SEVENTY YEARS
OF THE SPITFIRE

Lt Bill Skinner

flew the famous
‘Lonesome Polecat”
while with the
308th FS;

Italy 1944.
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participation in World War

Two in Europe, there were
two American fighter groups that
were privileged enough to fly the
Supermarine Spitfire in combat; the
31st and 52nd. Both of these units
had trained extensively Stateside on
the Bell P-39 Airacobra.

When it came time to join the war
in Europe, they knew they could not
fly the P-39 and compete on an even
playing field with such great German
fighters as the Messerschmitt Bf 109
and Focke-Wulf Fw 190. In those
days there were very few fighter
types in the US arsenal that were
available in such large numbers as the
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P-39 and Curtiss P-40 Warhawk.

The 31st and the 52nd Fighter
Groups were needed to help support
the US presence in North Africa. The
only option was to put the crews
in an aircraft that could hold its
own against anything the Axis had.
Fortunately, that fighter was to be
one of the most successful aircraft
to fly combat in World War Two...
the Spitfire.

Arriving in the UK via the docks
at Glasgow in June 1942, the 31st
travelled south to get established
at Atcham, Shropshire, and started
flying Spitfire Vs on the 26th, Most
of the ground echelon had been
carried across the Atlantic on no less

The exploits of the
USAAF’s 31st Fighter Group
flying Spitfire Vs in the UK
and North Africa related by
Warren E Thompson

a vessel than the Queen Elizabeth.
The Group comprised three Fighter
Squadrons: the 307th, 308th and
309th.

The 31st was assigned to the
Twelfth Air Force on September 14,
by which time the unit was based at
Westhampnett, Sussex. Personnel
found themselves again back at
Glasgow, setting off for Gibraltar
on October 26. Thirteen days later,
the 31st docked at ‘Gib’, ready to
pick up its Spitfires and get ready to
fly them into combat.

CHANNEL ENCOUNTER

The 31st’s pilots were young and
most were right out of flight training.



But their enthusiasm and attitude was
to establish them in the future record
books as the highest-scoring US
fighter group in the Mediterranean
Theatre of Operations.

One of the early leaders was a
young 309th Fighter Squadron
commander, 1st Lt Harrison ‘Harry’
R Thyng. By the time that the 31st
was ready to move over to the UK
and inte the Spitfire, he had already
been promoted to Captain. Before
they set sail to Gibraltar, the three
squadrons got a taste of combat on
patrol missions over the Channel
and escorting Boeing B-17 Flying
Fortresses over France.
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A very rare

picture taken

near Casablanca,
Emerging from

the car with the
leather jacket on
and wearing a pith
helmet is legendary
World War One ‘ace’
Eddie Rickenbacker.
He was on a surprise
visit to the 31st FG.
WILLIAM SKINNER

Pilots of the 308th
FS, 31st FG in front
of a P-39 at New
Orleans Air Base,
Louisiana, April
1942. MERRITT C WOLFE
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somewhat, but the pursuing ‘Spit’
fired a long burst, scoring numerous
hits. Bu, it was not enough to bring
him down and the ‘Butcher Bird’
got away.

This was one for the record books
because Captain Thyng became the
first USAAF pilot to enter a claim
against the Luftwaffe in World War
Two. Encounters like this were rare
for the 31st while it was based in
England. However, in North Africa
there were plenty of intense dogfights
that would give the crews a chance
to tangle with experienced German
pilots.

“...the pursuing ‘Spit’ fired a long burst, scoring
numerous hits. ...it was not enough to bring him
down and the ‘Butcher Bird’ got away.”

Prior to the bomber escort mission,
the 309th was involved in a very
significant event. It had been ‘slow’
for the entire group as its crews had
not encountered any enemy aircraft
on patrol over the Channel. One
day, Harrison and his wingman were
flying on a routine patrol when they
were directed to intercept a single,

fast-moving intruder. It was an Fw
190 that had just turned back to the
east toward its base in France.

The pilot did not realise that two
Spitfires Vs were coming in behind
him with a good altitude advantage.
Just before Harrison got within
range, the 190 pilot spotted him
and hit the throttle. The gap widened

Commander of
the 309th FS,
‘Harry’ Thyng is
third from right
in this grouping
at Westhampnett.
HARRISON THYNG

Harrison Thyng
prepares to climb
into the cockpit
of his Spitfire

V Spitfire at
Westhampnett

in 1942,

HARRISON THYNG

MEXING IT WITH FW 190s

There were always the exceptions
and Spitfire pilot, Lt Merritt C Wolfe
relates a very interesting experience
that illustrates just how individual
the 31st Group was at this time:
“On August 17, 1942, we became
the first operational fighter group
in the Eighth Air Force and one of
our assignments was to fly escort
for the very first B-17 raid across
the Channel. The target was Rouen,
France, and what made this so
special to us in later years was the
fact that the B-17 formation was led
by Colonel Paul Tibbets. [Later to
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command the 509th Bomb Group in
the Pacific that dropped the atomic
bombs on Japan].

“This mission was heavily escorted
by RAF fighter squadrons, but we
were the first American unit. It
went off without a hitch and two
days later, we had the distinction of
joining scores of RAF squadrons in
the great Dieppe raid, which some
have described as the greatest air
battle ever.

fast and were peeling off for a firing
run. We broke violently to the right
and in seconds our entire formation
was scattered all over. Charlie got a
20mm round in his wing, but was able
to make it back to our base.

“In the meantime, No.2 Sqn Ldr
Malloy and T were involved in a tangle
with a pair of *190s. At times, we were
so close that I can recall the beautiful
dark green paint scheme with the big
black cross. Malloy worked us right

“...we were so close that I can recall the beautiful dark
green paint scheme with the big black cross.”

“It was on August 24 that I had
one of my greatest experiences in the
war because a fellow 308th pilot Lt
Charles Fowls and T were selected to
fly a mission with a Canadian squadron
that had the good fortune to be one
of the first units to get the new Mlk.IX
Spitfires. This model was powered by
the quantum leap Rolls-Royce Merlin
60 series engine with the revolutionary
two-speed/two-stage supercharger. This
made the ‘Spit’ an equal match for the
indomitable Fw 190.

“Charlie and I had flown the August
17 and 19 missions, but had never even
sat in the cockpit of a Mk.IX and at the
time, we only had about 40 hours total
in the Spitfire.

“We were given a very short briefing,
principally, to show us how to handle
the second stage supercharger selector
toggle, since if not properly set and
managed when it kicked in at about
21,0001, it fele like you’d been hit
in the butt with a boxcar and more
seriously, it could damage the gear train.
When we took off, I was impressed
because the four-bladed prop gave
much more acceleration than I was
used to in the Spitfire V.

“As we moved into France and
approached Abbeville, I glanced up
and about a 1,000ft above us was a
gaggle of Fw 190s. They had come in

_ 1e had numerous
hits on one.

“By sheer luck, I was in the right
position behind one for a few seconds
and managed to get off a long burst.
The Fw 190 pilot broke hard after
taking some solid hits and I could
not tell how much damage I had
inflicted.

“We were the last to pull out of the
fight and very low on fuel. We lost
two of our own, but also shot down
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‘Ace’ Major Frank
Hill with his Spitfire
‘FA-H" was credited
with 6.5 kills and
he became the

31st Fighter Group’s
Commanding
Officer in

July 1943,

FRANK HILL

The result of a
‘meeting’ between

a 31st FG Spitfire
and a Junkers

Ju 87 Stuka. Pilots
of the 309th FS
pilots are examining
the wreckage.

FRANK HILL

then when fuel ran out,

two of the enemy fighters. The B-17s
that we were protecting all dropped
their bombs on target and returned
to England safely.”

ALL HELL BROKE LOOSE

On Gibraltar, personnel of the 31st
got sight of their desert camouflaged
and sand filter-equipped Spitfire Vs.
The plan was for the crews to fly their
fighters to Algeria where they would
set up operations out of Tafaraoui.
This was going to be a tight squeeze
because the enemy still held the airfield
and British paratroopers were going to
try to take it before the 31st arrived.
Operation TORCH — the Allied invasion
of Morocco and Algeria, commenced
on November 10, 1942.

One of the pilots that made the

flight to North Africa was Lt Claude
McRaven. He recalls that time:
“We docked at Gibraltar on November
7, 1942 and after settling into our
billets, we went out to the flight line
to see our new Mk.Vs. After a couple
of delays, we were told to fly to Oran
[Tafaraoui], but we might be landing
in the middle of a firefight, because the
airfield had not yet been secured.

“We were told it would be safe to
land if there was a large white cross
at the end of the runway. If it wasn’t
there when we arrived, we were to take
what air action was appropriate and

ould go
to Channel ‘C’ and repeat the Lord’s
Prayer! There would only be two
squadrons involved in that first flight
over to Oran [the 308th and 309th].
“The flight over was uneventful, but
when we had the strip in sight, the
action started to unfold quickly. We
caught a brief glimpse of four enemy
tighters [Vichy French Dewoitine
D.520s] in the distance, but due to the
hazy weather, we lost sight of them.



“Up ahead were some C-47s [Douglas
Skytrains] that were in the process of
dropping paratroopers into the area
around the airfield. However, the white
cross was in place, so we assumed that
the landing area had been secured.
Captain Harry Thyng was leading
the 309th Squadron and he was in
position to be the last to touch down.
As the first Spitfire landed, all hell
broke loose!

“I am about the third or fourth
aircraft to land and just seconds after
I land and still rolling, here come the
four enemy fighters strafing down
the runway! They didn’t hit any of
us and as they finish the pass, they
immediately pull up and to the left. T
called out to Harry and told him we
were being strafed and he immediately
confirmed that he had all four in sight.

?
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“...I pulled off the runway, opened my canopy and
watched one of the greatest shows on earth!”

Just as soon as I finished talking on the
radio, I pulled off the runway, opened
my canopy and watched one of the
greatest shows on earth!

“Captain Thyng’s ‘Red Flight’
swarmed into the enemy and three
of them went down in flames. It was

during this fight that future ‘ace’ Thyng
got his first confirmed kill. On the
negative side; one of our pilots was
hit just as he let his gear down and he
was too low to bale out. It was the only
way one of those D.520s could have
ever shot down a Spitfire!”

e

The original plan was to have four
RAF Hawker Hurricanes circling the
field to protect the Spitfires as they
landed. It was a ‘mix-up’ from the
start because the 31st’s Spitfires had
taken off much earlier from Gibraltar
than planned in response to an urgent
request from General Doolittle. They
were desperately needed to support
the Allied offensive at Oran that had
met with much heavier resistance than
anticipated.

But they had to fly around very bad
thunderstorms between Gibraltar
and Tafaraoui, which meant radio
communication with fighter control

for the absence of four Hurricanes over
their new base.

MAKING DO IN ORAN

The next morning, two new problems
arose; they had no fuel or ammunition
as their supplies had not yet caught
up with them. It did not take long to
figure out how to remedy the situation
because they siphoned the fuel from
several C-47s that had brought in
the paratroopers the day before and
collected ammunition from disabled
French aircraft scattered around the
field.

The orders for that first day were
to spread out in flights of four and
strafe all of the closest enemy airfields.
These intruder missions continued
right through to last light. At dawn
the following day, a flight of the 31st
Spitfires was airborne to intercept
any retaliation from the Germans or
Vichy French.

The fighter groups that compiled
the better ‘kill’ records in the
Mediterranean Theatre certainly had
good pilots, but the real reason for their
success were the ground personnel that
worked on the aircraft,
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was almost impossible. This accounted  Major Le

A new Merlin

about to be installed
in one of the

3ist’s Spitfires,
early 1944.

WILLIAM SKINNER

P Molland, CO of
the 308¢th FS,
achieved ‘double
ace’ status in the
Spitfire. His final
confirmed total was
11/2 kills. He was
from Fargo, North
Dakota, hence the
name painted on his
‘Spit” in ltaly, 1944.
WILLIAM SKINNER

With its aircraft
loaded and ready,
crew chiefs refax
while the pilots
finish up their
mission briefings.
WILLIAM SKINNER



The 31st was no exception. Captain

Thyng gives a good example of how
focused and dedicated the crew chiefs
were. He had a grizzled older chief that
considered the aircraft his and it was
only on loan to the pilots:
“Once we got to North Africa, the
action tempo accelerated rapidly. On
one mission, I was flying my Mk.V
at a very low altitude when I was hit
dead centre by ground fire. I managed
to make it out of the immediate area
and bale out.

“My ’chute was so full of holes that
I landed heavy and broke my ankle.
Fortunately for me, [ landed between
the lines and was quickly picked up by
British troops. It didn’t take long for
them to get me back to my base.

“When I arrived back at our
operations tent, Sergeant Buck (my
crew chief) grasped my hand with

tears in his eyes and then he bellowed
out.... “What in the hell did you do
with my airplane?’

“I thought he would never forgive
me, but at dawn the next morning,
he met me in the operations tent and
carried me out to a Spitfire, complete
with my old squadron number and
personal markings. He had rigged a
sling on the rudder bar, so I could fly
with my broken ankle.

“After that next mission, I stood
silently by when the squadron
commander from across the strip, his
face reddened with rage, reported to
the group commander that someone
had stolen one of his airplanes!”

LACKLUSTRE BASE

The group’s stay at Tafaraoui didn’t
last more than a few days as it was
ordered to move a short distance to
La Senia airfield, 5 miles (8km) south
of Oran.

This was a rather lacklustre base
in terms of action and most of the
pilots were involved in flying routine
reconnaissance and harbour patrol

TOP: Two of the most
experienced pilots
in the 31st: Colonel
Fred Dean (left)

and Major Frank

Hiil (right} at Ponte
Olivo, Sicily in 1943.
FRANK HILL

ABOVE: S/Sgt Vaughn
pulls the booster
plug for 309th

FS pilot Lt John
Fawcett prior

to a mission.
HARRISON THYNG

RIGHT: Major Frank
Hill by his Spitfire
after his fifth
confirmed “kill",
Tunisia, 1943. Note
the ‘kill’ symbols.
FRANK HILL
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squadron could taxi all 12 of its aircraft
out at the same time and take-off
simultaneously. All the squadrons in
the group could be airborne within
three minutes. However, there was
one big disadvantage — radar was
almost non-existent in Tunisia and
what was even more worrying was
that the forward area was controlled
by the enemy.

The Luftwaffe carried out frequent
air raids and the only way to counter
them was to keep a large number of
aircraft (from many groups) airborne
over the area to provide air defence.
This drained valuable assets from

“ ..my crew chief grasped my hand with tears in
his eyes and then he bellowed out... ‘What in the
hell did you do with my airplane?’”

missions. December brought some
very wet weather, and for much of it
all the aircraft were grounded.

After New Year’s Day 1943 the
action started picking up when the
307th was sent over to Maison
Blanche near Algiers. Its job was to
escort the large number of transports
flying supplies into Tunisia. By late
January, the 308th was ordered to
deploy to Casablanca for three weeks
to provide air cover for the famous
Roosevelt-Churchill conference. The
309th remained at La Senia.

Finally in early February, the group
went to Tunisia’s Thelepte airfield to
relieve the 33rd Fighter Group. This
unit was flying P-40s, which were at
a glaring disadvantage against the
faster, more manoeuvrable German
Bf 109s that were still controlling the
air over Tunisia.

This airfield was so large that each

making necessary attacks on enemy
targets.

Right before Tunisia was secured by
the Allies, resistance from Luftwaffe




fighters increased, especially from Bf
109 units. The Germans officially
surrendered all of Tunisia on May
10, 1943, but three weeks prior to
this, there was a gruelling schedule
posted by all RAF and US air units
in that area.

HARROWING MISSIONS

One of the ‘aces’ in the 31st, Lt
Colonel Frank Hill relates a couple
of harrowing missions that were
flown in late April:

“Flying out of La Sers Aerodrome,
about 80 miles south west of Tunis,
we were assigned to escort P-40s
as they dive bombed any targets of
opportunity near the front lines. As
we finished the top cover and started
back, we noticed a dog-fight off to the
east. We immediately headed in that
direction and as we expected, some
of our Spitfires were tangling with a
bunch of Me 109s.

“From 18,000ft, we dove down into
the fight and went after the last one
in a string and at 300 vards; I started
firing bursts that continued on until T
was only 25 yards behind him. By this
time, he was trailing large quantities of
black smoke, glycol and pieces of the
aircraft were coming off. I had to pull
up quick to avoid hitting him.

“My wingman Lt ‘Stormy” Rahn
trailing behind me moved in and got
some good hits also. The enemy fighter
went into a steep dive and did not

recover. We both shared in the ‘kill’.

“Minutes later, I started climbing
for altitude and called for my flight
to rejoin over the dry lake near Pon
du Fahs. As I was passing through
10,000ft, T saw one of the aircraft
from below wiggling his wings over the
location. I immediately wiggled mine
back and signalled for him to join up
as I banked slightly to the left.

“I glanced over my left shoulder to
make sure he was joining me and saw
cannon shells flashing out through his

Lt Bill Skinner’'s
wingman points

to Skinner’s second
‘kili’ symbol on
‘Lonesome
Polecat’, Castel
Volturno, Italy,
February 1944,
WILLIAM SKINNER

Lt Bill Skinner
points to the hole
left by a German
88mm round while
flying at medium
altitude covering
the Allied landings
at Salerno, Italy.
The shell exploded
between his
Spitfire VIl and
his wingman.
WILLIAM SKINNER

propeller spinner. He was firing at me!
I yanked my ‘Spit’ into the hardest
vertical turn as I could — it was so
violent that the canopy popped out of
its retaining rails. T was pulling at least
six ‘Gs’ and almost blacking out.
“Around and around we went and
the circle got smaller and I could see
him lagging behind and 'm sure he
was pulling as many ‘Gs’ as I was. [
was confident that I could outlast him
and seconds later, [ saw the Me 109
shudder, about to stall. He rolled it
over and headed for the deck going

there. I was almost out of ammo and
alone, so I returned to La Sers as quickly
as [ could. I claimed a half kill and cne
damaged for the mission. [ don’t know
what I would have done if [ had ended
up over the enemy airfield and had ro
tangle with some of their Me 109s!”

TAXING WORKLOAD

The workload on both of the Spitfire
groups was taxing. Each squadron
sometimes drew three or more
mission assignments on any given
day. These included fighter sweeps

“I yanked my ‘Spit’ into the hardest vertical tum as
1 could - it was so violent that the canopy popped
out of its retaining rails.”

straight down.

“I followed him down, firing all the
way. He levelled out almost at ground
level and I stayed on his tail, firing
short bursts. Suddenly, I saw the tops
of buildings zipping by just a few feet
below me and it was then I realized
that we were over Tunis and just a
tew miles from the German air base
at El Aiouna.

“It hit me that he was taking me back
to his base, so I pulled up, did a 180
degree turn and got the heck out of

and bomber escort. The primary
tasking for both USAAF and RAF
squadrons was to provide protection
for the ground forces against any
efforts by a desperate Luftwaffe.

On one of those days when the
307th Squadron was tasked with
multiple missions, its crews stumbled
into a hornet’s nest over Tunisia
while on a fighter sweep. There were
several mixed flights of Bf 109s and
Fw 190s that had probably come
from several different airfields. At
this point, many of the Luftwaffe
squadrons were short of aircraft and
pilots because Hitler had refused
to invest anything more in the
North African Front. His priotities
remained in Russia.

This mixed gaggle was making a
valiant effort to protect the retreating
troops. In minutes, two of the enemy
aircraft had been shot down and the
rest dispersed. Returning to base,
the Spitfires immediately re-armed,
re-fuelled and took off again for
another fighter sweep. With very
few extra pilots to alternate the
missions with, some of the crews
were practically spending the day
in the cockpit.

The second mission was a repeat
of the first — only this time, they
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Last base used
by the 31st before
giving up its beloved
Spitfires was
Castel Volturno.
This photograph
was taken at
Pomigliano, Italy,
and the Spitfire
carries the name
of ‘Sitzmark',
WILLIAM SKINNER

faced flights of Fw 190s. The enemy
suffered four losses against none
for the 31st, which reflected the
frustration of the Luftwaffe pilots
fighting a losing cause.

On the third mission of that day,
the action tapered off quickly. There
were very few ground targets left out
in the open and no enemy fighters
came up to fight.

When they had just enough fuel
to return to base, they headed back,
only to refuel and get airborne again
to fly escort for some twin-engine
bombers that were going after targets
deep in Tunisia. The bomber’s
destination made it more likely that
the US fighters would meet some
resistance. Strangely enough, none
was forthcoming and the targets
were destroyed with practically no
ground fire.

This day became an accurate profile
of their average regimen during the
final phases of the campaign over
Tunisia.

The US Spitfire pilots were getting

frustrated because contact with
enemy fighters was only sporadic
—they would get a few kills here and
there, but it was nothing like they
had envisioned when they picked
up their Mk. Vs earlier.

They did receive a psychological
shot in the arm when the figures for
Twelfth Air Force came out for the
month of April. Intelligence reports
confirmed that the Luftwaffe had lost
21 fighters to US pilots in the Tunis
area for this period. The 31st pilots
then realised how effective they had
been because they could account for
nine of those enemy aircraft.

SICILIAN SOIL

With North Africa secure, the Allied
focus shifted to Sicily. Finally, on July
14, 1943, the 31st Fighter Group
flew its Spitfires into the big airfield
of Ponte Olivo, making it the first US
unit to land on Sicilian soil. It was
close-quarters with the enemy forces
as the fighting was only a few miles
from the base at the time.

One day after the group set up
operations, German Junkers Ju 88s
attacked the base at night and this
pattern followed for the next three
nights. The bombs did no damage
to the aircraft, but several buildings
were destroyed.

General George Patton was driving
his tank forces hard and the front
lines were very fluid moving to the
north. In order to remain close to the
action, the group moved its fighters to
a forward base at Agrigento.

The hunting became very lucrative
for the 31st pilots as they moved
into Sicily enabling them to fly
missions into Italy where the biggest
concentrations of targets were. By
the end of 1943, the rumours were
spreading that they would not have
their Spitfires for much longer because
new North American P-51 Mustangs
were on the way.

With the move up to Castel Volturno
on January 18, 1944, the changeover
began and this would be the last
operational base for the Spitfires of
the 31st. On March 30, the last of
these valiant fighters departed and
the three squadrons were close to full
strength with new P-51Bs.

The final totals for the group were
very respectable during the Spitfire
era. The 307th Squadron had 65
confirmed °kills’, the 308th had 67
and the 309th had 56. Each squadron
shared in the missions and each had
an equal opportunity against German
fighters — as is reflected in the totals.

Many of the pilots say the highlight
of their tour with the 31st was getting
to fly the Spitfire. By the time the
war ended, the group had compiled
a total of 570 ‘kills’, making the 31st
the top-scoring US fighter unit in the
Mediterranean Theatre.



