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Introduction
‘She was a dream to fly’
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ON A GROUND-FLOOR corridor at the RAF Club in Piccadilly, London, just off the main lobby, there is a row of three bronze busts, each of them representing a great figure in British aviation design. One is of Reginald Mitchell, the creator of the Vickers Supermarine Spitfire, the most famous fighter of the Second World War. Another is of Roy Chadwick, the genius behind the Avro Lancaster bomber, that mighty aerial destroyer which smashed the capacity of the Nazi war machine. The third bust is of Sir Sydney Camm, the Chief Designer of the Hawker Aircraft company for more than forty years. Though Sir Sydney was the only one of the trio to have been knighted, his principal wartime achievement, the Hawker Hurricane, did not win him anything like the same renown as the Spitfire or the Lancaster did for their designers. The former became the public symbol of national defiance in the Battle of Britain from July to October 1940. The latter gained lasting public affection for its heroic determination to take the war to the heart of the Third Reich. But similar recognition was never attained by the Hurricane, either during the war or in the decades since. Its record was ignored, its triumphs belittled. A graphic indicator of this indifference could be seen in the mass fly-past over London in September 1945, held to celebrate the fifth anniversary of the Battle of Britain, when not a single Hawker Hurricane was included in the RAF formation.1 This was a glaring omission, not only because the Hurricane had been successfully fighting in the Far East right up to the end of the war, but even more so because of the central role that the fighter had played in the defeat of the German Luftwaffe in 1940.

Indeed it is no exaggeration to say that without the Hawker Hurricane, the RAF would have probably lost the Battle of Britain. Sydney Camm’s plane was the key weapon of Fighter Command during the crucial months that decided the fate of Britain and the whole of western Europe. If the Hurricane had not been available, the RAF would have been too limited to mount an effective defence against the Germans, especially because there were insufficient quantities of Spitfires emerging from the aircraft factories and into service with the front-line squadrons. Hurricane pilots and ground crews made up the majority of Fighter Command’s front-line strength in the heroic national battle for survival. When Winston Churchill made his famous tribute to the men of the RAF in August 1940, telling the House of Commons that ‘Never in the field of human conflict was so much owed by so many to so few,’2 it was the Hurricane squadrons that deserved the lion’s share of the Prime Minister’s accolade. According to Air Ministry figures, Hurricanes made up around 63 per cent of Fighter Command’s forces during the Battle of Britain and were responsible for 61 per cent of all Luftwaffe losses. As the historian Stephen Bungay wrote, ‘Camm’s Hurricane was cheap to make, easy to repair and robust, and gave Fighter Command the numbers it needed in the air in 1940. Without it, the thin blue line of defenders would have been too thin to hold.’3 One Fighter Command ground crewman, Arthur Hudson, commented in a post-war interview: ‘All the glory went to the Spitfire but the real damage was done by the Hurricanes. It was a fantastic aircraft.’4

Victory in 1940 rightfully belonged as much to the Hurricane as to the Spitfire. But it is the Spitfire whose name became synonymous with victory in the air despite its lesser numbers. This was partly a result of wartime propaganda, as the government exploited the image of Mitchell’s fighter to boost morale. Tellingly, the official campaign in 1940 to raise money for aircraft production was called ‘the Spitfire Fund’. A phenomenally successful initiative organized by the dynamic, unorthodox minister Lord Beaverbrook, it brought in more than £13 million, but in the process it cemented in the public’s imagination the idea that the Spitfire was more important than the Hurricane to the war effort. When a group of citizens in Hampstead, north London, tried to set up a ‘Hurricane Fund’, they encountered widespread local indifference and even ignorance about the plane. As the social research group Mass Observation recorded, ‘the reasons for the lack of interest were thought to be the limited sense of community in the area, the confused campaign which meant that people weren’t sure whether the aim was to collect for a bomber or a fighter, and the competition with “Spitfire Fund”’.5 Newsreels, press articles and films such as The First of the Few, the 1942 biopic in which Leslie Howard played the part of Reginald Mitchell, added further lustre to the Spitfire’s image. Nor can it be denied that the Spitfire, with its elliptical wing and natural elegance, had greater aesthetic appeal than the more rugged Hurricane. Moreover, the Spitfire was undoubtedly the superior fighter in the long term, capable of greater speeds and manoeuvrability. It also had a much greater capacity for development because of its more advanced design. By late 1940 the Hurricane’s airframe had reached its technological limit. The only significant future changes to the type involved different armaments, introducing greater firepower and the ability to carry bombs. Though the Hurricane continued to fight against Japan until the cessation of hostilities in August 1945, the last of the 14,533 planes came off the Hawker production line at Langley in Slough in July 1944. By contrast, the Spitfire became a much faster, heavier and more powerful aircraft through a never-ending process of evolution right up to 1948, covering no fewer than nineteen different types and thirty-seven variants.

Later in life Sir Sydney expressed regret that the urgency of putting the Hurricane into production in the late 1930s had inhibited its potential for development, not least because its fuselage and wings partly relied on the wood and fabric construction that had prevailed in the biplanes. ‘If we’d had more time it would have been the greatest aircraft of all time,’ he said. ‘As a matter of fact, I felt that the Hurricane was somewhat outdated back in 1937. Yet if we had not gone ahead we should have had nothing when we went to war with Germany.’6

So strong was the bias that a form of Spitfire snobbery arose during the Battle of Britain, whereby victories by Hurricanes were sometimes credited to the more glamorous Supermarine fighters. In his vivid memoirs the former Hurricane pilot Tom Neil of 249 Squadron recalled going to a cinema in Leeds to see a newsreel report of an encounter in which one of his sections had shot down a Junkers (Ju) 88 bomber over Flamborough Head on the Yorkshire coast. ‘The British Movietone News commentator credited the Spit with shooting down the German aircraft, producing whoops of disbelief and annoyance from our seats in the stalls. Such, we decided, was the folklore surrounding the Spitfire. People believed only what they wanted to believe!’7 The same snobbery extended to the German enemy, some of whose pilots seemed to regard the idea of having been shot down by a Hurricane as an insult to their honour, as Eric Seabourne, a pilot with 238 Squadron, discovered. In a fierce dogfight over Portland in Dorset, Seabourne’s Hurricane had come under attack from three Messerschmitt (Me) 109s. Having been badly burnt as the fire raged in his cockpit, he managed to bail out, coming down in the English Channel where he was picked up by a rescue launch. He was then taken to the Haslar naval hospital in Portsmouth, Hampshire. ‘I was dumped in a bed next but one to a German pilot who had been shot down. He was an English speaker and he was creating because he had been shot down by a Hurricane, which he thought was much below his dignity. If it had been a Spitfire, it would have been OK, but not a Hurricane.’8 Typical of this contempt was the view of Adolf Galland, one of the leading German fighter pilots, who once said witheringly, ‘the Hurricane was hopeless – a nice plane to shoot down’.9 But such an arrogant, complacent outlook severely underestimated the capabilities of the Hawker fighter. Nor would Galland’s opinion have been endorsed by the thousands of Germans felled by the Hurricane in France and England in 1940, or by Field Marshal Erwin Rommel’s troops who came under ferocious low-level attacks by Hurricanes in the North African desert in 1942.

Far from feeling inferior to the Spitfire airmen in 1940, most of the Hurricane pilots were full of admiration for their aircraft, cherishing its resilience, stability, ease of flying and sense of menace. That spirit was captured by Wing Commander Peter Townsend of 43 Squadron, who flew with heroic distinction in the Battle of Britain. On the eve of war in 1939, he later wrote,

we were at one with ourselves and our machines. It was the Hurricane, really, which gave us such immense confidence, with its mighty engine, its powerful battery of eight guns and its feel of swift, robust strength and the ability to outdo our enemies. Months would go by before the real test of combat but we believed in the Hurricane. Performance figures – those of the Me 109 and the Spitfire were in many respects superior – did not in the least dismay us. The Hurricane was our faithful charger and we felt supremely sure of it and ourselves.10

Those sentiments were echoed by Eustace Holden, serving with 56 Squadron at the beginning of the war: ‘The Hurricane was a marvellous fighting platform. We were quite content with it. I had no apprehensions about its ability to take on the Luftwaffe.’11 To Graham Leggett, who had worked as an apprentice at Hawker before joining the RAF, his very first experience of the Hurricane was a delight:

I tightened the straps, did my cockpit check again and then opened the throttle. In no time at all, she picked up flying speed and the tail came up. The grass was very bumpy and she was bumping quite a bit. Then all of a sudden she bumped up in the air and was flying. After that, she just climbed up. It was like I had been flying her all my life. It was just too easy. She flew herself, she really did. I could just amble around the sky. I would ease the stick one way and she would respond immediately. I would move it the other way and again she would respond. She was a dream to fly, she really was.12

Many Hurricane pilots who also had experience on the Spitfire said that they actually preferred the Hawker plane because of its robustness and its stability as a platform for the eight Browning guns. ‘The Hurricane was part of me. By the time I finished the war I reckoned I could do anything in the Hurricane. It really was a very operational plane,’ remembered Ben Bowring, who served in the Battle of Britain and the Desert War in Africa. ‘I flew quite a lot of Spitfires but as a general purpose aircraft the Hurricane would beat the pants off the Spit. That was because the Hurricane was the plane that won the Battle of Britain. It could take a tremendous amount of bullets since it was made of wood and fabric. It would keep flying almost after it was destroyed. If you put a Spitfire and a Hurricane in a dogfight together – not a question of speed or climb – the Hurricane would do better than the Spitfire.’13 A story told by the legendary Hurricane pilot Roland Beamont provided a graphic illustration of the feeling in his squadron, No. 87, during the Battle of Britain:

One hears so much about the superiority of the Spitfire over the Hurricane. It is all rubbish. The Hurricane was more rugged, rather more pugnacious-looking and equally pleasant to fly. In fact in many ways it was nicer to fly because it was rather more stable. The Hurricane was also a better gun platform. You could aim the guns more accurately than you could with the Spitfire because it was better directionally. In August 1940, after we had been through the Battle of France and were well stuck into the Battle of Britain, we heard that we were about to be re-equipped with the new Spitfire Mark II. This should have made any fighter pilot full of enthusiasm but in fact, without much reflection, we all went to our Commanding Officer and said, ‘Look, if this is true, please stop it. The right time to equip this squadron with Spitfires is after we have got this battle finished. At the moment we are doing all right with our Hurricanes. For God’s sake, let’s stay with them.’14

Even when outnumbered in the fateful conflicts of 1940 over France and England, the Hurricane provided the RAF with a lethal bite, shattering any belief that it was outmoded or too slow. In the hands of a courageous pilot, it represented a deadly foe to the Luftwaffe, as a host of combat accounts reveal. On 14 May 1940, in the opening days of the Battle of France, Donald Stones of 32 Squadron was on patrol with his section in northern France when he suddenly saw three Ju 88 bombers below him. Instantly he yelled ‘Bandits! Bandits’ over the radio/telephone, before diving on one of them. ‘I felt the joy of firing my guns in hot blood and at a range of about 150 yards I saw my rounds flashing into the 88’s port engine and his rear gunner firing tracer at me. The 88 started to turn to port and slowed down so suddenly that I overshot him.’ Stones then told one of his fellow pilots to finish off the stricken bomber, while he went after the leader of the German formation. ‘I pulled out the emergency boost plug for the first time ever, which gave the Hurricane its maximum speed of just over 300 mph.’ Gradually he caught up with the leader of the Ju 88s, and the dark image of a German plane began to fill his reflector gunsight. ‘Adrenalin was now pumping into my bloodstream and I tried to remember to give only short bursts and make them tell. First his port engine and then switch to the starboard, silencing his rear gunner. His port engine was smoking and I thought I could see his airscrew windmilling. Again I overshot and did a hard steep turn down above him and saw he was in a spin. I straightened out and saw him go into the west bank of a river. I felt nothing for him, only the satisfaction of victory.’15

A few months later, in the summer of 1940, the fight for national survival in the skies over southern England showed the Hurricane at its valiant best. For all the bombast of the Luftwaffe, the effectiveness of Fighter Command impressed foreign observers. Alexander Severesky, the celebrated American aviation pioneer and designer, wrote in Picture Post in August 1940 of the ‘poor performance’ of the German aircraft against the Hurricane and Spitfire. ‘Unless Germany can find some new model capable of meeting British pursuit planes on equal terms, the English first line of defence cannot be pierced.’16

In one astonishing action on the morning of 7 September, so typical of the RAF’s heroics, Tom Neil of 249 Squadron was sent on patrol over Maidstone in Kent, the third time he had been scrambled since dawn. Flying at 18,000 feet, he saw a large formation of German bombers, escorted from above by a ‘veritable cloud’ of Me 109s and twin-engined 110 fighters. There were just 12 Hurricanes from 249 Squadron pitched against over 100 Luftwaffe aircraft. Despite the daunting odds, the cry of ‘Tally ho!’ went up across the radio/telephone. As he headed in for the attack, Neil had a clear sight of his quarry, a large group of Heinkel bombers ‘huddled together as though for warmth’. He switched his gun button to ‘fire’, all the time watching the nearest Heinkels growing in his gunsight. As he surged forward, he opened fire. ‘The Hurricane’s eight Brownings did not chatter, the noise was of a thick, coarse fabric being ripped, a concentrated tearing noise which shook the aircraft with a vibration that was indescribably pleasant. Ahead, smoking tentacles reached out in clutching traces and felt about the leading vic of Heinkels with blind, exploring fingers. The briefest ripple of twinkling lights. Like a child’s sparkler. I was hitting them! I couldn’t miss!’ Moments later he realized he was at risk of collision with the Heinkel formation, so he thrust the steering column forward and went into a sudden dive. ‘My aircraft fell away like a stone, the slipstream rising to a scream, the distant earth plumb in my windscreen and dust whirling around my face.’ Pulling out of the dive, he started to climb again, searching the sky for the bombers. He could not see them. But then, just to his right he saw an Me 109, flying in the opposite direction. ‘I instinctively turned towards it and pulling hard, fired. The Hun ignored me, curving away in a slight dive. Emboldened and wildly excited, I shot after him, urging my aircraft on. Faster! Faster! Had he seen me? Surely he must have! Everything straining and shaking but catching up. I fired again. And again. A few bright strikes. A brief puff of dark smoke. A thin plume of white, then a slightly thicker trail of darkening grey.’ Then ‘like an animal, mortally wounded’, the aircraft fell away, disintegrating as it plunged earthwards.

By now, having dived down to 10,000 feet, Neil had lost the rest of his squadron. But heading northwards, he came across another formation of Hurricanes and attached himself to the rear of it. Within minutes he was at the centre of a renewed combat, as the Hurricanes came across another armada of Luftwaffe aircraft, this one made up of light bombers, Dornier 17s, escorted by Me 109s. Instantly, the Hurricane leader dived, with Neil following him. ‘It was a madly exciting twenty seconds, a cavalry charge of the wildest kind with all weapons bared. I found myself going down in a thirty degree dive towards the starboard front quarter of the bomber formation. One of a solid wedge of Hurricanes. Firing!’ He kept hurtling towards the Dorniers, then suddenly he was past them. It was ‘a chaos of wings, engines, fuselages and black crosses. A series of violent bumps after which, in an instant, they were gone and I was somewhere below, diving like a gannet, the wind screaming around my head and my controls tight and vibrating.’17 Neil had expended all the ammunition in his eight Browning guns, so there was nothing to do but head back to base at North Weald in Essex, struggling to catch his breath as he returned homewards. His successful attack on the Me 109 was the first of eleven victories that he achieved in the Battle of Britain.

Even later in the war, when the Me 109, like the Spitfire, was undergoing continuous improvements and the Hurricane was sliding towards obsolescence as a fighter, it could still sometimes hold its own. Geoffrey Morley-Mower, who served in the Desert War as a reconnaissance pilot, left this account of a nerve-shredding confrontation with an Me 109 near the North African coast in November 1941. Having destroyed a parked Stuka bomber on the ground with a strafing attack, Morley-Mower was flying alongside another Hurricane towards a second Axis airfield. Then in the distance he glimpsed three Me 109s in line astern formation, 2,000 feet above him:

I dived, automatically opening the throttle and selecting maximum revs, weaving slightly to keep the Messerschmitts in view, hoping they hadn’t seen us. No such luck. The leader peeled off and headed towards me like a hawk after a hare. By this time, I’d reached ground level and pulled into a steep defensive turn. The situation had some advantages. The Hurricane had a lower wing loading than the Messerschmitt, and this meant it could fly in a tighter circle without stalling the wings and crashing to the ground. In order to shoot me down an attacker would have to fly inside my track to aim a deflection shot that would hit me. If I flew well, that was technically impossible. Also the Messerschmitt pilot would be worried about hitting the ground while concentrating on his gun sight.

Morley-Mower kept tightening up his turn at the lowest possible height, the Hurricane’s airframe juddering slightly in the manoeuvre. Suddenly there was a flash of cannon fire, ‘the shells kicking up dust outside my path and behind my tail’. But the German attack failed. The Me 109 flew off, only to be replaced by a second one. ‘He came in slower and closer to the ground, holding his fire. This is what I feared most, that one of them might get inside me momentarily and blast my tail off.’ With Morley-Mower continuing to turn franticallly, the second Me 109 kept drawing closer. ‘I was madly tempted to do something, to straighten out and turn the other way, anything to break the pattern. No! No! No! Lead us not into temptation. As soon as I levelled out he’d get me. I’d be a perfect sitter, big in his sights with no deflection for a second or two as I changed direction and his cannons would rake my fuel tanks and fry me.’ Morley-Mower then had a flash of inspiration. If he put down 20 degrees of flap, he would reduce the stalling speed and therefore be able to tighten his turn further. Just as his left hand reached for the flap lever, the stalking Me 109 pilot opened fire. ‘A real fireworks display this time, the shells striking the earth behind me and bouncing over a wide area.’ Then something extraordinary happened. ‘I took my eye off his aircraft, and when I looked back, he’d disappeared. One moment he was there, trying to shoot me down, the next instant he was gone. As I continued on my circular path I saw a line of explosions and sheets of flame.’ What had happened was that the Messerschmitt had gone into a high-speed stall, plummeting into the ground from about 100 feet in ‘a wild skid of dust, flame and assorted aircraft parts. Body parts too, I imagined, poor bugger!’ Drenched in sweat, Morley-Mower climbed into cloud and set course for base.18

Armed with cannon, rockets or bombs, the Hurricane remained a formidable air weapon in the last four years of the war, seeing action in theatres as diverse as northern Europe, the Russian front and the Burmese jungle. By day it could fly on convoy protection duties in the Arctic; by night it could go on intruder sorties over occupied France. But this versatility points to a fascinating paradox in the Hurricane story. For the plane managed to be simultaneously both modern and dated, revolutionary and conventional. It ushered in a new era but carried an echo of the old. When it first entered RAF service in 1937 it was the fastest, most heavily armed fighter in the world, the first military plane to attain over 300 mph, yet its construction was a throwback to the era of fabric-covered biplanes. At the end of the Second World War it was used to drop napalm, that chemical weapon whose very name is redolent of sinister technological advance, yet the aircraft’s fuselage was built using the methods that Hawker had first devised in the 1920s. Paradoxically, too, the plane’s apparent weaknesses were also its strengths. Its wings were much thicker than those on the Spitfire and the Me 109, limiting its speed, but the thickness also brought tremendous stability in combat. As Douglas Bader, the RAF’s legless pilot who led 242 Squadron during the Battle of Britain, put it: ‘The aeroplane remained rock steady when you fired. Unlike the Spitfire with its lovely elliptical wing which sloped upwards towards the tip. The Spitfire was less steady when the guns were firing because, I have always thought, they were spread further along the wing and the recoil effect was noticeable.’19 Similarly, the fabric-covered wings and fuselage may have seemed hopelessly outmoded in the new age of the all-metal monoplane fighter, but the simple building techniques also meant that Hawker Aircraft could quickly produce the numbers when they were most needed. In the words of Dr John Fozard, who worked with Sydney Camm at Hawker and succeeded him as chief designer, the Hurricane’s construction was ‘right for its time and for the organisational skills and methods of its workforce on the shop floor. By 1937/8 a real fear of being outstripped by the Third Reich’s production capability further dampened any ardour to change Hawker’s production style. We can be thankful that common sense prevailed, for if the Hurricane had encountered half the production problems of the early Spitfire we would have lost the Battle of Britain because of insufficient fighters.’20

The Hurricane saga closely mirrors the narrative of Britain’s war. There is the complacency and confusion of the early 1930s, when neither the politicians nor the country were facing up to the reality of the new threat from Nazi Germany, a mood symbolized by the Air Ministry’s initial indifference to Camm’s monoplane design. Indeed, the Hurricane was not a government project at all in its first years, and only received full official backing once the prototype had flown in 1935. This negative attitude was exacerbated by the Air Staff’s dogmatic preference for the bomber over the fighter, reflecting the belief that the way to deter the enemy was through the threat of a strategic air offensive rather than through strengthened defences. A dramatic change in outlook occurred from 1936, just as the first contract for the Hurricane was awarded. Finally alive to the dangers of German militarism, the government put fighter production at the centre of its war preparations, pouring unprecedented sums into aircraft expansion programmes, pushing for increased output and encouraging firms to build new factories. The vast new Hawker factory at Langley in Slough was typical of this drive. Dispatched to France in support of the British Expeditionary Force in 1939 and dominant in the RAF’s home squadrons, the Hurricane was at the forefront of the ‘Phoney War’, the name given to that strange, tense period between September 1939 and April 1940 when the Allies waited for Adolf Hitler to make his move. ‘There was a lot of sitting around, rather tedious,’ recalled Hurricane pilot Charlton Haw.21

The storm broke when Hitler invaded Norway on 9 April 1940, with the Hurricanes fighting a desperate, unavailing action around the northern port of Narvik against the German onslaught. The effort was characterized by some of the bravest, most skilful RAF flying seen during the war. Soon afterwards there followed the devastating Blitzkrieg against the Low Countries and France. Once more the Hurricanes, based in north-eastern French airfields, were right in the front line, trying to deny the Germans air superiority or escorting bombers against the German ground forces. The Hurricane also played its full part in the Allied evacuation from Dunkirk in France between 24 May and 4 June 1940, though this was not always acknowledged by the retreating British troops who complained ‘Where was the RAF?’

The Battle of Britain was the ‘Finest Hour’ for the Hurricane as well as for the nation. ‘It was the aircraft for the right season. It came at a time when it literally saved the country. It was there, it was needed and it performed magnificently,’ said Eric ‘Winkle’ Brown, the great test pilot who flew more different types of British plane than any other man.22 But there was no sense in which the victor could bask in triumph. The months that followed were difficult for the Hurricane, as they were for the urban population facing the horrors of the Blitz. One of the Hurricane’s primary duties in the winter of 1940–1 was to mount night patrols against the German bombing campaign. But, lacking airborne radar, the plane was ill-suited to this role and struggled in the darkness to achieve any successes. ‘The idea of the Hurricane fighting at night in 1940 was an absolute waste of time. To see anything at night, approaching speeds of six miles a minute, just doesn’t work,’ said Dennis David, a pilot with 87 Squadron, who believed that the decision to put the planes up into the night skies was driven entirely by ‘political pressure’.23 Just as in the wider tale of Britain’s war, 1941 was a year of gloom for the Hurricanes. They were involved in the fall of Greece and Crete in April and May respectively, as well as the failure to throw back the Axis forces in North Africa. Fighter sweeps over France led to crippling losses for little gain. Inevitably, when Russia came under attack from the Wehrmacht, it was the Hurricane that represented Britain’s first military contribution to the Soviet Union’s response. Two fighter squadrons were transported to Murmansk in September 1941, though their impact was limited, not least by the lack of Soviet co-operation over maintenance.

Yet the mood of failure was partly alleviated by the courage that the airmen showed against daunting odds. The doomed Allied campaign in the Balkans in 1940 and 1941 featured the phenomenal exploits of the South African pilot Marmaduke ‘Pat’ Pattle, the commanding officer of 33 Squadron. Killed during a dogfight over Greece in April 1941, Pattle is little remembered today. But he could lay claim to be regarded as the greatest RAF fighter pilot of the war, having been credited unofficially with around fifty victories, thirty-five of them in the Hurricane. A further example of remarkable heroism was found in the work of the Hurricane pilots on merchant ships in the Atlantic and Arctic convoys. Because these vessels were not proper aircraft carriers with landing decks, the planes had to be launched by rocket-propelled catapults when enemy aircraft were spotted approaching the convoy. Not only was the unorthodox take-off dangerous, but more disturbingly, each pilot had little alternative but to bail out into the icy sea when he had used up his petrol, since he had no hope of landing his plane back on a merchant ship. Even the installation of extra fuel tanks did not greatly increase the chances of a Hurricane reaching friendly territory. Yet the RAF was never short of volunteer airmen for these hazardous duties.

Again, just as with the overall British war effort, the early months of 1942 marked the nadir of the Hurricane’s fortunes, as its squadrons were overwhelmed almost everywhere they fought – in Java, Singapore, Malta and Tobruk. Hurricanes took part in one of the most embarrassing episodes of the war, the notorious failed attempt to halt the ‘Channel Dash’ of February 1942 by three German battleships, which slipped out of the port of Brest on the north-western tip of France and then, in broad daylight, sailed up the English Channel to the safety of the Reich’s home waters. But then, in line with the British nation, the Hurricane underwent an inspiring military revival. Though no longer effective strictly as an interceptor, it found a new role as a high-speed, low-level bomber and ground-attack fighter, using a wide variety of weaponry. In Field Marshal Bernard Montgomery’s defeat of Rommel in North Africa in late 1942, the Hurricane proved invaluable as a tankbuster, its 40-mm cannons hitting with a lethal punch. It was also useful in weakening the German defences in occupied western Europe during 1943, especially with its 60-pound high-explosive rocket projectiles.

Just as ruthlessly efficient were the Hurricanes fighting the Japanese during the last two years of the war in Burma, where they elevated army co-operation to a new level. At the vital siege of Imphal in early 1944, where victory for General William Slim’s forces marked the turning point in the war in the Far East, the Hurricanes dropped more than one million pounds of bombs on the Japanese. Flight Lieutenant E. D. C. Lewis, serving in Burma, wrote this commentary in 1945 about the widespread admiration for the Hurricane: ‘The army displayed an enthusiasm for the Hurribombers as of no other combat in the India-Burma theatre. From the dispatches of commanding generals to the private mail of the men fighting in the jungle have come messages of praise for the Hurribomber attacks pressed home at the appropriate moment. It is the proud boast of the pilots that they have never failed to give prompt aid when called upon by their comrades fighting on the ground. Today the army has come to look upon the Hurribombers as an extremely adaptable artillery arm hitting the enemy at long range or within a few yards of the British front line, whichever hurt him most.’24 Though American planes began to replace the Hawker fighter from late 1944, there were still three RAF Hurricane squadrons in Far Eastern service at the time of VJ Day on 15 August 1945.

As well as gripping, sometimes shocking combat incidents, the Hurricane story is also packed with vibrant characters and explosive controversies. No personality in the tale was more colourful than the designer himself, Sydney Camm, who was a strange mixture of loud irascibility and anxious shyness, his ferocious temper often serving as a mask for his insecurities. Among his several eccentricities was his dislike of using wind tunnels for testing his designs. ‘There was never any doubt about who was the boss,’ recalled Dr Percy Walker, who joined Hawker in 1933. ‘His personality pervaded the whole atmosphere … He could spout aphorisms and epigrams with the rapidity of a machine gun, and with penetrating force. One of his favourite sayings was “aircraft design is an art, not a science”. This may not have been original but it never can have been said with greater conviction.’25 Former Hawker designer Harold Tuffen, who described Camm as ‘an enigma’, said that ‘in the old days we all firmly believed his fury always grew with the moon phases’.26 Another of Camm’s former employees, Ralph Hooper, called him ‘a man of moods; when in good heart he was excellent company and full of humour. When depressed, it became the duty of his staff to cheer him up. A martinet, an enigma, yet under him success bred success.’27 For all Camm’s foibles, his vision, talent and longevity were astonishing. Having designed biplanes in the First World War, he finished his career in 1965 as the driving force behind the Hawker Harrier, the world’s first operational jet fighter with a vertical take-off-and-landing capability.

Other key figures in the Hurricane story include the Fighter Command chief Sir Hugh Dowding, who possessed an unsociable manner but a unique grasp of organization and strategy. His sacking at the end of the Battle of Britain remains to this day one of the most contentious episodes of the air war. Dowding’s closest ally in 1940 was the tough New Zealander Sir Keith Park, commander of 11 Fighter Group that covered the south-east of England. Regarded with suspicion by the Air Staff, he was adored by his men, with whom he had regular contact during the Battle of Britain by flying to his airfields in his own personalized Hurricane. Almost as much as Dowding, he was the architect of the Luftwaffe’s defeat. During the later part of the war, Park showed the same successful leadership as a commander both in Malta and Burma. Many of the Hurricane pilots, such as Douglas Bader and Bob Stanford Tuck of 257 Squadron, were compelling personalities, as was the night-fighter hero of 151 Squadron, Richard Stevens, who combined superb shooting with a seething hatred of the Germans after his wife and children had been killed in the Blitz. ‘My God he was a bloody killer. His hatred was unbelievable,’ said his fellow 151 Squadron pilot John Ellacombe.28 On one occasion Stevens instructed his ground crew not to remove the blood from the wings of his Hurricane after he had blown up a German bomber at point-blank range. Politicians also feature strongly in this tale, particularly the Earl Swinton, the dynamic Secretary of State for Air during the push for expansion in the mid 1930s, and of course Winston Churchill, who took an intimate interest in all the Hurricane’s operations, regularly expressing his exasperation at the failure of the RAF to use its resources more effectively.

Through the wealth of original research, this book sheds much new light on the history of the Hurricane. Air Ministry papers at the National Archives in Kew, London, for instance, show that the early production of the Hurricane was much more troubled than has previously been claimed. At one stage, the Ministry, in its frustration with the slowness of deliveries, even considered taking the Hurricane project away from Hawker and handing it over to the Bristol company. Unpublished correspondence between Sydney Camm and the government is published for the first time, including letters showing Whitehall’s disdain for the early monoplane fighter. Archival documents provide new insights on the technical development of the plane, such as the introduction of stressed-skin metal wings, the use of 100-octane petrol, the installation of more advanced airscrews and the creation of the Hurribomber. Also revealed are some of the bizarre experiments with the Hurricane, such as a plan to fly it on the back of a Liberator bomber to increase its range, or the proposal to tow it like a glider from a cable linked to a Wellington bomber. The previously uncovered episode of using the deadly incendiary napalm in Burma is told through both Whitehall records and interviews. It is a little-known fact that twenty years before the notorious chemical weapon was used by US forces in the Vietnam War, the Hurricane was dropping napalm on the jungles of the Far East. The strategic thinking behind many of the Hurricane’s key operations, such as the siege of Malta (June 1940–December 1942) or the North African campaign (June 1940–May 1943), is further highlighted through an examination of the papers of Winston Churchill and the Chief of the Air Staff, Sir Charles Portal. On another level, the experience of fighting in the Hurricane is recounted through a large array of interviews with pilots, many of whose commentaries were taken from audio records in the Imperial War Museum sound archive, London. Interviews have also been conducted with several Hawker employees, who depict the wartime mood and conditions in the Hurricane factories.

But at the core of this enriching narrative lies the great fighter itself. In many ways, the Hurricane was a quintessentially British plane, evocative of the nation’s wartime character: reliable, tough, determined rather than elegant, perhaps lacking in refinement but undoubtedly solid. It was a true bulldog of a plane, the instrument of salvation when the country was fighting for its very existence in 1940. As the Hawker engineer Beryl Platt put it to a post-war interviewer, ‘without those Hurricanes, you and I would not be sitting where we are today’.29
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