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. . . from Charles Dixon’s Diary
David Coxon
Charles Herbert Dixon was born in Sheffield on 9 July 1894. On the outbreak of the Great War
he enlisted at the age of 21 and was commissioned as a second lieutenant in the King’s Own
Yorkshire Light Infantry. He was wounded in the second battle of Ypres on 14 April 1915, the
only officer left in his unit to have survived that day’s battle. After recovering in England, he
decided to transfer to the RFC and learnt how to fly. He was promoted to lieutenant in October
1915 and posted to No. 25 Squadron on the Western Front On 7 September 1916, while flying
FE2b 6997, he shared in the destruction of a German Fokker E.III. For this action, he was
awarded the Military Cross for conspicuous gallantry. He had deliberately made himself bait for
a hostile machine enabling two of our machines to approach unseen and shoot down the enemy.
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After more than a year on the Western Front, he was posted to No. 2 School of Aeronautics, Oxford, as a temporary instructor and then to No. 6 Reserve Squadron, Catterick, as its commanding officer with the rank of temporary major. This was followed by a return to the Western Front
with a posting as commander of No. 29 Squadron in November 1917. In August 1918, Dixon
brought down three enemy aircraft whilst flying SE5a D6984 and was awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross. After returning to the UK following the Armistice, he was posted to
Tangmere and Shoreham, serving at the latter as station commander. Major Dixon turned down
the offer of a permanent commission and was released from the RAF in 1919. He died in 1950.

26.11.17
In the afternoon it cleared up but the wind remained strong and I sent up a show [patrol
over enemy lines] and fortunately took it on myself to strengthen it, Payne and two
more being the additions. Just before the time the patrol was due in, Mulligan landed
and taxied up to the sheds. He was wounded in the thigh. We pushed him off to hospital and I went later to see him. Fortunately only a flesh wound. He is for Blighty.
Payne and Fontenoy and Coombs came in quick succession and about 10 mins. later
Molesworth and the rest. They had all got into a scrap miles over Hunland. Payne accounted for two and Coombs one. Later they met another bunch and in the “schammozle” as we call it, Molesworth got one. That made four. Damn good.
5.12.17
We only had two shows today. I went up shortly after the first one and picked them
over the lines just in time to barge into a scrap. It was rather comic hearing bullets go
again and got on to a Hun but my gun jammed so I rolled over — spun — and came
back nose well down. No one got a Hun.
Went up again on the afternoon show and went into two Huns with Hamilton. He
bagged the lower one and downed it. I scrapped the top one but was too low to do any
good. Afterwards chased a low Hun off our lines — put some stuff into the Hun lines
and retired gracefully homewards as dusk fell.
Molesworth had some guests in who bored me to tears so went to bed. Was woken up
several times during the night by Huns bombing.
2.6.18
A curious day rather too full of adventure. Got up fairly early to see a patrol off. About
11 o’clock took up a show myself. Was just over the lines about three or four miles
when my propeller burst. It was as if something had hit the machine and the resulting
vibration was terrific. Lewis gun drums — Verey lights etc., all fell out of their appointed places and it was some time before I could stop the engine to ease up the vibration. Managed to make a good landing amongst our battery positions. Got the thing
repaired about dusk and tried to take off. Failed owing to the bad soil, so like an ass
decided to try the road. Along one side ran a ditch and some trees and along the other a
small canal. Kept her fairly straight for a bit and then she swerved to the right and I hit
a fence and turned a complete somersault into the canal. As a result I got a ducking,
took a header into it but beyond getting badly bitten by noxious insects was otherwise
O.K.
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30.9.18
The squadron is nearly wrecked. Dougan, O’Leary and Rolfe went west on Saturday
morning but the greatest blow of all was Hay, who I’m afraid was done in [killed]. He
went that evening, then yesterday Holme didn’t come back. However, he walked in
this morning. He crashed after being hit in the engine and thought he was in Hunland.
However, our infantry had advanced and the Huns were running so it was O.K. Slept
the night in a Hun dug-out and walked back this morning.
11.11.18
The war really finished at 11 o’clock today. The day was dud. All the squadrons sent
up machines covered in streamers to fire Verey lights at the Huns. One bunch went as
far as Brussels and another to a Hun aerodrome to fire lights at them. I flew to another
squadron for a court martial.

Charles Dixon in the cockpit of a Martinsyde S.1, 1915

This article is edited from the Museum’s new display in the Tangmere Hall on Major Charles
Dixon. The display will be accompanied by a replica SE5a cockpit made by our volunteers representing the type of aircraft flown by Major Dixon in 1918. Visitors can experience something of
what being in one of these aeroplanes was like. See our website at www.tangmeremuseum.org.uk for more information.
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Jet Fighters of the Second World War
Matt Wright

The first flight of an aircraft powered by a turbojet engine took place on 27th August
1939, less than a week before the outbreak of the Second World War, at RostockMarienehe airfield on the Baltic coast. The aircraft was a Heinkel 178 piloted by Flugkapitan Erich Warsitz. It was a small single-seat experimental aircraft with straight
shoulder-mounted wings, built around a centrifugal-compressor engine developed by a
young German engineer, Hans Joachim von Ohain.
Looking back, this was a historic moment. By the time the war ended six years later,
jet fighters were being deployed in combat. Within another six years, by 1952, turbojetpowered swept-wing military aircraft capable of supersonic speeds would be a reality,
and the maiden commercial flight of world’s first series-production jet airliner, the de
Havilland Comet, would mark the beginning of a new era in mass air travel.
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Yet in 1939 it was far from obvious that turbojet propulsion had a future in aviation.
Both the Air Ministry in Britain and the Reichsluftfahrtministerium (RLM) in Germany
had had much more urgent priorities — getting proven designs of military aircraft into
production; thus far, neither had shown much interest in sponsoring the development
of highly experimental turbojet-engined aircraft. The He178 had been a private venture
by Ernst Heinkel, and in England Frank Whittle’s company Power Jets Limited, formed
in 1936, had been struggling to raise capital and find an aircraft manufacturer willing to
put his as-yet unproven gas turbine engine into an aeroplane. Very soon, however, it
would be a different story.
The He178 was too small to carry armament and had a range of only about 200 km
(125 miles); it had no potential as a fighter and in consequence was of little interest to
the RLM. It would be left to Heinkel to develop a practical jet-powered aircraft as a private venture if the RLM was to take notice. A much larger airframe with a wingspan of
40 ft, intended to be a single-seat, cannon-armed fighter-interceptor powered by two
underslung engines of 1,500 lb thrust giving it a designed speed of 500 mph was ready
by November 1940, but its engines were not.

Finished Heinkel 280 airframe undergoing on-the-ground tests and adjustments while awaiting the arrival
of its engines. Streamlined pods are seen under the wings where the engines will be mounted.

It would be another five months before the He280 flew under its own power on 30th
March 1941. This time, the RLM were indeed impressed and encouraged the further
development of the design. Heinkel built nine He280 airframes as a speculative venture
in the hope of securing a production contract, but unfortunately his engines could not
be made to perform properly, having a marked tendency to leak fuel, catch fire, burn
out, or disintegrate. To Ernst Heinkel’s disappointment, his main competitor Messerschmitt would get the contract for a similar twin-jet aeroplane, the Me262, which would
be the first jet fighter to enter series production and to be used in combat.
Meanwhile, in Britain, in September 1939, within days of the first flight of Heinkel’s
He178, Frank Whittle had at last succeeded in persuading the Air Ministry to issue a
specification, awarded to the Gloster Aircraft Company, for two experimental aircraft to
test his engines. Whittle worked closely with George Carter, Gloster’s chief designer;
the result was a small single-seat, low-winged prototype with a tricycle undercarriage.
Initially it made short hops from the grass airfield at Brockworth, Gloucestershire, but
when a flight-worthy engine rated for 10 hours’ use was fitted, it was transferred to RAF
Cranwell which had a longer runway.
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The Gloster-Whittle E.28/39, W404, on the day of its first flight from RAF Cranwell.

The first flight, utilising a one-of-a-kind prototype W.1 engine that Whittle himself
had designed and assembled, took place on 15th May 1941 and was flown by Flight
Lieutenant Gerry Sayer, a serving RAF officer who was also Gloster’s chief test pilot.
From the experience gained with this aircraft, which was similar to Heinkel’s earlier
experience of the He178 which led to the He280, the decision was taken to develop a
twin-jet fighter designed around Whittle W.1s.
The Gloster Meteor, as it came to be called, flew for the first time on 5 March 1943.
Six months later, a second and very different British jet fighter took to the air for the first
time, the de Havilland DH.100 Spider Crab, later renamed the Vampire. It had twin
booms and was powered by a single engine (later called the Goblin) which produced
2,700 lbs thrust, designed by Frank Halford and built by de Havilland. However, the
Vampire’s development was hindered by the unforeseen need to send both prototype
Halford H.1s to the United States to power the prototype Lockheed XP-80; as a result
the Vampire’s entry into operational service was delayed until late 1945. The Meteor,
however, saw operations with the RAF’s No. 616 Squadron from the summer of 1944 at
around the same time the Me262 went into Luftwaffe squadron service.
The development of a jet-powered fighter in the United States owes its origin to both
British engines, the Whittle W.1 and the Halford H.1. One of the military dignitaries
who visited the trials of the Gloster-Whittle E.28/39 in April-May 1941 — before the
United States entered the war — was Major General H. H. “Hap” Arnold, commander
of the US Army Air Corps. Arnold was instantly impressed; he requested, and was
given, the plans for the aircraft’s powerplant. By September, Arnold had obtained the
authority to offer American companies contracts to produce an American version of the
Whittle engine and a suitable airframe.
The General Electric Company’s Turbine Division in Schenectady, New York, was
supplied with the very first series-production Whittle W.1 engine when it became available in October 1941. GE was well equipped to do this kind of work, and their version
of the W.1, the J31, was ready in just eight months. Bell Aircraft Corporation of Buffalo,
New York (which then occupied the former Curtiss-Wright factory built during the First
World War) was selected as the airframe manufacturer.
The Bell XP-59A, the Airacomet, was a straight-wing aircraft with two J31 engines
mounted tight against the fuselage beneath the wing roots. The Airacomet first flew
from California’s Muroc Army Air Field (today Edwards Air Force Base) where it underwent high-speed taxiing tests and became airborne on 1st October 1942 — eight
months before the Meteor — with Bell test pilot Robert Stanley at the controls.
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The P-59 was not, however, a great success, suffering from a multitude of problems.
Although its basic specifications on paper were comparable to the Gloster Meteor Mk I,
the P-59’s performance and flying qualities left much to be desired. Mock combat with
piston-engined Bell P-39 Airacobras (themselves judged not to perform well enough at
altitude to be deployed in the European theatre) did not reveal the new jet to have any
decisive advantage over propeller-driven fighters.
Clearly, the Airacomet’s development had been too rushed. Orders for 100 Airacomets had been placed with Bell even before the first prototype had flown, and 20 production P-59As and 30 P-59Bs had been built or were under construction even as it was
becoming painfully evident that the aeroplane was not going to be good enough to be
used operationally; the rest of the P-59B order, for another fifty (44-22659 to 22708), was
cancelled. The 50 P-59As and Bs already completed were delivered to the USAAF and
USN and used for trials and familiarisation training for pilots to experience jet handling
but the P-59 never saw operational service.

YP-59A 42-108783; a sister from the same batch was sent to Britain for evaluation by the RAF.

One YP-59A, 42-108773, was exchanged with the RAF in return for the first production Gloster Meteor F.1 so that both parties could evaluate the performance of each
other’s new jet. Upon its arrival in England, the Airacomet was reassembled by Gloster
at Moreton Valence and assigned the RAF serial RJ362/G. The RAF’s test pilots found
the aircraft to be underpowered with a sluggish throttle response and an unacceptably
long take-off run. Once in the air it was found to have a leisurely rate of climb (15 min.
to 30,000 ft), poor lateral stability, and a strong tendency to “snake”. The P-59 struggled
to reach its top speed of around 400 mph in level flight, no better than the much more
agile, quicker-accelerating and faster-climbing Me109s and Fw190s it would have been
pitted against had it been deployed in combat.
The Airacomet may have been a false start, but it did lead directly to another, much
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better aeroplane. Bell’s engineers had done some preliminary design work on a singleengined version of the Airacomet, which was designated XP-59B (not to be confused
with the P-59B). It had a low-mounted wing and was to be powered by a single large
turbojet engine housed in the rear fuselage with an air inlet at the wing roots and an
exhaust in the tail. However, the Buffalo plant was so busy with other projects that in
late 1942 the USAAF transferred the preliminary drawings of the single-engined XP-59B
to the Lockheed Corporation of Burbank, California, where the Bell engineers’ ideas
were the initial inspiration for the design of the XP-80 Shooting Star.
The first prototype XP-80 was fitted with a Halford H.1 engine as used in the Vampire; in fact the first Halford engine to be built by de Havilland was sent to Lockheed
and accidentally destroyed in taxiing tests; No. 2 had to be sent to Lockheed as well,
delaying the flight testing of the prototype Vampire, for which the No. 2 engine had
been intended. This time, the evaluation of the new American jet fighter proceeded at a
much more measured pace, occupying much of 1944 from January to October. Four YP80s were sent to the European theatre for operational trials in the closing days of the
war, two to the 8thAF in England and two to the 15th in Italy, but were not deployed in
combat.
Of the eight turbojet aircraft mentioned above, only three — the Messerschmitt 262,
the Gloster Meteor, and the Lockheed P-80 Shooting Star — reached operational status
although not necessarily deployment in combat before the war came to an end. In the
sections below, I examine the development of each of these aircraft in more detail.
Messerschmitt 262
Unknown to Ernst Heinkel, Willy Messerschmitt had been invited to develop an airframe for one of the leading German engine manufacturers, Bayerische Motoren Werke
(BMW). The company had been developing an axial-flow turbojet known as the P3302
and in 1938 the Technical Department issued a design contract to Messerschmitt utilising two BMW turbojets, to be ready by December 1939. In June 1939, Messerschmitt
submitted detailed plans known as Project 1065. The aircraft proposed was an all-metal
monoplane, with a low wing and the two turbojets installed in the wing roots. It was
envisaged as an interceptor, with a wingspan of approximately 30 feet and it was calculated that it would have a speed of 560 mph.
In early 1940 a contract was placed for four airframes, three for flight testing and one
for static tests. It was given the designation Me262, and called the Schwalbe (Swallow).
Unfortunately progress with the BMW turbojet, now known as the 003, was behind
schedule and the engines were of greater diameter and weight than originally planned.
This necessitated moving them from the wing roots to nacelles slung below the wing. In
order to adjust the centre of lift the wing was redesigned to give an 18.5 degree sweep at
the leading edge, although the rear edge remained more-or-less straight. It had a tailplane mounted half way up the tail fin and a conventional tailwheel undercarriage. Its
triangular fuselage shape allowed the main wheels to retract inwards into the fuselage.
Its overall shape gave it an aggressive shark-like appearance.
There were still problems with the BMW 003 turbojets which were only producing a
maximum of 570 lbs thrust — half of that anticipated. However Junkers had been developing its 004 turbojet, a more straightforward design and the option to substitute this
engine instead of the BMW 003 was considered. But Junkers also ran into major devel-
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opment problems and it was decided to install a Junkers Jumo 210G liquid-cooled 12cylinder piston engine driving a propeller in the first prototype, V1, to allow early flight
testing of the aircraft. Flugkapitan Fritz Wendel was an experienced civilian pilot who
had achieved the World Air Speed Record flying a Me 209 V1, an experimental racing
aircraft in April 1939 and he was later to become Messerschmitt’s chief test pilot. He
flew the Me262 on its first flight using the piston engine only in April 1941. It was successful, if a bit scary as it was underpowered and required the full length of the runway
at Augsburg. The next stage of the testing involved the latest BMW jets, nominally
rated at 1,015 lb each, but the piston engine was retained. On the first flight using the
jets they both flamed out due to compressor blade failure and Wendel skilfully landed
on the piston engine only. The latest Jumo 004A engines from Junkers, rated at 1,850 lb
thrust, were installed in the third prototype and the flight testing was transferred from
Augsburg to Leipheim which had a smoother tarmac runway.

Top: The third prototype Me262, V3, and the first to fly with Fritz Wendel at the controls, being readied for
its maiden flight. Note that the prototypes had tailwheels. Bottom: Junkers Jumo 004B axial-flow engine,
which powered the first production Me262A-1s.

The maiden flight of the pure-jet Me262 took place 18 July 1942, piloted by Wendel.
In fact on the first run he aborted the take-off when he was two-thirds of the way down
the runway because the elevators were having no effect. The tailwheel version of the
aircraft had a nose-up attitude and the elevators were blanketed. He was able to get
airborne on the next attempt by jabbing the brakes at take-off speed bringing the tail off
the ground. The first flight lasted 12 minutes and Wendel said: “Immediately I touched
the brakes the tail lifted and the elevators started to bite. My engines ran like clockwork
and it was a sheer pleasure to fly the airplane — seldom have I been so enthusiastic
about a first flight with a new type.” Testing continued and early on an experienced pi-
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lot Flight Captain Beavais from the official test centre at Rechlin in attempting a take-off
ploughed off the end of the runway ending up in a dung heap! He was only slightly
injured, but the prototype had to be rebuilt.
From the sixth prototype onwards a retractable nose-wheel undercarriage was introduced which solved the problem of elevator blanketing on take-off. There were other
accidents, but the speed of the aircraft attracted the attention of the German High
Command. Interestingly the He 280, Heinkel’s rival jet fighter, was faster and had a
better rate of climb than the Me262, but its endurance was considerably less than the
latter. Heinkel had built nine prototypes of the He280 and desperately wanted to secure
a production order, but it was left to Erhard Milch, the new Chief of Aircraft Procurement and Supply, to write to Heinkel and explain that there were not the funds to run
two jet fighter developments side by side and the Heinkel project had been scrapped in
favour of Messerschmitt.
In April 1943 Adolf Galland, who at that time was General der Jagfliger and ultimately responsible for the planning and directing of future fighter operations, first flew
the Me262. He had not previously been aware of its development, but on flying it he
said: “For the first time I was flying by jet propulsion! No engine vibrations. No torque
and lashing sound of the propellers. Accompanied by a whistling sound, my jet shot
through the air.” Later, when asked what it felt like, he said: “It was as though angels
were pushing.” He saw the potential of the aircraft as an interceptor and he recommended that it be put into production immediately. He went further and suggested that
only the Me262 and the Fw190 should be produced as fighters, which effectively meant
that the Me109 would be discontinued. Seventy-two hours later Erhard Milch ordered
the Me262 into series production. It was intended that the first 100 aircraft, armed with
four 30 mm cannon in the nose, be delivered to a special test Kommando who could fly
the aircraft in combat and iron out any operational snags before the aircraft went into
full production.
However they had not reckoned with Adolf Hitler, who had become obsessed with
the idea of having a high speed bomber to carry out revenge attacks. When he became
aware of the Me262’s speed advantage he forbade the implementation of mass production of the fighter version of the jet. “Nothing will be done with the new fighter until I
have decided on its merits” he said, and he took his time deciding. In February 1943 he
decreed that every new fighter produced should be capable of functioning as a fighterbomber as well. As he watched the demonstration of the Me262 in East Prussia, he
turned to Herman Goering and asked, “Can this aircraft carry bombs?” to which Goering replied, “In theory, yes, my Führer. There is sufficient power to spare to carry a 500
kg bomb load, perhaps even a 1000 kg bomb.” Hitler said, “For years I have been demanding a fast bomber for the Luftwaffe. And now, in this aircraft which you put on
display to me I see the Blitz Bomber. Of course none of you thought of that!”
As far as Hitler was concerned this settled the matter, but Messerschmitt continued
to develop the Me262 as a fighter. Some six months later the Führer learnt of this and he
flew into a rage and on 25th May 1944 he specifically ordered that the aircraft be built as
a bomber. In due course he weakened his order so that one in every 20 aircraft produced could be a fighter and in November 1944 he finally gave permission for the full
production of the fighter version. The first production batch of the Me262A-1 was begun in June 1944. They were powered by the more powerful Jumo 004B-2 axial-flow jet
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engines that were rated at 1,980 lb thrust to support the larger fuel tanks and the exceptionally heavy armament of four 30 mm cannons of the new fighter. The first aircraft
was delivered to the Luftwaffe’s special unit Ekdo262 in late July 1944. It had taken five
years for the project to move from the design stage to operational service.
The appearance of the Me262 in its combat role in mid-1944 gave the Allies a nasty
shock. It was capable of flying at speeds in excess of 530 mph, some 100 mph faster than
piston-engined fighters. It posed a threat to the bomber streams engaged in raids over
Germany, in particular the American daylight operations. In spite of its speed advantage, several Me262s were shot down by P-47 Thunderbolts, P-51 Mustangs and RAF
Tempests. The German pilots were advised to avoid slower speed turning dogfights
and to use their speed to accelerate out of trouble. At the same time because the Me262
had no air brake, the closing speed to its target and the limited time that it gave the pilot
to sight and fire his cannon necessitated a change in tactics.
The preferred method of attack was to approach the bomber formation from above
and behind in a high speed but shallow dive that allowed them to outfly the Allied escort fighters. They would descend to 500 metres below the target and then pull up some
1,500 metres behind the stream to reduce speed and attack from behind, making their
escape through the formation by means of an accelerating shallow climb. Most of the
Me262 fighters were equipped with 4 x 30 mm cannons mounted in the nose, set to converge at 1,300 – 1,650 feet ahead of the aircraft but some were also fitted with 24 x R4M
rocket missiles, which were air-to-air unguided weapons. A salvo fired into a bomber
stream could wreak havoc.
The Allies in turn recognised that the most effective way to neutralise the Me262 was
to catch it on the ground or in the circuit. They mounted repeated attacks on the aircraft
and engine manufacturing factories, and raids to shoot up fighters on the ground or
when they were taking off or landing. The Germans countered by protecting the airfields with more anti-aircraft guns, and even mounted fighter cover above the airfields,
which in itself was wasteful of their limited resources.

Me262A being manoeuvered by its ground crew at an airfield somewhere in Germany in the summer of
1944. Note that the starboard engine access panels have been removed.
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Although they were few in number, their combination of speed and firepower made the Me262 a serious
threat to Allied bomber formations in the last months of the war. Here, USAAF B-24M Liberator 44-50838
is photographed a split-second after being struck by a salvo of rockets fired by an Me262, 4 April 1945.

The Me262 was subsequently produced in many roles; as well as the fighter interceptor, the bomber called the Schnellbomber (fast bomber) or Sturmvogel (Stormbird), ground
attack fighter, night fighter with airborne radar, unarmed or lightly armed reconnaissance version and two-seater trainer. However all these variations and changing priorities delayed effective deployment of the aircraft. Of the estimated 1,433 aircraft that
were produced it is reckoned that less than half saw front-line service. There were combat losses as well as mechanical and engine failures, and many landing and take-off accidents. Furthermore because the aircraft was produced so late in the war German industry was running short of essential materials and supplies. Add to that the shortages
of ammunition and fuel — the jets used a brown coal-derived J2, kerosene, or a combination of oil and gasoline, which meant that operational flying was curtailed. Towards
the end of the war Me262s were being built and assembled at remote sites away from
the factories, and in some cases they were flown from the autobahns. Plans were laid to
utilise underground mine workings that could withstand bombing but although these
factories were well advanced not a single complete Me262 was ever produced from
them.
It will never be known if the Me262 had been produced in greater numbers earlier in
the war, whether it would have changed the balance in air power over Europe. In particular would the Allies have been able to continue with their heavy bomber raids?
Certainly it spurred the Allies on to produce their own jet fighters that were intended to
match the speed and rate of climb of the Me262.

Part Two, covering the Gloster Meteor and the Lockheed Shooting Star, will appear in the next
edition of The Tangmere Logbook.
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The Swift Souvenir Book
Courtesy of Les Cobbett

The photographs reproduced on the following pages were contained in a spiral-bound
souvenir book produced by Vickers Supermarine to celebrate their attempt on the world
air speed record in September 1953. A copy of this book was lent to us for scanning by
its owner, Museum volunteer Les Cobbett.
Flown by Lieutenant Commander Mike Lithgow, a Supermarine Swift F.4 powered
by a Rolls-Royce Avon RA7R engine successfully established a new air speed record by
averaging 735.7 mph on four runs along a measured three-kilometre course near Tripoli,
Libya. The Libyan desert was chosen because it is possible for an aeroplane to fly faster
for a given Mach number as the air temperatures are higher. The hot, dry conditions
were much the same those in California at Muroc Dry Lake and the Salton Sea that had
been giving the Americans a climatic advantage in setting new records.
Lithgow had flown out from Chilbolton, Hants, in company with fellow test pilot
Leslie Colquhoun in an Attacker. They staged through Nice and Tunis, arriving at RAF
Idris (formerly RAF Castel Benito and now Tripoli International Airport) on September
22nd where they were met by the members of the “Tripoli Expedition” which included
journalists, the Royal Aero Club timekeeping team, Vickers Supermarine and RollsRoyce ground staff, and specialists from the Royal Aircraft Establishment and the Aircraft and Armament Experimental Establishment.
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Above: Mike Lithgow arrives in the Swift at RAF Indris, some 20 miles inland from Tripoli.
Below: Lithgow is greeted by Wing Commander Bill Dennis, the station’s commanding officer.
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Above: This was the first time a modern jet had been seen this far afield, and it attracted much
interest. Below: Lithgow is cooled off in the cockpit in the shade of the hangar while awaiting
the All Ready signal from the range; the cooling system worked well on the ground but less well
in the air, where Lithgow had to endure cockpit temperatures of up to 180°F.
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Above: Part of one ten-mile straight along which the course was marked; this road runs southwest from Tripoli through Azizia; a three-kilometre stretch was measured and certified as accurate to within 3 mm by an Ordnance Survey party. As it turned out, the range was too short
and the turns too tight, preventing the Swift from making full use of reheat to reach its maximum speed over the timed 3 km stretch; when this was realised, it was too late to change it.
Below: The Swift takes off; its nose has been painted black to assist the timekeepers.
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Above: At the concrete-block “stone” marking the start of the measured 3 km stretch, the official
observers of the Royal Aero Club await Lithgow’s first run; in earlier trials some of the equipment failed in the heat and new instruments had to be sent out from England. Below: The first
run; smoke can be seen marking the range on the ground.
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Above: With four timed runs “in the bag”, Lithgow completes the course; these were at first regarded only as practice runs, but doubts about the continued serviceability of the timing equipment made it prudent to claim the record, even though reheat was used sparingly and the speeds
were well below what the Swift could have done on a better laid-out course. Below: Success!
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Above: Some of the Supermarine team at Idris. Sitting at front, left to right: Fox, Barter, Miller,
Mansbridge, Heath, Bulpitt; standing, left to right: Judd, Raynesford, Mott, Leitch, Hopkins,
Taylor, Maidment. Below: The pilots with the Rolls-Royce representatives. Left to right:
Mitchell, Lithgow, Colquhoun, Shinwell, Lacey.
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The Swift flies low over Tripoli harbour during a farewell aerobatic show put on by Lithgow and
Colquhoun.
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General Dwight D. Eisenhower is seen here being spoken to by ACM Sir Trafford Leigh-Mallory
at a dinner given by Tangmere’s officers at the Ship Hotel, Chichester, 21 April 1944. One of the
purposes of General Eisenhower’s visit was to inspect the preparedness of the Tangmere Sector
Operations Room at Bishop Otter College, which would be one of the main control centres for the
air cover for Operation Neptune, the D-Day landings.

Tangmere and Operation Neptune
Dr Andrew Smith
University of Chichester
On D-Day, the fighter squadrons massed at Tangmere and the aerodromes and advanced landing grounds in the Tangmere Sector were tasked with providing low cover
over the assault area and landing beaches (high cover was detailed to the Americans).
These patrols lasted for 50 minutes and were meticulously scheduled. First off, fighters
from Horne, Deanland, Friston and Shoreham patrolled. Next over were Selsey and
Chailey, and then Tangmere and Ford. The full schedule for is outlined below, highlighting the extraordinary role of the Tangmere Sector in supplying the necessary aircraft and coordination for these patrols. During each 50-minute period, two wings (six
Spitfire squadrons) were to maintain low cover over the entire beach and shipping areas
throughout daylight hours. These patrols were flown between 3,000 and 5,000 feet or
below cloud level. Each operational wing was to act independently to guard either
western or eastern areas as assigned. Within each independent wing, the squadrons
were to patrol in loose fours.
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Map showing the three main fighter cover streams covering Neptune: RAF wings to/from
Tangmere in the middle, flanked by Biggin Hill’s wings to the east — both providing low cover
with Spitfires — and Middle Wallop’s USAAF 9thAF wings to the west, giving high cover with
P-47s. All were to be controlled by their parent sector stations until handed off to local control
over the assault area. Local control on D-Day was to be supplied by three largely RAF-crewed
Royal Navy FDT (Fighter Direction Tender) ships, whose assigned stations are shown: one in
mid-Channel in the main shipping route, one off the eastern beaches (Gold, Juno, and Sword),
and one off the western beaches (Utah and Omaha).
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The western area took in both Utah and Omaha beaches, which were to be patrolled
by one squadron each. The third squadron from each wing was to provide flank protection to the northwest of Utah beach and was particularly responsible for protecting the
naval bombardment ships. The area of patrol extended three to five miles inland and 15
miles out to sea to provide cover to the beaches and to shipping. Wings patrolling in the
eastern area were to devote two squadrons to patrol the entire length of the three British
beaches, Sword, Juno and Gold. The third squadron was to patrol northeast of Sword
beach, providing flank protection and guarding naval vessels. When the wings were en
route to either the eastern or western areas, they followed the routes laid out in the map
above, providing extra incidental protection to the main shipping route. Patrols leaving
from the Tangmere Sector followed the eastern route, against which the main enemy
threat to shipping was expected. In particular, fighters were warned that they should
attack any submarine identified without hesitation.
The complete patrol schedule shown below was to be repeated on D-Day+1 and all
subsequent days, excepting any contrary orders based on the military or air situation at
that point. All patrols were controlled by FDTs 216 (call sign “Research”) and 217 (call
sign “Disrobe”) to the west and east respectively. Upon successful beach landing,
shore-based mobile GCI (Ground Control Intercept) stations were to be put into operation as quickly as possible to allow them to take over local control from the FDTs.
Squadrons going to or from the assault area would be on the RT channel of their parent
sector until they reached within five minutes of their patrol area when they would
switch to the channel of the FDT. During later phases of Neptune, local control would
pass from the FDTs to the newly established GCI stations in the east and west of the assault area. In the Tangmere Sector, emergency homing facilities for both RAF and
USAAF aircraft were available at Ford for the duration of Operation Neptune.
Time over Beach

Wing

04.30

HORNE,
DEANLAND,
FRISTON
HORNE
DEANLAND
FRISTON
SHOREHAM
131 (Chailey)
135 (Selsey)
127 (Tangmere)
144 (Ford)
132 (Bognor)
134 (Appledram)
125 (Ford)
126 (Tangmere)
HORNE
DEANLAND
SHOREHAM
145 (Merston)
HORNE
DEANLAND

05.20

06.10
07.00
07.50
08.40
09.30

10.20
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Squadrons to
Eastern Patrol
Areas
130, 611, 501

Squadrons to
Western Patrol
Areas
130, 611, 501

64
234

402
303
350

345
302, 308, 317
222, 349, 485
403, 416, 421
441, 442, 443
331, 332, 66
310, 312, 313
132, 453, 602
401, 411, 412
303
234
345
329, 340, 341
130
64, 611

11.10
12.00
12.50
13.40
14.30

15.20
16.10
17.00
17.50

18.40

19.30
20.20
21.10
22.00
22.50

HORNE
FRISTON
131 (Chailey)
135 (Selsey)
127(Tangmere)
144 (Ford)
132(Bognor)
134 (Appledram)
125 (Ford)
126 (Tangmere)
HORNE
DEANLAND
SHOREHAM
145 (Merston)
131 (Chailey)
135 (Selsey)
127 (Tangmere)
144 (Ford)
132 (Bognor)
134 (Appledram)
125 (Ford)
126 145 (Merston)

402
501, 350
302, 308, 317
222, 349, 485
403, 416, 421
441, 442, 443
331, 332, 66
310, 312, 313
132, 453, 602
401, 411, 412
303
234
345
329, 340, 341
302, 308, 317
222, 349, 485
403, 416, 421
441, 442, 443
331, 332, 66
310, 312, 313
132, 453, 602
401, 411, 412 329,
340, 341

HORNE
DEANLAND
FRISTON
145 126 (Tangmere)

130
611
501

131 (Chailey)
135 (Selsey)
127 (Tangmere)
144 (Ford)
132 (Bognor)
134 (Appledram)
125 (Ford)
126 (Tangmere)
HORNE
DEANLAND
HORNE
FRISTON

302, 308, 317

329, 340, 341 401,
411, 412
222, 349, 485
403, 416, 421
441, 442, 443
331, 332, 66
310, 312, 313
132, 453, 602
401, 411, 412
130
64, 611
402
501, 350

Schedule for low cover over beach assault area on D-Day under Tangmere Sector control
(crossings-out from source document). Numbered wings are 2TAF units which will be transferred to the Continent as forward airfield capacity is established; named wings in capital letters
are ADGB units that will remain in the sector on air defence duty.
The same areas required patrolling at night, although this clearly demanded a different approach and organisation. No. 456 (RAAF) Squadron ADGB at Ford and 2TAF’s
264 Squadron at Hartford Bridge were the two active Mosquito night-fighter squadrons
in the Tangmere Sector. While 456 Squadron operated as required, 264 Squadron was
also involved in scheduled patrols timed as follows from the night of D-Day:
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Squadron
264
264
264

No. of a/c
3
2
3

Pool No.
2
2
2

Arrive Pool
23. 15
01. 15
02. 55

Leave Pool
01. 15
03. 15
04. 45

The ADGB squadrons were tasked mainly with defending the main shipping route
and static radar stations on the English side of the Channel, whilst 2TAF’s No. 85 group
were to patrol the assault area and shipping route beyond the range of static radar stations. Interceptions against enemy aircraft below 5,000 feet were controlled by Worth
Matravers, Black Gang, Foreness, Hythe Type 16, Ventnor Type 16, Beachy Head CHL
and Beachy Head Type 16. Interceptions against enemy aircraft above 5,000 feet were
controlled by Sopley, Black Gang, Durrington, Wartling, Sandwich and Trimley Heath.
As well as having a crucial responsibility for Neptune, the Tangmere Sector Operations Room was involved in coordinating air defence over a large swathe of England,
notably in its anti-fighter and anti-Diver (V-1 rockets) operations. ADGB used 456
Squadron Mosquitoes based at Ford to provide night fighter cover against both menaces. The Tangmere Sector Operations Room at Bishop Otter College had not previously had anti-aircraft provision from ADGB, though it was to be provided with four
40mm gun emplacements to defend it during Overlord. Tangmere aerodrome itself had
eight 20mm and eight 40mm guns in place, and an additional 24 20mm guns were to be
added for Overlord.
The sector boundaries in operation for ADGB were the same as those for 2TAF, allowing for centralised planning in advance of D-Day. Thus, in the preparation of defences for Overlord, 11 Group was given a role in securing its own safety. If threatened
by V-1 missiles, the Air Officer Commanding 11 Group had the authority to transfer
resources between stations to ensure that sufficient capabilities could be maintained.
Patrol squadrons were to be detailed from Tangmere, Friston, Lympne and Manston
stations, wherever possible constituting squadrons of Griffon-engined Spitfires (and, in
the event, Hawker Tempests) to be readily available to counter V-1 attacks. In providing combined operational direction for Overlord, it had to be considered that the Diver
threat could occur concurrently and actually outlast the invasion. As a result, the 11
Group AOC had dispensation to call on other stations where that need existed.
Bombers were also in operation over the assault area to provide their services as
needed against targets of opportunity although directed by the relevant SORs and subject to their capacity existing alongside fighter air support. Bomber Group 2 had their
communications channel watched over by Tangmere. Tangmere was also responsible
for air-sea rescue fixer facilities for close support aircraft, both for aircraft of No. 2
Group RAF and the USAAF’s 9thAF. It also provided emergency homing facilities for
close support aircraft. Tangmere station’s call signs for ground-to-air communications
were “Elflike” for aircraft control and “Dovecot” for homing. Ford’s — for aircraft of all
types including USAAF heavy bombers — was “Coachride” for homing.
The movements of 2TAF squadrons from Tangmere Sector airfields to the Continent
were carefully planned and scheduled in advance. They were to begin taking place
from D-Day+5, when the first RCAF squadrons from Ford commanded by Wing Commander J. E. “Johnny” Johnson were to head overseas, lasting until D-Day+36, when the
last airlifts were scheduled.
Source documents: National Archives AIR 16/1061,11 Group and IX Fighter Command Joint Air Plan
and Executive Order for Operation Neptune, 25 May 1944, Appendices D, E; AIR 16/1065, ADGB
Overlord Plan, 7 February 1944, Appendix B; AIR 16/1028, Movement Table, No. 11 Group Administrative Instructions for Operation Overlord.
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Letters, Notes, and
Queries
The Editor welcomes your artwork, photographs, letters, and contributions (long or
short) on any subject of interest to our readers. If you have a question about a military
aviation topic that you think another reader
or one of our volunteers might be able to
answer, please send it to the Editor. Testyour-knowledge questions and photo quizzes are also welcome! The Editor’s addresses are given on Page 3.

The Hunter that wouldn’t land
I’m not a superstitious man. I don’t fly
in red socks, wrap a stocking round my
helmet or wear some good luck emblem
to pacify the gremlins or the gods.
On this sunny Saturday morning in
August 1955 I was chief test pilot for
the Hawker Aircraft Company. I was
wearing the white cotton overalls and
the white crash helmet normally worn
by any test pilot.
As I left my cottage on the edge of
Dunsfold Aerodrome, I was thinking
about the silver Hunter I had test flown
three days before. I had been doing
low-level gun-firing trials off Littlehampton at full throttle and maximum
airspeed when a loud bang shook the
aircraft. Instinctively, I throttled back
at once and checked the aircraft carefully. From the cockpit there was no
sign of damage. I was still flying, still
in one piece, but when I started to open
the throttle again, the engine ran very
rough — very rough indeed. Noisy,
harsh vibrations were shaking the
Hunter and I could get no more than a
quarter of the normal rpm and no
thrust at all. What is more, the engine
temperature was running dangerously
high, so I throttled back again.
My first thought was to use my remaining speed to pull up and gain altitude for bailing out. But there was
thick cloud at 1,000 feet and I changed
my mind. Instead, I turned in a glide

back towards the coast and called Ford
Naval Air Station on the R/T. There
was no reply. Afterwards, I discovered
that the people at Ford were having a
holiday.
My speed was dropping rapidly.
Ahead, the coast was tantalisingly clear,
yet all too reluctant to meet me. Carefully, I nursed the Hunter on course to
conserve my speed as long as possible.
I made ready to abandon the Hunter
over the sea. But still I waited because
the shallower the water in which I
could drop the aircraft, the greater the
chance of salvage. Then I saw I could
just clear the coast — a margin of seconds in time — but enough. Low over
the beach, I glided straight into Ford,
where the sight of cars driving haphazardly in all directions shook me. There
was no time to change course or turn
into the main runway. I put the wheels
down and made an emergency landing
across the aerodrome. Apart from engine trouble, the Hunter was undamaged. The mechanics changed the engine, and I received the Queen’s Commendation for what happened that day.
Drama enough? I thought so . . . until the Saturday morning three days
later that was to change everything. I
said to my wife, “I’m going to fetch the
Hunter back again. I’ll be home by
lunchtime.” With the new engine installed, the silver Hunter took off.
Chichester harbour with its cluster of
small boats slid towards the nose and I
throttled back to keep my speed down.
But when I tried to open the throttle
again, nothing happened. I was at 1,000
feet over Chichester harbour with only
idling thrust.
Using what remained of my initial
speed, I headed for Thorney Island, the
nearest aerodrome. I arrived travelling
much too fast for a normal landing but
without enough excess speed in hand to
allow me to do a circuit and line up on
a runway — any runway. Unfortunately, Thorney Island is not large. As
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the name indicates, it is surrounded by
water and my approach was Hobson’s
Choice. So I decided to touch down as
soon as we reached the aerodrome
boundary even though I was doing 200
knots. I had to ignore the runways and
land crossways over a rough grass surface.
The touch-down was smooth
enough, but with the aircraft running
very fast and the uneven ground the
plane bounced back in the air. And
then it began. The Hunter started on a
chain of galloping bounces that rose
higher and higher.
Normally this
doesn’t matter because you just open
the throttle and go round again. But
my throttle wouldn’t open. My speed
was falling away. I was unable to control the machine. We bounced higher,
again and again. Higher. Alarmingly
higher, and my back, already weak
from wartime crash-landings, began to
take the strain. I’d been in plaster three
times but this looked like real trouble.
Soon the Hunter would stall, and if it
did we’d nose right into the ground. So
I selected Wheels Up and only one
wheel retracted. I was going up and
down like a porpoise — king-size.
Instead of falling flat as she should
have done, the Hunter dropped on one
wheel and the opposite wing-tip. An
almighty crunch — and like a bird with
a broken wing, we swung round in
wide arc. I cut the high pressure fuel
cock and jettisoned the hood. I couldn’t
do much more because the rudder and
the brakes were both ineffective.
Across the runway we cavorted like
some lame duck shot through with
adrenalin. Bang, crash, bang, crash until I was shaken sick and silly. It was
then I noticed the steep ridge ahead.
We couldn’t stop — not even to say
hello. Down over the edge went, missing concrete buildings by little less than
a close shave. And then everything
erupted at once. Nose-first, we crashed
into the bank of a hollow. There was

30

noise, the soil of the bank, pieces of aircraft, my mind thinking, “This is it,”
and my body being catapulted forward
against the seat harness. Everything
went black.
When I came to, the aircraft was in
pieces around me. I was still strapped
safely to the seat but my body smarted
and ached with cuts and bruises. My
shins were stripped raw of skin. That
was on the bottom edge of the instrument panel. Slowly, I heaved myself
out of the cockpit and staggered to a
hillock to contemplate the scene. My
back was broken but I was till alive.
Never again would I fly as a test pilot.
When I looked at the Hunter, I realised
how lucky I had been. The nose was
broken off, the rear fuselage had
snapped at the bulkhead right behind
the ejector seat. Poor old 562, I thought.
FIVE-SIX-TWO. As I said, I’m not superstitious but even to my crashbefuddled brain those figures add up to
THIRTEEN.
— Neville Duke
(from Talking Tangmere, 2002)

Answer to Photo Quiz, Autumn 2013
While no information has come to light
about the four-engined, whale-like
aeroplane pictured in Stan Hayter’s father’s album, quite a lot can be said
about the aircraft and its pilot in the
other picture. F-ABEX was a Caudron
G.3 being flown by the famous French
aviatrix Adrienne Bolland, a test pilot
for the Caudron works. After WWI
Caudron was trying to sell civilianised
G.3s, still being built to a 1914 design,
to private buyers as a “sport” aeroplane. The inscription in the album was
mistaken; Mlle Bolland was not the first
woman to fly across the Channel, but in
April 1921 she became the first female
pilot even more daringly to fly across
the Andes from Argentina to Chile in FABEW, a sister to the G.3 in which she
was pictured at Croydon.

Have you bought your copy?
The publisher’s stock has sold out, but it’s still available from us!
Our special offer price of £20 (normal price £25) still applies to Volunteers and Friends
of the Museum calling in at our shop with their staff name-tags or membership cards.
The book is now also available by mail order from the Museum; please add £5 for P&P.

Photo Credits
Front cover: Wing Commander Geoffrey Page, CO of 2TAF’s 125 Wing (132, 453, and
602 Squadrons) based at Ford during Operation Neptune, is pictured in his Spitfire
shortly after the Wing had relocated to Normandy and taken up close-support duties;
public domain photograph. Pages 4, 6, 24-25: Museum Collection. Pages 16-23: Vickers
Supermarine. All other photographs in this issue: public domain.
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