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Introduction

FLYING OVER THE COAST of France with 611 Squadron on a sweltering June afternoon in 1941, Pilot Officer Wilfrid Duncan Smith was feeling hot. The sun was beating through the canopy of his Spitfire, and the burden of flying four combat missions a day was beginning to take its toll. On this scorching afternoon he was part of a Spitfire formation providing a high escort to twelve lumbering Blenheim bombers, which had been instructed to bomb the railway marshalling yards at the coastal town of Hazebrouck. Having crossed the French coast at 28,000 feet, Duncan Smith’s section suddenly came under attack from a wave of Messerschmitt 109s. His section broke, and, through expert turning, he and his section leader, Flight Officer P. S. C. ‘Polly’ Pollard, managed to latch on to the tails of two of the 109s, closing on them fast from 200 feet above. ‘As the 109 filled the width of my windshield I opened fire with everything I had. I was that close I could not miss. I blasted into the side of the cockpit and engine. Bits flew off and thick smoke gushed; the 109 rolled slowly over and plunged vertically.’

At that moment, Duncan Smith came under fire from another pair of 109s, tracer streaking past his cockpit. He broke sharply into a right-handed climbing turn, trying to catch up with Pollard, whom he had seen in the sky above. But as they met up and then moved to rejoin the rest of their squadron they were confronted by a formation of at least nine Messerschmitts. ‘I saw the guns of the lead 109 wink at me and tracer flew past. There was a loud bang somewhere along my fuselage. The next second I was fighting for my life. As I turned my Spitfire in a tight circle, wings shuddering in the agonizing grip of high “G”, my eyeballs in a grey mist, doing their best to pop out, I heard Polly’s voice from a great distance, “Look out behind, dive for the deck.” My radio subsided into a high-pitched squeal.’ Duncan Smith now saw Pollard locked in bullet-strewn combat with a German fighter. The Luftwaffe plane caught fire, falling to earth in a ball of flame, but soon afterwards Duncan Smith lost sight of Pollard, who had gone into a tight spiral. Just then he himself came under fire again from one of the 109s. As the enemy dived away, Duncan Smith caught a glimpse of the pilot’s black-helmeted head. ‘I think it was at this point that I lost my temper. I was thoroughly frightened and fighting mad. I went after the Hun hell-bent on murder. I wanted to kill that black-helmeted man more than anything else in life. I meant to get him even if it took me all the way to Berlin.’

Following the German into a dive, his Spitfire gradually caught up with the Messerschmitt. ‘Now I was ready, ready to make the kill. I eased the stick forward a little and at 50 to 100 yards range I pulled the nose of my Spitfire up sharply, lined up my reflector sight, and opened fire, pouring cannon shells into the enemy’s belly. There was a sheet of flame, the Me 109 flicked over on to its back and dived straight into the ground.’

Duncan Smith made his way back to Kent, flying at low level and with dangerously little fuel left in his tank. On landing, he found he had been hit by two cannon shells in the fuselage and the radio. But there was even worse news. Flight Officer ‘Polly’ Pollard, his leader and close friend, was missing. He was never seen again.1

In this tale of heroism and tragedy, so typical of the experience of RAF pilots throughout the war, the robust fighting qualities of the Spitfire are graphically illustrated. The same character shines through the accounts left by Pilot Officer John Allen, who won the Distinguished Flying Cross for his exploits in his Spitfire during the evacuation of Dunkirk in May 1940, but was killed in action two months later. During a mission on the first day of Dunkirk, flying at 4,000 feet ‘looking for trouble’ over the beaches, his squadron was met by a large German formation of 60 machines, made up of 20 bombers and 40 fighters. ‘The fighters, mostly Messerschmitts, heeled over and came screaming at us, and the next second we were in the thick of it. That attack, like most dogfights, developed into individual scraps,’ recalled Allen. Chasing an Me 109 in a dive, he soon got the German in the centre of his sights:

When you get them there they stick. Once there you can hold them for ever. I thumbed the trigger button just once, twice. I smelt the cordite fumes blowing back from my Brownings as 1,200 squirts a minute from each of them went into him. I saw the little spurts of flame as the tracers struck. For a fraction of a second I saw the back outline of the pilot’s head half-slewed around to see what was after him, before presumably he ceased to know. I saw a burst of flame and smoke from his engine, and then he was going down in a twirling spin of black smoke.

Allen and his squadron landed back at their station, refuelled, reloaded, and were back in the air within little more than fifteen minutes. Soon they were mixing it with more Germans, this time the formation including Junkers 88 bombers as well as Me 109s:

I picked out a Junkers Ju 88 whose tail gunner got on to me as soon as I engaged. The tracers of his guns sheered past me, seeming to curve lazily past my clear-vision window. You watch them quite calmly. They never look as if they are going to hit you, even when they are practically dead on. Again there was that lovely feeling of the gluey controls and the target being hauled into the sights. Then thumb down on the trigger again and the smooth shuddering of the machine as the eight-gun blast let go. This time I must have cut him in two. His tail folded back on his wings and there was a great smoke and flash of flame as he went down.2

More than sixty years after the end of the Second World War, the Spitfire continues to grip the imagination of the public. Its unique blend of elegance, beauty, power and speed have made it the most cherished symbol of Britain’s heroic struggle against Nazi Germany. Its unmistakable elliptical wings and the reassuring beat of its Rolls-Royce Merlin engine immediately conjure up images of dashing aerial combat in the Battle of Britain. It is rightly still regarded as the greatest British fighter aircraft ever built, a plane whose revolutionary design and supreme manoeuvrability helped to ensure our national survival. Thanks to the Spitfire, what could have been our darkest hour became our finest. And the Spitfire continued to play a vital role in helping to rebuild Allied supremacy in Europe, North Africa and the Far East, whether in mounting a heroic defence of the besieged island of Malta in 1942 or in destroying Germany’s deadly V-1 rockets in 1944.

The Spitfire’s grace and fighting qualities meant that it was adored by the pilots who flew it. ‘It was so sensitive on the controls. There was no heaving or pulling or pushing and kicking. You breathed on it,’ said George Unwin, who flew with 19 Squadon at Duxford in Cambridgeshire, which was the first unit to receive the Spitfire in 1938. ‘If you wanted to turn, you just moved your hands slowly and she went. She was really the perfect flying machine. I’ve never flown anything sweeter.’3 These are sentiments echoed by Wing Commander H. R. ‘Dizzy’ Allen, ‘I have no words worthy of describing the Spitfire. ‘It was an aircraft quite out of this world. There was certainly no love/hate relationship between me and my Spitfires; there was only love on my account and on not one occasion did any of these aircraft let me down.’4 Reflecting the reputation of the plane within the RAF, Bill Rolls, posted to a Spitfire squadron in early 1940, was thrilled when he and a fellow pilot first caught sight of the fighter on their arrival at their new base: ‘As we went by the grass mound, we saw a Spitfire only a few yards away. It was fantastic to see one so close. We looked for as long as we could and then hugged each other in sheer joy. We had arrived.’5

Flight Lieutenant Godfrey Ball, a member of the Royal Australian Air Force, was another young pilot instantly captivated by the Spitfire. He gave this vivid description of his first time in charge of the plane, when he was based at RAF Heston, just west of London, in the autumn of 1941: ‘I was going to fly the world’s greatest fighter, the fabulous Spitfire. Surely this was the greatest honour that could be conferred on an aspiring pilot. I felt that I had reached the top of my profession. It certainly was the height of my ambition.’ Ball climbed into the cockpit and, with the help of the ground crew, was strapped into his seat. After a final check, he gave the motor several strokes of its primping pump and secured it in the locked position:

I held the control column back with my knees clasped around it and grasped the throttle lever with my left hand. I switched the two magnetos to the ‘on’ position and then pressed the twin start buttons, one for the starter motor itself and the other for the booster coil. The huge propeller turned slowly with a jerky motion as it overcame the compression of each cylinder. Then a couple fired weakly and, next moment, the engine had burst into life. I was positively awed by the predicament. For just a moment I felt it was all beyond me. Then with that fatalism which suppresses fear I waved the chocks away, released the brakes, increased the power gingerly, and allowed the magnificent creature to ease its way forward.

Ball was granted clearance for take-off. Because of the length of the Spitfire’s nose, forward visibility was poor, and he had to keep swinging the plane from side to side as he taxied across the field. ‘As I gathered speed, I had hardly got the throttle open before the tail lifted and my forward view improved greatly. I only had to breathe on the control column and the plane lifted off the ground.’ Soon he was climbing through the air, at an angle steeper than anything he had previously experienced. As he practised his aerobatics, this initial flight lived up to all his expectations: ‘It was such a clean aeroplane, with its graceful thin wings, that it seemed to slice through the air.’ The sound of the Merlin only enhanced the appeal of the machine. ‘It seemed to have a definite beat, almost like a twin-engined aircraft when the motors are not perfectly synchronized.’ After forty-five minutes of exercises, Ball returned to the base, using the long, curving approach that was needed with a Spitfire because of its restricted view. ‘I put down the flaps, re-trimmed the aircraft to keep a constant speed of 90 miles per hour, and floated gently to the ground. The elevators were wonderfully light and effective and I was quite confident as I eased the stick back and felt all three wheels run along the grass together before I rolled to a gentle stop.’6

Another pilot from overseas, Lee Gover from California, also had his first experience of a Spitfire in late 1941, after joining the RAF in the USA and then enduring a long, nauseating sea voyage across the Atlantic. In the diary he kept during the war years, he too conveyed his sense of awe at the aircraft. ‘Had my first look at the Spitfire this afternoon. What an airplane! It is much bigger than I thought it would be – over 30 feet long and I can almost stand under the wingtip. I just stood there and looked and couldn’t say a word. This is the best fighter in the world, and I am going to fly it. Every moment of the training and the trip are worth it to me.’ Of that first take-off, he wrote:

I gave a little throttle and she started moving forward toward the open field ahead. I had trimmed her to take-off settings, so I slowly opened the throttle to full power and how that beautiful Rolls-Royce engine screamed. It was easy to keep her straight down the field with a little rudder pressure, and as the tail came up it was just a matter of getting enough airspeed to lift her off. At 80 miles an hour, I eased back ever so gently on the control stick and up she went . . . As I turned and banked, climbed and dived, the aircraft made me feel that I was built right into her. She was just part of me and no matter what you asked her to do, she did it. She was very, very sensitive on the controls but a dream to fly. Some aircraft do unexpected things when they stall or you try to do certain manoeuvres, but not the Spit. She was so smooth and held no surprises in any way. I often marvelled at how this plane could be so easy and civilized to fly and yet how it could be such an effective fighter, able to hold its own with any plane in the world.7

It was precisely this ability in combat that made the Spitfire so devastating. Aesthetics and speed would have been nothing without the raw power to destroy the enemy. The Spitfire could not have lasted so long or won such deep respect from its pilots if it had not been such an effective aerial weapon. In war, there is no room for sentiment. Results are all that matters. From the first moment it went into prolonged action against the Luftwaffe, in May 1940 over the shores of northern France, the Spitfire showed that it could inflict serious losses. Even the Germans came to admire the plane, having initially been dismissive of the RAF’s capabilities. In October 1939 an analysis of Britain’s air defences carried out for the German High Command argued that the RAF’s front-line fighters would ‘not reach the same level of technical capacity as their German counterparts’.8 But that view had changed dramatically after the experiences of 1940. At the height of the Battle of Britain, the Luftwaffe’s greatest fighter ace, Adolf Galland, was called into a meeting with Reichsmarschall Hermann Göring to discuss Germany’s failure to win the air war. Tempers grew frayed as Galland highlighted the Spitfire’s defensive excellence. Finally, Göring turned to Galland and asked what he wanted for his squadron. ‘I should like an outfit of Spitfires,’ replied the ace.9 Galland later claimed that he had not really meant his words, since he was still attached to the Me 109, and had only blurted out the remark because of his frustration at Göring’s lack of any strategic understanding. Nevertheless, his bold statement reflects how fear of the Spitfire dominated the Luftwaffe’s thinking. Another German veteran, Heinz Knoke, had no doubt about the Spitfire’s superiority: ‘The bastards can make such infernally tight turns. There seems no way of nailing them.’10

This ability to hit back at the enemy was retained throughout the war, as the Spitfire went through continuous development, with the addition of more firepower, bigger engines and better equipment. That the original design could be so drastically exploited was a tribute to its inherent aerodynamic qualities. In total there were no fewer than 19 different marks and 52 variants, as the Spitfire was used for everything from fighter-bombing to photoreconnaissance. Following D-Day in 1944, some Spitfires even delivered beer to RAF personnel, the bomb racks under the wings carrying barrels. The final version of the Spitfire, called the Seafire 47, designed for naval carrier work, was radically different from the first Mark I of 1938. Its huge Griffon engine had 2.3 times the power of the original Merlin, while its cannon fired twice the weight of projectiles per second as the Mark I. As Jeffrey Quill, the outstanding test pilot of Supermarine Aviation, which built the plane, pointed out, ‘The maximum gross weight of the Seafire 47 was equivalent to the Mark I carrying 32 airline passengers each with 40 lb baggage allowance.’11 So effective was the Spitfire’s development that when production finally came to an end, in 1948, more than 22,000 had been built – a record unmatched by any other British plane.

Like production, public affection for the Spitfire, first sparked by the Battle of Britain, remained undiminished throughout the war. The little aircraft was as much an icon of national defiance as Winston Churchill himself, the very name ‘Spitfire’ becoming synonymous with courage and airborne triumph. The mood of popular goodwill was most clearly demonstrated in the establishment of Spitfire funds throughout the country during the dark days of 1940, with the aim of raising money for the Ministry of Aircraft Production. It is the only time in British history that vast numbers of citizens have voluntarily, even enthusiastically, donated money directly to the government. Young boys gave pennies, industrial tycoons thousands. Cities and villages, local councils and major companies joined in this outpouring of national determination to build more Spitfires. By the time the funds closed, in mid-1941, over £13 million had been raised.

Even when the nation was safe from invasion, the Spitfire’s reputation continued to be enhanced, not only by exploits in battle, but also by official propaganda, articles, books and films, such as The First of the Few, starring Leslie Howard and David Niven, a 1942 biopic about Reginald Mitchell, the Spitfire’s brilliant designer. Though it owed more to romantic imagination than to historical accuracy, the film captured the heroic spirit of the Spitfire, particularly because genuine Battle of Britain pilots were used in its production. Another stimulus to the Spitfire’s growing appeal was Richard Hillary’s book The Last Enemy, published in the same year, a haunting evocation of the realities of war for a young pilot. A handsome Oxford graduate, Hillary was shot down and suffered severe burns after a dogfight with a Messerschmitt in September 1940. The experience formed one of the most compelling passages of his book, in which he described how, after taking off from Hornchurch, in Essex, and reaching 12,000 feet, his Spitfire squadron came under attack.

I was weaving and turning in a desperate attempt to gain height, with the machine practically hanging on to the airscrew. Then, just below me and to my left, I saw what I had been praying for – a Messerschmitt climbing and away from the sun. I closed in to 200 yards and from slightly to one side gave him a two-second burst: fabric ripped off the wing and black smoke poured from the engine, but he did not go down. Like a fool, I did not break away, but put in another three-second burst. Red flames shot upwards and he spiralled out of sight. At that moment, I felt a terrific explosion which knocked the control stick out of my hand and the whole machine quivered like a stricken animal. In a second, the cockpit was a mass of flames: instinctively, I reached up to open the hood. It would not move. I tore off my straps and managed to force it back; but this took time and when I dropped back into the seat and reached for the stick in an effort to turn the plane on its back, the heat was so intense that I could feel myself going. I remember a second of sharp agony, remember thinking ‘So this is it!’ and putting both hands to my eyes. Then I passed out.

Hillary regained consciousness as he fell through the sky. Fortunately he was able to open his parachute before he plunged into the North Sea. It was then that he became aware of the full extent of his injuries. ‘For the first time, I noticed how burnt my hands were: down to the wrist, the skin was dead white and hung in shreds. I felt faintly sick from the smell of burnt flesh.’

After a long time floating in the water, sustained by his lifejacket, he was rescued by sea launch and then taken to hospital, where he felt himself ‘floating on a great sea of pain’. The agony continued in the months that followed, as he had to endure extensive plastic surgery to his ravaged face and hands. With the iron will typical of the wartime RAF, he regained sufficient physical fitness to fly again, but tragedy struck once more when he was killed in an accident on a routine training flight in January 1943.

The Last Enemy had been published only months earlier, and had instantly been hailed as a classic. Apart from the author’s descriptions of combat and of coping with his injuries, what was also absorbing about the book were his accounts of the thrill of flying the Spitfire, such as this moment in his training, when he climbed to 12,000 feet to test his skills at aerobatics. ‘With one or two very sharp movements on the stick I blacked myself out for a few seconds, but the machine was sweeter to handle than any other I had flown. I put it through every manoeuvre I knew of and it responded beautifully. I ended with two flick rolls and turned back for home. I was filled with a sudden exhilarating confidence. I could fly a Spitfire.’

For many in Britain in early 1943, Hillary’s personal strength was reflected in his aircraft, that fine-looking but rugged machine which had saved the nation in time of peril. But it had not been easy to achieve this iconic status, for the Spitfire saga was filled with setbacks. On many occasions before the victory of the Battle of Britain it seemed that the plane was doomed. The prototype flew in March 1936, but there followed long years of frustrations, political wrangling and bitter recriminations between Supermarine and the government. By the outbreak of war, the credibility of the Spitfire within the corridors of the Air Ministry had dwindled so badly that the aircraft’s long-term prospects were dismal. Exasperated senior figures in the Air Staff considered concentrating their efforts on other fighters, such as the twinengine Westland Whirlwind, rather than wasting more time on the troubled plane.

If the Spitfire was an emblem of the nation’s resolution in the Battle of Britain, then two years earlier its crippling production difficulties were a clear indicator of the crisis engulfing the aircraft industry as manufacturers struggled to cope with the demands of the government’s RAF expansion programme in the face of Nazi Germany’s phenomenal military growth. So serious was this mess that it prompted angry debates in the House of Commons and turmoil in the Cabinet in early 1938, with the failure to deliver the Spitfire seen as one of the worst examples of the Air Ministry’s incompetence. The political maelstrom led to resignations from the Cabinet, and Winston Churchill – at the time a backbencher – played a vital role in piling the pressure on the Neville Chamberlain government over the weakness of the nation’s air defences. But enforced Cabinet reshuffles provided no solution to the Spitfire fiasco. Renewed pledges on delivery proved worthless. By the summer of 1938, as Hitler cranked up the language of menace against Czechoslovakia, not a single RAF squadron had been provided with any Spitfires. In fact it was only in August that year, a month before the Munich Agreement, that the very first Spitfires arrived for operational duty, going to 19 Squadron at Duxford. There is little doubt that this chronic shortage of modern fighter planes heavily influenced Neville Chamberlain in his negotiations with Hitler. Given that the RAF could provide little protection if Germany were to unleash a bombing offensive against Britain in the event of war, Chamberlain viewed a belligerent stance as irresponsible. In fact Sir Hugh Dowding, the head of the RAF’s Fighter Command, welcomed Munich precisely because it bought more time for Spitfires to be produced, though it is now known that Hitler had no intention of bombing Britain in 1938. Not only were all his energies focused on Czechoslovakia, but, just as importantly, the Luftwaffe had nothing like sufficient long-range bombers to mount such a campaign. Munich bought time for Germany as well.

Right up to 1940, despite a renewed drive for rearmament, the RAF was still deficient in Spitfires. Two-thirds of the front-line strength of Fighter Command were made up of slower, less manoeuvrable Hawker Hurricanes, while there was also a dangerous absence of reserves and planes for training units. The limited numbers forced Dowding and his key group commander, Keith Park, to husband their resources with delicacy. This they did with rare skill, assisted by the sophisticated defence organization which Dowding had built up over the previous four years, but they would not have been forced into this predicament if the Spitfires had been delivered in the quantities needed.

The conventional narrative of the Spitfire story pins most of the blame for these problems on the Tory-dominated ‘National’ governments of the 1930s. Through a cocktail of ineptitude, military ignorance, and the ideology of appeasement, the political rulers of the decade are supposed to have disastrously restricted production of new types and undermined the strength of the RAF. Chamberlain, his Chancellor of the Exchequer Sir John Simon and the Defence Co-ordination Minister Sir Thomas Inskip are regularly portrayed as the villains, starving the aircraft industry of funds and preferring to surrender to Hitler’s demands rather than build up Britain’s fighting forces. They were allegedly supported in this approach by the officials of the Air Ministry, who lacked the will to ensure that the Spitfire moved from the drawing board into the squadrons.

Conversely, the heroes were the Supermarine company, other parts of private industry, and a few lone figures in the RAF – especially Dowding – who spent their time trying to overcome the indifference and hostility of the supine political establishment. Central to this version is the claim that the Spitfire was essentially a private venture from Supermarine, developed by Reginald Mitchell when he was liberated from the enervating influence of the Air Ministry. One of those assiduous in putting forward this claim was Sir Robert McLean, the former chairman of Vickers Aviation, owners of Supermarine in the 1930s. In an interview in 1960, McLean said that the Air Ministry’s specification for a new fighter, issued in October 1931, was ‘unduly restrictive’, preventing Mitchell from designing the killer aircraft he wanted. So McLean decided to give him a free hand by embarking on a private venture in co-operation with engine-maker Rolls-Royce. According to McLean, as the project moved forward, the Air Ministry ‘was advised in no circumstances would they be allowed to interfere with its design. The Air Ministry naturally resented this and initially refused to supply equipment, though they later agreed to do so.’ In the same interview, McLean was equally scathing about the Air Ministry’s role in production once the prototype had flown. ‘They turned the job over to their own production department, who began by taking away from Supermarine’s the order for the construction of the wings and going out to a woodworking firm. This was a disastrous decision and subsequently led to great delays.’12

Politicians and civil servants often make easy scapegoats, but in his caustic recollections McLean tried to rewrite history in the most cavalier manner. The same could be said of all those who have propounded the myth that the government of the 1930s should bear sole responsibility for the Spitfire crisis. As an analysis of contemporary official and private papers reveals, the truth was very different. In reality it was the government that was the essential driving force behind the creation of the Spitfire, constantly pushing for improvements in fighter design and increased levels of output. In many ways, private industry lagged badly behind the Air Ministry, hence the constant friction between them. And the senior politicians – particularly the much derided Chamberlain and Inskip – were instrumental in forcing the RAF to adapt their strategic thinking in favour of fighter defence, instead of remaining trapped in the old belief that the only method of waging an air war was through bomber attacks on the enemy’s terrain.

McLean’s claims were wilfully misleading, aimed at putting himself in the best possible light. The Spitfire could never remotely be described as a private venture. The Air Ministry archives show that officials and senior RAF personnel were involved in every stage of the design process, while the government actually paid for the prototype. Moreover, far from taking away production, the Ministry gave Vickers Supermarine continual encouragement, only to be let down by the firm’s lack of capacity, inexperienced management, and chaotic subcontracting arrangements – a desperate situation that McLean tried to cover up with soothing words and wildly optimistic forecasts. The Ministry’s sense of mounting vexation shines through the minutes of the meetings held between 1935 and 1938 by the Secretary of State for Air, Lord Swinton. At one such meeting, in February 1937, Swinton launched a scathing attack on Supermarine: ‘It really was a disgraceful state of affairs and he felt that if this sort of thing went on it might be necessary for the Air Council to see the whole Vickers Board and tell them that they must take immediate and practical measures to put an end to what can only be described as an intolerable situation.’13

An abrasive, highly efficient Yorkshire squire, with the attitude and balding looks of a retired pugilist, Viscount Swinton was perhaps the most important politician in the entire Spitfire saga. His decisiveness as Air Secretary gave the impetus to the development of the final prototype and the placing of the first order. He was also vital in urging the mass production of the Merlin engine. Without his constant drive, the programme might have slid into paralysis. But because he loathed publicity, often acting more like a business executive than a party figure, his role has been barely acknowledged. In all the wealth of literature about the RAF in this period, there is hardly a mention of his name. Nor did the government of the time recognize his contribution, as the crisis over production ultimately ended in his political exile. He deserved a better fate.

Yet it is equally unfair to give no credit to Neville Chamberlain and other key members of his Cabinet, including Inskip. After the fall of France in mid1940 they were lambasted as the architects of disaster, the ‘guilty men’ who had brought the nation to the brink of ruin through their misguided policies. But it was thanks partly to the political emphasis that Chamberlain and his circle gave to fighters that Britain was able to defend itself later that year. Since 1934, Chamberlain had been stressing the need to concentrate on fighter defence at home instead of spending the money on expensive bomber fleets, expeditionary forces, and grandiose imperial projects overseas. His outlook was shared by Inskip, who, in a memorandum to the Air Staff in December 1937, argued that defensive fighter capability was the first requirement of the RAF. In this prophetic document, Inskip said that

what we want to do in the first weeks of a war is to knock out as many German aeroplanes as we can, with a view to upsetting the morale of their Air Force . . . They must come to this country to damage us. They are likely to concentrate on the great centres, such as London, which provide an irresistible target. In fact, it would seem in accordance with strategical principle that the decisive place and the decisive time for the concentration of our own air forces would be somewhere over our own territory.14

Inksip, an overweight lawyer, had predicted the progress of the air war in western Europe with far greater accuracy than many of the uniformed air marshals. It is no exaggeration to say that the Battle of Britain was fought in 1940 along the lines that Chamberlain and Inskip had forecast, with the type of air force they had provided. Indeed, Chamberlain wrote bitterly to his sister Ida in July 1940, after he had been replaced by Churchill in the wake of mounting criticism over the conduct of the war, ‘If I am personally responsible for deficiencies in tanks and guns, I must equally be personally responsible for the efficiency of the RAF.’15 In contrast, Churchill, for all his energetic campaigning for rearmament throughout the 1930s, demonstrated a shaky grasp of what the RAF would actually need to take on the Luftwaffe, pinning his faith not in the Spitfire but in slower, two-seater fighters. He wrote in 1938:

We should now build, as quickly and in as large numbers as we can, heavily armed aeroplanes designed with turrets for fighting on the beam and in parallel courses. The urgency for action arises from the fact that the Germans must know we have banked upon the forward-shooting plunging ‘Spitfire’ whose attack must most likely resolve itself into a pursuit which, if not instantly effective, exposes the pursuer to destruction.16

A plane such as he envisaged was already being built. It was called the Boulton-Paul Defiant, and it was to prove a disaster, providing little more than target practice for the Me 109.

Nor does the Air Ministry fit the narrow-minded image promulgated by McLean. Though there were many on the Air Staff who clung to the doctrine of the bomber offensive, there were others who throughout the 1930s recognized the need for new fighters. Innovation was not the prerogative solely of aircraft-industry designers. Officials and experts were continually experimenting with new ideas, trying out new weaponry and equipment, urging industry to be more daring. A department that developed the radar network in the late 1930s was not one hidebound by conventional thinking. If anything, complacency was the hallmark of large sections of private manufacturing, as illustrated by a note from Sir Charles Burnett, the Deputy Chief of the Air Staff. Increasingly irritated by the way fighter design was following ‘purely orthodox lines’, in July 1932, just when the Spitfire was first being developed, he expressed the wish ‘to get out of this rut. We tell the designer what we want, show how we want to get away from stereotyped tactics and we leave him to make the best suggestions we can.’17 In an Air Ministry paper written two years later, the anger at private industry’s inertia over producing new fighter models was all too obvious. Having pointed out that the Supermarine prototype was months behind schedule, the document continued, ‘The aircraft firms can, of course, produce innumerable excuses for late deliveries but it does appear that they are inclined to play fast and loose with us . . . The time has come when we must apply the screw. The position will go from bad to worse unless something fairly drastic is done to impress on the trade that there is a limit to our credulity and our patience.’18 That patience continued to be stretched well into the war.

By far the darkest episode in the Spitfire’s history was the disastrous start to production at the Castle Bromwich aircraft factory in Birmingham. This massive plant, which would eventually employ over 13,000 workers at its wartime peak, was first conceived in 1938, when the RAF’s expansion programme was rapidly accelerating and a major increase in industrial capacity was needed. In May that year the motor magnate Lord Nuffield, the founder of Morris Motors, reached an agreement with the government to construct and run the factory. Yet by May 1940, two years after the deal had been struck, not a single Spitfire had come off the production line. In fact much of the basic building work had not even been completed. The shambles was to leave the RAF woefully short of fighters for the looming conflict with Germany. The full extent of the Nuffield debacle can be revealed from an examination of Air Ministry papers and documents in the Vickers archives, many of which have not previously been studied.

The early Castle Bromwich interlude, in all its grimness, is a reminder of the troubled times the Spitfire experienced before it reached its wartime position at the centre of the government’s plans and the nation’s hearts. But none of this detracts from the greatness of the plane itself. Indeed, it only makes the ultimate triumph of the Spitfire more appealing. To have emerged successfully from such struggles and then go on to victory against the world’s mightiest air force is a tribute to its excellence. And, like character tested in adversity, the Spitfire saga is all the more powerful because of these trials.

There were to be further troubles during the war, such as destruction of the Supermarine factory at the height of Blitz, which led to the dispersal of Spitfire manufacturing across the south of England. Laundries, university buildings, garages, bus depots, even a stately home were requisitioned in the drive to re-establish production – another of the fascinating episodes in this story. In the air, a new crisis beckoned in the autumn of 1941 with the arrival of the deadly Focke-Wulf 190, which for a time outclassed the Spitfire and sank the morale of the fighter squadrons until the Supermarine design team came up with a new high-powered version, the two-stage supercharged Mark IX. The siege of Malta in 1942, when the Spitfire pilots had to fight against overwhelming odds while living on pitifully limited rations, was another exhausting but inspiring chapter. The same is true of the blood-soaked Dieppe landings in the same year, the air campaign in Sicily and Italy from 1943, and the brutal fight against Japan in Burma. The cold reality of war can be seen in this extract from the unpublished diary of Flight Sergeant ‘Dobbie’ Dobbins, in which he describes strafing Japanese boats near Rangoon in early 1945:

Unless you have flown, you will never know the thrill of going past your objective at 1,000 feet, turning over on your side and peeling straight for the target. I switched my gunsight on and turned my ‘fire and safe’ unit to ‘fire’. As I straightened out in the dive, I placed my lead on the boats and when I was at about 400 feet I opened up with cannons. What a wizard sight. There were bags of explosions and bits of boats blew up everywhere. I went in twice and gave a couple of busters on each dive. I know that I made a mess of them, for two sank and the other was blown to hell.19

The richness of the Spitfire story is made all the greater by the sense of paradox that runs through it. The plane bristled with aggression, yet it was essentially a defensive weapon: its greatest moments were not in attack, but in the protection of Britain. It was the most sophisticated fighter of its day, yet it was initially built in the most primitive conditions at Supermarine, where machine tools were scarce and a hairdryer and a cardboard box had to serve as a wind tunnel. Its designer, Reginald Mitchell, was a supremely practical Midlander, trained in the locomotive industry, yet he built the most aesthetically pleasing aeroplane of his era. Mitchell and Sir Hugh Dowding, the architect of fighter strategy, were deeply conservative men who became revolutionaries in aviation. The Spitfire’s finest hour confounded national stereotypes: the RAF was highly professional, efficient, disciplined and technologically advanced, while the Luftwaffe was daring but ill-prepared, aggressive but disorganized. The reverse of the traditional imagery of the British and Germans was epitomized by the difference between the characters of Dowding and Göring. The former – universally known as ‘Stuffy’ – was cautious, unemotional, brilliant at the detail of planning, but difficult in company, whereas the latter was noisy, reckless, amateurish and moody, but not without a certain bombastic charm. The same contradiction can be seen in the politicians. Neville Chamberlain and his ministers were portrayed as the enemies of effective military defence, yet their decisions gave the nation the Spitfire, the finest guardian of Britain. Similarly, Lord Beaverbrook was one of the loudest supporters of appeasement right up to 1939, but few on the production side did more to foster national spirit and help defeat Germany in 1940. Similarly, in the mid-1930s, when peace campaigns were at their height, no company was more unpopular than Vickers, because of its link with armaments. Labour leader Clement Attlee captured this mood of hostility by sneering at ‘the Vickers crowd’ in his condemnations of militarism.20 But it was Vickers that built the most popular aircraft of them all.

Speed was one of the primary virtues of the Spitfire, but its early development and production were anything but fast. As war began to seem inevitable, there was a desperate race against time to ensure that the RAF had anything like sufficient numbers. But when it did arrive with the squadrons, it soon won the admiration of pilots and the public. As the Vickers test pilot Alex Henshaw wrote, the Spitfire ‘probably had a greater impact on the will of the people to survive, and put more heart into their morale when it was at its lowest ebb, than anything created in modern times. At the same time that it sustained and encouraged every man, woman and child in a small island under attack, it struck not only a physical blast but a strange psychological terror into its opponents as they heard its name over the radio.’21

It was impossible not to be moved by the plane. ‘My good Spitfire behaved beautifully and the engine purred with a regularity that gladdened my heart,’ said the Belgian-born pilot Jean Offenberg in his journal when describing a dogfight with two Me 109s over France in 1941.22 Even the vanquished could not suppress their appreciation. In a lecture on the Spitfire in 1976, the former Vickers engineer D. E. Holmes recounted this memory of an occasion when he was working on the restoration of a Spitfire Mark 21 in the late 1960s at the South Marston airfield in Wiltshire. At the time, a number of German businessmen were making regular trips to their Swindon factory, using South Marston as a landing base for their private plane. The two captains of this executive jet were both ex-Luftwaffe pilots. ‘After each landing,’ recalled Holmes, ‘these two German pilots, having dismissed their passengers and fitted their control brakes to the Turbo Commander, would make their way to the hangar and pay homage to their one-time adversary. They left only after having given the engine cowling a fond pat of admiration and with the usual remark, “Wunderbar.”’23


1
‘The supremacy of the monoplane’

[image: Image]

‘THE CULT OF the Clitoris’ was one of the more controversial obsessions of the Honourable Noel Pemberton Billing, right-wing politician, prolific inventor, theatrical impresario, magazine publisher, and aeronautical pioneer. His fixation did not reflect some clinical priapism within his personality; indeed, like most men born in the Victorian era, he was rather ignorant about the female anatomy. When he first heard the word ‘clitoris’ he had to ask a doctor what it meant. But as a self-appointed guardian of public morals during the First World War he was consumed with the idea that the British political establishment had been undermined by a vast network of 47,000 sexual deviants, whose perversions had led to their being blackmailed into giving clandestine support for the German cause. One of the figures at the centre of this lurid conspiracy, claimed Billing, was the exotic dancer Maud Allan, who had won international fame before the war with her daring performances in Oscar Wilde’s notorious play Salome, dancing on stage in a costume consisting of little more than a few beads and a transparent black chiffon skirt. ‘A delicious embodiment of lust,’ read one breathless advertisement for her act in 1908.1

Allan spent most of the First World War in Hollywood, but late in 1917 she announced that she was returning to London to perform again in Salome. This was too much for the monocle-wearing, strait-laced Billing, who took this as another sign of the degeneracy sweeping through London society. The independent MP for East Hertfordshire since 1916, Billing also ran an extreme nationalist magazine called The Vigilante, aimed at rooting out any unpatriotic sentiments in public life. It was through this publication that he now launched his attack on Maud Allan, hoping to goad her into a libel action which he could then exploit to highlight his theories about rampant sexual decadence. In February 1918 he placed a large notice in The Vigilante accusing Allan of using her renewed performances to spread the ‘The Cult of the Clitoris’, by which he meant lesbianism. Allan swallowed the bait and sued, and so, in March 1918, began one of the most sensational trials of the First World War.

Ever the showman, Billing was in his element, filling the Old Bailey with talk about German agents and widespread homosexuality. He provided not a shred of evidence to support his charges, but, in the feverish atmosphere of war, Maud Allan and her fashionable circle were a convenient target for the anger felt by the British public after four draining years of military stalemate. In a verdict that reflected emotion rather than objectivity, the jury found in his favour. But it was to be a short-lived triumph. In 1921 he had to leave the Commons because of poor health, and subsequent ventures into film-making and the promotion of his many inventions proved equally fruitless. Cantankerous and unbalanced, he continued to make frequent, often expensive, appearances as a defendant in libel trials before his death in 1948.

His had been an energetic, eccentric, but strangely unfulfilled life. His creative mind flitted from one project to another without ever making a success of any of them. During his lifetime, he took out no fewer than 2,000 patents, including those for a self-lighting cigarette, a miniature camera, and a clothes-measuring contraption. His brief political career saw him wallowing in aggressive puritanism and flirting with neo-fascism, while his failed adventures in the theatre seem only to have fed his neurotic homophobia. His mind was fertile yet strangely foolish: he started a magazine entitled British South African Autocar without realizing that, at the time of the launch, there were no motor cars in South Africa. But Billing did give one priceless gift to Britain: the Supermarine Aviation company, which, twenty years after its foundation, was to build the Spitfire.

Aeronautics were perhaps the greatest fascination of Billing’s early life. In the Edwardian era, he had been quick to see the potential of air power, and in 1908 he became the editor of the magazine Aerocraft. In the same year he built three light monoplanes at his own airstrip in Essex, two of which he managed to get off the ground. His real interest lay in seaplanes; he believed that they represented the future of flying, since three-quarters of the earth was covered in water. In 1913 he acquired a waterfront site at Woolston on the river Itchen near Southampton, where, in a converted shed and old coalhouse, he planned to develop his first commercial aircraft. His aim, he told the press, was ‘to build a boat that will fly rather than an aeroplane that will float’,2 Reflecting this purpose, the name of his company was to be Supermarine, the opposite of submarine. The first Supermarine craft to emerge from the Pemberton Billing works, the distant ancestor of the Spitfire, was the PB1, exhibited at Olympia in March 1914. Though widely praised for its clean lines and ‘exquisite workmanship’,3 it is doubtful whether this plane actually ever flew. At the outbreak of war he was engaged in a number of projects, including a single-seat scout, which he claimed to have designed, constructed and tested in just nine days. Another of his early designs was an ingenious flying boat which in the event of a crash could discard its wings and turn into a motorboat, since the engine was mounted in the hull. But neither this nor the scout was ordered by the government. Even more ambitious was the mighty Zeppelin-killer, a quadruplane known as the Nighthawk, which carried cannon, a sleeping berth and a searchlight, and was supposedly able to idle at 28 mph, waiting for the enemy. Again, it never went beyond the prototype stage.

By mid-1916 Billing, as restless as ever, was hearing the call of politics, partly because he was eager to make the case for a stronger air force. One of his electioneering stunts was to drag the PB9, the nine-day wonder, around the streets as he made his harangues. On his election to the Commons, where he took to describing himself as ‘the first air member’, he handed his company over to his close friend Hubert Scott-Paine, who continued in the same spirit of ‘extreme unorthodoxy’.4 Typical of this approach was a machine with folding wings which could be stowed in a submarine, though this was too audacious an idea for the Admiralty. Far more successful was the small, singleseat, wooden-hulled biplane called the N1 Baby. Effectively it was the first flying-boat fighter, proving that Supermarine could be practical as well as innovative.

Scott-Paine – known as Ginger because of his red hair – also gave an early inkling of Supermarine’s enthusiasm for speed, for he was a large man with a taste for fast planes and motorboats. His own origins may reflect the ill-disciplined atmosphere of the early aircraft industry. According to Denis Webb, a Supermarine employee who spent his entire career at the company from 1926, Scott-Paine had once been a boxer, earning his living at fairs around the country. As a keen amateur pugilist himself, Billing had originally hired him as a chauffeur, so that he himself could practise his art whenever he wanted. Webb had little time for Scott-Paine’s methods. ‘I cannot help feel that Scott-Paine treated the whole outfit more like an expensive hobby than a serious business and with no proper concentration on either running it as an air service or as a design and construction firm.’5

A year after the transfer of the company by Billing, an event of far greater significance occurred. In 1917, just as the new MP for East Hertfordshire was beginning to work himself into a frenzy about lesbian-inspired treachery, a shy, blond-haired twenty-one-year-old engineer from the Midlands arrived at Supermarine. Reginald Mitchell had no professional experience of aviation, but he had been ‘mad about aeroplanes’ since his childhood.6 Born in 1895, Mitchell was the son of a Yorkshireman who had begun his working life as a teacher but had moved to Stoke-on-Trent to begin a new career running a printing business. Young Reginald was a bright child: inquisitive, excellent at mathematics, and also good at art – a rare combination of gifts that was to be invaluable in the creation of the Spitfire. The predominant theme of his early years was his passion for aircraft – an unusual interest, since flying was still in its infancy. Using their own designs, since no model kits were available, he and his younger brother Billy made model planes from bamboo cane, paper and twisted rubber. There were, however, few openings in the Midlands for an adolescent obsessed with aviation, so when he left school, in 1911, at the age of sixteen, Mitchell became an apprentice at the locomotive firm of Kerr, Stuart & Co., receiving instruction in the basic aspects of engineering. He also supplemented his training through attendance at night school in Stoke, studying mechanics, drawing and higher mathematics.

Throughout his life, Mitchell was never at ease with either authority or workplace routine. His imaginative side recoiled at restrictions on his freedom. For all his shyness, he always had a rebellious streak. This trait was apparent even in his spell at Kerr, Stuart & Co. One of his first allotted tasks was to make tea for his fellow apprentices and the foreman, to whom Reginald had taken an intense dislike. When this foreman complained one morning about Reginald’s tea, saying ‘It tastes like piss’ and spitting out a mouthful on the ground, Reginald decided to take his revenge. As his son recalled in his affectionate biography of his father, ‘The next day he went off to the wash-room as usual to fill the kettle with water, but this time, instead of tap water, he peed in the kettle. Having boiled it he made the tea and handed the mugs round, having first warned his fellow apprentices not to drink any. The foreman took one sip, then a larger one and said, “Bloody good mug of tea, Mitchell, why can’t you make it like this every day?”’7

When war broke out, Mitchell twice tried to enlist in the armed forces, but on both occasions he was told that his engineering skills were too valuable. Finally, three years into the conflict, he spotted an advertisement for a job at Supermarine. At last there was a chance of working in the one field that truly excited him. Having been invited for interview, Mitchell impressed Scott-Paine with his enthusiasm and practical outlook. To his delight, he was appointed Scott-Paine’s personal assistant – a post that would mean involvement in all aspects of Supermarine’s operations. It was a big change in his life, for Mitchell had rarely ventured outside Stoke before. But he quickly proved himself, and within a year he had been promoted to assistant works manager.

His improved pay and status meant that he felt secure enough to marry Florence Dayson, a headmistress from Stoke, who was eleven years his senior. Despite the substantial age gap, it was to prove a generally happy marriage, even though Mitchell, often wrapped up in his work, could be a distant, volatile husband. Placid and intelligent, Florence tried to tolerate Reginald’s often unpredictable behaviour. ‘He’d be talking to you one moment and then the next he’d be miles away,’ she recalled in an interview in 1940.8 But their only son, Gordon, born in 1920, confessed that domestic harmony did not always reign in the Mitchell household. ‘He was a damned difficult man to live with sometimes. He had a very short temper. He got very angry at times and occasionally we had some pretty awful rows.’9 Typical of his explosiveness was the time he was sent some dodgy oysters by the local fishmonger. ‘Immediately father was on the phone to the fishmonger and subjected him to a barrage bordering very close to pure rage. I had little doubt that father had concluded that the fishmonger was an incompetent fool and in consequence let him have it with all guns firing.’10

At Supermarine, Mitchell’s obvious capabilities meant he was given increasing responsibility for major projects. Soon after arriving at the company, he assisted with the design of the tail for the huge Nighthawk anti-Zeppelin prototype, while he also produced some of the drawings for the N1 Baby flying-boat fighter. With the end of the war, the growing diversity of ideas being developed by Supermarine provided more scope for Mitchell’s talents. Part of the impetus for this expansion was inspired by Commander James Bird, a dashing former naval pilot and architect, who became Scott-Paine’s partner in running Supermarine, though he was the one with the sharper business brain. His naval background gave him a natural authority, and he was highly respected by the workforce. Like Billing, he was a colourful enthusiast for flying boats, though he shared none of the eccentric MP’s prurient moral zealotry. ‘He was loved by his men and he certainly attracted the ladies,’ wrote Denis Webb:

What went on in his steam yacht in Southampton Water during the summer was anybody’s guess. One time a lady turned up asking to be ferried out to this yacht. Later in the day another woman arrived saying that she was his wife. The caretaker did quite the wrong thing by saying that there must be some mistake as Mrs Bird was already on board! However, he ferried this person out and then ‘retired to prepared positions’, as the Navy might put it.11

Reflecting his strong confidence in Mitchell’s talent, Commander Bird made him Supermarine’s chief engineer and designer in 1920. Mitchell was still only twenty-five years old, but he soon justified the directors’ faith. His first design was for a new single-engined biplane amphibian, powered by a Rolls-Royce Eagle VIII engine. Entered into an Air Ministry competition at the Aeroplane and Armament Experimental Establishment at Martlesham Heath, near Ipswich, the plane finished in second place, but was judged by the Air Ministry to be so good that the value of its prize money was doubled to £8,000. This aircraft later evolved into the Seagull, a model produced in large quantities for the RAF and the Royal Australian Air Force.

The Seagull was just the start in a long line of successes produced by Mitchell’s genius. During his twenty years at Supermarine, he designed twenty-four different planes, ranging from ultra-reliable flying boats to record-shattering high-speed seaplanes. His productive versatility resulted from his instinctive understanding of aeronautical engineering, his highly practical nature, his enormous capacity for work, and his gift for leadership. ‘There was a sort of direct and shining common sense which illuminated his approach to all problems,’ said the test pilot Jeffrey Quill, who recalled that one day Mitchell had said to him, ‘Jeffrey, if anyone tries to tell you something about an aeroplane which is so damned complicated that you can’t understand it, then you can take from me that it’s all balls.’12 But what elevated him to a higher level was the originality of his mind. Though he often seemed a hardnosed pragmatist, there was also an air of the artist, of the visionary, about him. Joe Smith, the man who succeeded him as the chief Supermarine designer, thought that his creative flair was the ‘driving force of his life. No other man in my experience produced anything like the number of new and practical fundamental ideas that he did during his relatively short span of working life.’13 As Sir Robert McLean of Vickers once put it, ‘He was a curious mixture of dreams and common sense.’14

Known throughout Supermarine as ‘RJ’, Mitchell inspired awe and affection. Recalling the first time he met him at the Southampton factory, Cyril Russell, one of the staff, later wrote, ‘There was something about him that immediately left an indelible impression, a fine forehead, fair hair brushed straight back, a strong-featured face and an aura of quiet unassuming authority.’15 Those who worked with him were always struck by his ability to get to the heart of any problem. Arthur Black, Supermarine’s metallurgist, gave this recollection:

I remember how RJ’s well-built figure, medium height with fair colouring, could be seen in the workshop each morning, studying with complete concentration the developing shape of the aircraft being built. He would walk round it and study it from all angles, now and then examining a detail minutely. I sometimes wondered if he was aware of how closely he was watched for some clue as to what his reactions were going to be. If he was satisfied, he would pass on to the next job; but if he was not satisfied, then much of the design work and manufacture might well have to be done again.

Black also recalled the fear that Mitchell could provoke:

There were, however, things one didn’t do. His best work arose from a power of concentration, and in the picture of him which most springs to mind he is seated with his elbows on the drawing board, face cupped in hands, thinking out the latest problem. Woe betide the unwary but enthusiastic technician who broke in on that concentration.16

Jack Davis, who joined Supermarine as a draughtsman in 1925, had similar memories:

We often saw him in the workshops and noticed his keen interest in structures. On one occasion he picked up a rudder and without weighing it decided that it was too heavy. It had to be redesigned from scratch. Later as a junior draughtsman I saw how he spent hours alone in his office and did not like to be disturbed. On occasions he would sally forth into the drawing office, surrounded by an entourage of senior men, then sit at a drawing board, pencil in hand, and make positive suggestions before reaching a decision . . . In short, he kept everyone on their toes. Some people preferred to stick with the well-trodden path and repeat earlier design work, but he made it clear that we had to adopt new ideas because aeronautical science was moving so fast you could not risk being left in a rut.17

Mitchell’s successor, Joe Smith, gave this description of his working method:

He was an inveterate drawer on drawings, particularly general arrangements. He would modify the lines of an aircraft with the softest pencil he could find and then re-modify over the top with progressively thicker lines, until one would finally be faced with a new outline of lines about three-sixteenths of an inch thick. But the results were always worthwhile and the centre of the line was usually accepted when the thing was re-drawn.18

Despite his achievements, Mitchell remained a modest man throughout his career. He avoided the limelight and disliked public speaking, not least because of self-consciousness about a slight stammer. Entirely lacking in vanity, he was driven by professional pride, not the desire for public adulation, though he did enjoy some of the material fruits of success, including a good salary, a series of high-class motor cars, and a large house in Southampton built to his own specification. The Supermarine seaplane pilot Richard Atcherley said of him, ‘He set his sights deliberately high, for he had little use for “second-bests”. Yet he was the most unpompous man I ever met.’19 On one occasion Mitchell turned up late for an official dinner, having been working in his office. Instead of going to the top table, where a place had been reserved for him, he sat among his own employees.

Mitchell often appeared to be shy, especially in the company of strangers or women, but he could also be charming, with ‘an engaging smile which was often in evidence and which transformed his habitual expression of concentration’, according to Joe Smith.20 Though devoted to his work, he was no monomaniac. He was keen on sport, especially cricket, golf and tennis, and later also took up sailing. Unlike many driven men, he was a surprisingly good loser, since he played for relaxation rather than competition. His boyishness came out in his enthusiasm for practical jokes, and he was often the ringleader for pranks after official functions. One night in the early hours he gathered a group of staff outside the bungalow of the humourless Supermarine commercial manager A. E. Marsh-Hunn, and proceeded ‘to serenade him in a raucous and unmelodious manner.’21 Denis Webb, as a young Supermarine trainee, experienced Mitchell’s lack of self-importance at their first meeting:

He was reputed to have a shortish fuse at times so I was in somewhat of a stew. I need not have been. He was friendly and pleasant and put me completely at ease and made me almost forget that I was just a humble apprentice. It was quite obvious that RJ’s success had not gone to his head and never did. Later, if he saw me foot-slogging over to Southampton and he was making his stately way in his Rolls-Royce, he would not be above offering me a lift. He was a man in a million.22

It would be wrong, however, to pretend that Mitchell was a paragon. He could be brusque, moody and insensitive. His temper was often just as bad in the office as at home, particularly when he was under pressure. ‘If you went into his office and found that you could only see RJ’s back bending over a drawing, you took a hasty look at the back of his neck. If that was normal, you waited for him to speak, but if it rapidly became red, you beat a hasty retreat,’ remembered Joe Smith.23 Mitchell could be a strict, sometimes unreasonable taskmaster. Eric Lovell-Cooper, another Supermarine worker, saw this side when Mitchell asked him to undertake a large redesign job on the fuselage and wing surfaces of a seaplane. ‘The whole exercise took little more than a week. I remember asking RJ when he returned after the test flight if they had performed satisfactorily. He rather curtly replied, “Of course they did, why shouldn’t they?” which I thought was a bit hard after all the long hours I and others had worked in order to produce them.’24

Mitchell may have been a brilliant designer, but he was a woeful organizer. Routine meant nothing to him. Hopelessly unpunctual, he would often disappear in the middle of the day for a round of golf or a trip in his sailing boat. He disliked seeing visitors. Staff knew that when he barked from his office, ‘I’ll see him in ten minutes,’ that was Mitchell’s code for ‘Get rid of him.’25 He loathed dealing with administration, especially written correspondence. When his long-serving secretary Vera Cross first went to work for him, she found it difficult to cope because of his unpredictability and the chaos of his office. He had no filing system, and piles of letters sat unanswered on his desk. This would not have mattered if Supermarine had remained just a minor enterprise on the south coast. But from the early 1930s, the company was engaged in one of the Air Ministry’s most vital contracts, and Mitchell’s careless approach was reflected in the lack of effective administration at Supermarine for much of that decade. According to Denis Webb, the running of the company was still in a mess as late as 1935: ‘We had absolutely no kind of organization which helped keep track of what was happening in the shops. There was no proper recording system and parts were not stored in any order.’ As for the management, said Webb, ‘running around like a bluebottle in a dustbin was no substitute for organization.’26

All Mitchell ever really wanted to do was design planes, and as soon as he had taken over as chief engineer in 1920 he had proved remarkably good at it. His initial success at Martlesham was followed by the Sea Eagle, a six-passenger commercial amphibian, and the twelve-seater, twin-engine Swan, of which the Air Ministry ordered a military version. But his two great successes of the 1920s were the Southampton flying boat and the series of fast seaplanes which brought Britain international victory in the Schneider racing contests.

The Southampton Mark I, which first flew in 1925, was a large, wooden-hulled plane with an unorthodox triple fin. Admired for its reliability, ease of maintenance and long range, it was soon in service with the RAF, working around Britain’s coast and venturing as far afield as Greece and Egypt. The affection it engendered in the crews and the public, who liked its image of stately power, greatly enhanced the name of Supermarine and R. J. Mitchell. This growing reputation was further magnified by the Southampton Mark II, Mitchell’s first metal-hulled flying boat. In October 1927 the plane captured international attention when a formation of four gleaming-white Southamptons made a historic voyage all the way from Plymouth to Australia, via stops in the Middle East, India, Hong Kong, Japan and Singapore. Again, despite the unprecedented length of the journey, Mitchell’s Southampton had proved its utter dependability. ‘So far as dangers were concerned, the cruise was as prosaic as a P&O steamer plying between Tilbury and Bombay,’ ran a contemporary account.27 In the context of the Spitfire, what has always been ignored about the England–Australia flight was that it was led by Group Captain Henry Cave-Brown-Cave, who became Director of Technical Development in the Air Ministry in 1931. In this position, he was to have a primary role in pushing forward the early Spitfire project. His experience of the Southampton can only have given him a favourable opinion of Mitchell’s work.

But even more important for the future of the Spitfire was Mitchell’s development of world-beating speed planes. This was an entirely different field for Supermarine, with the emphasis on sleek aerodynamism rather than rugged simplicity. In 1913, the very year when Billing had founded his works at Southampton, the French industrialist and aviation enthusiast Jacques Schneider had established an international competition to find the fastest seaplane in the world. Schneider, whose wealth came from the armaments industry, hoped that his contest would spur technological progress in marine aviation, and he put up an annual prize of £1,000, along with an elegant silver trophy. The first event, held in Monaco, was won by Schneider’s compatriot Maurice Prévost in a Deperdussin, averaging a speed of just 45.75 mph. The next year, again in Monaco, Britain had its first victory, as Howard Pixton was the victor in his Sopwith Tabloid. ‘In a country where the Navy is held in great honour, the triumph of an English hydro-plane will be well-noted,’ said the French paper Le Temps.28 The Schneider contests were suspended throughout the First World War, during which aircraft technology made rapid advances, especially in the power of engines. When the competition resumed, in 1919, Supermarine entered for the first time. But the event, held at Bournemouth, was turned into a farce by foggy conditions and mistaken application of the rules by the judges. The only pilot to complete the course, Sergeant Guido Janello of Italy, was disqualified because he was said to have followed the wrong route. Supermarine’s own Sea Lion Mark I, a development of the N1 Baby, was one of the many entrants forced to retire, having sustained damage in practice.

The fiasco of Bournemouth discredited both English management and the Schneider Trophy itself for the next couple of years. The contests of 1920 and 1921, in Venice, were won by Italians against almost non-existent foreign competition. Under the Schneider rules, if Italy were to win a third successive time in 1922, it would have a permanent hold on the trophy. Working up a lather of patriotic sentiment, the British press urged the aircraft industry to stop this eventuality and restore some pride after the humiliations of the postwar years. Supermarine, absent since 1919, responded to the appeal. Commander Bird and Hubert Scott-Paine decided to finance an entry as a private venture, with the help of the Napier Company, which provided the Lion engine. Mitchell then went to work, developing the Sea Lion biplane from the 1919 entry into a new Mark II streamlined version, with the wingspan reduced and superfluous fittings and landing gear removed.

The 1922 contest was held over a triangular course in the Bay of Naples. The competition was also triangular, Italy, France and Britain taking part. The Italians, the acknowledged world leaders in aviation design, were confident of victory, but they faced a real test in Mitchell’s Sea Lion II, flown by the charismatic Supermarine test pilot Henri Biard, a native of Guernsey. Amid thrilling scenes in the final laps above the blue of the Mediterranean, Biard managed to retain a narrow lead over his three Italian rivals, averaging 145.7 mph – just 2.5 mph ahead of the nearest Italian pilot. When the Supermarine team returned to Southampton there were, according to Flight’s report, ‘remarkable scenes’ of celebration.29 Large crowds lined the water’s edge at Woolston, while later there was a civic reception led by the mayor. True to his nature, R. J. Mitchell, the real architect of this triumph, remained in the background. Indeed, the local press did not even mention his name in its coverage.

The Sea Lion’s win had not only boosted the company; it had also given a new stature to the Schneider Trophy, which now began to attract major public interest on both sides of the Atlantic. As the international competition intensified, the event grew into one of the biggest fixtures in the sporting calendar. Press speculation created an atmosphere of feverish excitement in the build-up to the contests. Newsreels in the expanding cinema network allowed audiences to catch glimpses of the high-speed action. Eager to raise their prestige, the French, American and Italian governments put money into their national entries, while encouraging their air forces to provide pilots and expertise. The significance of the Schneider Trophy reflected the mounting public fascination with aviation. At the time of Supermarine’s victory in 1922, it was less than twenty years since the Wright brothers had first flown. But during the war interest had been stimulated by tales of the fighter pilots’ daring exploits. In the period after the Armistice awareness had been further heightened by pioneering adventures such as the first direct flight across the Atlantic, made by Alcock and Brown in 1919, as well as the start in 1920 of the annual RAF pageants at Hendon, which allowed thousands to see live displays of aerobatics, formation flying and mock dogfights.

The 1923 Schneider race, at the Isle of Wight, was the biggest air event held in Britain at the time. Supermarine’s entry was a further refinement of the Sea Lion, the Mark III, with a modified hull and a more powerful Napier engine. But on the day, despite more heroics from Captain Biard, it proved no match for the swift Curtiss biplanes of the United States Navy, which attained speeds of over 173 mph. The Sea Lion, essentially a souped-up flying boat, looked outdated by comparison to the Curtiss, with its floats and its compact D-12 engine. Yet the defeat of 1923 turned out to be a blessing in disguise for Mitchell, for it forced him to adopt radically different thinking. Mitchell recognized that if he were to regain the Schneider Trophy he would have to come up with a new design based entirely on the goal of achieving the maximum possible speed. And that meant replacing the biplane with a monoplane structure. There had, of course, been monoplanes from almost the beginning of powered flight: Blériot had flown the English Channel in one in 1909, and the winning French entry at Monaco in 1913 had been one. But in the first decades of the century biplanes had been generally preferred, because they provided large lifting surfaces while allowing aircraft to remain lightweight. Their disadvantage was the large amount of drag they produced.

In the quest for speed, Mitchell decided it was time to move away from recent tradition. The aircraft he eventually produced was the S4, a near-revolutionary monoplane. It still contained the Napier 12-cylinder Lion engine, but in other ways it could have hardly been more modern, from the fully cantilever construction of the wings, without any external struts or wires, to the ultra-streamlined fuselage. When it was first unveiled to the press, in September 1925, it caused a sensation. Flight magazine commented:

One may describe the Supermarine Napier S4 as having been designed in an inspired moment. That the design is bold no one will deny and we think the greatest credit is due to R. J. Mitchell for his courage in striking out on entirely new lines. It is little short of astonishing that he should have been able to break away from the types with which he has been so intimately connected and not only abandon the flying boat type in favour of the twin float arrangement but actually change from the braced biplane to the pure cantilever wing.30

The S4 soon showed that its power matched its arresting looks. During trials on Southampton Water, the plane shattered the world speed record, reaching 226 mph. In early October it was taken over to Baltimore in the USA for the eighth Schneider race, where it instantly made a big impression. ‘One cannot help feeling a certain amount of surprise that a British designer has had sufficient imagination to produce such a machine,’ said one condescending US journalist.31

But almost from the moment of its arrival in Baltimore, the S4 was plagued by ill luck. At the site of the race, at Chesapeake Bay, the machine was housed in a makeshift canvas hangar. During a storm shortly before the contest, a pole collapsed across it, causing serious damage to its tail. Fortunately, Mitchell was quickly on the scene to organize repairs, and with typical energy he had the S4 ready by the day of the race. Misfortune continued in the event itself. When Captain Biard took the plane to 8,000 feet, it appeared to develop such a violent wing flutter that spectators thought he was performing a stunt. But this was no stunt. The S4 went into a spin, and, though Biard managed to flatten out the angle of its fall, it still plunged into the sea with such force that the floats collapsed, the fuselage was ripped apart, and Biard was knocked unconscious. As his body, still trapped in the wreckage of the cockpit, sank beneath the waves, the icy water suddenly revived him. His frozen fingers managed to undo the straps and, with pain coursing through every limb, he clawed his way to the surface. He had sustained two broken ribs and severe injuries to his stomach muscles. But it was a miracle that he had survived.

For all his brusqueness, Mitchell was a sensitive, compassionate man, deeply concerned about his pilots. In fact this was the one of the reasons why he became so intense when working on a new design. ‘He could never escape the sense of responsibility for the safety of the pilot,’ recalled Arthur Black.32 This burden had been all the greater with the S4 because Mitchell was pushing the boundaries of aerodynamics as they were understood at the time. Later research suggested that the S4’s wing flutter might have been caused by overlarge ailerons, though it may also be possible that Biard, unused to such an innovative machine, misjudged a turn and stalled it.

Despite this setback, Mitchell was certain that his design was the way forward. The Air Ministry agreed. The 1925 contest was the first time that the government had, as part of its development programme for high-speed aircraft, given its backing to a Supermarine entry in the Schneider Trophy – further evidence that officialdom was not always as backward-looking as is often claimed. The company itself was equally supportive of Mitchell: in December 1924 he was given a ten-year contract, with the promise of a directorship within three years. When he signed this document he was still in his twenties – a remarkable testament to his talent. He now started work on improving the S4, particularly dealing with the lack of stiffness in the wings and poor visibility. He did not have time to complete these changes by the next Schneider contest, in 1926, which was won by Italy in the USA, but by 1927 he was ready with his latest creation, the magnificent S5. This had a low wing, supported by wire braces to overcome the flutter problem, while the fuselage, made largely of metal, was much narrower than on the S4, which meant that the fuel had to be carried in the floats. Further streamlining was achieved by removing the obtrusive radiators of the S4, replacing them with double-skinned surface coolers made of copper sheet.

By now the government was heavily involved with the British entry, despite the reservations of the bomber-minded Marshal of the Royal Air Force, Sir Hugh Trenchard, who regarded Schneider planes as mere ‘freak machines’.33 Finance was put up for the development of the S5, and the RAF provided the pilots for the race. Against the dreamy backdrop of the Venice skyline, Flight Lieutenant Sidney Webster powered the S5 to victory at 281 mph. To reinforce the dominance of Supermarine, another S5 finished in second place. Awarding the trophy to Webster, Prince Scalea, President of the Aero Club of Italy, said that the English pilots ‘had won a victory which has stirred the imagination of the whole world’.34 When Mitchell and the Supermarine team returned to Southampton and alighted at the city’s main station, there were huge crowds to greet them. At the inevitable municipal reception which followed at the civic centre, the Mayor turned to Mitchell and said, ‘You have done something for England that will live through generations to come.’35 Despite his dislike of public oratory, Mitchell could not avoid delivering a response, but with characteristic modesty he gave most of the praise to the Supermarine staff and the RAF.

Thanks to the two Scheider triumphs and the Southampton flying boat, Supermarine and Mitchell were now highly regarded in the world of aviation. In 1927 Commander Bird turned the firm into a public limited company, and in the following year the entire share capital was bought by Vickers Aviation, a subsidiary of the giant Vickers Armstrong armaments and shipbuilding group. Reflecting the soaring reputation of Mitchell, one of the conditions of the purchase was that he would not be able to terminate his contract with Supermarine before 1934. Sir Robert McLean, the austere, imperious chairman of Vickers Aviation, later explicitly stated that ‘the object of acquiring the Supermarine Company was primarily to acquire the services of Mitchell, who was recognized to be an outstanding designer.’36 Even if it meant expansion, much of the Supermarine workforce was unhappy with the change, for Vickers had a name as a second-rate employer, as Denis Webb remembered: ‘We naturally considered that we built rather better aircraft than Vickers and the idea of being bossed about by them did not appeal to us at all. A rather crude joke went round the workshops in the form of a question: “Why are we like a bunch of choirboys? Because we’re being buggered by Vickers.”’37

Indirectly, the Vickers takeover led to one of the less edifying episodes of Mitchell’s career. Worried about the poor organization of Supermarine, Sir Robert McLean sent the renowned designer Barnes Wallis, who was based at the Vickers plant in Weybridge and was later to create the bouncing bomb of the Dambusters Raid, to Southampton to improve the administrative efficiency of the company. Wallis, an even more austere man than McLean, arrived at Woolston during the Christmas holidays of 1929 and immediately installed himself in Mitchell’s office. He then embarked on an overhaul of the design department, tightening up on the time-keeping by staff. In the New Year of 1930 Mitchell arrived back at Supermarine and was outraged at what he perceived to be Wallis’s presumption. Having turfed him out of his office, he gave Wallis an old desk and chair in a disused loft on a remote corner of the Woolston site, telling his staff, ‘Don’t make him too comfortable.’38 For a time Wallis accepted the situation, hoping it might improve. But the tension between the two great designers became unbearable. Wallis went to McLean, who took the problem to the board of Vickers Aviation. Meanwhile, Mitchell was threatening to resign if Wallis remained on the Supermarine staff. Eric Lovell-Cooper recalled, ‘Mitchell said, “It’s either him or me!” I heard him say that, “You can make your own choice.”’39 It is a measure of the esteem in which Mitchell was held that the board came down in his favour. Wallis was asked to return to Weybridge, and was not seen again at Woolston during Mitchell’s time. He later commented after Mitchell’s death, ‘He resented the Vickers takeover and naturally hated my inspection, but the truth was that his design team was weak on structure.’40

Wallis’s view was hardly borne out by events. In the mid-1920s, certain self-styled experts had claimed that 260 mph was the maximum speed at which man could fly. Mitchell had proved them wrong, but, like all pioneers, he was not a man to rest content with his achievements. The search for ever greater speed drove him to seek further improvements to the S5. He now decided that no more power could be extracted from the Napier Lion engine, so he turned to Rolls-Royce. It was the start of the partnership that would ultimately have a huge influence over the development of the Spitfire. In mid-1928 he went to visit Sir Henry Royce, the outstanding engineer and founder of the firm, who was living in semi-retirement in West Wittering in Sussex following a near fatal illness, though he still exerted a close control over all design work at the Rolls-Royce factory in Derby. Henry Royce had risen from an impoverished background and, like Mitchell, had worked for a time in the railway industry. His success stemmed from his belief that far higher standards of performance and reliability could be achieved in combustion engines by the application of precision engineering and better design. The Rolls-Royce Eagle, which powered much of the Royal Flying Corps’s equipment in the First World War, was one of his many triumphs. At the time of Mitchell’s first visit in 1928, he was working on a new engine called the Buzzard, which offered a substantial increase in performance over previous models. After discussions with Mitchell, he agreed to adapt the Buzzard for use by Supermarine. What he built, after just six months of redesigning, was the potent 37-litre ‘R’ engine, which featured a large supercharger and gave over 1,900 horsepower.

Mitchell’s next Schneider seaplane, the S6, was designed around the ‘R’ engine. The aircraft had to be larger, to accommodate the power plant’s greater size, and the wings were made of the lightweight alloy duralumin, but otherwise its layout was similar to that of the S5. And, like the S5, it was to prove a world-beater, as on 7 September 1929 Flying Officer H. R. D. Waghorn raced to victory at 328 mph – almost 43 mph faster than the Italian who finished second. The supremacy of the S6 was reinforced only a few days after the race, when Squadron Leader A. H. Orlebar raised the world speed record to 357.7 mph – a speed that would have been unthinkable only five years earlier. Such was the gap between Supermarine and its competitors that Britain looked likely to win again when the contest would next be held, in 1931 – a third consecutive triumph which would mean permanent possession of the trophy.

But then Supermarine hit a political obstacle. The Labour government of Ramsay MacDonald, beset by economic crisis, announced that it would not provide any funds to support the British entry. According to the Air Minister, Fred Montague, the Schneider Trophy was ‘in the nature of a sporting contest’, so private enterprise would have to meet the costs.41 The decision outraged the aviation world. ‘If we let the Schneider Trophy go aeroplane trade will go too. Government blunder. Public astounded,’ screamed the headlines of the Daily Mail.42 But the government refused to move. Financial expediency was dressed up in the moral language of internationalism: in the view of the Chancellor, Sir Philip Snowden, the Schneider competition encouraged ‘pernicious rivalry between nations’.43 Given the estimated six-figure bill for participation, Supermarine’s bid looked doomed. But then, at the eleventh hour, rescue came in the form of a £100,000 cheque from Dame Fanny Houston, reputedly the richest woman in England,44 who was appalled at what she regarded as Labour’s lack of patriotic spirit. ‘My blood boiled with indignation, for I know every true Briton would rather sell his last shirt than admit that England could not afford to defend herself against all-comers,’ she declared.45 The daughter of a Camberwell box-maker, Fanny Radmall had come into her fortune through her marriage to the shipping magnate Sir Robert Houston, who died in 1926. Combative and generous, she used her wealth to support an eclectic range of causes, including oppressed Russian Christians, women’s rights, coalminers, and a rest home for nurses. Now Mitchell’s Supermarine seaplanes were added to the list.

Lady Houston’s gift was well spent, allowing Mitchell to improve the S6. More power was derived from the ‘R’, raising its output to 2,350 horsepower, and the dimensions of the airframe were extended to accommodate more fuel and provide more cooling surfaces. This modified plane, the S6B, had to be built under tremendous pressure of time because of the delays over funding, but it was finished shortly before the contest. In the end the event, held in September 1931 at Calshot, near Southampton, was an anticlimax. The French and Italians were forced to withdraw because of engine trouble, and Britain enjoyed an uncontested victory. Nevertheless, the S6B would almost certainly have smashed any competition that took to the air. During the Schneider week, it reached a world record speed of 379.05 mph. Two weeks later, with Flight Lieutenant George Stainforth at the controls, the plane broke the 400 mph barrier, flying at 407.5 mph – an astonishing speed in an era still dominated by biplanes.

R. J. Mitchell had shown himself to be the most innovative mind in the British aircraft industry. It was inevitable that the Air Ministry would want to utilize his talents for military purposes. Yet, for all the glory of the Schneider wins, these were bleak days for British aviation, especially the Royal Air Force. Funding was scarce, ministerial support absent. Successive governments, desperate to balance their budgets, were reluctant to fund new types of plane. Memories of the wholesale slaughter of the First World War made military spending unpopular. Since 1918, there had been drastic cuts to the RAF. At one stage in the early 1920s the Tory Prime Minister Andrew Bonar Law even pressed for the abolition of a separate air force, eager to see it subsumed within the navy and the army. Sir Hugh Trenchard, the domineering head of the RAF, fought a heroic rearguard action against such a move, but he could not halt the decline. Once the possessor of the world’s largest air force, Britain had sunk to the position of a third-rate air power, its aircraft increasingly obsolete, its squadrons denuded.

Yet the potential for the future was not as dire as this picture suggests. Heavy spending in the 1920s would only have been wasted on models which would have been outmoded almost as soon as they had gone into service. The gigantic leaps in aircraft design and technology meant that any major European nation with the political will could now create a modern force. What was missing in Britain was this political will. All three major parties were struggling to cope with the fallout from the 1931 economic crisis, which saw the downfall of Labour and the creation of the National government, headed by Ramsay MacDonald and Stanley Baldwin. But, aside from the politicians, there were figures in the Air Ministry and the RAF who did recognize the urgent need for modernization. They included men such as Sir Hugh Dowding, a former fighter pilot, who became the Air Council’s Member for Supply and Research in 1930, and Group Captain Henry Cave-Brown-Cave, the Director of Technical Development, and his deputy, Major J. S. Buchanan. The simplistic numbers game of trying to build as many aircraft as possible had no appeal for them. What they were interested in was the effectiveness of the air force rather than its mere size. In particular, they rejected the fashionable dogma about the primacy of the bomber.

The Italian army officer General Giulio Douhet had given this theory widespread currency in the 1920s through his influential book The Command of the Air, which argued that the invention of flight had transformed the rules of war. According to Douhet, military power now depended on the ability of air forces to inflict devastation on enemy territory. No longer would military campaigns be conducted by armies across a battlefront. Air power had inaugurated the era of total war, where civilian populations were at the mercy of strategic bombardment. ‘Nothing man can do on the surface of the earth can interfere with a plane in flight, moving freely in the third dimension. All the influences which had conditioned and characterized warfare from the beginning are powerless to affect aerial action,’ he wrote.46 In this new world, the side which could mount the most brutal aerial assault would prevail. In certain English military circles, the idea of the so-called ‘knock-out blow’ became fashionable, victory being seen as swiftly achievable with a massive air attack. Sir Hugh Trenchard, Chief of the Air Staff, was a passionate believer in this creed; indeed, within the RAF, the strategy became known as ‘the Trenchard doctrine’. One consequence of this approach was the dismissal of any role for fighters. They were seen as an irrelevance, incapable of doing anything against the might of the bomber. As Trenchard himself put it in 1916, ‘The aeroplane is not a defence against the aeroplane.’ And he was still sticking rigidly to this opinion seven years later: ‘Fighter defence must be kept to the smallest possible number.’47

But Trenchard’s views were by no means universally shared. Throughout the 1920s there were enthusiasts for a strong fighter force, and, as technology advanced, their arguments gained greater weight. If the speed of the latest seaplanes could be harnessed by fighters, it was possible that a credible threat could be mounted against the bomber. As early as 1927, Robert Brooke-Popham, the RAF’s head of fighter operations, could be found complaining that ‘there is no doubt that the speed of our fighters today is too low. I feel quite certain that we must go on asking for what are stated to be impossibilities.’48 At the time, reflecting the neglect of the government and the indifference of Trenchard, the RAF’s fleet of just thirteen fighter squadrons had barely advanced since the First World War, being made up largely of sluggish biplanes like the Gloster Grebe and the Armstrong-Whitworth Siskin, with fabric-covered wings and exposed radial engines. The pitiful inadequacy of the fighters was exposed time and again during RAF exercises, when they could barely outpace the heavier bombers they were supposed to be attacking. The next generation of fighters, led by the Bristol Bulldog and the Hawker Fury, were still biplanes with fixed undercarriages and limited armaments. The advocates of a realistic air defence knew that something had to change.

From the beginning of the 1930s, pressure began to mount for a radical departure. ‘For years past our technical experts have been following purely orthodox lines without variation,’ said one memorandum from Sir Charles Burnett, the Deputy Chief of the Air Staff.49 Another Air Ministry paper of the time argued that a fast, single-seater fighter was vital, using the lessons from Mitchell’s success: ‘The Schneider Trophy definitely proved the supremacy of the monoplane for pure performance.’50

Burnett was also concerned to see an end to the anachronistic nature of British weaponry: ‘I would like to see provision made for four .303 guns . . . and these should be fitted clear of the propeller disc. For a long time we have been pressing to have the gun power of our fighters increased. It seems to me that we are not making any advance at all in the armament of our fighters if we allow the same armament that was carried in 1917.’51

In an attempt to inspire fresh thinking in the aircraft industry, in October 1931 the Air Ministry issued Specification F7/30, calling for a new day and night fighter to replace the Bristol Bulldog. The essential requirements of the plane were that it should have a minimum speed of 195 mph in level flight at 15,000 feet, be entirely of metal construction, contain four .303 machine guns, provide good visibility for the pilot, have a landing speed of around 60 mph and a minimum service ceiling of 28,000 feet.

These were demanding conditions, calling for higher all-round level of performance than any contemporary fighter, and the Air Ministry was keen to support any attempt at innovation. The new urgency was reflected in a note about the specification from Sir John Salmond, who now held Trenchard’s old position of Chief of the Air Staff and had far less tunnel vision than his predecessor:

There remains one point to which I attach importance: that is encouraging novel types so as to get away from the tractor biplane. Past experience shows that we can depend upon plenty of ‘private venture’ entries of the stereotype design to select from but that firms are reluctant to risk their money on highly speculative ventures of novel design. If we are to get serious attempts at novel types to meet this specification we shall have to provide the incentive.52

Those words blow apart the idea of the entire Air Staff remaining trapped in the past. But then myth-making has long enveloped Specification F7/30, a vital document which ultimately led to the creation of the Spitfire. Its critics have claimed that it shows the air establishment at its worst. One author, David Divine, wrote, ‘It epitomized once again the weakness of the administrative machine of the Air Ministry: its timidity in progress, the poverty of imagination, the stultification of its bureaucracy.’53 Such charges are unjust. Contrary to what the detractors say, F7/30 did not stipulate any particular design or engine. It referred only to performance. In fact at one stage the Air Ministry had considered specifying a monoplane, but abandoned the idea, fearing that it might stifle the competition between the air firms. Even Eric Morgan and Edward Shacklady, in their monumental, prodigiously researched history of the Spitfire, now the standard technical reference work on the subject, made an error in writing that F7/30 ‘called for a maximum speed of 195 mph’, when this was actually the minimum.54

The greatest myth of all is that the specification was so restrictive that it stifled Mitchell’s creative vision, causing a troubled early period for the fighter. This was the line put about by Sir Robert McLean of Vickers after the war, and it has been repeated in histories ever since. In an interview in 1959 McLean claimed that ‘from the day he received it, Mitchell had no faith in the F7/30. The whole conception of this aircraft was hostile to the concept of speed.’55 McLean was backed up by the Vickers sales director, R. C. Handyside, who recalled:

Mitchell had no confidence in F7/30 at all and it was Mitchell who impressed on McLean that it would be no good. Mitchell did not do this directly but he used the Supermarine test pilot to keep niggling at McLean. It was particularly irksome to Mitchell because he knew that he was capable of extending the Schneider Trophy aircraft to war-winning fighters. I once heard him say, ‘God. If I ever had a free hand I would design a winner.’56

But Supermarine design staff, who worked directly with Mitchell at the time, were dismissive of the idea that Mitchell greeted F7/30 with disappointment. Alan Clifton, who was assistant designer to Mitchell, remembered a very different attitude. ‘In the early days at least, the F7/30 seemed to Mitchell quite reasonable and even quite forward – for example, the design allowed for a ceiling higher than the world’s existing record.’ Clifton believed that any uneasiness on Mitchell’s part may have arisen from the fact that this would be ‘his first venture into military aircraft’ and he recognized that he was ‘no expert’ in the field.57 Beverley Shenstone, the Canadian-born aerodynamicist who worked with Mitchell throughout the development of the Spitfire, expressed some exasperation with the distortion of history. ‘As far as my experience of the design of the F7/30 is concerned, no dismay was expressed by anybody . . . We may have found it difficult to fulfil but that was quite clearly – looking backwards – our own fault.’58 Indeed, Shenstone argued that the real problem was that the phenomenal success of the Schneider aircraft had bred a mood of complacency at Supermarine. ‘My own feeling is that the design team had done so well with the S5 and S6 series of racing floatplanes which in the end reached speeds of over 400 mph that they had thought it would be child’s play to design a fighter to fly at little over half that speed. They never made that mistake again.’59

The Schneider experience made Supermarine the favourite to win the F7/30 contract. But the Air Ministry’s hopes that Mitchell, or any of the other top British aircraft engineers, could produce a major breakthrough in fighter design were not realized. This was not for lack of commercial interest. Like the rest of the country, in 1931 the aircraft industry was in the middle of a slump, with most of the companies desperate for new work. As a result, F7/30 generated more activity than any previous RAF fighter specification. Yet the intense competition tended to produce variety rather than quality. At the initial stage, eight companies submitted no fewer than twelve different designs, though only half were monoplanes. Among the biplanes was the unusual Westland PV4, with its power plant buried in the fuselage, and the Gloster SS37, powered by a Bristol Mercury engine, which eventually became the Gloster Gladiator, the RAF’s last operational biplane. One of the monoplanes was the Vickers Jockey, a pet project of Sir Robert McLean’s, which evolved into the unwanted Vickers Venom and was regarded by many at Supermarine as a direct rival to their fighter.

Of the other monoplanes, the Supermarine entry, named the Type 224, was the most advanced. After a conference on the tendered designs in May 1932, chaired by Air Commodore Cave-Brown-Cave, it was agreed to instruct Supermarine to proceed with the prototype of the Type 224. Two of the biplane designs were also approved. Yet this decision in favour of Supermarine could not conceal a sense of dissatisfaction with Mitchell’s design, for his proposed plane had none of the elegance or excitement of the later Schneider models. It was an awkward, ungainly beast, with an exposed cockpit, an ugly cranked wing spanning 46 feet, and a large fixed undercarriage enclosed within voluminous trouser fairings. The graceful streamlining that had made Mitchell’s reputation was wholly absent.

Almost from the start, Mitchell sensed that he was on the wrong track. His doubts about his approach were reflected in the interminable delays in building the mock-up and then the prototype, as Mitchell tried to make alterations to the design. The limited progress began to cause frustration within the Air Ministry. ‘I note that the construction of the mock-up is proceeding very slowly,’ wrote an official from the Directorate of Technical Development to Supermarine in December 1932, seven months after the design was first approved. The mock-up conference was finally held on 20 April 1933, at which further modifications were discussed. At last it seemed that Supermarine was moving. A sense of optimism was conveyed by Flight Lieutenant Boswell, who visited the factory in July 1933 to look at the Type 224 design from the viewpoint of repair and maintenance: ‘Very little experience on this type of construction in service exists but as it represents progress, and possesses advantages over other types, we are prepared to override the existing doubts of its capability of repair and maintenance by the service.’60 But then there followed more months of hold-ups. ‘Any comments which you may have to make on the reasons for the relative lateness of the firm’s programme will be of interest,’ the Air Ministry wrote sarcastically to Supermarine in October 1933.61 It was the same story at the start of 1934, when an internal Ministry paper complained that progress on the F7/30 had been ‘most disappointing’.62

The biggest technical problem for Mitchell’s team was the need to accommodate the new Rolls-Royce Goshawk engine, a supercharged plant which was supposed to deliver high power without being too heavy. But it used a complex evaporative cooling system, whereby steam from the engine was piped through a series of condensers running the whole length of the wing. The condensed water was then collected in tanks in the trousers of the undercarriage, before being pumped up to the header tank at the front of the engine. All this complexity ran counter to Mitchell’s ideas about streamlining. Apart from this difficulty, there may have been other factors at work to account for the delays. Ernest Maybridge, another member of the design team, felt that the near-fatal crash of Captain Biard in 1925 was an influence. ‘We were a bit over-cautious with the wing and made it thicker than it need have been. We were still very concerned about possible flutter, having encountered that with the S4 seaplane.’63 Denis Webb had this interesting comment on Mitchell’s own attitude: ‘My impression was that RJ, who had always been more of a practical engineer than a technician, had allowed himself to be lured by some of his bright boys into trying to follow other people’s ideas instead of his own.’64

Yet what was perhaps more significant than any of this was the collapse of Mitchell’s health, just at the time when the Type 224 was being built. In the summer of 1933, after he had been feeling poorly for some months, he underwent a medical examination. The outcome could hardly have been more traumatic. It was found that he was suffering from cancer of the rectum, and needed urgent surgery. He underwent the operation in August, which involved the removal of his rectum and the routing of his severed colon through a hole in his abdominal wall. For the remainder of his life he would have to wear a colostomy bag. But Mitchell was a tough man, both mentally and physically. He refused to let his disability stop him from working at Supermarine. After a period of recuperation, he was back at his desk in early 1934. Ever the engineer, he devised his own appliance, made of wool and an aluminium ring, to secure his colostomy bag, and this was so practical that it featured in medical textbooks.

Understandably, those with a condition like Mitchell’s often led reclusive lives, out of embarrassment or fatigue. Sir Henry Royce’s departure from his company’s works in Derby had been prompted by the onset of intestinal cancer, which, as with Mitchell, forced him to wear a permanent colostomy bag. What is remarkable about Mitchell’s case is not just that he went back to Supermarine, but that no one there actually knew of his condition – not even Alan Clifton, who worked beside him. His was as great a feat of stoicism as those of the pilots who later flew in his Spitfires. For all his bravery, however, there was no doubt that his life-threatening illness exacerbated his natural traits of moodiness and abruptness, especially because he had been warned by his surgeon that the cancer might well return. The events of the summer of 1933, wrote his son Gordon, ‘had an indelible effect on my father’s character’.65 From the day of his diagnosis he was living with the prospect of an untimely death, yet he still had so much to do. Instead of retreating into a domestic sanctuary, he was more impatient than ever. Moreover, he was in frequent discomfort. Denis Webb recalled, ‘None of us knew at the time about the trouble, and a year or so later, when I was working in Marsh-Hunn’s office, Hunn would come back from a meeting with RJ and complain about his ill-humour. Little did we realize the pain he must have been in.’66 Eric Lovell-Cooper said, ‘He used to have terrible tempers as you can imagine. He was in shocking distress a lot of the time.’67

Mitchell’s return in early 1934 did not bring any improvement in the prospects of the Type 224. On 10 February the prototype was ready for its first flight. But shortly before take-off, problems developed with the evaporative cooling system, all the water having been ejected into the wing condensers, leaving the engine and the header tank dry. Repairs were carried out, and on 20 February the plane finally took to the air. All the worst fears were confirmed, as it struggled to just 230 mph – far below the predicted speed of 245 mph. The absence of wing flaps meant that it failed to meet the required landing speed. Just as disturbingly, the cooling system again proved unreliable: ‘The low-level warning device for the water header tank was showing throughout although the gauge showed the tank to be full of water. One wing-tip warning light was also showing although no steam was issuing,’ stated the report from S. Scott-Hall, Supermarine’s resident technical officer.68 As the Air Ministry commented sardonically at the end of the month, the plane’s systems ‘do not seem to be all that might be desired’.69 Jeffrey Quill later flew the Type 224 as an experiment in 1936 and recalled, ‘It was not a good aeroplane. It was disappointingly slow and had a poor rate of climb. The evaporative cooling was a dog’s breakfast. It was just not a very good design. By hindsight the wing was too thick and big, the all-up weight too high and the drag too great.’70

Specification F7/30 had been a failure for Mitchell – the first of his career. But he knew a better fighter could be created out of the mess of steam, flashing warning lights, and trousered undercarriage.
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