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The Central Fighter Establishment at Tangmere
Reginald Byron
An edited extract from the Museum’s new book, Tangmere: Famous Royal Air Force
Fighter Station by Reginald Byron and David Coxon,
due to be published in July-August

From the station Operations Record Book:
1.11.44
It now appears certain that the Central Fighter Establishment will be coming to Tangmere within
the next eight to ten weeks but everything is still very much in the air.

By the end of the month, personnel of the Central Fighter Establishment (CFE) were,
indeed, beginning to arrive. A week later, on the afternoon of 6 December, Air Commodore R. L. R. “Batchy” Atcherley OBE AFC, Commandant of the Fighter Leaders’
School and commandant-designate of CFE who would be taking over on its move to
Tangmere, visited to confer with the station’s commanding officer, Group Captain Duncan Somerville, and to discuss what facilities would be needed.
Early in the new year, the station began to fill up with people and aeroplanes. The
Central Fighter Establishment completed its move from Wittering to Tangmere in January 1945. At the same time, it was considerably expanded as a number of formerly dispersed units were moved to Tangmere and absorbed into CFE’s command structure.
On the 15th RAF Ford was formally transferred to CFE as a satellite station to accommodate its Night Wing, the Day Wing being located at Tangmere itself.
The Central Fighter Establishment was the RAF’s academy of air fighting, undertaking comparative trials of fighter aircraft performance under service conditions, the testing and delivery of fighter-borne weapons, the practical application of innovations in
fighter instrumentation and guidance, and in fighter tactics and operations. Many famous pilots who had made their names in the war were posted to the unit sooner or
later during its time at Tangmere: Frank Carey became head of the tactics branch; Bob
Stanford Tuck, head of combat; Robin Johnston, dive-bombing; and Kit North-Lewis,
close support.
Important parts of CFE were the Fighter Leaders’ Schools. There were two: a Day
Fighter Leaders’ School (DFLS), and a Night Fighter Leaders’ School (NFLS), whose
purpose was to ensure that those who passed out successfully were “fitted in every
way” to command a squadron or wing. The students of DFLS were put through intensive seven-week courses in groups of 36. The students were divided in three flights; on
No. 2 Day Fighters Course, which started in May, two flights flew Spitfires and one flew
Typhoons. The syllabus included tactical control of formations engaged in patrolling,
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escorting, strafing, air-to-air firing, dive-bombing, and rocketry attacks, and a programme of 28 tactical exercises.
All students had two flying periods a day, weather permitting, from 10.00 to 12.00
and 14.30 to 16.00 with briefings and debriefings before and after each flying period. At
17.30 there was a daily lecture session, which in addition to internal lectures on weapons and tactics included external talks given by experts (most of whom were attached to
CFE, or were visitors to it) on topics such as airborne operations, local maintenance and
engine handling, current military operations, interrogation of PoWs, meteorology, principles of briefing, pilot navigation, tactical formations, night flying for day-fighters,
squadron administration in the field, deck landings, physiological aspects of flying,
photographic interpretation, and the work of the FIU and the development of radar,
among many other topics of both specialised and general interest. In June, Group Captain Douglas Bader arrived back at Tangmere to command DFLS. However, Bader’s
experience was mostly of air-to-air combat up to the point of his capture and imprisonment by the Germans in August 1941; he had had no experience of the kinds of tactical
ground support conducted by fighters from 1943 onwards. It was soon realised that his
knowledge of fighter tactics was woefully out-of-date and he was quickly posted away
to command the North Weald Sector.
While at Tangmere, CFE not only encompassed the Fighter Leaders’ Schools but also
absorbed the Fighter Interception Unit, renamed the Fighter Interception Development
Unit (FIDU) and shortly thereafter again renamed the Fighter Interception Development
Squadron (FIDS), still based at Ford.
The Central Fighter Establishment additionally included other units: the Air Fighting
Development Squadron (AFDS), and the Fighter Support Development Squadron
(FSDS), commanded by wing commanders; and the Tactics Branch under a group captain, broken down into Fighter-Bombers, Fighter Tactics, Rocket Projectile, and Army
Support; each also under a wing commander. The purpose of these units was not only
to evaluate new aircraft, armament and equipment under service conditions, but also to
visit front-line squadrons to keep them up to date on fighter tactics.
On its move to Tangmere in January, CFE absorbed No. 787 Squadron, Fleet Air
Arm, which thereupon became the Air Support Development Section of the Naval Air
Fighting Development Unit (NAFDU). The unit trialled and demonstrated a number of
types of ship-borne naval fighters and fighter-bombers, both British and American, and
during its time at Tangmere flew Seafires, Barracudas, Avengers, Wildcats, Hellcats,
Fireflies, Corsairs and, briefly, a Grumman Tigercat. Until March, a “touring” flight was
maintained in Northern England, Scotland and Northern Ireland; Rebecca radar trials
were carried out at Odiham by a detachment of three Hellcats from March to June; and
from April a detachment was maintained at Ford for trials of AI Mk XV radar with horizontal scanning (code-named ASH in the Royal Navy). From June, a detachment would
begin to prepare to relocate to the Pacific Theatre, but in the event the war in the Far
East came to an end before they did so.
Attached to CFE during its time at Tangmere was perhaps the most interesting unit
of all: the Enemy Aircraft Flight. No. 1426 (Enemy Aircraft) Flight was formed at Dux-
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ford in November 1941 to demonstrate ex-Luftwaffe aircraft at various places round the
country to familiarise Allied personnel with their recognition features, performance,
and capabilities. At first these visits were restricted to RAF and USAAF airfields; later
they were extended to ground-defence organisations, such as anti-aircraft and Observer
Corps units. Accurate identification of aircraft was vital in the earlier stages of the war
before reliable IFF units in aircraft, GCI coverage, and radar control of AA guns had
developed very far, if at all. Allied pilots were being shot down in error, especially
while flying new aircraft such as the early Mustang Mk I, whose angular silhouette resembled the Me109 from above and below.
The flight was initially staffed by RAF pilots who had previously been test pilots
with maintenance units, and to an extent they still were, since few spare parts for these
aircraft were available and consequently they suffered more than their share of mechanical and structural problems. Their pilots became experts in dealing with the unforeseen in the air and if at all possible getting these aeroplanes back on the ground in
one piece. No. 1426 (Enemy Aircraft) Flight was taken over by CFE after its move to
Tangmere, and the following eleven aircraft, now assigned RAF serials or Air Ministry
numbers and wearing roundels, arrived on the on the station in March and April:
AX772 Messerschmitt Me110C
EE205 Junkers Ju88A
NF754 Focke Wulf Fw190A
NF755 Focke Wulf Fw190A
NF756 Henschel Hs129B
NN644 Messerschmitt Me109B
PJ876 Junkers Ju88R
PN999 Focke Wulf Fw190A
RN228 Messerschmitt Me109G
TS472 Junkers Ju88S
VD364 Messerschmitt Me109G
And, in addition, a dozen more were eventually received at Tangmere from other
sources:
TF209 Messerschmitt 210A
TP190 Junkers Ju88G
VD358 Messerschmitt Me 109G
VF204 Fiat G55 Centauro
VK888 Junkers Ju88G
AM 1 Junkers Ju88G
AM 2 Junkers Ju88G
AM 14 Junkers Ju88G
AM 15 Messerschmitt Me109G
AM 16 Junkers Ju88G
AM 32 Junkers Ju88G
AM 43 Heinkel He219A
AM 44 Heinkel He219A
AM 46 Siebel Si204D
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AM 50 Messerschmitt Me262B
AM 86 Messerschmitt Me110G
Those that were safe for novices to fly were in great demand by CFE, FLS, and Ford’s
FIDS pilots who wanted to take them up for “type experience” and add them to their
log books. According to the station ORB, during April and May one or another of them
was being flown almost every day when the weather was fine. AX772, an Me110C-5,
was flown at Tangmere in demonstration mock combat against a Mosquito FB V1 on 3
May. On May 17th, two pilots were giving a demonstration of an Fw190 and an Me109
when the 109 made a hard landing on the concrete runway that wrecked the aeroplane;
the pilot was unhurt. In July, Flying Officer Hodgen of FIDS, making his first solo flight
in AM 16, a Ju88G, was unable to lower the undercarriage, was without RT, and made a
successful belly landing on the grass alongside the runway.
The war in Europe ended on 8 May 1945, but in the Far East it was still in progress.
At this moment, few people knew about the Manhattan Project; even so, it was far from
certain that there would be a Japanese surrender without another D-Day and a costly,
full-scale Allied invasion of the Home Islands. The Air Ministry was already preparing
to transfer a “Tiger Force” of around thirty of Bomber Command’s heavy bomber
squadrons to Okinawa to augment the USAAF’s Twentieth Air Force then flying B-29
Superfortresses from the Marianas. The South East Asia Air Command and the Air
Arm of the British Pacific Fleet were still engaged in an air war and undoubtedly would
be involved in the Allied air support of an invasion if there was to be one; hence CFE’s
work on aircraft evaluation, weaponry, and tactics continued to be carried out under the
exigencies of war. Many of its findings and recommendations were directly applicable
to air warfare as it was still being planned and fought.
On 6 June, CFE’s Tactics Branch held a half-day general meeting at Tangmere to
which external speakers and participants were invited, including Air Marshal Sir
Roderick Hill, Air Marshal Sir James Robb, and the chief designers and test pilots for
Rolls-Royce, Bristol, de Havilland, Hawker, and Supermarine. The aim of the meeting
was to inform the participants of the situation in the Far East, and how it differed from
the war just fought in Europe as far as the design and deployment of day-fighters were
concerned. It consisted of briefing sessions, static displays, and aerial demonstrations.
Nine briefings were scheduled: all were concerned with different aspects of the tactical
air war in the Far East, and were given by external speakers who were serving Fleet Air
Arm, Army, and RAF officers with first-hand experience.
Immediately following the briefings, a flying programme was scheduled with a
running commentary given over the station’s Tannoy system. The first was a comparative display of a Meteor III versus a Tempest V. According to the programme, both
were to fly full-throttle at maximum speed over the station and climb to 8,000 ft in formation, come down again and do a zoom climb opening up to full throttle from pullout. The Meteor was then to break away and fly over the aerodrome at 2,000 ft to be
bounced by the Tempest, then the roles were reversed with the Meteor bouncing the
Tempest. This display was scheduled to be followed by solo displays by a Fury, a Spiteful, and a Vampire.
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Photo Quiz: Aircraft types seen at Tangmere, January–August 1945
All are mentioned in this story. How many of them can you identify?
Send your answers to the Editor. With thanks to David Burleigh for the photo research.
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Six static displays were listed on the programme: guns, ammunition, rocket projectile
equipment, sights, cameras, and a static presentation of aircraft displaying a variety of
stores and armament. The following plan of the aircraft available for inspection was
included in the programme notes handed to the participants; no further detail such as
serial numbers was given and it is not certain that all of them actually arrived on the
station in time to be put on show:
Front
Row

M.B.5

Vampire

Meteor III

Fury

Spiteful
(if available)

Second
Row

Hornet
(if available)

Spitfire 21
with contrarotating
propellers

ME.109

FW.190

Tempest II

Third
Row

Tempest V
with British
Mark VIII
zero rails

Spitfire XVI
with British
Mark VIII
zero rails

P.47 with
American
zero rails

Tempest V
with Mk
VIIIA
installation

Mustang III
with Mk V
installation

Fourth
Row

Mustang VI
with 70gallon fuselage tank +
2 x 62½gallon drop
tanks

Spitfire XVI
with 75gallon fuselage tank +
50-gallon
drop tank

Tempest II
with A.I.B.R.
and 1 x 45gallon tank
+ 1 x 1,000
lb. bomb

Mustang IV
with American zero
rails and
bomb racks

Tempest V
with 60 mm.
Motley projector

Fifth
Row

Barracuda
with Cuda
floats

Fieseler
Storch

Gadfly I

Miles 38

Miles
Aerovan

Sixth
Row

Corsair

Firefly

Hellcat

Seafire XV

Avenger

A note given on this plan stated that an Arado 234 would be included in the display,
and it was hoped that a Messerschmitt 262 would arrive from Germany in time to be
included. The aircraft on display ranged from army co-operation or communications
aircraft such as the Miles Messenger or the Storch, to the latest single-seaters such as the
highly regarded but unique Martin-Baker MB5 experimental prototype, powered by a
Griffon 83 engine producing 2,340 hp driving two three-bladed contra-rotating propellers, said to be capable of a near-record-breaking (for a piston-engined aircraft) 460 mph
— the world record then stood at 469.22 mph — in level flight, and a Meteor III. Other
jets, Meteors and at least one Vampire, were present on the station as well as an array of
night-fighters. Some of the aircraft on display had been brought in especially for the
occasion but many, including the Meteors, were already at Tangmere being regularly
flown on development and evaluation trials by CFE’s pilots.
Toward the end of June and into July, the ORB mentions four important Luftwaffe
prisoners as having been brought to Tangmere to be interrogated by the Tactics Branch:
Hans-Ulrich Rudel, who is reputed to have flown 2,530 combat sorties, mostly in Ju87s
and Fw190s, and was the Luftwaffe’s most highly decorated pilot. Rudel is reported to
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have been “especially talkative” about ground attack tactics. Another was Günther Rall,
who survived the war as the third-highest-scoring fighter ace of all time, credited with
275 victories. Rall rejoined the Luftwaffe as a major in January 1956, after its reactivation the previous July. He underwent refresher training, first in Germany, and later at
Luke Air Force Base, Arizona, where he trained on the Republic F-84 Thunderjet; he
served a period as Inspector-General of the post-war Luftwaffe and retired as a Generalleutnant in October 1975. The other Luftwaffe prisoners to be interrogated at Tangmere were Generalmajor Hubertus Hitschhold and Gerhard Lindner, a civilian who had
been for a time Messerschmitt’s assistant chief test pilot.
On 9 July, some unwelcome news arrived less than a week before the No. 3 courses
of the Fighter Leaders’ Schools were due to begin, too late to postpone or cancel them,
since the students had received their movement orders and some were already on their
way from bases in Germany, the Far East, and elsewhere. A hectic round of planning
meetings with departmental heads followed at station headquarters, whose result was
released to everyone on the 13th. From the station ORB:
13.7.45
It is announced that the Admiralty is to take over Ford Station with effect from August 1st. Since
this is an undesirable date from the CFE point of view, all units of the Establishment at present at
Ford will evacuate the aerodrome within the next three days. To cope with the increase in personnel at Tangmere, NAFDU and the Air Firing Flight are moving to Westhampnett. The Night
Fighter Leaders’ School is moving to the dispersal vacated by one of these units and the Fighter
Interception Development Squadron will move into the dispersal vacated by the other. The
Fighter Experimental Flight has been disbanded at its officers absorbed into the NFLS and the
FIDS. The maintenance and administration of all incoming units will be quartered at Westhampnett and all flying will be done from Tangmere. The Mess at Shopwycke House has been reopened to cope with this mighty influx.

On July 26th, the United States, Britain, and China released the Potsdam Declaration
outlining the terms for Japan’s unconditional surrender. There was no Japanese response. A week later, the first atom bomb was dropped on Hiroshima. A month later,
on 2 September, the Imperial Japanese Government signed the formal instrument of
surrender aboard the USS Missouri. The war in the Far East was over. There would be
no invasion of the Japanese Home Islands, and the urgency of CFE’s work in helping to
develop the equipment and air-support tactics for such a contingency came to an unexpectedly sudden halt. At the end of August, the No. 3 courses of the Fighter Leaders’
Schools finished. There would not be any further intakes of FLS students at Tangmere.
During September the core units of CFE packed up and by the end of the month had
left, a reduced peacetime establishment taking up residence at West Raynham.
Most of the ex-enemy aircraft were left behind at Tangmere or Ford, some in a fairly
sorry state with airframe damage, blown cylinder heads, or unserviceable hydraulics.
In March and April 1946, those remaining were surveyed by the Air Historical Branch
for possible preservation. Some flown during CFE’s time at Tangmere in 1945 have
survived as museum exhibits, such as the Me109G-2 and the Ju88R-1 at the RAF Museum Hendon.
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The Origins of the Second Wave
of Remarkable Second World War Fighters
Part Two: North American Mustang
Matt Wright

The story of the North American Aviation (NAA) Mustang bears some similarities to
Supermarine and the development of the Spitfire. Neither company had experience of
designing and producing fighter aircraft, but both were keen to break into the market in
the 1930s.
NAA’s President and General Manager was James “Dutch” Kindelberger, “a pile
driver of a man”. He had relocated the company to Inglewood, California in 1936,
where it was possible to fly all year round. He had decided to concentrate the company’s efforts on developing training aircraft, including the AT-6 advanced trainer
which was supplied to the RAF as the Harvard.
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With the onset of the Second World
War in September 1939, the RAF was
looking for additional fighter aircraft,
and the British Purchasing Commission
(BPC) was set up to purchase foreign
aircraft. It was recognised that the
Americans were more advanced in the
techniques of mass production than the
British. A delegation from the BPC visited NAA, which was one of the only
factories that had the capacity to set up
a new production line. Initially the BPC
wanted NAA to build the Curtiss P-40
Tomahawk under licence because Curtiss-Wright’s production line was running at capacity producing aircraft for
the U. S. services. However Kindelberger was not keen to build his rival’s
aircraft, which he felt was at the end of
its design life. He made a counter proposal that NAA would design and
build a new fighter within 120 days, the
time that it had been estimated that it
would take to set up the Tomahawk
production line at NAA’s Inglewood
plant.
NAA had been working on the concept of an all-metal single-seater fighter
under its Chief Engineer, Edgar
Schmued. He was directed by Kindelberger to “produce preliminary drawing and weight and performance estimates, to be presented to the British
within two weeks”.
He was also
charged with designing “the fastest airplane you can and build it around a
man that is 5’ 10” and weighs 140
pounds”.
Whilst the Commission
agreed to the proposal, it stipulated that
the new aircraft was to have four .303
machine guns. It was to be powered by
General Motors’ Allison V1710 liquid
cooled 12-cylinder piston engine, which
was the only engine of its kind then in
production in the USA but had so far
been supplied in normally aspirated
form (as used in P-39s and P-40s) or
with a bulky, separately mounted exhaust-driven turbocharger as used in P38s. No supercharged version equiva-
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lent to the Rolls-Royce Merlin was
available, and to have used the P-38’s
turbocharged version of the engine was
judged impractical in terms of space,
weight, and cost. The aircraft was to be
produced at a unit cost of no more than
$40,000 with the delivery of the first
aircraft by January 1941. America was
operating a policy of neutrality and the
proposal to build a fighter for the British needed State Department approval.
This clearance was given surprisingly
quickly and the order for 320 aircraft,
known as the NA-73X, was placed on
24th April 1940.
From the outset NAA set out to produce an aircraft that aimed at maximum drag reduction which could be
mass produced. The resultant design
took account of many of the lessons
learnt from the fighters used in the Battle of Britain, but it was remarkable in
some of the advanced aerodynamic innovations that it used. Work had already been undertaken at the National
Advisory Committee for Aeronautics
(NACA) in the States on the “laminar
flow” wing. The theory behind this
development was that by putting the
centre of air pressure further back on
the wing this would delay the departure of turbulent air until much later.
The resultant decrease in drag would
result in a marked increase in speed
and lifting efficiency. The research
work was undertaken at the California
Institute of Technology in Pasadena,
and the University of Washington in
Seattle, which had a larger wind tunnel
because earlier tests were affected by
turbulence between the aerofoil and the
tunnel wall. NAA were confident from
the outset in the design of the laminar
wing, but agreed that should it prove
unsuccessful they would replace it with
a conventional wing within 30 days.
The airframe was of semi-monocoque construction, made in two sections. In designing the airframe the
company used conical lofting, a system
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of mathematically planning the aircraft’s line and smoothing any projections thereby reducing drag. This enabled very precise outlines to be accurately reproduced in metal when the
airframe was built. The design of the
radiator, set well back on the lower fuselage, just aft of the cockpit, was innovative as it used the “Meredith Effect”
in which heated air exiting the radiator
produced a form of jet thrust. The
power-plant chosen, the Allison V1710-F3R rated at 1,150 hp was being
developed for the Curtiss P-40D. It was
a liquid-cooled in-line engine giving
minimal frontal area. The aircraft was
about the same size as the Spitfire, but
had three times its fuel capacity.
The design effort took 60,000 manhours, and NAA worked flat out to
build the first prototype, which was
completed in 102 days. However, Allison, the engine manufacturer, had not
believed that it would be possible to
build the aircraft in the 120 days that
Kindelberger had promised and had to
be convinced by NAA with a photograph of the new fighter, with a
wooden mock-up engine mounted on
the prototype. The first engine was delivered four weeks later and installed.

Vance Breese preparing NA-73X, the first prototype, for a test flight at Mines Field. Note the
AT-6 in the background.

The first flight of the prototype took
off from Mines Field (now part of Los
Angeles International Airport) on 26th
October 1940. It was flown by Vance
Breese, a contract test pilot because

NAA had no test pilots with fighter
experience. Breese was a colourful
character who in his own words was
“more than an engineer, he devoted his
life to aviation”. He had flown over 100
types of aircraft and legend has it that
he charged for his services by the “foot
of wingspan”. His first flight in NA-73
lasted for approximately 10 minutes,
although he flew it again that day for a
further 20 minutes. He flew the next
few flights but handed over to Paul Balfour who was a NAA test pilot. On his
first flight doing speed calibration runs
over the airfield his engine stopped as
he pulled into a steep turn. He made a
forced landing with flaps and undercarriage down but he landed on a recently
ploughed field and his main wheels
dug in. The aircraft flipped on its back
doing considerable damage to the airframe.

The unfortunate Balfour had to be
dug out but suffered only cuts and
bruises. The Civil Aviation Board accident inquiry concluded that the pilot
had run one fuel tank dry and failed to
switch to another. Subsequently there
was speculation that the short carburettor scoop could not breathe at high angles of attack and that Balfour had been
made the scapegoat so that the aircraft
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design and performance were not criticised. Suffice it to say that Balfour remained with NAA as a test pilot, although he was replaced by Robert. C.
(Bob) Chilton who had the title “Mustang Engineering Test Pilot” and the
carburettor scoop on all subsequent
aircraft was extended. The accident
had left NAA with no aircraft to undertake the test flying programme. So the
first prototype was recovered, rebuilt
and flying again in January 1941 and
flight testing restarted.
The British formally named the aircraft “Mustang”, after the American
feral horse, and the first production
prototype flew on 23rd April 1941 at
which point a further 300 Mustangs
were ordered for the RAF. The first
Mustang to be delivered to the RAF
was the second production aircraft,
which was test flown at Mines Field,
disassembled and shipped to Liverpool
to be reassembled at Speke in October
1941.
It was evaluated by the Aeroplane
and Armament Establishment (AAE) at
Boscombe Down and by the Air Fighting Development Unit (AFDU) at Duxford. It was quickly recognised as
“definitely the best American fighter
that had reached England”, superior to

the Curtiss P-40 and Spitfire V both in
speed and manoeuvrability at low level
The AFDU test pilots reported that the
Mustang was “an excellent low- and
medium-altitude fighter . . . pleasant to
fly . . . extremely stable . . . far smoother
in all manoeuvres than the Spitfire”. Its
cockpit layout was also pronounced
superior to that of any other fighter
type in RAF service or under test at the
time. Its maximum speed was 382 mph
at 13,000 feet and it had nearly double
the range of any RAF single-seater
fighter. However its performance fell
off above 15,000 feet because it utilised
the normally aspirated version of the
Allison engine. The RAF decided to use
it in the low-level tactical reconnaissance and ground attack role, a role in
which it was very well suited.
Meanwhile, in July 1941 Britain ordered an additional 150 Mustangs, but
the eight machine guns were replaced
by four wing-mounted 20 mm cannon,
and designated Mustang IA. In fact 57
aircraft of this order were repossessed
by the U. S. Army Air Corps (USAAC)
for its own use. Of the balance, 55 were
fitted with two F24 oblique cameras in
the rear fuselage and were issued to the
Army Co-operation Command, operating mainly in North Africa.

AG346, the second production Mustang and the first to be shipped to Britain. AG345, the first production
example, was retained by NAA as a development airframe. Note the “short” carburettor air intake atop the
cowling, which was extended forward in subsequent Allison-engined versions.
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Ronald Harker, a Rolls-Royce test
pilot who was responsible for the assessment of aircraft powered by engines other than Rolls-Royce, was invited to make a familiarisation flight in
an early Mustang in April 1942. He
was disappointed by the performance
of the Allison engine at height and recommended that the aircraft be reengined with the latest Merlin, the 61
series engine. Calculations showed that
such a combination would fly at 440
mph at 25,500 feet. Harker approached
E. W. (later Lord Hives) who was Director and General Manager of RollsRoyce Limited. Hives supported the
concept of re-engining the Mustang
although he said: “The risk of course
(is) that if we make the Mustang into a
first-class machine, the U. S. will want
to collar them . . . because their fighter
position is not too clear”. The RAF
agreed to three Mk I Mustangs being
sent to Hucknall for Merlin conversion.
The Merlin 65 was fitted, using a Bendix-Stromberg fuel injection system and
the first flight took place on 13th October 1942. The Merlin was rated at 1,705
hp at 5,750 feet. The other two aircraft
flew shortly afterwards. A further two
Mustang Is were converted and one of
these was fitted with the Merlin 70/71
engine and the other with the Merlin
100 series. Tested at Boscombe Down,
the fully supercharged Merlin-engined
Mustang achieved 433 mph at 22,000
feet, whereas the unsupercharged Allison-engined aircraft’s speed was 350
mph.
Part of the American government’s
stipulation in granting approval for the
production of Mustangs for the RAF
had been that two aircraft were to be
handed over, free of charge, to the
USAAC. These aircraft were designated XP-51, and called the “Apache”.
They were flown quite extensively by
USAAC pilots who were impressed
with the aircraft; was faster than any
existing U.S. fighter, but no real evalua-

tion of the aircraft was made. Kindelberger had been concerned by the lack
of American interest in the XP-51 as a
fighter so NAA made a number of
modifications including the fitting of
dive brakes on the upper and lower
surfaces of the wings and the provision
of hard points and release mechanisms
for carrying two 500-lb bombs. In this
form it was known as the A-36A
Apache. Five hundred of these were
ordered by the USAAC, as well as 310
P-51A Mustangs (the British name, by
now, having been adopted for the pursuit version).
Reports of the success of the combination of the Mustang airframe and the
Merlin engine were fed back to the U. S.
Kindelberger was immediately enthusiastic and arranged that the Packard Motor Car Company, which had been producing Rolls-Royce Merlins under licence in the USA since late 1941 for Canadian-built Lancasters, to supply engines for the conversion of two Mustang P-51-NAs. The engine used was
the Packard Merlin 1650-7 with a twostage supercharger. The first aircraft
flew on 30th November 1942 at Inglewood and was designated XP-51B. It
had several modifications, mainly to do
with strengthening the airframe to accommodate the uprated engine. Even
before the first flight, the United States
Army Air Force (USAAF) ordered 2,000
aircraft and this resulted in NAA setting up new plants in Dallas, Texas and
Tulsa, Oklahoma.
The performance of the test aircraft
was better than predicted.
With
strengthened wings it was capable of
carrying two bombs or a pair of drop
tanks. Later versions were fitted with
additional fuselage fuel tanks, giving a
range of 1,240 miles with drop tanks.
They were deployed in the European
theatre and used to escort the 8th Air
Force on its daylight bombing raids.
The bombers had been suffering catastrophic losses, but the new Merlin-
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engined Mustang P-51Bs, Cs, Ds and Ks
reversed this, being able to escort and
fight alongside the bombers all the way
to Berlin. Reichsmarschall Goering,
head of the Luftwaffe, said that when
he saw these fighters over Berlin he
knew the war was lost.

The Mustang III or P-51C is said, by some, to
have had better handling than the later P-51D.

With strengthened wings and powered by the Packard V-1650-7, a licencebuilt version of the Rolls-Royce Merlin
60 series, the P-51D Mustang was capable of carrying two 1,000 lb bombs or
six Bazooka-type rockets, three under
each wing for ground attack missions.
Development of a lightweight Mustang
variant had started in 1944, but was
slow to take shape. However the new
aircraft, designated the P-51H, saw service in Europe at the time of VJ Day.
A total of over 15,500 Mustangs
were built during the Second World
War, including the construction of 266
P-51Ds in Australia. A development
that appeared towards the end of the
war was the P-82 Twin Mustang — basically two Mustang H-type fuselages
joined together with a new centre wing
and tail; it was used as a long-range
and escort fighter. It successfully shot
down several Soviet-built Yak-9s in Korea. A number of F-51Ds were refurbished and deployed in a ground attack
role by the USAF early in the Korean
conflict, and later handed over to the
South Korean Air Force.
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In 1968, modified war-surplus Mustang airframes with Rolls-Royce Dart
turbo-prop engines were offered by
Cavalier (an aircraft remanufacturer) to
third-world governments approved by
the U. S. State Department as groundsupport and counter-insurgency aircraft, and in 1979 Mustang airframes
with Allison turbo-props were built by
Piper as prototypes of their proposed
PA-48 Enforcer. Fully re-engineered
but still recognisably Mustang-like developments of these prototypes were
evaluated by the USAF in 1983-84, more
than 40 years after NA-73X’s first flight
in 1941, surely a fine testament to the
soundness of Dutch Kindelberger’s
original design concept.

Conclusion
All three of the aircraft in the second
wave of single-seat fighters had benefited from the experience of the earlier
monoplane fighters that had been designed and built before the Second
World War, such as the Spitfire, Hurricane and Bf109. However, with the exception of the Hawker aircraft, the Typhoon, Tempest and Fury, the aircraft
manufacturers, Focke-Wulf and North
American Aviation, had no experience
of building fighter aircraft. The new
generation benefited from more powerful engines, were faster and capable of
carrying more armament than their
processors. The most advanced of the
aircraft discussed was probably the
Mustang, with its laminar flow wing
and American-built Packard Merlin
engine, but in its own way each of the
aircraft advanced the technology and
performance of fighters to the point
where propeller-driven aircraft had
reached their maximum speed — approximately 500 mph in level flight, the
main limiting factor being the propeller
itself. The next stage was the development of the turbojet and airframes that
could utilise the very different characteristics of the jet engine.
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Karel Kuttelwascher, My Uncle
Mimi Kuttelwascher Chanova

A warm sun shone as I arrived at
Tangmere Military Aviation Museum,
Sussex, in February 2012. The horizontal, lashing rain had passed. As I stood
alone gazing at my surroundings, the
wind gusted across the Downs.
Around me the deep, soft grass lay flattened by the heavy rain. This was a
front-line airfield in the Battle of Britain
and home to famous Hurricane and
Spitfire squadrons. Seventy years ago,
in 1942, Squadron Leader James
MacLachlan and the men of No. 1
Squadron established a proud record in
these skies stretching out above the
English Channel. I gazed and imagined
how it might have been in those years
when this country stood alone against a
formidable enemy.

These grassy meadows once felt the
racing footsteps of young men as they
scrambled to their planes and disappeared over the horizon, in many cases
never to return. For several years this
airfield lay neglected and the buildings
sank into dilapidation. This very special place may have been lost forever if
not for a group of dedicated enthusiasts
who resurrected some of the huts to
preserve its importance and present a
fine display for visitors.
I followed the flower-edged path
leading to the museum door. Once inside I approached the desk to pay my
entrance and asked a member of staff,
“Excuse me, but do you have anything
about the Czech pilots here, please?” I
fumbled for the correct change and be-
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fore too long one of the volunteers approached me. “I think I may have
found something for you. Would you
like to come with me?” I followed him
through a large hangar. At the far end
of the hanger he stopped and pointed. I
turned to look at a display entitled “The
Night Reaper.”
There, looking directly at me, was
an almost life-size photograph of Karel
Kuttelwascher, my dear “Strýček Karel”
(strýček being the Czech word for uncle)
my father’s brother, who had lived with
us in our house in my childhood.
I became transfixed. As I gazed at
the photograph, I could hear his voice
in my head recalling the stories: taking
off from Tangmere at dusk; wearing
dark sunglasses during the daytime to
accustom his eyes for the night. “I did
not drink or smoke,” he said. “Those
habits can slow down your mind. You
have to be very sharp all the time when
you are flying. In the territory of the
enemy you must stay very alert, looking around you all the time. Never stop
looking for them as they are looking for
you. Keep looking. Keep watching.
Never let the enemy get behind you on
your tail. If one spots you then keep
the sun in your eyes because the enemy
cannot see you if the sun is also blinding them so they cannot shoot accurately. You must twist and turn your
plane, go higher and then go lower,
change directions every few seconds.
When they have lost you, you can turn
on them and fire into their engines. It
happens very quickly and so you must
be fast. At night it is safer searching for
their parked aeroplanes and destroying
them on the ground. Keep looking.
They will be all around you.”
On the first intruder missions,
alongside his one-armed friend James
“Mac” MacLachlan, both young men
set off nightly to destroy enemy aircraft.
Mac’s plane was fitted to accommodate
his special need. The planes were
painted black. Uncle Karel said “A full
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moon is always a good time to fly. We
can follow the canals of Holland and
the gleaming railway lines across
northern Europe. Like the cats-eyes on
the roads, moonlight reflects from the
railway lines and we follow them. I
become like a night hawk searching for
my target. I want to destroy the planes
not the people. When we have done
our work we head home as fast as lighting because we have no more ammunition and cannot fight back if we are
spotted. The white cliffs of Dover edging the coast are like welcoming arms
stretching out to us. We are home as
they pass beneath our wings and shield
us like a closing curtain. Our ground
anti-aircraft guns shoot any enemy who
dare to follow us. I was safe once I
crossed those beautiful, long cliffs. Behind me lay my homeland and other
shattered countries under occupation.
We were trying to free those people.
We all did what we could to damage
the enemy. We were ready to do whatever it took.”
A decade later Uncle Karel would
pull out maps of Europe from his BEA
Viscount flight bag. He traced his old
routes across the Channel into enemy
territory for me with his forefinger. He
was now an airline pilot like many of
the pilots who survived the war.
“Tell me war stories, please tell me
war stories” was my constant request.
“Once in enemy territory,” he explained, “our tactic was to pick off their
aircraft parked on the ground or, if possible catch them unaware as they flew
down the runway ready to take off.
When they do a circuit ready to land
they are concentrating on landing and
cannot look out for our approach. I often destroyed the plane before they had
time to work out what was happening.
I set off home even faster than my arrival and they never did catch me. My
beautiful machine was very fast. Our
planes were so manoeuvrable and we
could twist away from the enemy.” He
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smiled warmly giving his wink of satisfaction and giving my cheeks a soft
pinch.
More and more stories were surfacing from my memory as I stood there
transfixed. Other people came alongside to listen to my recollections.
Another photograph of Uncle leaning on the cockpit with his engineer
Maurice Fitch appearing melded to the
aircraft: The ground team was crucial
to making every mission a success.
Another photo showed Uncle standing
in uniform festooned with medals:
Czech, French, British. The familiar
smell of Old Spice filled my brain. That
beige pottery bottle with a printed ship
in full sail was always on his dresser.
The narrow neck had a metal stopper
and I loved inhaling the strong, spicy
aromas. Quietly spoken, humble in his
speech, I felt his kindness flood over me
as I stood gazing into his face. I became
disconnected from the present as the
memories surfaced.
I was often at his side when we had
outings in his Humber Hawk with the
registration number TGH 305. He let
me steer the car as I sat on his lap peering forward. I learnt how to change
gears from the wheel-mounted gear
stick. I pressed the thin, inner chrome
wheel to make the klaxon blast. The
shiny walnut dashboard reflected my
face wearing the white rimmed sunglasses he had bought for me. “Rita
Hayworth glasses” he had said. An
avalanche of memories surfaced.
AA patrolmen saluted when they
spotted our chrome and yellow AA insignia badges fixed to the gleaming radiator grill. In those days patrolmen
were dressed in brown jodhpurs, highnecked gilt buttoned tunics with leather
helmets and wrap-round goggles. Uncle Karel tested my mental arithmetic.
We chanted together the times tables
until I knew them backwards. He
asked me to calculate if a person
smoked 20 Woodbines each day for 30

years would the money they spent be
enough to buy a house?
“Yes it
would,” I cried out. £600 had bought
our first house and I knew how to multiply numbers. He taught me to mapread and I navigated to our destinations. We regularly went to a small
market garden in Iver Heath owned by
George and Lilly Quested to buy fruit
and vegetables. George was a talented
engineer working at Gillette on the
Great West Road and he could fix anything from clocks to cars. A very diminutive lady, Lilly was the retired matron from Dover Hospital where she
had cared for injured soldiers returning
from Dunkirk. Lilly still walked and
talked like a traditional matron. In her
presence everyone stood more erect,
including children. She explained how
she told wounded German soldiers arriving at her hospital “We will look after you now. But Herr Hitler put you
here, not us, remember that.”
We drove past Marble Arch and
down Park Lane to Rootes Motors Ltd
where he bought his car from the impressive show room on Piccadilly opposite the Ritz. We drove home past
Northolt Airport. “This airport was not
found by the enemy,” he said, “surrounded by acres of open fields it
looked just like another farm. I met you
just over there when your Dakota
landed and you were so small. You
had very few possessions. Just one
small doll and I took you to Denham to
my small flat.”
In 1950 Europe was shattered for a
second time. An Iron Curtain was
drawn across the continent and my
small family had to make a dangerous
night-time escape over the border of
Czechoslovakia to freedom.
Before too long Uncle Karel moved
into our semi-detached house in Harefield Road, Uxbridge, with his little boy
Huw. We became an extended family.
Like most refugees, my father worked
all the hours in the day. Like some ex-
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wartime pilots, Uncle Karel became an
airline pilot, a captain with British
European Airways. In those days a
uniformed driver arrived at our home
to collect the captain. He respectfully
saluted his passenger and drove him to
the airport. I watched the gleaming
gold rings on his sleeve waving out of
the window to me until they disappeared. From his overseas trips he
brought back straw bags from Catania,
dates from Tripoli and Cairo, nuts from
Beirut, leather goods from Morocco,
tightly-wrapped, brown paper cones
full of sultanas and raisins. He bought
me a white wooden tennis racquet,
gripped in a sprung wooden frame,
with my name Mimi Kutt inscribed on
the handle. It was my most treasured
possession. We dreamed we might one
day see tennis played at “Vimbledon.”
We watched football, ice-skating
and boxing on our television set.
Called a Pilot, it was housed in a
wooden cabinet behind closed doors. It
was a daily ritual to open the doors as
we waited for the tubes to warm up
before a fuzzy black-and-while picture
came to life on the 9-inch screen. Those
were the days when broadcasting lasted
a few hours in the afternoon for children and evening television finished
with God Save the Queen. There was
only one channel, the BBC.
“How do you feel when you kill
them?” I asked with anxiety. “I did not
shoot them. I shot their engines, and I
had to do it before they did it to me,” he
replied. “Bombing was harder for the
bomber pilots and the crews,” he explained. “Many innocent people died.
It is very hard to think about that. It is
best not to think.” He never said exactly how many planes he had destroyed. He did not dwell on that part.
My constant pestering of “Tell me war
stories, please tell me more” always
elicited another tale.
“One day I was out on another hunt
and suddenly from behind the clouds
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many enemy aircraft surrounded me. I
was exposed and it was hard to find a
safe escape. I could feel my plane being
hit by bullets. I did not see any smoke
and smelt no burning but I knew I was
hit. I had to be ready to bail out, I had
to think ahead and be alert. I worked
hard to get away from the danger. I
could not even fire my bullets. I had to
get myself and my plane away. I made
my way out of that mess and headed
for the familiar coastline and those protective white cliffs. Landing back at
Tangmere having not fired even one of
my bullets I was not used to this situation.
My mechanics were already
alongside staring at the plane. As I
stretched myself upwards and out of
the cockpit I looked to where the mechanics were gazing. The tail-fin of my
plane very slowly started to fall off
sideways. A serrated line of bullets
along the base of tail had almost completely sawn off the tail. It had been
hanging by less than half the normal
contact. Without the tail I would have
had to use my parachute and I do not
like heights.”
Enemy aircraft verified as destroyed
by my uncle, the “Night Reaper”, were
one of the highest recorded. Many others, not verified, most likely met their
end when caught in his sights. Uncle
Karel came up with a new idea to immobilise steam trains on the vast railway network across occupied northern
Europe. After expending his ammunition and while returning home he
would fly above trains transporting
goods and soldiers. With no ammunition he could do nothing but gaze
down at them knowing they were heading for destinations of importance supporting the enemy war machine.
This gave him the idea to devise a
new tactic for attacking trains. A low
flying approach from the rear of the
train and remaining above the train carriages was the first challenge. From
this highly precarious position he
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would regulate his speed to the minimum he could safely hold. Approaching the engine of the train from the rear
and out of sight until the last moments
he would start firing at a low angle into
the engine’s boiler backhead on the
footplate, which, being nearly flat, was
more vulnerable to gunfire than the
round part of the steel-plate boiler from
which bullets tended to glance off.
“Kotlari” (Czech for boiler) was the
name invented for this tactic. “Once I
spotted a train with the flaming sparks
coming out of the chimney, I would
work my way around to the tail of the
train. Pointing my nose downwards I
would go lower and lower. Very, very
low I would go behind the last carriage.
I could not go alongside as there were
poles and wires on those embankments
that would cut my wings in half. I
worked my distance to be immediately
behind the engine and then fire into
where I knew the backhead was positioned. When your daddy and I were
small boys we would go on the trains
with our father who worked on the
Czechoslovak railways. I knew exactly
how the train engine was designed. I
knew where the coal was stored and
where the driver sat. I knew where the
engineer sat and how they shovelled
the coal into the furnace. At exactly the
correct moment I fired my bullets into
that boiler. A huge cloud of steam exploded and I knew my job was done. I
could then pull back my controls and
rise away from the danger. Behind me
was a useless train stranded on the line
preventing progress of any following
trains and stalling the enemy transportation system.”
This impressively successful method
was acknowledged in high places and
Uncle Karel was invited to the U.S.A. to
explain how his novel method was executed. He was fêted by the Hollywood
stars and he helped raise awareness of
the war in Europe. In full uniform and
demonstrating with his hands how he

approached the trains, the stars of day
sat in awe listening to his method of
crippling the enemy rail transport.
He was clearly a very, very good
shot and we often competed with each
other, using fallen apples from the trees
in our back garden and hitting tin cans
lined up on the rockery he had built.
We then progressed to empty tins hanging and swaying from branches by
pieces of string. A loud ping confirmed
a hit. On one of our regular visits to the
Amersham market-garden the old red
brick wall enclosing the kitchen garden
had an open door. I had almost finished eating an apple. “If you can get
that core through that door I will give
you ten shillings,” Uncle challenged
me. It looked a very long way off. It
was a very long way off to a skinny little
ten-year-old girl. Staring hard at the
target I drew my arm backwards to a
full stretch, held my breath and
launched my attack. He had taught me
better than he had just gambled. I
reached the door frame and the core
was now lying in the grass on the far
side of the door frame. He was visibly
shocked, as was I. He smiled broadly
as he plucked the brown ten shilling
note from his leather wallet. I gave it
back to him, with a wink, and asked
him to keep it safe until we got back
home. I rushed up to his room and
tucked it into the slim black leatherbound box that held his DFC. “Let’s
keep it safe, Uncle. Don’t tell anyone
it’s here.”
He kept his collection of war medals: DFC and Bar, and Croix de Guerre
with palm leaves in his pale wood tallboy cupboard from where we used to
take them out. I spread them out on the
bed. Wearing his pilot’s hat I pinned
them to my dress and saluted myself in
his long mirror. He had a slippery
white silk scarf with long tassels and so
gloriously aromatic with Old Spice. I
wrapped it round my neck and inhaled
asking him “Tell me war stories Uncle,
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tell me more.” We usually spoke Czech
at home. Sometimes, in the street, he
spoke in Czech and I answered in English or vice-versa. People looked at us,
puzzled, which made me do it even
more.
In his tallboy cupboard he had a
dark green Parker 51 pen that he let me
use to improve my style of writing.
Unscrewing the gold cover I would
lower the gold-tipped nib into the ink
bottle and squeeze the rubber reservoir.
Bubbles of air would froth up on the
ink’s surface and by releasing the pressure ink could then flow into the rubber
tube. Dark turquoise Quink ink kept on
his table matched the colour of the tuppenny embossed stamp of the Queen’s
head impressed on every cheque in
those days. He sat at his desk writing
cheques to pay the bills. His lengthy,
distinguished signature went far beyond the short black line. A silver
monogrammed napkin ring held his
linen table napkin. One shelf inside the
tallboy held rows of black silk socks
with calf-suspenders he used with his
captain’s uniform.
Likewise beige
socks matched the beige tropical uniform worn by airline pilots in the 1950s.
His heavy, steel Longines watch inscribed from the Czech military was not
used any longer and he kept it with his
medals.
A large beige photo album held
loose prints of the Hollywood stars
from when he had been there on tour.
Errol Flynn, Bette Davis, Ida Lupino,
Irene Manning, John Garfield, and Hal
B. Wallis himself had all shaken his
hand and wished him luck in the war in
Europe. Glossy photos of him with the
stars of the day showed the area above
his heart displaying his Czech, French
and British medals. He was a celebrity
before that word was in common use.
The brothers, my father Jan and my
uncle Karel, would work in our garden
when at home with me constantly nagging for stories of the war and the es-
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capes they had made. I would open out
the collapsible striped deck chairs and
patiently wait. Under the fruit trees we
would sit on the grass and I listened in
awe as they told me about their time in
the French Foreign Legion. “It was a
very tough time. We were in a group of
about two dozen young Czech men.
We were determined to stop Hitler. So
we set off from home by whatever
means we found.
Sometimes we
walked. Sometimes we got lifts and
sometimes we hid in coal trains.” Hoping to enlist in any army that would
accept them to fight the tyrant they finally arrived in Lille, northern France.
Although Karel was an experienced
pilot, having joined the Czech air force
in 1934, the French did not want foreign
fighter pilots, so, along with a group of
other Czechs they signed papers with
the French army on the fourth of July
1939 not fully aware that it was the
French Foreign Legion they had signed
up to. Being offered Indo-China or
North Africa was a disappointment but
there was no other choice. “We were so
young, we were underfed, tired, and
chose North Africa. Within days we
arrived by ship in Sidi-bel-Abbès and
were given numbers as names were of
no further importance. We were then
transported to the desert fort at El
Ariche in Algeria. It was terrible.” Karel and Jan told me stories of how they
survived on meagre rations and a daily
mug of water with limitless red wine.
They told me it was a time of painful
deprivation for them. Deprivation from
where they wanted to be, fighting
where they wanted to fight. With many
of their senior officers being German,
this was a place they desperately
wanted to leave.
The exercise routines were brutal
and orders were shouted at them in
French. They had to learn to speak
French very quickly. Misunderstandings were met with a sharp smack to
the side of their heads. Shoes were
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daily checked for scorpions and clothes
vigorously shaken to evict insects.
They became thinner and longed to
leave the desert. Their Foreign Legion
numbers were now the only names
used. Personal identity was crushed.
After war was officially declared,
those who wanted to return to France to
fight the Nazis were offered transport
back to Europe. Needless to say, the
brothers went. Uncle Karel was allowed to transfer to l’Armée de l’Air
and by May 1940 was flying fighters
against the German invaders. With the
fall of France, Karel and his squadron
flew their fighters across the Mediterranean to North Africa along with most
of the remaining French air force. Uncle Karel and some other Czech pilots
were released to continue the fight in
England. They boarded a British ship
in Oran and eventually arrived at Cardiff. My father fought with the French
army in the Battle of France. He was
wounded, losing an eye in a shell burst,
and was taken off the beach at Dunkirk
along with the retreating British, later
becoming a captain in the Czech army
in England.
“Why not us?” “Why did we not
die with our friends?” “Left and right
they fell next to us and we kept going.”
These were the comments echoed during the two brothers’ recollections.
They felt it was miraculous that they
had survived to see their homeland
freed when so many of their friends
had perished. After the war they both
returned to Czechoslovakia to learn
that their younger brother Mirek and
their parents had only just survived
Hitler’s concentration camps. A few
brief months followed with their remaining family before a second hasty
departure was needed to escape the
threat of the impending communist
takeover. Many former pilots and soldiers that did not escape were subsequently imprisoned and executed by
the communists for treason as they had

fought for the West.
In recognition of that tragedy a memorial stands opposite the entrance of
the Victoria and Albert Museum displaying four arms stretching across the
ground, and four faces looking in all
directions as if searching for their lost
homelands.
My recollections continued flooding
into my mind. A local park behind the
Old Water Mill in Uxbridge was a regular outing with Uncle Karel and my father Jan. In the playground were parallel bars and suspended iron rings on
long chains. Both Karel and Jan were
good gymnasts. It had been a national
pastime in their youth. Stripping down
to their utility vests they performed
exercise sequences on the twin bars and
suspended rings that caught the admiration of onlookers in the park. They
could both hold a handstand on the
suspended rings keeping almost motionless. Applause by onlookers was
not unusual at their routines. Not one
of them knew what those two young
men had experienced.
The developing of the photos of Uncle Karel’s travels was done at Timothy
White’s or Boot’s the Chemist. He labelled them and kept them in paper
wallets: skiing in the Alps, tennis at
various hotels, sailing with him at the
helm, standing on the tarmac beneath
the wings of his Viscount and Elizabethan aircraft, sitting in the cockpit in
sunglasses. His possessions were always meticulously arranged in his
room. Shelves held books on travel,
gardening by Percy Thrower, photos of
his friends during the war, and of the
rest of our family trapped behind the
Iron Curtain.
Our garden was a work of art. Uncle Karel loved that haven. He built a
brick compost heap to dump everything organic to feed his show garden.
Neighbours walking along the pavement past 15 Harefield Road, Uxbridge,
would stop and gaze at the long garden
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that stretched to the River Frays. The
brothers made window boxes from discarded wooden Ffyfe’s banana boxes,
painted them with black creosote and
fixed them below our windows where
geraniums cascaded like a Bavarian
chalet. “Hanging Gardens of Babylon“
was how Miss Gilmore, a retired
teacher next door, described it. “I sit at
my kitchen window and enjoy your
garden every day,” she told him. She
never knew that this gardener was one
of The Few.
“When we sat waiting for the call to
scramble we often talked about what
we would do after the war”, said Uncle.
“I wanted a garden full of produce and
flowers and children playing. No more
fighting, no more battles.” “That is
what we are doing, Uncle, aren’t we?” I
replied, looking up at his sad expression. Pilot friends came to visit: Jim
Houghton, James Thain, and others
from the war years. Old soldiers gathered and tried to predict when they
might return to their homelands. Until
then their lives were being built in England. It was a time when gentlemen
raised their hats to ladies. It was a time
one stepped aside to let older people
pass and black armbands worn on their
coats announced people were still in
bereavement. It was a tame time when
gentle courtesy was the norm.
His much-loved weed-free lawn was
cut with a Ransome lawnmower. Each
season, Uncle Karel removed the cylinder holding the blades, sharpened them
and I then carefully painted them blood
red. Tools in the semi-basement were
orderly, well oiled, sharpened, and displayed on wall hooks. Everything was
kept in place. When unwelcome “rustlers” in our exposed orchard were
helping themselves to our crops of
plums, peaches, greengages and beans
we planned the defence. The public
footpath running for 200 yards alongside the northern boundary of our garden that allowed trespassing by dogs,

26

gangs of kids and adults had to be
blocked off. A seven-foot high brick
wall running the full length would
need to be built down a steep gradient.
Uncle Karel worked out the materials
needed. We all helped with the mental
arithmetic. Bricks were chosen from
Kirby’s, the local builder’s merchants.
Just after the war almost everything
was rationed and it took an inordinate
time to obtain the materials. The first
load of sand arrived and was delivered
by a huge, noisy, black-smoke-belching,
green tipper lorry. The heavy metal
tipper rose slowly up and up on a fat,
greasy, hydraulic rod. A crowd of kids
watched in awe.
The mountain of golden sand
started to develop cracks and moving
with a noisy whoosh it gushed down
the onto the green fabric tarpaulin
spread out to catch this costly cargo.
Before the lorry had even fully pulled
away we jumped into the sand and
rolled about screeching and laughing
loving every damp, smelly touch of the
glistening, golden mountain.
Sand
stuck in our hair, our eyes our clothes
and we spat it out of our mouths as we
chewed on the gritty grains. We buried
each other up to our chins and placed
wooden crosses like headstones above
our heads, then closed our eyes pretending to be dead. Uncle and my father stood watching us as they leaned
on their long handled spades deep in
their own thoughts.
A time for fun was allowed before
we had to shake off the sand and step
back. Knickers, socks, and pockets
were full of damp sand. We all had to
take off shoes and socks and empty the
precious sand back onto the mountain.
“You must not waste this sand. It is
expensive and an important part of the
work. Without this the wall will collapse. Each little grain is important,” he
informed the children gazing up at him
in awe. By then I had told them all,
with great pride, that he was a famous
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hero and so brave he could teach them
to fly a plane and shoot down the enemy just like he had taught me and
now I knew how to do it. I had convinced my friends that I knew how to
fly a Spitfire. Very occasionally, when
no one was looking I would take a
friend to look at his medals.
The serious building project soon
began. As both brothers had to go to
work, there was a job for me. From the
foundation ditch they had dug I had to
rescue the hedgehogs stranded on their
nightly foraging. Uncle was very protective of hedgehogs as they ate the
slugs that ate his garden plants. My job
was to keep a detailed log of the rescued animals so he could see if I was
doing a good job while he was away
flying on his trips. I loved showing him
my Hedgehog Rescue Log.
It took some time to work out how
to pick up the prickly balls. Impossible
to hold by hand, I used a small garden
fork to carefully lift them and place
them back at ground level. Then they
uncurled their bodies, pointed their
noses in the air and scurried away rapidly. But next night back they were
again down in the trench.
One very large hedgehog was slow
and did not move. I placed it by our
compost heap where it was warm and
fragrant. I covered it with a pile of dry
leaves to show Uncle when he came
back. I checked every morning and
within a few days there were half a
dozen, skinny, pink babies. Whistling
babies tumbled around in her prickles.
I was in heaven working on the
construction site. In those days the
work was done using strong hands and
sweating arms, with my smaller hands
often called on to help. Every new load
of sand alerted a growing numbers of
local kids to join in our adventure on
the sand dune. It took the best part of
year to complete.
We learnt new technical English
words in that year. A garage was built

at the far end of the wall for the car we
were saving to buy. The sloping roof of
the garage became the look-out over
our territory. Bricks sticking out at intervals up the outside wall made it easy
to climb onto the roof. We clambered
up with ease. The parapet walls kept
us hidden from imaginary enemies in
our daily games of guarding the hens,
or the apples in our little orchard.
That was many decades ago, more
than half a century. I drove down
Harefield Road last year for the first
time since we left. Our lovely old
home, plus Miss Gilmore’s house, were
no more. Demolished. The beloved
garden and orchard had been replaced
with a complex of several apartment
blocks with “desirable river views”. I
parked my car on the double yellow
line and peeped over the security railings. Our wall was there, perfectly
straight with no visible damage, the
solid eight-foot pillars doing their job.
We built it all right — very, very all
right. I was now the only one still alive
who knew that one of The Few was the
builder of that wall. But the garage was
gone, just like the shiny Humber Hawk.
Within our extended family Uncle
Karel concealed a broken heart. His
own children were divided between
two households. His twin girls were
with a stepfather and contact was very
sporadic. On a very rare holiday to
Cornwall he fell ill and was diagnosed
with grumbling appendix and taken
away in an ambulance. Children under
15 were not allowed to visit hospitals. I
was so keen to go that I plastered lipstick on my lips and put my blonde hair
up as I tried to stand taller. Attempting
to look three years older was not easy
as my skinny tomboy looks were unsophisticated. However, by hiding behind grown-ups I got past the starched
ward sister. There he lay in bed at the
Royal Truro Hospital looking very still
against the white sheets. I kept my face
away from the staff. “Uncle, are you
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better? We are here now and will soon
take you away.” He smiled and said I
was too pretty for make-up. When the
ward sister spotted me I was asked to
leave in two minutes. I hugged him
hard and kissed his cheeks. He winked
at me as I left with the ward sister escorting me outside in the corridor for
the rest of visiting hours.
Late that night, a very loud knocking on the door of the farmhouse where
we were staying woke us all up. The
farmer’s wife went to open the door. I
peeped though the staircase banisters.
A very tall policeman stood in the
doorway, silhouetted against the night
sky with a short, dark cloak across his
shoulders. Leaning his bicycle at the
door he removed his high helmet, lowered his head and entered the hall. “It
is my very, very painful duty and regret to have to inform you that Captain
Karel Kuttelwascher died this night at
the Royal Truro Hospital.”
The Night Reaper was only 42 when
his exhausted heart failed him. National newspaper and BBC wireless announcements were made of his sudden
death and his impressive war record.
His coffin and Humber Hawk returned
with us on a train to Paddington Station. The stationmaster assembled the
porters, staff, and a guard of honour
saluted our arrival. An announcement
over the Tannoy explained the arrival
of the very important passenger making his last journey. His coffin was carried to the waiting hearse by porters.
Passengers on the platform removed
their hats and bowed their heads in respect. Everyone stood still as his simple
coffin was carried along the platform.
His untimely death in the summer
of 1959 left a huge gap in our hearts.
My father continued to work all the
hours of the day building a new life for
us. With only one eye he would not
drive the Humber Hawk. I was alone
now cleaning those white-walled tyres.
I could smell my uncle’s Old Spice in
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the glove compartment where his
leather driving gloves rested until one
day they disappeared. His silky scarf
disappeared too, as did his medals with
my ten-shilling brown note, swopped
in a school playground for some worthless baubles.
Then one day in February 2012 I
found myself unexpectedly standing in
front of him at Tangmere as if he had
never left. His array of missing medals
covered his brave heart. The half a century since I last hugged him tight vanished. Living with my uncle, the Night
Reaper, was a privilege beyond words.
I knew the man behind the medals and
he was my Uncle. Far from their homeland, the Kuttelwascher brothers lie
together in a grave on a hill above RAF
Uxbridge. Nearby the underground
bunker is preserved as a tribute to all
those involved in the Battle of Britain:
engineers like Maurice Fitch, women in
northern France like Anne Brusselmans
who sheltered 176 downed airmen as
part of the Comet Line to repatriate
them, radio operators, medical staff,
cooks, navigators, factory workers —
they were a team bonded by their courage and devotion unlikely ever to be
matched again.
On the banks of the River Thames
opposite the London Eye has been
erected another wall. Curving and
formidable like Spitfire wings in flight
this bronze wall of remembrance stands
to record those brave people. His name
is there as one of The Few from faraway
countries so very long ago.
I came back to reality as a voice said
“Could you possibly say all this again?
We are making a record of personal
memories and this is just what we want
before they are lost forever. Maybe you
could even write them down if that is
possible?” “Consider it done,” I replied
and after many months here it is for the
record. The man behind this display
was at heart just like us, and when required he did whatever it took.
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Letters, Notes,
and Queries
Please address your correspondence to the
Editor at tangmere.editor@gmail.com or by
post care of the Museum.

Fw190s over Worthing
I was cycling back from Worthing High
School in the afternoon of 9 March 1943
along the top road just past Durrington.
It had hedges on both sides and a ditch
and one or two bends. A truck went
past me and round the bend. When I
passed the bend the truck had stopped
and the driver dived out of the cabin
into the ditch. I followed him! But of
course like all fifteen-year-old schoolboys, well versed in aircraft identification, I peered over the top.
Here they came. Six Fw190s. Two
seemed to attack the Goring gasworks,
which went up like an atomic bomb.
One of them turned sharply towards
me and on one wing roared across the
open field, parting my hair and the
hedgerow as he climbed away.
I
looked up and at about 2,000 feet a lone
Mosquito which just happened to be
passing by waggled its wings and made
a hesitant shallow dive.
Had the
Fw190s seen it and thus scattered?
Many years later, I think it was 1978,
I was in Trier in Germany on business
and drove in on a sunny Sunday afternoon. Some sort of festival was going
on. I checked into my hotel and then
walked a little out of town. There I
popped into a Gästhaus and stood at the
bar and ordered a beer. The landlord, a
man a few years older than myself,
seemed to recognise me as English. He
asked me where I came from and I said
near Worthing and Brighton. “Oh”, he
said, “I know it well. I was an Fw190
pilot on the raid on the gasworks, and
was shot down over the sea near Brighton, rescued, and taken prisoner.”
“Well,” said I, “delighted to meet
you again after all these years.” We

shook hands and he bought me a glass
of Pilsner with the regulation foam on
top, chilled and delicious!
— David Crute

The last Champagne glass
The guest list that night was a mixture
of serving officers, ex-RAF officers, and
a large number of wives and girlfriends. Their task was to drink the bar
dry at the officers’ mess at RAF Tangmere, as the station was about to close.
We made a huge pyramid of Champagne glasses. To get the last few in
place needed steady hands. When the
last single glass at the top was in place,
we retired to view our handiwork. Will
it work? we all asked ourselves. We
had seen it at the movies but had never
actually done it. However, it seemed
an entirely appropriate way finally to
close the officers’ mess bar at RAF
Tangmere.
Flight Lieutenant Paul Moores
climbed up onto the table placed next to
the pyramid and we passed up to him
the first bottle of Champagne. With an
amazingly steady hand he started to
pour into the top glass. The cold fizzing liquid filled the glass and then
spilled over and flowed down the stems
of the glasses filling up all the other
glasses. It worked beautifully!
Many bottles later, some sixty
glasses were full up and we had a bit to
spare. We drank that and then slowly
took the pyramid down passing each
glass to the assembled crowd. It was
quite a job finishing off all the glasses,
but somebody had to do it!
It was next morning when I went
out to my car that I found the Champagne glass in the car. Since that day in
1968, it has travelled the world with my
family, possibly the last relic of the officers’ mess at Tangmere.
— Barry Shears
The glass has been donated to the Museum
by the author and is now displayed in the
Tangmere Hall. — Ed.
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Answer to Photo Quiz, Autumn 2012
From the station ORB:
22.1.46
Weather poor generally. Tangmere was the
only airfield open in the south. At 12.00
hours a converted Fort of the Danish Air
Line was diverted here; the 22 passengers
were duly greeted by Customs and Immigration officers who had been warned of the
diversion by the station security officer.

The aeroplane in question belonged to
Det Danske Luftfartselskab A/S. DDL
bought two second-hand converted exUSAAF B-17s from Sweden in late 1945,
from among the eight interned there
during the war of which seven were
modified to carry passengers for their
original civil owner, Swedish Intercontinental Airlines.
The registration of the DDL Fortress
that landed at Tangmere was not recorded in the ORB. Which of the two
was it?
One of the pair, originally USAAF
42-32076 and subsequently registered in
Denmark as OY-DFA, had flown 24
combat missions from Bassingbourne
with the 91st Bomb Group. After its
service as a commercial airliner with
DDL, it was sold to the Danish air force.
It then passed through the hands of the
French Institut Géographique National.
It eventually ended up derelict, being
cannibalised for parts.
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In 1972, the USAF Museum purchased the aeroplane and restored it to
flying condition under its original name
“Shoo Shoo Baby” after the Andrews
Sisters song of 1943. The aircraft remains on display today at WrightPatterson AFB, Dayton, Ohio. This
aeroplane, as restored, was shown in
our Photo Quiz picture. On the date in
question, however, it was being repaired after having made a wheels-up
landing at Blackbushe in November
1945, and was not returned to DDL until the end of February 1946.
The DDL Fortress that landed at
Tangmere on 22 January must therefore
have been the other one, OY-DFE, formerly USAAF 42-107067, which would
prove to have a much shorter history.
A week after its impromptu landing at
Tangmere, OY-DFE was wrecked on
the ground, fortunately without fire or
fatality, in a serious taxiway collision
with RAF Dakota KG427 at Kastrup
Airport, Copenhagen. OY-DFE was
written off and scrapped.
So, the correct answer is no, there
was not a Tangmere connection with
“Shoo Shoo Baby”— but since DDL
owned only two converted Forts the
chances were 50-50 that there might
have been. Keen-eyed plane-spotter
extraordinaire David Burleigh worked
out the answer. Well done!
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Pre-Publication Announcement
The Museum’s new 350-page hardback book, published in association with Grub Street,
will be available towards the end of July or early August. Initially it will be sold through
the Museum’s shop to in-person callers only; we are sorry that we do not have the
facilities to take telephone or mail orders. From October, it will be available also by
telephone, mail or Internet order from the publisher, Grub Street.
Price £25
A 20% discount will be offered to Volunteers and Friends of the Museum calling in at
our shop with their staff name-tags or membership cards.

Photo Credits
Front cover: XP-82 Double Mustang 44-83887, which first flew on 26 June 1945; it was
the prototype of the last of the Mustangs. Official USAF photo. Pages 8-10, 13, 15, 16,
18, 19: public domain. Page 30: DFF Archives via Erik Holm. Back cover: Queen Elizabeth II Coronation portrait by Cecil Beaton. Crown Copyright, reproduced under licence.
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