo ran true, crippling 
the Gneisenau. Frantic efforts were 
made to save the battlecruiser 
and it was rushed into a dry dock 
where it remained for eight months 
undergoing repairs.

The Germans recovered the 
bodies of Campbell and his three 
colleagues and they were buried 
with full military honours. The 
French Resistance passed news of 
Campbell’s gallant attack back to 
England and on March 13, 1942 it 
was announced Kenneth Campbell 
had been posthumously awarded 
the Victoria Cross.  

The citation concluded: “By 
pressing home his attack at close 
quarters in the face of withering fire 
on a course fraught with extreme 
peril, Flying Officer Campbell 
displayed valour of the highest 
order.”

His parents received the cross 
from King George VI and a 
memorial was erected at Campbell’s 
school at Sedbergh in Cumbria 
to perpetuate the memory of the 
gallant Scot.

For For For ValourValourValourFor ValourFor For For ValourFor ValourFor ValourFor For For ValourFor 

withering anti-aircraft fire seconds 
after pressing home the attack 

– he and his three fellow 
crewmen were 

killed. A year 
after the 

raid, Fg Officer Campbell was 
awarded the Victoria Cross.

He was born in Ayrshire, 
Scotland, in 1917, and joined the 
University Air Squadron while 
studying chemistry at Cambridge. 
He was mobilised for RAF service 
in September 1939 and, after 
completing training as a pilot, 
joined 22 Squadron to fly the 
Bristol Beaufort. By the spring of 
1941, the threat posed to North 
Atlantic convoys by the German 
battlecruisers Scharnhorst and 
Gneisenau prompted an order that 
“every effort by the navy and the 
air force should be made to destroy 
them”.

The two mighty ships put into 
Brest, on the western coast of 
France, at the end of March 1941, 
and came under attack from 
Bomber Command. One bomb 
dropped close to the Gneisenau 
but failed to explode and the ship 
was moved to allow the weapon 
to be made safe. Photographic 
reconnaissance showed the 
warship in a vulnerable position 
and it was decided to mount 
a torpedo attack by a force of 
Beauforts.

On April 6, three Beauforts were 
tasked to bomb any torpedo nets 
surrounding the Gneisenau to 
allow three others to carry out 
the attack, which was timed for 
first light. Campbell, one of the 
most experienced pilots on the 
squadron, was flying one of the 
torpedo carrying aircraft.

Point blank range
The operation made a 
disastrous start with two of the 
aircraft failing to get airborne. 
In the meantime, Campbell took 
off and flew through atrocious 



On February 21, the world 
said farewell to one of 
the greatest aviators in 

history. No one has flown more 
types of aircraft (487) than Captain 
Eric Brown, and he holds the 
record for the most aircraft carrier 
landings (2,407). The Fleet Air 
Arm’s most decorated pilot, he saw 
action flying with 802 Naval Air 
Squadron before embarking on 
a career as a test pilot. The latter 
is beyond comparison. Eric flew 
every major type of World War 
Two combat aircraft, from gliders 

to flying-boats, and much more 
later on.

Even away from aviation, his was 
an extraordinary life. Due to his 
skills as a translator, he was present 
at the liberation of the Bergen-
Belsen concentration camp in 
1945, and interviewed several of 
the Nazi regime’s most notorious 
figures, including Hermann Göring 
and Heinrich Himmler.

As FlyPast’s resident warbird pilot 
I’ve been fortunate enough to meet 
Eric several times over the years. 
Our final interview took place at 

his home on February 4, just a few 
weeks before his passing. Although 
he looked slightly more frail than 
before, he was his usual witty self, 
his mind and memories as sharp as 
ever.

 I was there to interview him not 
about his glittering career as a test 
pilot, but about his wartime service, 
and in particular what it was like 
to fly the Grumman Wildcat (or 
Martlet, as it was called in British 
service) from the British auxiliary 
carrier Audacity. The following is a 
record of our conversation that day.

AUDACITYAUDACITY
TRUE

AUDACITY
IN HIS LAST INTERVIEW, CAPT ERIC ‘WINKLE’ BROWN SPOKE TO 

DAVE UNWIN ABOUT FLYING GRUMMAN WILDCATS FROM THE SMALLEST 

FLIGHT DECK EVER OPERATED BY THE ROYAL NAVY

TRIBUTE  CAPT ERIC ‘WINKLE’ BROWN

Above
Eric ‘Winkle’ Brown 

targets a Focke-Wulf Fw 
200 in a head-on attack, 

in this dramatic image by 
renowned aviation artist 
Michael Turner. Also see 

page 129.  MICHAEL TURNER  - 
WWW.STUDIO88.CO.UK
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“Well”, I asked Capt Brown, 
“would the auxiliary carrier idea 
have worked with any other type 
of aircraft available at the time?” 
He considered my question for 
a moment. “I don’t think so,” 
he replied thoughtfully, “the Sea 
Gladiator was too light and too 
slow, the Fulmar…” his voice 
trailed off. “No” he continued 
firmly, “it had to be the Wildcat!”

Eric Brown – universally known 
as ‘Winkle’ (he’d been nicknamed 
‘periwinkle’ due to his diminutive 

size), first soloed in 
a Miles Magister after 

training at Edinburgh University 
Air Squadron. He was classified 
as ‘exceptional’ by his flight 
instructor. While the clouds of 
war gathered over Europe, Eric 
was actually teaching in Germany, 
and on September 3, 1939, he was 
arrested by the SS in Munich and 
interrogated for three days. Finally, 
he was driven to the Swiss border, 
reunited with his MG sports car 
and invited to leave.

Convinced that the war would be 

over before he could get his hands 
on a fighter he raced back across 
Europe and presented himself at 
the nearest RAF Volunteer Reserve 
centre. Surprisingly, they had 
no immediate slot available in a 
frontline fighter squadron, but 
he learned that the Fleet Air Arm 
did have an urgent need for pilots 
and he promptly decided to join 
that instead. The RAF’s loss was 
definitely the Royal Navy’s gain. 
Despite the fact that he already 
had over 120 hours of flying time 
and was current on the Gloster 
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Gauntlet fighter, the Navy insisted 
on him taking their entire syllabus. 
This had the happy result that 
he had plenty of time to practise 
advanced aerobatics while the rest 
of the class caught up. 

After a month at the Navy college 
at Greenwich, Eric was posted to 
the naval fighter training station 
at Yeovilton, arriving on the day 
that it opened. In November 1940 
he began to convert onto the 
Grumman F4F Wildcat with 802 
Squadron. 

U-BOAT MENACE
At this point, the war was not going 
well for the Allies, and one of the 
biggest concerns for Churchill and 
his War Cabinet was the U-boat 
menace. German U-boat captains 
openly referred to it as ‘the Happy 
Time’ and, having sunk hundreds 
of merchant ships containing tens 
of thousands of tons of vital war 
material in the first 18 months of 
the conflict, it is easy to see why. The 
conclusion was inescapable – Britain 
was losing the Battle of the Atlantic.

A big part of the problem was 
a lack of air cover in the so-called 
‘mid-Atlantic gap’. The Royal Navy 
was woefully short of carriers (it had 
already lost two by the start of 1941, 
Courageous in 1939 and Glorious 
in 1940) and land-based aircraft 
lacked the range to protect convoys, 
so the idea of the escort, or auxiliary, 
carrier was born. The first one was 
– somewhat ironically – a captured 
German banana boat, the nearly new 

Hannover formerly of Norddeutscher 
Lloyd. Initially renamed Sinbad and 
then Empire Audacity, she was sent 
to the shipyards at Blyth to have 
her superstructure removed and be 
rebuilt as Britain’s first escort carrier. 

Compared with the Glorious type 
of aircraft carrier – a converted light 
cruiser built with disproportionately 
large guns – which typically displaced 
around 25,000 tons and had flight 
decks more than 200m long, the 
Audacity only displaced 12,000 
tons, with a flight deck barely half 
the length of those fitted to the great 
fleet ships. Nevertheless, it was all the 
Royal Navy had – and it would have 
to do. She was commissioned on June 
17, 1941.

CARRIER LANDING
Now the navy had the ship for the 
job, it needed the right aircraft – 
and the only viable machine was 
the Grumman F4F. This rugged 
little monoplane was a product of 

Grumman’s famous ‘Ironworks’ 
and – unlike some RN aircraft, 
such as the Seafire, Sea Gladiator 
and Sea Hurricane – it had been 
designed from the outset for 
maritime operations. Powered by 
a 1,200hp Pratt & Whitney Twin 
Wasp radial and armed with six 
0.50in Colt-Browning machine 
guns, this stubby little fighter was 
only 28ft 9in (8.85m) long and had 
a span of barely 38ft. 

In the late summer of 1941, Eric 
was preparing to make his first 
ever carrier landing, on the Empire 
Audacity, the smallest carrier to ever 
fly the White Ensign. Incredibly, 
even before he took his aircraft 
out to the carrier he had already 
survived two ditchings in the F4F, 
one of which had been inverted! 

We’re all familiar with the old 
expression ‘ignorance is bliss’ – in 
many ways his total lack of carrier 
experience was probably a blessing in 
that he simply knew no better. Some 

Hannover formerly of Norddeutscher 
Lloyd. Initially renamed Sinbad and Sinbad and Sinbad

Grumman’s famous ‘Ironworks’ 
and – unlike some RN aircraft, 

Above
Converted from the 

former German banana 
boat SS ‘Hannover’, HMS 
‘Audacity’ paved the way 

for a generation of highly-
successful escort carriers. 

WWW.ROYALNAVYRESE

ARCHARCHIVE.CO.UK

Top right
The narrow track of the 

Martlet undercarriage can 
easily be seen in this view 

of a preserved aircraft. 
DARREN HARBAR

Right
Resembling a giant 

fl at-iron, ‘Audacity’ sits 
between patrols in her 

wartime camoufl age. Her 
merchantmen origins 

can easily be seen in this 
view. ANDREW THOMAS

Bottom right
The spartan fl ight deck 

of ‘Audacity’ can be 
appreciated in this view, 
with the Martlets of 802 
Squadron clustered near 

the stern. No hangar 
facilities were available 

on the ship. NMRN
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of the other 802 Squadron pilots had 
already served on HMS Ark Royal, 
and the flight deck must have looked 
worryingly short to them.

“So, you enjoyed the Wildcat, 
or is it a Martlet?” I asked. “It’s a 
Wildcat” he replied with an amused 
snort. “Martlet is a ridiculous 

name – but it was a great aircraft! It 
wasn’t perfect, at least not initially. 
Directional control at the start of 
the take-off run left much to be 
desired, and even though it had a 
lockable tailwheel, it could easily 
develop a vicious swing to port if 
you let it, primarily because with 
the tail down all of the rudder 
was blanked by the wide fuselage. 
After a few months the small solid 
tailwheel was replaced by a much 
larger pneumatic one which raised 
the tail about nine inches, greatly 
improving the rudder’s authority 
when the tail was down. 

“To be honest though, it was 
never a nice aircraft on the ground. 
The narrow-track undercarriage 
was quite ‘squashy’, so not only did 
it have a strong tendency to veer 
off to port when taking off (due to 
torque and propwash) but it could 

be equally ‘skittish’ 
on landing, particularly 
in a crosswind. 
The combination 
of concrete and a 
crosswind was best 
avoided if at all 
possible, as it really 
was quite fickle about 
which way it would 
go as you rolled out. 

“Even taxying 
could be quite tricky, 
for if the wind got 
under the wing the 
opposite wingtip 
was often damaged. 
We even had a 
‘wingtip club’, so many got 
scraped,” he grinned. “Of course, 
all aircraft are compromises, and 
one of the reasons why the Wildcat 
wasn’t good on the ground was 
because it had been designed for 
the deck. With the ship steaming 
at 10 knots into a 20 knot wind, 
all the flying controls were 
working even before the brakes 
were released, ensuring plenty 
of directional control, while the 
squashy but robust undercarriage 
could cope with some impressive 
sink rates on touchdown. 

“Finally, the sensibly sited ‘sting’-
type arrester hook [a first for 
aircraft operating from a British 
carrier] was a great improvement 
over previous arrangements. In 
fact,” he concluded, “I’d say that 
the Wildcat was easier to take off 
and land from a carrier than from a 
runway.”  

LONG PATROL
As it transpired, Eric possessed 
a real flair for deck landings 
and his introduction to carrier 
operations went well. Nevertheless, 
as Audacity (the Admiralty had 
dropped the ‘Empire’ appellation) 
sailed from the Clyde as part of 

of the other 802 Squadron pilots had 
already served on HMS Ark Royal

“...it was never a nice aircraft on the 
ground. The narrow-track undercarriage 

was quite ‘squashy’, so not only did it have 
a strong tendency to veer off to port when 
taking off (due to torque and propwash) but 
it could be equally ‘skittish’ on landing...”



the escort for convoy OG 74 on 
September 13, 1941, all aboard 
knew that arduous and dangerous 
duty lay ahead. The convoy was 
carrying much-needed supplies 
for Malta via Gibraltar, and both 
the Luftwaffe and Kriegsmarine 
would do their best to destroy it. 
All carrier-based operations in 
World War Two were fraught with 
difficulties, and the pilots of 802 
knew that the short deck, lack of 
a catapult, reduced number of 
arrester wires and no hangar deck 
(all the aircraft remained topside 
for the entire trip, even when 
undergoing maintenance) meant 
that operating from Audacity was 
going to be challenging. The ship 
did provide one small consolation – 
when in service as a merchantman 
the Hannover had also carried 
about a dozen passengers in 
luxurious staterooms, and on the 
captain’s insistence, these were 
occupied by the pilots.

I was curious to find out exactly 
how it was possible to take off 
and land from such a tiny flight 
deck in an aircraft weighing 

around 7,940lb, particularly as 
there was no catapult and very 
few arrester wires. Furthermore, 
this unsatisfactory state of affairs 
was exacerbated by the fact that 
Audacity could only make around 
15 knots. Eric explained that for 
take-off the aircraft were ranged as 
far aft as possible, which gave those 
at the front barely 330ft for the run. 

With the ship steaming at full 
speed into the wind, the engine was 
run up against the brakes and then, 
when the signal flag fell, the brakes 
were released and the throttle 
opened right up. Of course, as there 
was no catapult to assist take-offs, 
there was no margin for error, and 
along with the wind created by the 
ship steaming at full speed, the best 
use of any natural wind was always 
made. 

“But what if there wasn’t any 
natural wind?” I asked. “You can 
always find some wind in the North 
Atlantic,” he grinned in reply. 
Once airborne (and having wound 
the undercarriage up manually – 
another of the Wildcat’s foibles) 
the fighters would patrol in pairs 

opened right up. Of course, as there 

ship steaming at full speed, the best 

always find some wind in the North 

above the convoy. A typical patrol 
would last about an hour (although 
Eric once flew a sortie more than 
four times that length) as the pilots 
searched for both U-boats and long-
range Focke-Wulf Fw 200s. 

“So”, I wondered, “having 
been aloft for several hours over 
a featureless ocean and having 
possibly also been in combat, how 
on earth did you find the carrier 
again?” 

Right
The original blueprints 

for HMS ‘Audacity’. Note 
that the ship is still 

named ‘Empire Audacity’, 
‘Empire’ being a common 

prefi x for government-
owned merchant and 

miscellaneous vessels. 
The work to convert the 

ship into a carrier can be 
appreciated from these 

plans. NMRN

Below
Grumman Martlet II 

AM958 soon after 
delivery. KEY

Above right
One of the original batch 

of Martlet I’s, AL257 
is seen in 1940 being 

prepared for a series of 
air-to-air photographs. 
The Martlet was based 
with 804 Squadron at 

RNAS Hatston (also called 
HMS ‘Sparrowhawk’) on 

the Orkney Islands. NMRN

Far right
Despite its stubby 

appearance, the Martlet 
– better known as the F4F 

Wildcat – was an agile and 
manoeuvrable fi ghter.

Right
Despite the grainy quality 

of the picture, this rare 
image shows Eric Brown 

fl ying inverted in his 
Martlet I – with code 

letter ‘R’ – with fellow 
802 Squadron pilots. 

ANDREW THOMAS

TRIBUTE  CAPT ERIC ‘WINKLE’ BROWN
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“Oh, you were a very busy boy 
indeed,” he responded. “It was all 
done by DR [dead reckoning]. You 
had to note down every change 
in heading and speed. Of course 
you knew the convoy’s position 
and its speed and heading when 
you launched, and this allowed 
you to work out its ‘mean line of 
advance’ and thus where it should 
be. Consequently, as long as you’d 
kept track of where you were, it was 
possible to work out which way 
to go. However, it really was very 
difficult, and over the course of the 
war we lost literally hundreds of 
aircraft whose pilots simply got lost 
and ran out of fuel.” 

At the end of a long patrol, during 
which you might have been either 
strafing a submarine or fighting a 
Focke-Wulf (Eric shot down two) 
and having successfully found the 
carrier, came the taxing task of 

‘landing on’. 
It is generally accepted that 

the biggest challenge routinely 
undertaken by any aviator is to 
land on a carrier. However, as there 
wasn’t a hangar deck, every Wildcat 
not airborne had to be taxied 
for’ard, and then a barrier erected 
to protect them before those in the 
air could be recovered. 

Eric explained that a typical 
approach was commenced at 
between 300-400 feet, at an 
indicated airspeed of 70kts and a 
constant rate of descent. Lateral 
and vertical guidance was provided 
by a pilot on deck equipped with 
a large pair of bats – if the aircraft 
approached at the correct speed 
and height the 
batsman 
made the 
‘cut’ signal 
and the 

pilot quickly closed 
his throttle. As the ship 
would (hopefully) be 
steaming at around 
10 knots into a 20 
knot wind, the actual 
speed at which the 
Wildcat touched 
down was a much 
more manageable 40. 
Nevertheless, landing 
on such a tiny deck 
required real skill, 
particularly as the 
North Atlantic is 
not known for its 
benevolent nature. 

The combination of 
a rough sea and a small deck would 
tax even the most proficient naval 
aviator, for – as Eric was at pains 
to explain – although it is relatively 
easy to see (and thus compensate) 
for the ship pitching and rolling, 

“...as long as you’d kept track of where you 
were, it was possible to work out which way 
to go. However, it really was very diffi cult, 

and over the course of the war we lost 
literally hundreds of aircraft whose pilots 

simply got lost and ran out of fuel” 
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‘heave’ is much harder to discern. 
‘Heave’ is when the entire ship 
is moving up and down, and can 
make deck-landing even more 
hazardous. On one occasion (having 
been slightly wounded in combat 
with a Fw 200) Eric returned to 
Audacity, and the combination of 
his wound and the ship heaving 
violently meant that he ended up 
missing the first two wires but 
caught the final one. 

Although preferable to a barrier 
engagement (which invariably 
damaged the aircraft, and 
sometimes the pilot), catching the 
last wire was far from desirable, 
as Eric found to his cost. The 
deceleration was so great that 
(having neglected to fasten his 
shoulder straps) his face smashed 
into the gunsight, knocking him 
out. Despite this, it was obvious 
to me that he still retains a real 
affection for the Wildcat. 

BEATING THE WOLF 
PACK
Sitting in a comfortable armchair in 
the lounge of his West Sussex home 
we couldn’t really be much further 
(metaphorically speaking) from the 
hard steel seat in a Wildcat’s cockpit 
approaching the heaving deck of a 
carrier in the storm-tossed Bay of 
Biscay. I couldn’t help but wonder if 
perhaps some of his affection for the 
F4F could be explained by the fact 
that it was the first decent fighter 
he’d flown.

“As I’m sure you know, Dave,” he 
began, “I hold the world record for 
arrested landings, and have landed 

on many different aircraft carriers 
in literally dozens of different 
types of naval aircraft – yet I 
still think that the Wildcat 
had the best deck landing 
characteristics of all of 
them.” 

I passed him a 
slip of paper I’d 
brought 

with me that contained an interesting 
observation written by Ernest 
Hemingway in 1944 (see panel) and 
asked him what he thought. Eric 
read it with an amused expression 
and then said: “that’s very apt – but 
I maintain that the Wildcat was 
the best. It handled very well at 
slow speed, provided a fine 
field of view over the nose 
when you were on the 
approach, and had 
a robust, resilient 
undercarriage 
with 
excellent 
shock-
absorption 
properties 
and a 

‘heave’ is much harder to discern. ‘heave’ is much harder to discern. 
‘Heave’ is when the entire ship ‘Heave’ is when the entire ship 
is moving up and down, and can is moving up and down, and can 

on many different aircraft carriers 
in literally dozens of different 
types of naval aircraft – yet I 

Above
In 1953, by now a 

Commander, Eric Brown 
was appointed as CO 

of 804 Squadron fl ying 
Hawker Sea Hawks, based 
at Lossiemouth. With the 
distinctive badge of 804 

proudly on the nose of the 
Sea Hawk, Brown (front 

row, centre right), and 
some of his pilots pose for 

this evocative image. KEY

Right
Following her torpedoing 

by U-751, ‘Audacity’ 
quickly sank, her stern 

and single propeller 
high in the air. Those in 

the water likened the 
explosions to shocks to 
the stomach. The scene 

is dramatically captured 
by artist Michael Turner. 
Eric Brown survived the 
sinking to becoming one 
of the greatest pilots in 
history. MICHAEL TURNER

TRIBUTE  CAPT ERIC ‘WINKLE’ BROWN

128 FLYPAST May 2016



sting-type arrester hook – for taking 
to the deck it was magnificent!”

Eric, 802 Squadron and 
the Wildcat soon proved 
the escort carrier’s worth. 

Several Fw 200s were shot 
down, and the U-boat ‘wolf 

pack’ crews were forced 
to remain submerged for 
longer than they would 
have wished. Even Grand-
Admiral Doenitz was 

worried by the threat 
Audacity posed, and 

although over the next 
few months she 

successfully 
escorted several 
other convoys, 

she was a ‘marked’ 

ship in the eyes of 
the Axis, and her days 
were numbered. Barely 
six months after she 
was commissioned, 
Audacity was escorting 
convoy HG-76 from 
Gibraltar to the UK 
when – on December 
21, 1941 – she 
was hit by three 
torpedoes fired by 
U-751. Around 90 
minutes after the 
first torpedo struck 
she sank, taking the 
captain and most 
of the crew with her. 
One of the few survivors was Eric 
‘Winkle’ Brown.

“You love a lot of things if you live around them, but there isn’t any woman and there 
isn’t any horse, nor any before nor any after, that is as lovely as a great airplane, and 
men who love them are faithful to them even though they leave them for others. A man 
has only one virginity to lose in fi ghters, and if it is a lovely plane he loses it to, there his 
heart will ever be.”

Ernest Hemingway, August 1944

FOR THE LOVE OF FLYING
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next
* Overseas deliveries are likely to be after this date.

In next month’s issue, the subject of our Spotlight section is the de Havilland Venom, and we also 

mark the 75th anniversary of Operation Barbarossa, the German invasion of Russia. We’ll also bring 

you a round-up of the latest aviation heritage news. Don’t miss this must-have, 132-page issue. It 

will be in UK shops on May 1, or see page 106 for our latest money-saving subscription offers. 

FINALS  RYAN ST-A
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Basking in unseasonable winter 

sunshine on February 29 is Ryan 

ST-A NC18923, a recent arrival 

at Old Warden in Bedfordshire. 

The aircraft is owned and 

operated by Peter Holloway, 

who acquired it from Germany. 

The rare monoplane is an 

‘aerobatic’ development of the 

Ryan ST (sport trainer), the fi rst 

of which was introduced in 1934. 

Old Warden is also home to the 

Shuttleworth Collection, which 

will host its Season Premiere 

Airshow on Sunday, May 8. 

www.shuttleworth.org 

PHOTO-DARREN HARBAR
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