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  SPITFIRE!


  (1942)


  SPITFIRE!


  
    AUTHOR’S NOTE

  


  THE title of this book no doubt tells you what it is about. The name “Spitfire” first became a household word during the “Blitz” of last year, but before this these wonderful aircraft had given us valiant service at Dunkirk.


  In this book I have set down the experiences of a pilot in a fighter squadron — myself. I have been with the squadron since the beginning of the war, first as a flight commander and later as C.O., and I never wish to meet a grander bunch of blokes. We went all through Dunkirk and the “Blitz” which followed a couple of months later, and in telling my story I have tried to answer the question of the man in the street: “What is it like up there?” and to give you an idea of what a fighter pilot feels and thinks as he fights up there in the blue.


  To any members of the squadron who may read this book, I hope I have not left out any of their pet exploits, but if I have I hope they will bear with me and remember that I have had to write in odd moments after “release,” etc., and under the difficulty of carrying on with the job in hand at the same time.


  “So few,” Mr. Churchill said — but no debt here as he would have you believe; rather few so lucky to be able to get on with the job whilst less fortunate folk looked on and awaited their chance. I think he was really referring to our mess bills, anyway!


  In conclusion, I should like to pay tribute to the men who design and build our fighting aircraft. Our successes are their successes, for it is they who have placed in our hands the finest aircraft and equipment in the world. To them we owe a special debt of gratitude.


  
    HOW TO SHOOT A LINE

  


  SHOOTING a line doesn’t necessarily refer to shooting Huns, although sometimes it is much the same thing! By writing this book I am shooting a line, in other words, talking about myself, and what I have done. Usually, however, a line is a semi-deliberate exaggeration of a humorous nature — a tall story about yourself, if you like. If you write a book or get your name in the paper that is a ginormous line, the strange word being evolved from gigantic and enormous.


  Some people shoot lines unconsciously all the time, that is, they swank, and everybody soon becomes browned off with them, i.e., fed up. The lad who swanks is looked upon as a poor type, whilst a popular chap is a good type. There is a lot more general slang, but I won’t trouble you with it since you won’t find it in the chapters which follow. Instead, I’ll deal with the technical terms which may prove difficult to understand.


  First take the aerodrome. This is occasionally referred to as the drome, but more usually as the deck. Deck also means terra firma in general. As opposed to dry land, the sea is called the drink.


  The correct term for an aeroplane is an aircraft, or in slang a kite. To run over the kite, first let’s take the undercarriage, invariably referred to as the undercart. Then there are the flaps, which are hinged portions of the wing near the trailing (rear) edge, which act as air brakes and reduce the landing speed of the aircraft.


  An aircraft stalls when it has insufficient forward speed for the wings to maintain their lift. If you skim a flat stone over the water, it skims until its speed drops and then sinks or stalls. It is very much the same with an aircraft. The flaps reduce the stalling speed. For instance, a Spitfire stalls with flaps up at 69 m.p.h., and with flaps down at 63 m.p.h. Not an awful lot of difference, you may think, but it makes a world of difference in landing, and you would never get into a small aerodrome if you didn’t use the flaps.


  I have used the word wings several times above, but the technical term is mainplanes, as opposed to the tailplane. The cockpit is called the office, and the control column just the stick. Rudder bias refers to the trimming tab on the rudder. By winding the bias control one way or the other moves the tab and gives port or starboard bias. The elevators on the tailplane have a similar device on them. These are necessary, as the trim of an aircraft varies with its speed and altitude. The trimmers relieve the pilot of the strain of pressing on the stick or rudder bar all the time.


  Another thing you’ll find in the office is the R/T control. R/T is the wireless equipment, consisting of a transmitter and receiver with a three-way switch control, Transmit — Off — Receive.


  Now let’s take off. Once airborne, i.e., off the ground, you retract the undercart, shut the lid, i.e., close the hood, and put the prop or fan into coarse pitch, which on an aircraft is much the same thing as changing gear on a car. (By the way, the prop is never called a propeller. The correct term is airscrew if you don’t use the slang words.)


  Now supposing you meet some Huns and manage to get on the tail of one of them. If he isn’t a very experienced pilot, or if the machine is not very manoeuvrable or well armed, he is easy meat or cold meat. You press the firing button and give him a squirt.


  If you are unlucky enough to get shot down yourself, you bale out, step out, or take to the silk. If you land in the drink you are wearing a Mae West, which is a lifesaving waistcoat which gives you curves in the right places! A parachute is called a brolly or a jumpsack.


  Well, now you know, and if I were to say that I nearly lost my prop to-day, I wouldn’t mean that it fell off, but that I nearly stalled (stopped) the engine, which would have been a bad show, wouldn’t it?


  
    CHAPTER I

LUCK

  


  I AM told that I was born with a silver spoon in my mouth, which they say is a sign of luck. I have certainly been lucky all my life.


  When the Hun was plagued with his vile disease a generation ago I could not lend a hand to cure him, my sole activity in this direction being when my nurse showed me what she called a Zeppelin and I blew a very immature raspberry at it. It was probably just one of our own blimps, at that.


  In 1939, when the plague seized Europe again, I had another tale to tell. My luck was in.


  ***


  But first of all I must go back a bit to the year 1935, when my story really begins. I was then employed by a big electrical firm, my job being to supervise a dozen or so girls turning out hundreds of electric bulbs. Quite a responsible position for an eighteen-year-old. It was always rather a mystery to me how I got it! However, the experience stood me in good stead. I learned a lot about human nature (and women!) if not much about the manufacture of lamps.


  I was not really surprised when one day the powers-that-be informed me that the period of my employment coincided with a decline in their profits, and that if I would kindly leave them they could get along better without me. I complied with this request and went home to my lamenting parents with the additional news that I wanted to try for the R.A.F., which was then in course of expansion.


  To want was one thing, to get there another. I filled in and sent off form after form, asking every conceivable sort of question, and then sat back and waited. Nothing happened for a bit, so I started to make a nuisance of myself at Adastral House. So that they shouldn’t forget me there I paid such frequent visits that the sergeant at the door began to greet me like an old friend and was always ready with a facetious remark.


  But at last I received a notification to report to the Selection Board. I imagine a microbe on a slide under a microscope feels much the same way as I did before the Board, but apparently they liked the look of me, for they passed me on to the doctors. A week after came a letter to say I had been accepted and telling me to report to the Elementary Flying School at H——.


  Then followed two months of bliss — for me but not for my instructor, a gentle giant with the most amazing capacity for beer of anyone I have ever met. He could drink any two men under the table with ease, but no matter how much beer he absorbed, it never seemed to have the least effect on him. He always turned up bright and cheerful in the morning, which was more than I could say for myself sometimes, and nothing ever seemed to disturb him — not even my flying! I remember once going up with him to do aerobatics. He started to show me a slow roll, when half-way through came a muffled oath down the speaking tube and the aircraft did a most amazing manoeuvre, coming out right way up. I heard my instructor laugh, and then he said, “I’ve forgotten to do up my ruddy straps!”


  Shortly after I went solo my luck was on one occasion hard put to it to save me, but it held. I was doing circuits and bumps and feeling like a young god, as one does at this period of training, when I was rudely disturbed by the terrifying sight of another aircraft heading straight at me, mere yards away. I never stop being amazed at the speed at which the human brain can work in an emergency, and somehow I and the other pilot just about avoided the fatal collision. I say just about, because we did hit each other, the undercarriage of my kite knocking most of the other chap’s rudder off. If there had been two instructors in the aircraft instead of two beginners, they would both have been killed for sure, but God looks after drunks and fools, and we lived to fly another day.


  The instructors were very kind to us about this incident. Apart from telling us to say our prayers twice that night they left it at that. My own instructor, who was away at the time, merely remarked when he returned that he always missed all the fun! The most long-suffering folk in the world, instructors, and the finest psychologists. A harsh word or a raspberry at the time would probably have upset our nerves.


  After two months we completed the course, and with fifty hours flying to each pupil’s credit, twenty-five solo and twenty-five dual, we were sent to a Service Flying Training School at W—— to complete our training on Service type aircraft.


  Here again we found the finest instructors and training in the world, and we were passed out and posted to squadrons. I had applied to go to a fighter squadron, and had been trained on Furies to this end, so I was tremendously pleased when I found I had been posted to a Gauntlet squadron, the Gauntlet being the latest fighter in the Service and one of the most wonderful aircraft ever built. It was almost the last of the biplane fighters and a perfect joy to handle.


  Some months with this squadron, during which time I received training in operational flying, and then I answered the call for volunteers to go to a new squadron which was forming at N——. The first person I saw when I arrived there was an old school friend, Jackie, who had been at St. Paul’s with me. He was to be my flight commander for the two and a half happy years I spent with the squadron. Our first C.O. was Mac, a Canadian and one of the best, who was one of the finest pilots in the Service. He later took over one of the flights and E. J. succeeded him. I am sure we were the happiest squadron going, for E. J. was a perfect C.O. I never heard him annoyed with anyone, and he never needed to be, for we would all do anything for him, and in addition he had a fine sense of humour which never deserted him.


  Time passed, and after the crisis of September, 1938, the squadron was re-equipped with Hurricanes. A grand kite, the Hurricane, and one which was to do magnificent service in the near future. March, 1939, came and went. Mussolini took Albania. August, and the drums of war were beating. Hitler screamed his piece over Danzig, and then it came — War! Now in their true perspective we saw those years of training and flying, that unending stream of new pilots, those mock war operations — they were not just a game or the means of a livelihood, but experience now to be tested to the utmost in the grim new reality of war.


  We quickly fell into the new routine, standing by all day and half the night, waiting for a blow that did not come. A few days after war was declared I was posted to my present squadron as a flight commander, and although I didn’t want to leave a very happy squadron, still a change does everyone good and I soon settled down among another grand bunch of blokes, this time flying Spitfires.


CHAPTER II



FIRST BLOOD



IT was a queer war. Everybody said so. The
experts said it was going to be a war of attrition. Maybe that was
their word for it, but it was still a queer war. The Luftwaffe’s
expected blows on this island did not fall. Goering contented
himself instead with raids by single aircraft against the convoys
round the coasts. So for month after month we patrolled the
shipping, no doubt frightening away many Huns but never so much as
catching sight of one.

One day in October, however, excitement ran high in the
squadron. “B” Flight were on patrol over a large convoy off the
East Coast when the excited voice of Wilf, the flight commander,
came back over the R/T saying he had sighted what he thought must
be a raider. He was right, it was a raider, but alas for him the
Navy put up a barrage which turned the Hun back and he was cheated
of his prey. When the flight came back the remarks of the pilots
about the Senior Service were neither respectful nor
complimentary!

The winter came on and activity grew less and less. With the
spring, however, single Huns began coming over in larger numbers
for the purpose of making attacks on shipping or to carry out high
flying reconnaissance work. Our luck in “A” Flight seemed to be
right out, for it was “B” Flight which drew first blood. On the nth
May, 1940, Wilf with a section of “B” Flight was sent up after a
reconnaissance machine over the East Coast. They intercepted him
and saw it was a Ju 88 at about 20,000 feet. The section formed
line astern and turned into the attack. The Hun saw them coming and
put his nose down, going hell for leather towards a layer of cloud
at about 5,000 feet. Wilf and F/Sgt. S—— each managed to give him a
squirt, and then he was into the cloud. A game of hide and seek
followed, and Wilf told John, who was flying No. 3 in the
formation, to go beneath the cloud layer in case the Hun should
come out below.

As luck would have it, this was what actually happened, and John
was able to deliver a good attack, closing to about fifty yards and
giving the Hun all he had got. The Hun disappeared in the clouds
again and the Spitfires returned to the aerodrome. John came in a
few. minutes later than the others, touched down and came to rest
in the middle of the aerodrome with his engine stopped. We all went
out to him t [...]


OEBPS/Images/logo_arcadia_ebooks.png
arcadia ebooks





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg





