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It has been said that every soldier in every foxhole 
lives a diff erent life in combat: even though the troops 
are all fi ghting the same battle, each soldier and pilot 
sees only the exact actions in which he is involved. 
� at’s their private war. � is is why an endless parade 
of stories fl ows out of aerial combat and why we are 
fascinated by all of them. 

BY  JAMES P. BUSHA

If Looks Could

kill

SPITFIRE
WW II's Most Beautiful 

and Deadly Fighter

Wearing the colors of the Polish pilots who fought in the 
RAF, this Mk IX clearly shows the lines that placed the 
Spitfi re among the most beautiful aircraft ever designed. 
(Photo by John Dibbs/planepicture.com)
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ZORRO STRIKES

I was fl ying No. 2 position in Blue Section when we sighted about 20 or more Me109s above 12 Ju 87s. We climbed in 
line astern to attack the 109s and fi red at one with considerable defl ection with no results. I then had to shake off  one 
Me 109 off  my tail, which I did with comparative ease with a tight diving turn. I then found myself on the edge of the 
melee and slightly on the starboard rear beam of two Me 109s fl ying in line astern.
         I attacked the rear machine from the quarter closing to astern, opening fi re at 200 yards and closing at about 25 
yards. I could see the explosive bullets from my guns hitting him in the rear of the fuselage and the tail unit. As I broke 
off  the attack owing to the danger of hitting him, he fell on one side evidently from the attitude the machine had 
adopted, out of control.  Both Me 109s took no evasive action at all, as I caught them both by surprise. � e Me 109s 
were defi nitely working in pairs.
 (Else’s victim was Ltn. Schmidt, MIA from III/JG 52.)

Flight Lieutenant Brian Lane
No. 19 Squadron RAF
May 26, 1940

I was on patrol leading Yellow Section with 19 Squadron. We were at approximately 10,000 feet over 
Calais when we sighted 21 Ju 87s proceeding out to sea. I was astern of Red Section who attacked the 
starboard rear section on E/A (enemy aircraft), Blue section attacking a section of on the port side of the 
formation. I attacked as soon as I could, selecting an E/A to starboard of the formation, as it turned left.
        I fi red one burst at approximately 400 yards from below and astern. Tracers appeared to enter E/A, 
which climbed and stalled. I fi red again from about 200 yards and E/A went into a dive. The escorting 
Me 109s were attacking by this time and I was forced to break away, but sighted a Ju 87 diving towards 
sea.
        No fi re was experienced from the rear gun, and E/A appeared to be out of control. I looked around 
and observed an Me 109 attacking a Spitfi re, which was almost immediately hit forward of the cockpit 
by a shell from the E/A. The Spitfi re went into a steep dive 
and I subsequently observed a parachute in the 
sea about a mile off Calais.
        A dogfi ght now ensued and I fi red a 
burst at several E/A, mostly defl ection 
shots. Three E/A attached themselves 
to my tail, two doing astern attacks 
whilst the third attacked from the beam. 
I managed to turn towards this E/A and fi red 
a good burst in a front quarter defl ection attack. The 
E/A then disappeared and was probably shot down. By this 
time, I was down to sea level and made for the English coast, 
taking violent evasive action. I gradually drew away from the E/A using 
12 pound boost, which gave me an airspeed of 300mph.

Sergeant P. Else
No. 610 Squadron RAF
July 25, 1940
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A lineup of early Spitfi re IIb's, all produced by the Castle Bromwich
factory, with Merlin XIIs. P8252 fl ew with No. 72, 74, and 122 RAF 
Sqns. (Photo courtesy of Joe Gertler)
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Pilot Offi  cer Alan Deere
No. 54 Squadron RAF
May 26, 1940

On approaching Gravelines at 17,000 feet two 
enemy aircraft were sighted. Red Leader and I 
gave chase using 12 boost. These aircraft were 
identifi ed as Me 110s. Red Leader shot one down 
in fl ames. On returning to Grave we saw enemy 
bombers attacking destroyers off Calais. Going 
into the attack we were in turn attacked by Me 
110s. I shot one Me 110 down in fl ames after 
three bursts and immediately became sandwiched 
between two more Me 110s, experiencing 
considerable fi re. I steep-turned and got on the 
tail of one Me 110 and after three short bursts, 
both engines commenced smoking and enemy 
rapidly losing height prepared to land north of 
Calais. I then returned to base as my port wing 
was badly shot away.

Pilot Offi  cer 
Robert “Bob” Large
Operational Training Unit
Scotland
Summer of 1940

During the summer of 1940, when the great air 
battles between the RAF and Luftwaff e took place 
high over England, I was stuck in Scotland having 
just completed my checkout in the Harvard.  Having 
survived training thus far, the RAF instructors 
had no other choice but to turn me loose on the 
Spitfi re Mk I.  Like everyone else before me, it was a 
wonderful experience.  � ere were no dual controls 
and no instructor screaming at me in the back to 
“Put in more rudder, watch your air speed!”  I was 
alone and relied on my training and luck.  
 � e very fi rst time I took off  in the Spitfi re Mk I was the most exhilarating 
experience I had ever had thus far.  � e power was enormous compared to the 
previous aircraft I had fl own.  I remember fl ying in the Spit I as you selected your 
undercarriage up with your right hand and then with your left hand you pumped a 
large handle up and down to manually bring your gear up.  It was an extraordinary 
thing as I went roaring into the sky, working this handle backwards and forwards, 
causing my stick to move in the opposite direction each time I pumped the handle. 
� e Spitfi re fl ew up and down with each rhythm of my pumping. What a sight it 
must have been for my poor instructor on the ground, seeing me on the verge 
of destroying a RAF aircraft.  To make matters worse, I had left the hood open on 
takeoff  and my scarf began to billow and unravel from around my neck.  � e scarf 
fl ew out and twisted my helmet and oxygen mask around my face until I couldn’t 
see anything at all.  But that was how we learned, we were young and quickly 
sorted these things out.  If we didn’t, then we were dead!

Pilot Offi  cer Alan Deere
No. 54 Squadron RAF
May 26, 1940

On approaching Gravelines at 17,000 feet two 
enemy aircraft were sighted. Red Leader and I 
gave chase using 12 boost. These aircraft were 
identifi ed as Me 110s. Red Leader shot one down 
in fl ames. On returning to Grave we saw enemy 
bombers attacking destroyers off Calais. Going 
into the attack we were in turn attacked by Me 
110s. I shot one Me 110 down in fl ames after 
three bursts and immediately became sandwiched 
between two more Me 110s, experiencing 
considerable fi re. I steep-turned and got on the 
tail of one Me 110 and after three short bursts, 
both engines commenced smoking and enemy 
rapidly losing height prepared to land north of 
Calais. I then returned to base as my port wing 
was badly shot away.
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Spitfire Mark I

I SHOT ONE 
ME 110 
DOWN IN 
FLAMES 
AFTER 
THREE 
BURSTS AND 

IMMEDIATELY 
BECAME 
SANDWICHED 
BETWEEN 
TWO MORE 
ME 110S

Zumbach was one of the fi rst Allied pilots to engage in combat with the Fw 190, an aircraft he only 
listed as a "single radial-engined fi ghter" on October 13, 1941.  He also received damage to his Spitfi re. 
(Illustration by Tom Tullis)

Bob Large fl ew a  variety of aircraft 
in WW II, starting with the Spitfi re 
and ending with the Gloster Me-
teor. (Photo courtesy of author)
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zorro strikes
I was Green Leader during a squadron patrol. 
When over Manston at 25,000 feet I sighted 
below me at 12,000 feet about six aircraft. I 
detached my section to investigate and found 
that aircraft in question were Me 109s, seven in 
number in two straggling vics of three and four. 
My number 3 attacked the rear on of the latter 
formation and I attacked from astern using 
only a very short burst when he broke away. 
Enemy Aircraft (E/A) must have been hit in the 
petrol tanks as white and blue smoke poured 
forth and the E/A went straight into the sea.
 On coming up from this attack I found 
myself on the tail of another Me 109 (and) a 
short burst from the quarter using deflection 
was sufficient to send this aircraft into the 
sea off Dover. I engaged a third Me 109 and 
a short burst from close range sent it straight 
into the sea off Goodwin Sands. I pursued E/A 
across the Channel and had to use and had to 
use evasive action myself.  When just off Calais 
(3,000 feet) I saw a fourth Me 109 flying at sea 
level. I did a diving quarter attack giving only 

a very short burst and this E/A toppled straight 
into the sea.
    On my return to England a torpedo motor 
boat, which must have left Calais Harbor, 
loomed up in front of me and I fired a short 
burst in passing. I saw a number of the crew 
enter the sea rapidly as a result of this attack!
    It is difficult to estimate the height which 
each combat took place, but the running 
fight was between sea level and 12,000 feet. 
Much use was made by E/A of the cloud banks 
between 3,000 and 8,000 feet and the haze 
over the sea. On this occasion the enemy was 
prepared to fight, but he wanted to carry it 
across to the French coast. I had no difficulty in 
overtaking the Me 109s either diving or in level 
flight. They were silver all over with the usual 
black crosses and seemed by their appearance 
to be new machines.
	 (According	 to	 Francis	 K.	 Mason’s	 Battle	 Over	
Britain	(1969)	the	109s	were	from	II/JG	53	and	III/
JG	54,	which	reported	two	aircraft	damaged	but	no	
losses	to	aircraft	or	pilots.)

Pilot Officer 
Ronald W. Wallens
No. 41 Squadron RAF
August 8, 1940

Bloody 
Good 
Show!

I saw a 
fourth Me 
109 flyIng at 
sea level. I 
dId a dIvIng 
quarter 
attack 

gIvIng only 
a very 
short burst 
and thIs e/a 
toppled 
straIght 
Into the sea.

My Darling Dorothy, seen here at Mount Farm with the 14th Sq. of the 
7th PG, was one of a handful of PRU Spitfire XIs the group received 
beginning in November of 1943 to improve on the ceiling, range, and 
speed of the unit's early Lockheed F-5As and Bs that proved trouble-
some in their initial theater use. (Photo courtesy of Stan Piet)
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Pilot Offi  cer Noel Agazarian
No. 609 Squadron RAF
September 26, 1940

We were patrolling Bournemouth at 18,000 feet when we saw a formation 
of about 60 bombers approaching the Isle of Wight. We went to intercept 
them and were just about to attack when Me 109s fl ew over our heads and 
proceeded to get behind us. My leader started taking evasive action and I 
followed as long as possible. Finding I couldn’t, I decided to attack the 
bombers and went in to the leader from the beam. I opened fi re at about 
300 yards and gave him a two-second burst and as I broke away, I saw glycol 
streaming from his port engine. I broke away and decided to try an attack 
from dead ahead. The bombers were turning south—I couldn’t get my lights 
on, so I did not fi re and narrowly escaped collision.
        I climbed up on their starboard side—they were crossing the Isle of Wight 
on their way home—and attacked the last E/A from the beam, following up 
with the quarter and saw black smoke streaming from his starboard engine. 
This may have been a He 111. I opened fi re at 300 yards and gave it all about 
fi ve seconds. I think I gave another attack on the bomber but can remember 
nothing about it.
         I then climbed up to attack an Me 109 when I saw another diving 
past me--I turned and dived after it. It zoomed and I followed getting in a 
short burst from about 400 yards. I then gave my machine full throttle and 
rev and caught up with the 109 hand over fi st. When about 50 yards away 
and directly behind I gave him the rest of my ammunition. He went on to 
his back and spun down—I followed him down—the spin straightened out 
into a vertical dive so that I could not keep up with him. I lost interest and 
climbed up at about 3,000 feet and went home.
KIA May 1941 credited with 7.83 victories.

Sgt. Jack Stokoe
No. 603 Squadron RAF
August 31, 1940

We were ordered to patrol base at 12,000 feet. As I 
was rather late, the formation took off  without me. I 
took off  alone, climbed into the sun and rejoined the 
formation, which was circling at about 28,000 feet. 
I observed two Me 109s above, and climbed after 
them in full fi re pitch.
          � e Me 109s kept close together in a steep spiral 
climb towards the sun. I pumped several bursts at the 
outside one from about 200 yards with little eff ect. 
I closed to about 50 yards and fi red two more long 
bursts. Black smoke poured from his engine, which 
appeared to catch fi re, and 8 to 9 huge pieces of his 
fuselage were shot away. He spun steeply away 
and crashed inside the balloon barrage. I continued 
climbing after the other Me 109, and fi red two long 
bursts from about 150 yards. White smoke came 
from his aircraft, and he spiraled gently downwards. I 
broke away as I was out of ammunition, and failed to 
see what happened to him.

Running Late

Tally- 
Ho!

I FOLLOWED 
GETTING IN A 
SHORT BURST 
FROM ABOUT 
400 YARDS. 
I THEN GAVE 
MY MACHINE 

FULL 
THROTTLE 
AND REV AND 
CAUGHT UP 
WITH THE 109 
HAND OVER 
FIST.
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It had been Prime Minister Winston Churchill’s 
idea to send us to Australia in late 1942. I think 
it was more of a political goodwill gesture on his 
behalf as a return on a favor for sending Australians 
to the deserts of North Africa. Whatever the case, 
we were all allies joined together to fi ght the Axis. 
I had originally fl own Hawker Hurricanes during 
the Battle of Britain and in turn trained over 100 
fellow pilots in Hurricane fl ying before I was sent 
to Australia in the summer of 1942.  My beloved 
Hurricane was left behind in England and was 
exchanged for the Spitfi re Mark V.  
 I found the Spitfi re to be a good aeroplane to 
fl y but when it came to mixing it up with the 
Zeros, it lacked the maneuverability to stay with 
them. The fi ghter tactics in the South Pacifi c were 
much different compared to what I had been used 
to back in England.  When we tangled with the 
German 109s, we could mix it up and stay with 
them, but out here in the “bush” against a Zero, 
things were much different. The Spitfi re had the 
height and speed advantage but the Zero reigned 
supreme when it came to turning.  If one had any 
sense or a desire to stay alive, you didn’t try and 
mix with a Zero at all costs.  
 Most of our time was spent sitting on the 
ground until we were scrambled to intercept the 

inbound Japanese bombers. Our role was purely 
defensive because the Spitfi res we fl ew did not 
have the range to escort the allied bombers to their 
targets. On February 6, 1943, I was part of a fl ight 
of two Spitfi res, scrambled from our base at Darwin 
to intercept an incoming Japanese Mitsubishi 
Dinah reconnaissance aircraft.  The Dinah was 
very lightweight and very fast and it gave the 
Australian P-40 Kittyhawks fi ts because they could 
never catch it.  Things were about to change as 
we climbed to intercept it.  Our Spits were just as 
fast as the Dinah and I think we surprised them 
when we came in from behind, high and fast, 
shooting it down. It was the fi rst aerial victory 
for the squadron and the fi rst victory for me in a 
Spitfi re. By the end of July 1943, I had shot down 
four more Japanese aeroplanes, all Betty bombers, 
as they made their raids into Australia. The tide 
had turned as the Japanese bombing raids became 
far and few between. The last one occurring in late 
July.  I fi nally was sent back home to England as 
my time expired because I had been going at it 
since the summer of 1940. At times it seemed as if 
this war would never end.
(Foster scored 1 ½ victories in Hurricanes with No. 605 
Squadron in the Battle of Britain, adding fi ve Japanese 
aircraft with No. 54 Squadron in 1943.)

My early fi ghter training was performed in my home country of Poland during the spring of 1939. I 
was fl ying P-7 open cockpit, high wing, fi xed landing gear fi ghters. I only fl ew the P-7 for a short time, 
though, because I had to fl ee my country from the blitzkrieging Nazis.  I focused on all my attention 
on fi ghting the “bloody German bastards” and fl ying for the RAF.  I eventually made it to England 
where I was welcomed with open arms and accepted into the RAF.  I received 20 hours of fl ight training 
in the Spitfi re Mark I and I felt that it was the most wonderful aircraft I had ever fl own. I learned the 
English language and the English way of fl ying in an operational training unit and found it to be a very 
pleasant experience. That was until I went into combat.  
 The early fi ghter tactics of the RAF were about the only thing I disagreed with.  We were taught to 
fl y in a very close, tight formation.  With 12 Spitfi res fl ying that close, it was diffi cult to look around 
for the Luftwaffe, let alone keeping an eye on our leader.  The Germans called our V-shaped formations 
“idiotenreihen” which meant “rows of idiots.”  I certainly felt like one when I got shot down in my 
Spitfi re on October 25, 1940, as I stayed in formation while the Bf 109s attacked from above.  It was 
apparent that the Germans had a different philosophy in fi ghter tactics and eventually the RAF saw 
the light and changed theirs, too.

Pilot:  Robert W. 
“Bob” Foster
1 Wing RAAF  54 
Squadron  | Darwin, 
Australia
Early 1943

Pilot:  Offi  cer Ludwig Martel
603 Squadron RAF | Battle of Britain
Fall of 1940

Supermarine Spitfire Mark V

THE SPITFIRE 
HAD THE 
HEIGHT 
AND SPEED 
ADVANTAGE 
BUT THE ZERO 
REIGNED 

SUPREME 
WHEN IT 
CAME TO 
TURNING ... 
YOU DIDN’T 
TRY AND MIX 
WITH A ZERO

Spitfire Mk I

Spitfire Special Issue Coming Soon from FJ !
In this lavishly illustrated special issue, readers will be treated to wildly 
diverse types of Spitfi re action and learn what made the iconic fi ghter what 
it was. Readers may also be surprised to fi nd how many American pilots 
fi rst fl ew combat in Spitfi res and how many Spits the USAAF operated. For 
instance, in October 1942, the American 31st Fighter Group received new Mk. 
Vb Spitfi res, as shown here. Read all about it in Flight Journal's Spitfi re special 
— coming soon to a newsstand near you and on AirAgeStore.com!

Ludwig Martel fought the 
Luftwaff e over his native 
Poland, then fl ed ahead of the 
Germans and joined the RAF, 
where he continued the fi ght. 
(Photo courtesy of the John 
Dibbs Archive)

Photo courtesy of Bill Skinner 
via Warren � ompson

Photo courtesy of Bill Skinner 
via Warren � ompson
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ONE OF A KIND

T he XB-51 was a one-of-a-kind movie star that starred 
in the 1956 movie entitled Toward the Unknown as the 
Gilbert XF-120, which would have made it the world’s 
biggest fi ghter!

What began life as a four-engine turbopropjet (two) and turbojet 
(two)-powered attack aircraft designated XA-45, evolved into a 
three-engine, turbojet-powered, medium-class bombardment 
aircraft designated XB-51 under U.S. Air Force Air Materiel Command 
Project MX-838.

With Martin chief test pilot O. Edwin “Pat” Tibbs at the controls, 
the premier XB-51 made a successful fi rst fl ight from Middle River, 
Maryland, on October 28, 1949. Nineteen days later on November 15, 
1949, USAF contract number AC-14806 was approved for the two 

experimental XB-51 airplanes  — USAF serial numbers 46-685 and 
46-686. � e second XB-51 made its fi rst fl ight April 17, 1950. Both 
examples were soon ferried cross country to Edwards Air Force Base 
in California.

� e experimental XB-51 medium-class, low-level attack bomber 
was unique in that it was powered by an uneven number of three 
turbojet engines, whereas all other jet bombers came with even 
numbered sets of two, four, six, or eight turbojet engines. Its three 
engines were non-afterburning 5,200-pound thrust axial-fl ow 
General Electric J47-GE-13 turbojet engines that gave the XB-51 a 
level attitude top speed of more than 600 miles per hour at sea level.

� e specifi cs are identical for both XB-51s. � ey measured 85 
feet, 1 inch in length and 17 feet, 4 inches in height, with a wingspan 

T-tailed Tri-Jet:
The Martin XB-51
BY STEVE PACE  PHOTO COURTESY OF THE USAF
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The comprehensively flight tested XB-51 was 
flown by nearly every well-known test pilot 

assigned to the Air Force Flight Test Center during 
its long tenure at Edwards AFB including none 

other than Chuck Yeager.

of 53 feet, 1 inch. Their maximum speed and altitude was 645mph 
and 40,500 feet, and they cruised at 532mph; maximum range was 
1,600 miles. Their operational armament was to consist of eight 
nose-mounted, 20-millimeter cannon and they were to carry either 
10,400 pounds of bombs or eight five-inch, high-velocity aerial 
rockets (HVAR) internally on a rotary launcher. Like the Boeing B-47 
Stratojet and Martin XB-48, the XB-51 featured a bicycle-type 
landing gear arrangement with outrigger wheels/tires for taxiing 
balance on the ground. Their gross takeoff weight was 55,930 
pounds. Production B-51s would have a two-man crew of pilot and 
bombardier/navigator. Both wing and horizontal tail plane featured 
variable incidence. All flying surfaces were swept back to alleviate 
compressibility and to increase its speed.

In the end, the Martin Model 234 — first known as the XA-45 
and finally, the XB-51 — became one of the most thoroughly tested 
USAF aircraft that never went into production. Both examples were 
operated by numerous contractor and government pilots, copilots, 
bombardier/navigators, and flight test engineers throughout their 
lengthy tenures at Edwards. However, neither example survived. As 
it happened on May 9, 1952, the second XB-51 (46-686) crashed 
during low level maneuvers at Edwards AFB and its pilot was killed. 
Some four years later on March 25, 1956, the first XB-51 (46-685) 
crashed on takeoff at El Paso International Airport killing both crew 
members.  

the XB-51  Became one of the most 
thoroughly tested usaf aircraft that 

never went into production
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