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J. A. McCairns, middle, with 616 Squadron colleagues in a posed “scramble”, winter 1940-41.

The Wrong Side of the Channel
James Atterby McCairns

Three loud explosions and a cockpit seemingly filled with bursting shells heralded
the beginning of the end to my career as a fighter pilot. Apparently the remainder
of my formation had permitted an Me109 to creep up on our tail believing, as those
famous last words so aptly put it, that he was “a friendly”. So, sitting about 200
yards on my tail, the Jerry had ample opportunity to rake the Spitfire from nose to
tail. Fortunately, violent evasive action put me out of the line of fire before my
body also, in turn, became the recipient of a Hun bullet, and rather like a dog with
its tail between its legs, homeward I sped to make, after what seemed an eternity, a
successful pancake at my home station — Tangmere. Out of the kite I jumped, only
to be greeted by a very sorry sight. For there was my old Spit “D” for Donald —
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reliable and trustworthy friend to the very end — looking humbly pathetic with her
back all ripped open by Jerry explosive shells. Never again would that kite be fit to
take to the air again. Just like parting with an old friend I had to bid farewell and
hand over to the salvagemongers good old “D” who had never caused me a moment’s anxiety.
That day was Sunday, July 1st 1941. “D” and I had then been together for something like 10 months, spent in the happy company of the famous fighter unit 616
Squadron under the famed leadership of that legless hero Wing Commander Bader.
For the last three weeks — right from the beginning of the “non-stop offensive” of
the summer of ’41 — we had daily been sweeping the Huns from the skies of France
and that was the first mishap we had ever experienced. How we managed to pull
through that day still remains a mystery. I remember leaving the plane and going
into the crew room. Station Commander “Woodie” — Group Captain Woodhall —
said that pint of beer would probably relieve the pent-up emotions and I gladly acknowledged such advice, only waiting to remove a flying boot for the purpose of
taking out some slight impediment. Imagine everyone’s amazement when, as I upturned the boot, out came rolling a perfectly good German armour-piercing bullet,
doubtless fallen into the top of the boot after ricochetting round and round the
cockpit.
That night, ensconced once again in our little mess room reviewing the day’s activities, I became more and more aware that I had lost more than my plane. I had a
most horrible foreboding that, shorn of “D”, my future could never be so rosy
again. That, coupled with a warning from my adjutant only two days before,
started filling me with apprehension. In those days I belonged to that company of
the air force, popularly known as the backbone of the RAF; in other words I was a
good old Sergeant Pilot. Just a few days before, when our “adge” had asked me if I
was willing to accept a commission, I gladly retorted “Yes”, whereupon he revealed
one of the many superstitions of the air force. Because of the incredible number of
non-commissioned officers in the very early days who, on accepting a proffered
commission either did not live long enough to don their ordered uniform or else
survive only long enough to wear it for one or two weeks at the most, the operational members of both Bomber and Fighter Commands claim the acceptance of a
commission almost as a proposal to sign the death warrant — an offer from the
Devil himself. Perhaps one forgets just how any times this has been contradicted,
how some of the most high in the land have climbed the ladder, rung by rung, nevertheless the occasions one hears the old phrase, “Oh so-and-so has just gone for a
Burton — damned shame — just been commissioned, too!” gives sufficient evidence
for this well-rooted RAF superstition.
So with very mixed feelings I went through the following week, still sweeping
almost daily, borrowing for that purpose someone else’s aircraft and watching with
considerable misgiving the absence of one particular friend after another. Sometimes in the air you would see them go streaking down to their doom, plumes of
black smoke marking their descent. Sometimes they would just disappear com-
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pletely and simply fail to reappear at base. More often, though, it would be some
Iron-Cross-marked kite that would disintegrate in the air and all your restraint was
required to keep you from hurtling down and blasting to hell the white parachute
which would almost immediately blossom forth; another Jerry allowed to retain the
comforts of his mess because we Britishers honourably played the gentleman, even
in mortal combat.
At the end of the week, on the Sunday, two announcements excited my interest.
Firstly, I was told to prepare myself for an interview with the station commander at
10 a.m. the next day with a view to being granted my long-desired commission, a
secret ambition of mine entertained since the day, six months before the outbreak of
war in 1939, when I enlisted as a volunteer pilot in the RAFVR. Secondly, to my
great joy, the arrival of a new aircraft, a replacement of old “D”, was signalled. Like
its predecessor, because it was my own aircraft it was to be labelled with the characteristic “D”. The same morning it arrived and by lunch-time we were ready for a
formal introduction: the first air test.
Every minute of that flight still lingers in my memory: larking about in the sky,
rolls over the Old Harbour at Chichester, and a terrific beat-up of a country cottage
where my nurse girl-friend was passing the weekend. For the next months of captivity I could always remember her face as she looked up at the Spitfire hurtling out
of the heavens above. Perhaps at that moment the premonition was born — certainly by the time I had landed I had more than an inkling that I would not return
from the sweep scheduled for that afternoon — chiefly because I lacked faith in my
new aircraft. It was so horribly new and stiff, deficient of many of those little modifications I had carried out on my old kite and, most important, the engine’s slow
running was sadly out of order. Once more, speaking in jest, I declared on landing,
“Well, after this afternoon’s little effort, if I get back that plane is definitely going to
be U/S.” Little did I realise that within less than 1½ hours just how pathetically unserviceable it really would become.
By this time, the conviction that it would be my last flip had become quite overpowering — to such an extent that, for the first time in my life, I wrote a short message of farewell and detailed instructions as to the disposal of my car. My last action, I remember, was to turn to a New Zealand friend who was not going on this
particular show, and tell him if the worst happened to deliver this message to an
old friend of mine, the ground flight sergeant, Freddie Dale.
But that was not all, even, for Fate continued to warn me right down to the last
minute. Whilst taxiing out and jockeying for take-off position, my engine suddenly
cut out and stopped dead. Immediately I shoved another cartridge into the
Coffman starter. Bang. The engine caught and roared into life. Before it had a
chance to cut out again whilst running hot and rich on the ground, I became airborne and picked up position in the wing formation. That afternoon we had a freelance commission whilst the bombers went in at Lille. So, at 12,000 feet we left
Beachy Head and by the time we had reached Boulogne our height was about
17,500 feet.
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For the last time, I once again sensed trouble. No sooner was the French coast
crossed than my radio became U/S by powerful jamming from the ground. Over I
went to another channel but this too was jammed. A fighter without radio is rather
like a soldier going over the top blindfold. A complete sense of helplessness overpowers one; it is impossible to receive warnings of impending attacks and at the
same time one is not in a position to warn one’s companions.
So in this condition we stooged to our target area, our squadron gradually being
broken into smaller and smaller remnants as 109s flashed through us from the skies
above — fired, half-rolled and plunged to earth beneath. Still I managed to cling to
my No. 1, our flight commander H. S. L. Dundas, and eventually we headed for
home. En route over France we tried to join forces with another four Spitfires but
they, believing us to be hostile, immediately orbitted and once again there was
chaos. Time and again we tried to straighten out and head for home but on each
occasion there was a fresh flap and round and round we would orbit — odd
Me109s plunging past us at incredible speeds. For the seventh time we began to
sort ourselves out when suddenly there was a terrific crash just behind me and the
whole plane seemed to be lifted. Liquid was splashed all over and the whole cockpit went dark; as I attempted to skid down, the seat with myself left its foundation
and was thrown violently against the roof. No chance to half-roll and get away so
all I could do was a crazy, headlong dive. Fortunately the engine was going full
blast. Looking over my right shoulder I could see little except a terrific rent in the
aircraft just two feet behind my head and the metal oxygen bottle hanging out in the
slipstream. Once again I had been saved by the pilot’s armour plating.
Down and down I went, possessed with the one idea to get down to zero feet as
soon as possible and head for base. At 300 feet I pulled out and because I seemed to
be covered in oil, as were all the instruments and canopy, visibility was reduced to
practically nil. Charily I tried to decrease my height and began to toy with the idea
of my future. During my headlong dive I had attempted to use the radio, giving an
SOS message and position; now, with a feeling of security once more coming over
me, I wondered where to make a landfall in England and whether I should touch
down at the first available base.
Engrossed with these ideas I suddenly became aware of the activities of a light
flak battery immediately before me — they were giving me everything they had
got. There was the noise of another minor explosion and as I began weaving away I
saw a white vapour trail coming from my kite. In spite of such evidence I still retained some misplaced faith in the aircraft and its ability to survive, only to be completely thwarted when, in an incredibly short space of time, there was a splutter
from the engine and the propeller blades froze rigid.
Incredulous, I jazzed the throttle, tried the switches and, in desperation, fired
fresh cartridges into the starting chamber. All in vain — the blades stood there motionless! Quickly speed dropped off and at the height of some 250 feet it meant a
forced landing. Gazing out I could see dead ahead the blue sea of the Channel, directly below, the sand dunes and fields round Gravelines. Realising all too well the
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almost suicidal implications of a “ditch” with a Spitfire and, still being quite a little
escape-conscious, I did a quick turn to the left and landed almost parallel to the
beach in a field some 300 yards inland.
Once before in my career I had to force-land because of engine failure in the
mountains of Wales and this experience was little worse. With a sickening jar the
aircraft came to a dead stop and all I can remember is cursing my Fates for putting
such a quick end to my fighting career. Inwardly I was fuming, furious with myself
and already determined to leap out and make a run for it. Off I snatched my helmet
and then tried to slide back the hood. It was jammed, and in spite of all my frenzied
efforts I could not force an exit. Like a condemned person I waited in my cell for
my gaolers who were already only thirty yards away.
Armed with rifles, two Luftwaffe airmen were cautiously approaching the Spitfire, implying with movements of their guns that I was to get out and surrender.
Obviously the game was up. There wasn’t even a revolver aboard the Spit, so I
turned my attention to exploding the IFF apparatus by pressing the two special buttons. No welcoming explosion greeted my eyes. I believe the set must have been
blown out by the cannon attack of the German fighter or else exploded by the impetus of the crash through its inertia detonator. Next I grabbed a code card and
ripped it into as small pieces as I could and did my best by scattering the bits all
over.
By this time the two young airmen were up to the aircraft and after a cautious
approach in answer to my gestures that I was trapped, came over and prised back
the hood. Gingerly I clambered out and it was not until I placed my right foot on
the ground that I was conscious of pain in that leg and a squelching sound in the
boot itself. Fortunately, one of the Huns caught me as I tottered and with his support I stripped off the boot and was horrified by the pool of blood disclosed. Immediately the Germans became most sympathetic and, after a quick search to reveal
the presence of any concealed weapon, they supported me between them as I tried
to hobble the 100 yards which separated the aircraft from a concealed flak post.
Seated comfortably in their well-concealed flak post, my first reaction was one of
amazement at the outstanding kindness of these Luftwaffe men. All of them displayed the German eagle on their right breast which I very mistakenly assumed
were their “wings” and for a moment considered I was confronted by a bevy of
pilots. My arrival occasioned quite a stir. There was bags of phoning and amateurs
busily clicking cameras whilst the first-aid department really got down to business.
I was boiling hot, the sweat pouring off me, so they laid me down in the shade of
their underground room and in less than five minutes my right leg was in splints
and paper bandage right up to my thigh. Cigarettes, beer, and spa water were
showered upon me and not the slightest sign of hostility was shown; all conversation was conducted in the simplest German or in very poor French. The one recollection I shall always retain is the reiteration by every German I met of “Pour vous
la guerre est finie” or, in German, the one word “Kaput”.
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The photographs on this page and the next were taken by German soldiers. The aircraft is YQ-D P8500,
Mac McCairns’s Spitfire. The bottom picture shows the entry hole of the Me109’s cannon shell.
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McCairns is clearly identifiable in the bottom picture. The upper picture shows the jagged hole behind the
pilot’s seat made by the Me109’s cannon shell when it exploded against the armour plating.
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In a very short space of time there was great bustle and excitement outside and
making a majestic entrance in strode two German officers — looking very smart in
their white caps and well-bedecked uniforms. One fat, corpulent old boy proved to
be the interrogation officer and carried out his duties in the most pleasing manner
possible.
His English was extremely limited and the subsequent complications were most
amusing. After the usual few preliminary questions he endeavoured to ascertain
the object of my mission, whether I had been bomber escort and on what target. So
I replied that I had only been “stooging” and at the mention of that word his ears
pricked up and he asked what did the English mean by that word. Of course all I
could do in reply was to shrug my shoulders and reiterate with great emphasis,
“Don’t you know, stooging. Well, I was the stooge!” (And a damned big stooge I
felt at the time, too!) After such repetition the officer gave up in disgust and started
off on another track. “Where are your war-cartes?” said he, and of course that conveyed absolutely nothing to me — I guessed he was pressing for written instructions so naturally I replied I hadn’t any. “Ho! We will see” and taking my tunic, he
pulled out his knife and made a gash just above the top of each breast pocket. With
a cry of triumph he pulled first one and then a second silk map from my tunic
where they had been concealed as preparation for an escape. And with a malicious
leer he came over to the bed and midst howls of laughter dangled them in my face,
saying “Ha! You have no war-cartes, nein?” That was the most humiliating moment I ever spent whilst in enemy hands — even the disappointment of a subsequent capture did not affect me quite so bitterly. I could have wept.
But in spite of this personal triumph the Hun remained most considerate and informed me that he would take me for medical treatment. So once again I was carried through a crowd of curious Luftwaffe types — cameras again busy — and was
deposited in a huge open staff car. Again to my amazement, in order to accommodate my leg, it was necessary to partially dismantle the car by removing the doors
and this was gladly done.
At that particular stage of the war the subtle interrogation tricks of the Hun were
comparatively unknown to the average airman and in the initial stages at least I had
not the RAF classic reply to each and every question: “My name is McCairns, my
number is 754718, and my rank sergeant.”
— To be continued

Before his death in a flying accident in 1948, Mac McCairns wrote a 200-page, typewritten account of his
capture by the enemy, his imprisonment in Germany, his escape attempts (the third was successful), and his
clandestine journey across Europe to Gibraltar with the help of the Comet organisation. On his return to
England, he was awarded the Military Medal for his daring exploits. He then joined 161 Squadron, flying
Lysanders from Tempsford and Tangmere in company with Hugh Verity, Peter Vaughan-Fowler and others, completing 25 successful drops and pick-ups for which he was awarded the DFC and two bars. We
thank his son Chris for giving us his father’s medals (now on display in the Tangmere Hall) as well as a
copy of this manuscript and allowing us to scan Mac’s photograph albums. We shall be printing further
parts of this story in future editions of The Tangmere Logbook. —Ed.
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Getting My Feet Wet
Molly Keen
Suddenly on the morning of June 5th
the long convoys of lorries and Royal
Air Force units vanished. The great
armada was about to cross the English
Channel. We were naturally all keyed
up. A week later several sisters were
posted. My friend Edith was one. Two
weeks later my posting came through
and with two others we joined the 101st
General Hospital. Travelling by train
we arrived at Bognor late that evening.
An estate of empty houses had been
taken over by the Army close to the
beach. Here we were to spend the
night. Having the choice of any empty
house that took our fancy — any room
and a room to ourselves at that. Lying
on bare boards was not conducive to
sleep, but I thought it was better than
the beach. I used my respirator for a
pillow. My ground sheet for a blanket.
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A heavy thunderstorm soon brought
those in who had thought to sleep on
the beach. Morning found us marching
to the station and on the train — Southampton next stop. We then went by
lorry to somewhere in the vicinity
which proved to be a very large wellestablished army camp amongst the
trees. Troops must have been assembling here for long periods. There was
also an American camp. We were
served with some of their rations for
breakfast. Tinned fat bacon, rather rich.
We could not help comparing the difference in hygiene.
The American
washing-up facilities were far superior
to ours, which consisted of a pail of water in which we swilled our mess tins
after use. We collected our food from
long trestle tables. Here we slept under
canvas.
Instructions used to come
through very frequently over the intercom for different units and personnel to
report at a special assembly point. Our
turn came at last and we were off.
Evening found us on board a hospital ship. I have forgotten just how
many, but the ship had its full complement. We were packed in where we
could find a space. About midnight a
voice came over the intercom giving
instructions for the sisters of the 101st
General Hospital. It was pitch dark as
we assembled on the deck and could
just make out the shape of a tank landing craft drawn up alongside. The craft
was coming close to the ship and then
receding on the waves. Having no
gangway we were to be heaved up over
the side. Royal Army Medical Corps
personnel stood one each side of us sisters, giving support under each arm
and shoulder. We were told to stretch
our arms and legs our straight before us
and were hastily propelled into the tank
landing craft. Prior to this we each
threw our kitbags and equipment into
the vessel. Fortunately, they all landed
inside as we followed. Some of the girls
did not care much for the open craft —

it was very cold and there was a heavy
swell. Matron produced a flask of
brandy, saying “If any of you need a
drop, but not too much”. I laughed
saying “I shall go easy with it”.
Probably about an hour later, instructions again came over the intercom: a voice out of the darkness and
gloom boomed “Who gave orders for
the 101st General Hospital to disembark?” He did not know, but “we are
in the middle of a minefield and are to
be taken back to the hospital ship.” Further, rather distorted and probably
coded messages passed back and forth
and then silence. It was eerie in the
heavy fog that had descended. However, we advanced slowly towards the
French coast just before dawn. The
mist cleared and we knew we had arrived. The tank landing craft was unable to make it all the way up the beach,
so we landed in France half-wading
through the water. Guns were firing,
shrapnel was flying around, tracer bullets and “flaming onions”, so called, lit
up the sky. No one really knew what
they were. We were told to take cover
behind sand dunes and then a lull. The
men at the guns called out loudly
“Anyone from London?” “Anyone
from Birmingham?” etc. naming several places of which they wanted news.
We responded by shouting back “Yes,
London is okay.”
Soon a lorry arrived to pick us up.
We rumbled on, then got down at a
small French chateau (not used as such
then). Here we were supposed to relax.
Stumbling upstairs we groped our way
in the dark and I felt something hard.
Dumping my kit I found myself draped
round something unyielding. My bed
felt very peculiar indeed. It seemed
ages before daylight appeared and
when it did I found out that the base of
the bed was constructed of strips of
steel, devoid of a mattress, which
would have automatically pressed them
down flat.

We climbed onto a waiting lorry and
later unloaded in a large field. It was
daylight now and on the seashore bell
tents had already been erected. We put
up lines between them and dried our
wet uniforms, thankful for a meal supplied by a nearby unit and to get some
sleep after putting up our camp beds.
To date we had no hospital and
were waiting for large tents to arrive for
this purpose. There were many other
hospitals functioning in nearby areas in
Normandy. Two days later I went
down with dysentery and was transferred to a nearby hospital but was
soon discharged as it was only a mild
attack. Arriving back at my unit, our
field looked like a gypsy camp. I told
Matron and she laughed as the sisters
were wearing khaki squares in place of
white ones, which was sensible.
Matron was easygoing and practical
with a great sense of humour. My
friend, Edith, turned up with some
other girls from No. 9 which was acting
as a casualty clearing station. They had
heard that we were in the vicinity.
Soon, with a few others I was posted to
the same unit. I was sorry to leave the
101st. I did not meet up with Matron
again until after the war at a reunion.
Men wounded on the battlefield were
picked up by stretcher bearers of the
Royal Army Medical Corps and taken
to the regimental first aid post and
there they were treated. They were
brave men and did a wonderful job.
Every patient was given a field medical
card which was attached to their tunic.
The medical officer would enter all particulars of vital information such as
when a tourniquet had been applied,
the precise time, the site of the wound,
how much morphia had been given and
when, etc. These cards had further information of medical treatment carried
out at the casualty clearing station and
were kept with them until arrival at a
hospital in the United Kingdom.
Prior to my arrival at No. 9 Casualty
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Clearing Station it had been under fire.
German planes were bombing the forward troops, shrapnel fell like rain over
the tents, piercing the canvas. The
colonel managed to obtain strong fly
sheets which gave a little more protection. All personnel were ordered to
sleep with their hats over their heads
and pillows over their bodies. By day
helmets on and respirators to protect
the chest. Instructions were given to
prepare for evacuation immediately
should the need arise and to take just
the things that they themselves could
carry. It was a critical period — it was
not known then how the battle of Caen
would go. The Allies might have to
retreat.
When I joined No. 9 Casualty Clearing Station our luck had improved. The
Germans were gradually being forced
back, but the guns could still be heard
and the odd sniper was still around. A
new convoy arrived. On admission the
men’s wounds were checked for bleeding and only essential dressings were
renewed. Emergency operations were
carried out. Blood transfusions commenced. Those very seriously wounded, where it was touch and go, were
kept and nursed and, if they survived,
would be either evacuated or, of course,
taken over by the next hospital arriving
in the area as we moved forward in the
battle zone. Hot sweet tea, a sandwich
of bully beef would be given to those
who could have it. It was not possible
to do much in the way of washing as
water was very scarce and had to be
kept only for essential purposes such as
the operating theatre and drinking water. Then they were taken by airlift to
the United Kingdom.
How brave these men were. They
showed so much courage. It must have
been a sense of relief that the worst had
happened and they were still alive and
would be going home again. So many
of their pals had been killed outright.
At that stage they would not know the
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extent of their injuries. Some would not
be fit for months, others would be permanently disabled. How thankful they
were to be going back to England. One
felt appalled at the aftermath of war.
The senselessness of it all and yet everyone fighting and those at home suffering bomb damage, loss of homes and
loss of life. Yet we were fighting for a
cause for freedom against a terrible
force of evil.
Fortunately the fine summer held.
We lined up with our canvas buckets
for our water ration and used to have
an all-over wash under the guy ropes of
our tents. It was time to move on for
No. 9. At 4.00 am we were up and
packing and had just dressed when our
tent was whisked from over our heads.
We set off in convoy, the whole unit
together packed in lorries and trucks.
Many areas that we passed through
were mined. These were marked only
by white tapes by our own sappers of
the Royal Engineers. At one point we
all got down and scrambled into the
woods which lined each side of the
road. Men one side, women the other.
We were given three minutes and
warned not to step beyond the tape.
We almost lost our Matron and colonel
to the enemy as their driver was leading the convoy but he was heading for
the front line. However, a dispatch
rider soon caught up with them. I
guess the driver was glad.
Caen was a mass of rubble. Hard
fighting had taken place. The Army
was now steadily advancing. Many
villages and towns were in ruins or
partially. We saw the bodies of German soldiers lying around and more in
the river. In some cases the French
people were not all that pleased to see
our Armies invading. They had become used to the occupation; some of
the younger women had boyfriends
among the Germans. After passing
through Mézidon and Lisieux we arrived at Rouen. A beautiful town much

of it intact. Here the French seemed to
welcome us.
Our hospital was set up in a convent. We were housed in adjacent
buildings. Wards were got ready, beds
made up, we put up our camp beds,
then a short break was permitted — just
time for a quick peep at the town. It
was marvellous to see life going on
more or less normally and the shops
were trading. We walked through the
famous 13th century gateway with a
lovely clock. We enjoyed our brief
break and I was then allocated to an
ancient wing of the convent. On reflection I am reminded of our Westminster
Hall on a little smaller scale. Heavy
dark oil paintings adorned the wall,
depicting wounded soldiers on the field
at the time of the Battle of Waterloo or
maybe the Napoleonic Wars. Beds
were erected in every available space.
My patients were all German prisoners. They had all passed our own
medical officer with instructions on
their field cards; if for theatre straight
away, I knew not to give them food or
drink. The majority were not major
operations which was just as well. I
had no other Sister to help me but a
really wonderful medical orderly and
also a sergeant to act as an interpreter.
He spoke several languages fluently
and we just had to do the best we could
under the circumstances.
My orderly and I just worked, increasingly at full pelt. A French nun
appeared with bowls of water and she
quietly went around washing patients
here and there and then would disappear again. We never did have time for
a conversation. As the patients recovered and were able to be up and
dressed I enlisted their help in the
ward. The hot water had to be carried
in buckets from somewhere outside the
ward. There was no time for off-duty
breaks. It was often 11.00 pm before I
went off duty for the night and I don't
remember my roommate ever being

much earlier. I found myself gesticulating and speaking to her in broken English. She said “I do speak English.”
German I hardly knew except for just a
smattering. The men, not all, were sullen at first, but after a few days they
became cooperative. One evening it
was very late and I had settled patients
for the night and was in my office when
a Nazi officer walked into the ward. He
came into the office, clicked his heels to
attention and gave the Nazi salute.
Recognizing only a word here and
there, I could not understand what he
asked of me or why he was there. He
spoke to some of the men. The atmosphere changed in the ward while he
was present. The men seemed relieved
when he went. I reported the incident
after going off duty.
It was time for No. 9 to move forward. A Canadian hospital took over
from us. The day before departure we
were given a whole half-day. This
seemed wonderful. Edith and I noticed
the green hill in Rouen from the window and longed to go there. We felt
much too tired to visit shops and staggered through the cobbled streets towards the green hill which seemed
miles away. Blessed relief, peace and
quiet reigned. I remember a few French
children stopping to stare at us and
then they passed on their way. We
slept solidly for three hours before our
trek back from the hill to the hospital. I
vanished behind some trees and almost
sat on a German mine. Then I saw the
skull and crossbones. I was lucky that
it did not go off!
From 1940, Molly Keen served in the Territorial
Army Nursing Service and with Queen Alexandra’s Imperial Military Nursing Service, with
which TANS was amalgamated during the war.
After postings to France and Belgium, she volunteered for another overseas posting, this time
with SEAC, and was eventually demobilised in
November 1946. In the picture at the beginning
of this story she is shown in her QAIMNS uniform, of which we have an example on display in
the Museum’s Middle Hall. — Ed.
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This Gloster Meteor Mk 4 was assigned to Wing Commander George Parnaby while he was station
commander at Tangmere in 1948-49. The P-80A, of which 524 were built, was likewise one of the USAF’s
main front-line jet fighters from the end of the war until the Korean conflict; this aeroplane was flown by
Major Robin Olds in the National Air Races at Cleveland, Ohio, in 1946.

Jet Fighters of the Second World War
Part 2: Gloster Meteor and Lockheed Shooting Star
Matt Wright

Gloster Meteor
After the first successful flight of the proof-of-concept E.28/39, the Air Ministry decided
that an operational jet fighter needed to be developed as soon as possible. Gloster’s
chief designer, George Carter, had considered developing the E.28/39 but he decided
that the limited power from one Whittle engine that at that time was intended to produce 1,500 lbs thrust would not be able to cope with the increased armament and fuel
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required for an interceptor fighter. So he drew up an orthodox design for a single-seater
twin-engine aircraft with straight wings and the engines mounted in the wings. This
meant cutting a circular hole through the rear spar to accommodate the jet pipe. The
airframe was of all-metal stressed-skin construction and the pilot’s seat was originally
designed as a “deck chair shape”. The Air Ministry had specified that the new fighter
should be armed with six 20 mm cannon, but Carter was able to persuade them to reduce this to four because he was unsure how much thrust the new turbojets would produce. His design incorporated two cannon mounted alongside each side of the nose of
the aircraft. In November 1941 F.9/40 was issued and Gloster’s were given the goahead to manufacture 12 unarmed prototypes, known at that time as the G41 or GlosterWhittle.
The prototypes, all built at Gloster’s Hucclecote plant near Gloucester, were to be
powered by a variety of jet engines that were being developed: the Power Jets Ltd
(Whittle’s own company) W.2, Rover Motors’ W.2B or W.2/500, Rolls-Royce’s W.2B/23,
de Havilland’s Halford H.1 and the RAE/Metropolitan-Vickers F.2. With the exception
of the last mentioned, all these engines utilised a large centrifugal compressor that
forced the air back to compression chambers where it was ignited with fuel and exited
via the turbine blades. Whilst these engines were robust they all necessitated a large,
drag-incurring intake. The Metrovick F.2, however, was an axial-flow design which
allowed a smaller intake. Gloster produced the airframes but they were in the hands of
the engine suppliers, who were struggling to produce flight-rated engines. Early on in
the programme the Air Ministry cancelled the whole project apparently because of the
late running of the engine development, particularly from Rover who had delivered
some engines that suffered from their turbine blades breaking up. But a few days later
it was reinstated with a limit of six prototypes, subsequently raised to eight.
The first prototype, DG202/G (the suffix meant that the aircraft was secret and had
to be guarded at all times), was fitted with Rover-built Whittle W.2B/23 engines and it
undertook taxiing trials at RAF Newmarket Heath, an emergency airfield with an undulating grass surface. These were conducted by Flight Lieutenant Philip “Gerry” Sayer
who attempted to take off on a couple of occasions but could only rise to about six feet
above the ground. He recommended that the first flight be postponed until the aircraft
was fitted with engines that produced greater thrust. The airfield was adjacent to the
racecourse at Newmarket, where racing was still taking place, and it was decided that
the risk of the racegoers, or worse still a spy spotting the new jet, necessitated a new
airfield! The prototype was transferred to RAF Barford St John, near Banbury and it
first flew on 24th July 1943.
In the meantime the fifth prototype, DG206/G, powered by two de Havilland Halford H.1 turbojets, completed its maiden flight, piloted by Michael Daunt, on 5th March
1943. This is recognised as the first official flight of the Meteor as the ground hops did
not count. Daunt had served in the RAF on a short-term commission, before joining de
Havilland as a flying instructor, moving to Hawker’s as a test pilot then transferring to
Gloster’s as Sayer’s assistant. After Sayer’s death Daunt took over as chief test pilot and
undertook most of the development flying on the type. He also had the unfortunate
experience of being sucked into the intake of a Meteor whilst it was being test run. He
was saved by the quick thinking of the technician in the cockpit, and a grill was devised
to fit over the intake that became known as the Daunt Defender or the Anti-Daunt.
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Top to bottom: DG202, the first prototype with Rover-Whittle engines; DG204, with Metrovick engines
mounted under the wings; DG206, with de Havilland-built Halford engines, and the first Meteor to fly.

The Gloster Meteor’s first flight took place at RAF Cranwell and lasted 12 minutes.
Daunt’s after-flight report indicated “a disturbing tendency to yaw violently from side
to side at 230 mph beyond the pilot’s physical control.” This was found to be caused by
small movements of the rudder and was solved by fitting trimmer cords to the trailing
edge of the rudder. As the flight testing progressed on the prototypes and the speed
and altitude were increased it was found that there were problems involving engine
surging and at high transonic speeds the aircraft could get into a self-sustained yaw
(snaking) caused by the airflow separation over the thick wing surfaces. Not even Michael Daunt, who had played rugby for the RAF and London Irish, could control the
yaw with his strong leg muscles. Various solutions were tried, including shortening the
wing span, fitting an enlarged fin and rudder with a torpedo-shaped fairing at the intersection of the fin/tailplane and adding a further 30 inches to the fuselage on the later
production versions of the Meteor.
The fourth prototype, fitted with the Metrovick axial-flow engines, had underslung
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nacelles and revised rear wing spars. The initial flights were undertaken by Gloster’s
but were handed over to the RAE at Farnborough for testing. During ground runs it
shredded an overcoat that it ingested which necessitated an engine change. Later the
aircraft was written off in a flying accident on 1st April 1944. The engine however was
developed by Armstrong-Siddeley when Metrovick withdrew from gas turbine manufacture and this resulted in the Sapphire jet engine which was tested in a Meteor F.8.
During the testing and development of the Meteor it was recognised that jetpowered aircraft had great potential, but the piston-engined fighters, such as the Spitfire, Typhoon, and Tempest were able to offer better overall performance. Until the experimental jets were more reliable and offered better performance the RAF would be
better served with its current fighter types. However this changed with the threat of the
German flying bombs and jet/rocket powered fighters and Churchill directed that a
batch of 120 Meteors be produced before the first flight of the prototype. The Air Ministry then issued a letter of intent for 300 production aircraft. During the early stages the
aircraft had been given the code word “Rampage” for security reasons, but a whole
plethora of names including Wildfire, Avenger, Thunderbolt, Violent, Wrathful and
Terrifier were then suggested for it, with “Thunderbolt” being the favoured choice.
However to avoid confusion with the USAAF’s Republic P-47 Thunderbolt the name
Meteor was chosen. It was known in the Gloucestershire area as the Squirt or Hoover,
and in the RAF it was often called the Meatbox.
The first production version of the Meteor was the F.1 that was fitted with RollsRoyce W.2B/Welland 1 or 23C engines, each producing 1,700 lb thrust. The first one
flew from Moreton Valence, Gloster’s updated airfield, on 12th January 1944. It had a
strengthened airframe, increased fuel capacity, a clear bubble cockpit and the wingspan
was reduced which meant better manoeuvrability but increased take-off and landing
speeds. This version had a maximum speed of 420 mph, and operational ceiling of
40,000 feet. Early production versions were handed over to the Royal Aircraft Establishment and the Aeroplane and Armament Experimental Establishment at Boscombe
Down but the comments made by the RAF test pilots were not complimentary, mentioning a number of shortcomings and they considered the performance in terms of speed
and altitude to be only marginally superior to most of the existing piston-engined fighters. They considered the aircraft to be suitable only as an operational trainer but the
Ministry was keen to get the type into service as early as possible.

Meteor Mk I YQ-Y of 616 Squadron at Manston on air-defence duty, 4 January 1945. A flight of 616’s
Meteors was detached to 2TAF in Belgium, being joined by the rest of the squadron in March.
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In all, 20 Mk 1s were delivered to the RAF and 616 Squadron was the first to receive
them in July 1944. These aircraft were restricted on aerobatics and limited in the manoeuvres that they were allowed to perform. The F.1s were soon replaced with F.3s
which were more powerful. (The F.2 was a Goblin-engined prototype of which only
one was ever built). When deployed to RAF Manston they were used to shoot down V1 flying bombs, where they destroyed 13. They were not allowed to fly over enemy occupied territory in case a downed aircraft was captured by the Germans or the Soviets.
But as the Allies moved into France and the Low Countries so the jets were based on the
Continent. In the winter of 1944-45, which was a severe one with snow lying on the
ground, they were painted white as camouflage and for better recognition so that they
would not be confused by the anti-aircraft gunners with the Me262.
Various marks of Meteor, including the F.4 which was now powered by Rolls-Royce
Derwent 5 engines, entered RAF service. In 1946 a RAF High Speed Flight was formed
at RAF Tangmere in order to attempt to break the World Air Speed Record. A specially
modified F.4 airframe with uprated Derwent engines was prepared by Gloster’s and
Group Captain Teddy Donaldson raised the record to 615.78 mph. Ironically it was the
USAAF’s Shooting Star that broke this record in 1947. There were also fighter armed
reconnaissance and photo reconnaissance versions, a two-seater trainer version called
the T7 and a range of night fighters from the NF10 to the NF14. During the Korean conflict, the Royal Australian Air Force’s 77 Squadron used a variant of the F.8 Meteor; in
aerial combat they were outclassed by the much-faster swept-wing Soviet MiG-15s and
were soon redeployed in a ground-attack role.
Some 3,875 Meteors were built. It is of interest that while the first Meteor flight was
made about nine months after the Me262, it entered service just before its German counterpart. It was slower than the Messerschmitt, but they never met in combat.
Lockheed Shooting Star
In the spring of 1943, Allied intelligence became aware that Germany was flight testing
production Me262s, and this led to the concept of the Lockheed P-80 Shooting Star.
Henry H. Arnold, the Commanding General of the Army Air Forces, championed the
need for the development of a US airframe powered by a British jet engine. He was motivated by the need to protect the US daylight bombing raids that were starting over
occupied territory in Europe. The first US jet, the Airacomet, had not been a success and
the Americans needed to catch up on the British and German jet aircraft. The Lockheed
Corporation was chosen because of work that they had been doing on turbojets and aircraft designs. A team under Clarence L. “Kelly” Johnson submitted its design proposal
in mid-1943 for an airframe that would be ready for flight testing in 180 days (similar to
the tight schedule for the North American Mustang). They had been given access to the
design studies for the single-engined XP-59B and the specification and drawings of the
de Havilland-built Halford H.1B centrifugal flow turbojet.
The US Army Air Forces Engineering Division gave the go-ahead for the L-140 project on 15th June 1943 and Kelly Johnson formed a small team of 130 personnel at the
Skunk Works, named after the imaginary factory in Li’l Abner, Al Capp’s hillbilly comic
strip, to build the prototype. The team was located at Lockheed’s airfield at Burbank,
California and at this stage only five of the engineers on the team knew that the project
was to build a jet fighter. The team worked long hours and the first prototype was as-
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sembled and ready in 143 days, some 37 days early.
From the outset the aim was to produce a simple design, with a straight low-aspect
ratio, laminar-flow wing, conventional tail surfaces and a tricycle undercarriage. Unlike
the twin-engined Me262 and Meteor, the single engine was mounted in the fuselage,
with air intakes mounted well up the fuselage on either side. It had an unpressurised
cockpit, with a clear bubble canopy that gave the pilot a good all-round view. The first
centrifugal flow H.1B jet engine from de Havilland that was capable of producing 2,500
lbs of thrust travelled from England accompanied by a British engineer who was arrested on his arrival in the US as the authorities thought that he was a draft dodger and
the Lockheed officials could not vouch for him. The engine was installed in the airframe
but on the first ground run when it reached 8,800 rpm one of the air intake ducts collapsed and was ingested resulting in the impellers being cracked. This engine was a
write-off and another was shipped from England, at the expense of the Vampire prototype test flying, for which it was destined. The air intakes had been strengthened and
the first prototype, XP-80, now known as “Lulu Belle” or ”The Green Hornet”, because
of its green paint scheme, was ready. It first flew on 8th January 1944, with Lockheed’s
chief engineering test pilot Milo Burcham at the controls. He had been a stunt and airshow pilot, and he must have been a bit of a daredevil as he held the world record for
inverted flight of just over four hours flying his own Boeing 100, a record that was only
bettered in 1991. Kelly Johnston’s advice to Burcham was “Just fly her, Milo — treat her
nice . . . and find out if she is a lady or a witch.”

XP-80 “Lulu Belle”, the first prototype, being readied for testing at Muroc.

The maiden flight took off from Muroc Dry Lake (now Edwards AFB) but it only
lasted for five minutes because of undercarriage retraction failure that was quickly rectified. On his next flight he performed a thrilling low-level aerobatic display and he
reached an indicated airspeed of 475 mph. Kelly Johnson said after the flight: “It was a
magnificent demonstration; our plane was a success — such a complete success that it
has overcome the temporary advantage the Germans had gained from years of preliminary development on jet planes.” Somewhat of an exaggerated claim considering that it
had only just started its flight testing! While its performance was considered sensational, the usual list of problems came up, including bad stall and spin characteristics,
high stick force, unsatisfactory fuel management system and poor engine reliability and
performance. Modifications were made including a production-type wing and tail unit
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tips that were rounded rather than blunt. The prototype achieved 502 mph at approximately 20,000 feet.
The programme continued with the delivery of two XP-80As that were some 25%
larger and heavier than the original. Because Allis Chalmers, the heavy-equipment
manufacturer awarded the contract for the engines in the event proved not to have the
capacity to make the Halford gas turbine, they were powered by the more powerful
General Electric I-40 turbojet which was based on the Rolls-Royce Derwent and built
under licence in the USA. This was a heavier engine producing 3,750 lb thrust but required a redesigned airframe. The aircraft had a longer fuselage with the air intakes
moved aft to a wing root position, a redesigned vertical tail, a modified and strengthened landing gear and a pressurised cockpit. The first prototype was nicknamed “Gray
Goose” after its pearl gray paint scheme, and the second was left unpainted and was
known as “Silver Ghost”. Tony Le Vier was put in charge of the test programme. He
was a seasoned test pilot and went on to fly the maiden flights on the Lockheed T-33, F94, XF-104 Starfighter and U2 spy plane. His account of the first test flight read:
“I became fully aware that this aircraft was much heavier [than the XP-80], and I became concerned as to whether the bird would take off at all at the [manufacturer’s
mandated] reduced take-off thrust and high ambient air temperature. Normally I
would have used the great expanse of the dry lake bed, but with this aircraft I knew
a better surface was needed. I decided to use the Northbase runway [at Muroc]
which was slightly downhill from west to east and was ramped down to the lake
bed. This would give us safety in case of an emergency.”
Even with this advantage, “Gray Ghost” was reluctant to get airborne and Le Vier continued:
“I thought the bird would be similar to the original and docile XP-80 on take-off, but
it suddenly became cantankerous and ornery, with a tendency to over-rotate, and I
hopped, skipped, and jumped down the runway. Once airborne, I realised this aircraft was not only unstable in pitch but the heat pouring into the cockpit was unbearable. When I reduced power after lift-off the aircraft would hardly accelerate,
and it took several minutes before I obtained VI [velocity indicated] to commence
the climb. Struggling to 10,000 feet over Muroc Dry Lake, I proceeded to run off the
list of test items on my knee pad. As I started the flaps down test, the plane began
to roll upside down. Unable to correct the split-flap condition I said: ‘Nuts to this —
I am getting down before I lose the whole can of worms.’ Using almost full right
stick, I made a fast flat approach and landed on the dry lake bed safely. I was in despair. That little jewel the XP-80 had tuned into a ‘dog.’”
Hardly an auspicious maiden flight! Likewise Milo Burcham, who had enjoyed flying
the “Green Hornet”, called the XP-80A a “dog”. The test flying programme proved very
dangerous and Burcham himself was killed flying the third production prototype on its
maiden flight when it suffered a flame-out on take-off from Lockheed’s Burbank airfield. Le Vier took over as chief test pilot and he had to bail out of the “Gray Goose”
when some turbine blades broke away due to faulty casing on the turbine wheel, causing the rear part of the fuselage to break away and making what was left of the aeroplane uncontrollable. Le Vier was lucky to get out of the cockpit; he broke his back on
landing but returned to test flying six months later.
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XP-80A “Gray Ghost” in flight with Muroc Dry Lake in the upper background.

All the prototypes were designed with nose-fitted armament — six .50-inch machine
guns with 200 rpg, upped to 300 rpg in the later versions. While the fuel capacity was
increased from 285 to 485 US gallons, the second prototype XP-80A was fitted with 165
US gallon drop tanks under each wing tip — a feature that characterised it during its
military service. Twelve pre-production YP-80As were built and handed over to various US authorities for evaluation and flight trials. Of these, four were sent to Europe for
operational testing (two to England and two to Lesina Airfield in Italy) but after another
serious flying accident these aircraft were grounded. The Shooting Star never saw combat action in Europe during the Second World War.
An initial production order for 344 P-80As (P stood for pursuit and later versions
had the prefix F standing for fighter) was placed in February 1945 and plans were made
for production of 5,000 aircraft but with the end of the war this was scaled back to 2,000.
Most of these aircraft were based in the USA although after the war the 55th Fighter
Group flying F-80s was based at Giebelstadt in Germany. With the Berlin Airlift the
numbers in Western Germany were increased. In 1949 they were based in Japan. Later
versions of the Shooting Star, the F-80C and RF-80 photo-reconnaissance variant, were
used in the Korean War. F-80 pilots claimed to have destroyed a total of six MiG-15s in
aerial combat, but the Shooting Star’s days in this role were numbered; like the Meteor,
the F-80s were soon restricted to ground attack, with swept-wing North American F-86
Sabres, a more even match against MiG-15s, taking over the air superiority role. A total
of 1,714 single-seater F-80A, F-80B, F-80C and RF-80s were built.
Other variants of the Shooting Star were produced, including the T-33 training version that had a three-foot extension of the fuselage to accommodate dual control and
two pilots. This was known as the T-Bird or Converter. A total of 6,557 T-33s were produced and it remained in production until 1959. Two TF-80Cs were modified as prototypes for the F-94 Starfire, an all-weather fighter that was produced in three variants. It
was the USAF’s first all-weather jet interceptor.
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The Shooting Star was the first USAF aircraft to exceed 500 mph in level flight and
the first US jet fighter when it entered service in 1945. In 1947 Colonel Albert Boyd
achieved the World Air Speed Record at 623.73 mph, flying four runs over the Mojave
Desert which was the first time that the record exceeded 1,000 km/hr and regaining the
record for the United States after 24 years.
Conclusion
The speed of development of the jet engine was undoubtedly accelerated by the Second
World War. It is hardly surprising that the initial development of the turbojets in Germany and the UK suffered delays and frustration, but as they gained experience in operating the early jets there was rapid development, so much so that the increased thrust
required more advanced airframes. Swept-wing design took over enabling it to utilise
the power of the new turbojet engines.
The Me262 fighter was probably the most successful of the three jets reviewed. It
was flying before the other two, and in many ways its demise was dependent on factors
outside the control of the airframe and engine manufacturers. Shortage of material,
fuel, and experienced pilots, the bombing of its aircraft factories, as well as the delays
caused by political manoeuvring delayed its introduction into service. It was the only
one of the three to see aerial combat during the war, but it made its mark claiming numerous enemy aircraft destroyed. Had it been introduced earlier and in greater numbers it might have extended the war in Europe. The Meteor was a good solid aeroplane
that did not have the performance of the Me262, but it saw service with the RAF before
the end of the war and was developed subsequently to become a useful if unspectacular
fighter and night fighter. The Shooting Star bypassed some of the pain of jet engine development by utilising British engine technology and was the last to enter service, but it
did not see aerial combat during the Second World War. Its development and in particular the production of the T-33 trainer gave the USA a good platform for its next generation of jet aircraft.

Forty-two years after the first flight of the Shooting Star, the last T-33 to be built for the USAF, 58-2106,
arrives on stand at McChord AFB in Washington State following its final flight on 24 June 1986.
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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.

A Visit with Tim Elkington
The detailed records of over two hundred young Czech men who had left
their homeland to join forces with the
RAF in the 1940s was being carried in
our car as Ivana, my companion, and I
drove across the Cotswolds to Little
Rissington. Ivana has spent almost ten
years researching and collating the records held in both the RAF and Czech
archives. Some of those men returned
to their liberated homeland or stayed
elsewhere in distant lands.
Ivana has tracked many of them.
Her impressive thesis, accepted by
Charles University in Prague, is the
leading work on the subject and the
PhD awarded to her demonstrates the
value of her research. Already her efforts have being scavenged without her
knowledge by others for their own
purposes.
We had spent the night at Dickin’s
Farm, a beautiful stone house which
has kept its ambience of times past.
Highland cattle in the meadow beyond
the lawn gazed at us in curiosity, then
turned their huge heads to look at
walkers on the lower footpath above a
stream. It was a glorious summer day
with wide and distant views of farmland under a clear sky.
After tea with the neighbours, we
had an early supper and had decided
on a short walk along the road towards
the village for fresh air to help us sleep.

Oak beams, flowery wallpaper, soft
carpets. “This makes you smile” said
Ivana as she entered the bathroom festooned in hydrangea blooms.
We
drifted off to sleep as a massive full
moon rose above the opposite hill.
The fresh air had worked well and
after breakfast we set off. Yellow Cotswold stone villages were overflowing
with people in summer clothes, straw
hats and smiling faces. It was the kind
of day that brought everyone outside
with windows open and doors ajar.
Brilliant roses clambered over walls and
poppies were still flowering across the
fields. Stow-on-the-Wold was so busy
people had to step into the road where
cars were jammed bumper to bumper.
It was here we needed to ask directions.
“You’re not far off from five minutes
away but you must . . . ” and sure
enough we adhered to the young man’s
instructions and pulled up into the
walled forecourt of Hill House. A
handsome tall man confirmed this to be
correct. Gray Elkington, Tim’s son.
Tim Elkington had been in No. 1
Squadron based at Tangmere and we
were hoping to share memories and
gather information from those days
when my uncle was also there. Tim
was standing at the sink, in an apron
chopping spring onions as we entered
through his kitchen door. “You’re eight
minutes early. I was just doing these
last few onions,” he declared. This elicited laughs and as soon as he wiped his
hands we exchanged hugs with cuddles
and smiles. Tim is very tall, broadshouldered with the erect posture of a
young man. As we settled ourselves
round the wooden table we showed
each other photos and records and chatted. Tim showed me a photo of the
much improved flight operations status
board that my uncle Karel redesigned
over half a century ago. “He was different from the others,” Tim said, “he
was serious, focussed, did not drink,
and quite different.”
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Ivana asked about several Czech pilots, slowly and deliberately pronouncing their unusual names. Tim listened
intently but shook his head to all but
the last name, a man he had in a group
photograph. Ivana compared her photo
to that one. Gray also looked and
agreed.
“I wish I could apologise to all those
pilots,” Tim said, “I was just a youngster, with about 300 flying hours and
was put in charge of pilots with 6-800
hours of battle fighting experience. We
knew nothing. They were so much better than anything we had. We did not
know what we were really doing, we
just waited to be told and then went up.
We had no information and just waited
and were moved around.”
“Well I guess seeing their homeland
occupied gave them an extra level of
hate towards the enemy and they felt
they had little to lose so they fought
accordingly,” I suggested.
I showed him my photo of a group
of young pilots some sitting in those
iconic Lloyd Loom chairs. “Oh those
chairs! Bed bugs also lived in them. If
you were wearing shorts they chewed
up the back of your legs. We would lift
and bang the chairs on the ground to
make them fall out before we sat down.
Especially in India, they were terrible.”
I showed Tim photos of Karel Kittelwascher (my uncle) and his brother
Jan (my father) both in uniform at
Cholmondley Park having been allocated new roles after their recent hurried exodus from the Foreign Legion
fort of El Areche in Algeria with about
two dozen other young Czech fighters.
Tim had a lingering look at that picture.
“They both survived, Tim. Daddy
evacuated from Dunkirk while his
brother was flying above trying to keep
the enemy at bay.”
Our conversation went too quickly
and Tim started to place the summer
food on the table. Chicken with apricots, sultanas and a delicate sauce; crisp
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green lettuce, finely chopped spring
onions and Jersey Royal potatoes taken
out of the Aga.
“Is it true the flavour of these comes
from top dressing with seaweed?“ I
chirped. “Oh yes” replied Tim. “My
father was a market gardener in Jersey
and we did that.” Tim’s daughter
Caroline and Tim’s wife Pat joined us at
the table. A green woodpecker fluttered past the window landing on the
suspended nut-tube hanging from the
tree. He alerted us and we all turned to
admire the bird. Tim is a good cook
and clearly enjoys creating in the
kitchen.
“Was your food like this at Tangmere, Tim?” “We had big hearty breakfasts and sometimes duplicated. Night
missions meant steak ‘n chips. We did
well with food.”
“Where were you shot down, Tim?
wasn’t it close to Tangmere?”
“I had been sent up to look for
planes and had seen something out towards the coast and set off. Suddenly I
heard a bang, smoke, flames and had to
bale out. I pushed back the canopy,
and started to clamber out but was held
back by my oxygen tube which I had
forgotten to disconnect and that now
half pulled the helmet across my face
and covered my eye. I was unconscious
as I fell and would have not survived if
I landed in the sea. But I landed at
West Wittering beach. Another pilot,
‘Berry’, had used his jet stream to direct
my parachute away from the water. I
owe him my life and he was killed just
a short time later.” The scene Tim described gave a rare insight into that
moment of extreme danger.
Gray joined us briefly and explained
how is putting all the dozens of his
dad’s photo albums onto digital images
which preserve every minute detail.
They sit and identify everything while
they can still do it.
Caroline escorted us to her studio at
the top of the house. The 16th century

wooden staircase is memorable, with
broad planks and irregular depth of
tread “to trip up burglars” Caroline
informed us, and indeed it does just
that. It caught us out too. She showed
us pictures by family artists that were
clearly of a very high standard and one
aunt’s work is housed in a prestigious
Liverpool museum. Caroline’s work
has elements of “convent girl”; it takes
one to know one and several of her images still linger in my mind: one very
painfully and in contrast another that
remind me of my naughtier self.
Returning to the kitchen it was time
to say our goodbyes. On the way Ivana
spotted a leather-bound log book.
Tim’s log book had nearly left the
safety of the family’s protection but a
battle recovered the item.
It was home full of interest with
barely a beige-minimalist wall in sight.
Each room full of stories to be shared or
perhaps kept secret. I walked round to
Pat and put an arm round her shoulders and whispered “I’ve seen some of
your photos, Pat. What a beautiful couple you make and my goodness he was
a good looker.”
“No photo can do him justice” Pat
replied and her smiling eyes and youthful face glowed with love.
We reversed back into Pound Lane
with the family waving goodbye.
I
called “Chocks away Tim! V1 — Rotate. Expect to see us in half an hour if
we get lost.” Heading back towards
London we joined the heavy traffic on
the M40 leaving behind a place of
lovely memories and one we hope to
maybe visit again. Even better try to
encourage the family to come to
Dickin’s Farm, just a 30-minute drive
away and allow me to return their hospitality and meet a lady of their vintage
with also some stories to share.
— Mimi Kuttelwascher Chan

RAF Air Raid Sirens — Can you help?
I have been researching the history of
the air siren and its adoption as a general warning of air attack in this country (and others) in connection with
WW2. The air siren, both manually
operated and electrically driven, was
already in use by the late 1930s by a
number of organisations as a means of
warning.
Having experienced aerial bombing
during WW1 the UK Government were
quick to set up a national warning system of impending air strikes and the air
siren was chosen as the preferred
method. After tests, a model based on
the twin-note, two-rotor sirens manufactured mainly by Gents of Leicester
and Carter of Nelson was the recommendation for the electrically powered
one and this continued as the national
defence warning for many years after
the war ceased, with some still in existence for flood warnings.
Airfields were also supplied with sirens, but these differed from the usual
civilian warning siren as described
above in that they had four rotors emitting three notes (two of the rotors generated the same frequency). The RAF
stations obviously had a need to distinguish between the two types and I
would pose the question, why?
It has been suggested to me that the
four-rotor, three-note models used on
RAF stations were not to warn of air
attack, but for some other purpose for
which they needed to sound different.
It is possible that the RAF stations had
the usual twin-rotor, two-note sirens as
well, but I would welcome any information relating to the use of the fourrotor, three-note siren on RAF establishments. Can you help, please?
— Norman Langridge
(Please reply via the Editor at
tangmere.editor@gmail.com or
by post at the Museum)
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Canberras and Varsities, 1957-63
Arriving back in the UK after my tour
in the Far East, my next posting was to
the RAF station at Watton, a pleasant
airfield which I liked immediately. I
liked it even more when I was put in
charge of a barrack room and given a
small room all to myself, for the first
time in my RAF service!
Watton came under Signals Command’s 90 (Signals) Group and two
squadrons were based here, 527 Squadron equipped with English Electric
Canberra B2s and B6s who made sure
our early warning radar systems were
up to scratch, and 116 Squadron with
Vickers Varsities who were engaged in
the calibration of airfield navigational
and approach aids. I was told that
transport was arranged to take us to the
squadron dispersal area, and sure
enough when I emerged from the barrack block, waiting outside was a luxurious three-ton Bedford QL truck! The
116 dispersal was opposite the hangar
area on the far side of the airfield, consisting of a hut, doubling as a flight office and crew room, plus a T2 hangar.
The Varsities were delightful aeroplanes to work on: plenty of room in
the fuselages which were lined similar
to civil airliners. The Bristol Hercules
engines had clamshell cowlings that
made it possible to get at the whole
power plant without obstruction. Their
only trouble spot was the fine-pitch
lock solenoid, located on top and at the
front of each engine. This seemed to be
an area subject to heavy vibration, causing the wires in the solenoid plug to
fracture, necessitating frequent repairs.
As NAAFI break time approached
on my first morning, I asked what time
the refreshment van arrived. “Oh, we
don’t bother with that,” came the reply,
“We go to Ma Slaughter’s.” And so,
rather apprehensive of meeting this
fearsome-sounding lady, I followed the
lads across a hundred yards of grass
toward a hedgerow and trees, behind
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which could be seen a house. To my
surprise, I saw that the back garden
was laid out like a seafront café, with
chairs and tables!
A large smiling lady emerged from
what appeared to be the kitchen saying,
“Good morning, m’dears, what can I
get you today?” Choices were made
from a large selection of filled rolls and
cakes, tea, and coffee, all good fresh
stuff and very tasty, and cheaper than
the NAAFI, too!
The existing electrical mechanic on
116 Squadron was a fellow Londoner
called Dick Violet, who I got on very
well with and we soon became good
friends. He owned a rare six-cylinder
MG sports car and often gave me a lift
into London, dropping me off at an
Underground station near his home,
because I lived south of the Thames and
had a bit further to go.
The winter of 1957-58 brought some
adverse weather conditions, mainly of
the poor visibility variety which upset
the quite important missions that the
two squadrons had to carry out, missions that were the same in wartime or
in conditions of peace. The Handley
Page Hastingses of IRIS was also based
at Watton, carrying out similar operations as our two squadrons, only overseas, worldwide.
Although it was not known to me at
the time, my stay at Watton would be
coming to an end in August 1958, so
there isn’t much to report, but there are
a couple of things that are worthy of
mention. The first is that a lead lamp
was left switched on in the fuselage of a
de Havilland Comet aircraft in one of
the hangars, overnight. This, being
close to some combustible material,
smouldered throughout the night, finally catching fire and causing, so I was
informed, the aircraft to be written off.
The other thing was a more personal
event! On the 12th of July, 1958, I became married to the girl next door, my
dear Betty!

Then, in August, another event occurred. Somebody, somewhere, noticed
that RAF Station Tangmere in West
Sussex had the best weather record for
flying operations in the whole of the
UK, and, as Fighter Command had recently moved out, Tangmere was, as it
were, vacant! So a move was set in motion, involving a packing exercise of
large proportions. Just before we left
Watton, I know not why, it was decided
(on high) to change the numbers of the
two squadrons. 527 Canberra Squadron became 245 Squadron, and 116 Varsity Squadron was now 115 Squadron.
Also for reasons I was not privy to, I
was to fly to Tangmere in a Varsity, and
a very enjoyable flight it was too. Apparently, Tangmere had been told there
would be a passenger aboard, and
when the aircraft had parked on the
apron at Tangmere and the propellers
had stopped turning, a Vanguard staff
car arrived to pick me up. However,
when the driver observed that I was
wearing working overalls and not flying overalls, he quickly drove off!
As soon as we were booked in,
signed in, and settled in at our new station, as many who could piled into Dick
Violet’s MG (it was a two-seater) and
headed into Chichester on an exploratory mission. We whetted our whistles
in a small café called the El Bolero in
South Street near the Cross. After some
excellent coffee, served by pretty girls,
we surveyed the rest of the city and
pronounced it satisfactory.
Our squadron, 115, was housed in
Number 1 hangar; Number 2 was ASF
(Aircraft Servicing Flight) complete
with AGS (Aircraft General Spares)
stores adjacent on the airfield side, and
the Hercules engine workshop on the
camp side. 245 Squadron and their
Canberras were placed in Number 3
hangar.
115’s squadron offices ran along the
front of the hangar, including a coffee
bar and crew room. Oh, yes, the coffee

bar was the first thing we set up, the
second was a volleyball court! Then
duties were allocated, mine being the
responsibility of keeping Varsity WJ945
(now preserved at Duxford) clean. Unfortunately, on the first occasion I set
my cleaning party to work, I disgraced
myself, and amused everyone else, by
stepping onto the soapy port wing via
the overwing escape hatch, and slowly
and gracefully slid off the wing, landing on my derrière on the ground below. Most undignified!
At first, I lived in a barrack block
near the NAAFI, but on a tip from a pal,
secured a winter let in an East Wittering
holiday bungalow, now with my new
wife, Betty, from October 1958 until
March 1959. The rent for this four bedroom property with garage and large
garden, was £2/12s/6d per week.
Suddenly, I realised that my term of
service in Her Majesty’s Royal Air
Force was soon to end. The formalities
of demobilisation were carried out, and
on the 10th of September 1959, I was a
civilian, my last pay-day behind me
and, for the moment, jobless. A week
later on the 16th, of September, our first
child was born, a beautiful daughter,
Christina Sharon. Soon after, at a
friend’s invitation, I joined a small twoman (I was the Third Man. Now where
have I heard that before?) electrical
company. This lasted only a couple of
months before failing because of bankruptcy. Redundant!
I then gained a job with a much larger company but, sadly, due to my lack
of experience in household electrical
work, I was too slow for the frantic pace
that wiring homes requires, owing to
the different tradesmen wanting to get
in, do their bit and get on to the next
house. Redundant. Again. Not impressed. New wife also not impressed.
Then salvation! A newspaper advertisement: “The Short Brothers and
Harland Company require ex-RAF
tradesmen for contract work at RAF
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Station Tangmere.”
Wonderful!
I
couldn’t lose, and I didn’t!
Once more within the boundary of
RAF Tangmere, and delighted to be
back, I was interviewed by Short Brothers and Harland’s manager Mr Lake,
and his deputy manager Ron Sales,
who were happy to accept me after
hearing of my recent departure from
the RAF. They were even more pleased
to hear that I had also had experience
on Canberras. Now, from the centralised Electrical Section, I would be working on both types of aircraft. The Air
Ministry had awarded a 25-year contract to Short Brothers and Harland to
carry out the day-to-day running of the
two squadrons including hangar servicing of their aircraft, re-fuelling and also
fire and emergency services. My job
was safe for some considerable time!
My work was much the same as it
had been when in the RAF, but no parades, of course, a lot more relaxed.
The mornings often began with picking
a few mushrooms from the airfield
grass to take home. After about a year I
was promoted to Leading Man with an
increase in pay, and put in charge of
Bay Servicing at the same time.
In 1962 I received an even bigger
promotion, being made an electrical
inspector, and given a small rubber
stamp, “SB&H 14”, which I had to use

whenever over-signing a Form 700
(RAF Fit to Fly Certificate).
In April 1962, a USAF F-101 Voodoo
fighter aircraft crash-landed at Tangmere, causing some excitement, more of
which was caused by Sir Malcolm
Campbell’s Bluebird car arriving for
some servicing and testing before doing
a record-breaking run in Australia.
Then in the October of that year, the
P1127 Harrier prototype literally
dropped in, coming down vertically to
crash in the middle of the airfield! The
Fire and Rescue crew were commended
for their promptness in attending this
accident, even though Hugh Merewether was out of the cockpit and running before they arrived at the scene!
1963 was the final year of normal
operations at Tangmere. Rumours became facts: the two squadrons were
going to return to Watton after Tangmere’s last Battle of Britain open day in
September. One of the participants of
the display remained until the day after, and I felt quite honoured when
asked to do a Before-Flight Check and
Inspection on Spitfire AB910, QJ-J. This
was the aeroplane that took WAAF
Margaret Horton for a circuit around
the airfield, sitting on its tail!

AB910 in the hangar, Tangmere 1963
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— Phil Dansie

Have you bought your copy?
All proceeds benefit the Museum if you buy it 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 also available by mail order from the Museum; please add £5 for P&P.
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