






A Messerschmitt BF 109 under attack by Squadron Leader A.U. Houle of No 417 
Squadron over Anzio on 7 February I 944. Houle eventually shot the tail of the enemy 
fighter off, some of the pieces damaging his Spitfire. (PMR 77-520) 

With levelling jacks supporting the wings and rear fuselage and a plumb bob hanging 
from the machine's nose, the guns of a Spitfire are harmonized. (PL 18516) 



Briefing No 417 Squadron pilots before an operation, Marcionise, Italy, 22 January 
1944. (PMR 77-528) 

Arming the 20-millimetre Hispano cannon of a Spitfire. (PL 27501) 



Wing commanders (Flying) carried their initials as code letters on their aircraft rather 
than using the codes of any of the squadrons making up the wing. Wing Commander 
H.C. Godefroy, oso, DFC and Bar, held that appointment in No. 127 Wing from 19 
September 1943 to 15 April 1944 and is seen here standing by his Spitfire IX at the end 
of that tour of duty. (PL 29352) 

A recently delivered Mosquito is readied for operations by groundcrew of No 418 
Squadron in the spring of I 944. (PL 29463) 



Prior to the invasion of Europe, the Supreme Allied Commander, US General D.D. 
Eisenhower, inspects the Second Tactical Air Force station commanded by Group 
Captain C.R. Dunlap, RCAF. On Eisenhower's right is Air Marshal Sir Arthur 
Coningham, AOC-in-c Second TAF, and on his right, Air Chief Marshal Sir Trafford 
Leigh-Mallory, commander-in-chief of the Allied Expeditionary Air Forces. Dunlap, on 
Eisenhower's left, would subsequently become the last Canadian chief of the air staff, 
1962-4. (PL 2871 I) 



No 411 Squadron groundcrew apply white identification stripes in preparation for. D­
Day. (PL 30827) 

Air Marshal Sir Arthur Coningham addresses personnel of No 143 (RCAF) Wing of 
Second T AF on the eve of Operation Overlord. (PL 30188) 



A Spitfire IX undergoes an engine change shortly before the Normandy invasion. 
(PL 29564) . 

Air Marshal Sir Arthur Coningham, commanding Second TAF, Air Vice-Marshal Harry 
Broadhurst, AOC No 83 Group (which contained the RCAF squadrons of 2nd TAF), and 
Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur Tedder, deputy supreme commander of the Allied Expedi­
tionary Forces, confer in Normandy. (CL 285) 



No 417 Squadron 'erks' erect a mess tent in 1944. (PL 27748) 

No 412 Squadron Spitfires at their new base of Beny-sur-Mer (B 4) soon after the 
Normandy landings. (PL 30268) 



Groundcrew dig slit trenches in the early days of the Normandy campaign. Enemy 
activity was largely confined to sporadic bombing by night. (PL 30059) 

A Repair and Salvage crew recovers a No 403 Squadron Spitfire in the field. (PL 31r15) 



Repacking a parachute in Normandy. (PL 31784) 

A No 440 Squadron Typhoon serves as backdrop while part of a French field is cleared 
of its wheat crop. (PL 3 r 378) 



For a period in 1944, No 418's Mosquitos carried nose art representing characters from 
Al Capp's 'Li'I Abner' comic strip. This aircraft was normally flown by the squadron 
commander, Wing Commander R. Bannock, DSO, DFC and Bar, and shows his personal 
score of both enemy aircraft (swastikas) and v-1 's. (PL 3352 r) 

Typhoons of No 143 Wing in a maintenance area during the Normandy campaign. 
(PL 30262) 



No 409 Squadron armourers work on the cannons of a Mosquito in the summer of I 944. 
(PL 31818) 

A No 442 Squadron Spitfire undergoes an engine change in August 1944· (PL 31363) 



Groundcrew load an oblique camera into a Spitfire XI of No 400 Squadron in the 
autumn of 1944· (PL 40301) 

A Typhoon gets reammunitioned at Eindhoven, Holland, in the autumn of 1944. 
(PL 33858) 
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Reading and drying-out! No 430 Squadron operated the venerable but effective Mus­
tang I on fighter reconnaissance operations with Second TAF until the end of i944. 
(PL 3336) 

This aircraft (or what was left of it) was discovered in a German salvage yard in 
November 1944. Its previous owner had been a pilot of No 416 Squadron, a prisoner of 
war since May. (PL 33706) 



A Typhoon of No 438 Squadron taxis through a flooded area at Eindhoven, Holland, in 
the late winter of I 944-5 (one of the wettest on record), while a pilot practises his 
dinghy drill watched by an airman trying to keep his feet dry by squatting on jerricans. 
(PL 42099) 

In order to cope with crowded tarmacs and poor forward visibility (and a certain amount 
of surplus rainwater), this No 400 Squadron Spitfire is guided towards a dispersal area 
at Evere by two groundcrew in December 1944. (PL 40401) 



Flak damage sustained by a No 416 Squadron Spitfire on Christmas Eve, I 944. 
(PL 41349) 

Aftermath of the Luftwaffe 's New Year's Day strike against Eindhoven. (PMR 74-318) 



· .., ~.1 m . ~·- - .. 
~...r~.., -.. 

With Spitfires of No 412 Squadron in the background, groundcrew clear away snow at 
Heesch. (PL 41492) 

Spitfire XVIs of No 403 Squadron at Evere, in early 1945· (PL 41857) 



De-icing a Mosquito XIII of No 409 Squadron at Vendeville, France, in early 1945. 
(PL 41735) 

Water-soaked accommodation area of No 39 (Reconnaissance) Wing at Eindhoven in 
March 1945· (PL 42674) 



Typhoons of No 143 Wing take off from Eindhoven in March 1945. (PL 42816) 

No 443 Squadron Spitfire XIVs buzz the mobile flying control installation at Petit­
Brogel, Belgium, in March 1945. (PL 43236) 



No 412 Squadron Spitfire rxs undergoing maintenance at Heesch in March 1945. 
(PL 42422) 

A No 143 Wing convoy crosses the Rhine on a Class 80 Double-Single Pontoon Bailey 
Bridge in April 1945. (PL 44575) 



The Typhoon squadrons of No 143 Wing became the first RCAF air units to operate from 
German soil when they moved into Goch in the last days of March 1945. They were 
close to the front, and armed groundcrew are seen in the back of a truck moving up to 
their new station. (PL 42792) 

Members of a Canadian Mobile Photographic section listen to British prime minister 
Winston Churchill announcing the end of the war in Europe. (PL 44 I 25) 



Introduction 

Captivated by the strategic bombing doctrine enshrined in the concept of an 
'independent' air force, the Royal Air Force paid scant attention to the question 
of air defence for the first fifteen years following the end of the First World 
War. That situation changed in the summer of 1934 when British politicians, 
frightened by the prospect of German rearmament, compelled the air staff to 
reconsider the balance to be maintained between bomber and fighter. A sepa­
rate Fighter Command was established in 1936, and by 1938 government po­
licy was clear. In the event of war with Germany, the RAF ' s first responsibility 
was to defend Britain from attack: and the fighter aircraft then entering service, 
the Hawker Hurricane and Supermarine Spitfire, were perfectly suited to this 
defensive role. Only later would the Air Ministry launch a bombing offensive 
against the Fatherland - an offensive which, according to the thinking of the 
time, would not require fighter escorts. 

Supported by Chain Home radar stations and a complex network of ground 
observers and controllers, Fighter Command won the Battle of Britain in the 
summer of 1940. At that juncture, the strategic rationale for maintaining a 
large force of short-range day interceptors based in the United Kingdom all but 
disappeared. However, since it was impolitic for psychological reasons to dis­
patch many of them to other theatres, some new employment had to be found. 
Hence the offensive fighter sweeps conducted over northeastern France and 
Holland in 1941, whose main object, beyond keeping Fighter Command staff 
and pilots busy, seems to have been to establish a vague, uncertain air supe­
riority over the enemy and thus further secure British air space. 

Once Germany attacked Russia, a strategic rationale was found for the 
fighter offensive - to compel the Luftwaffe to move forces from the Eastern 
Front to the west. 'Leaning forward into France,' however, was something of 
a failure: the RAF/RCAF lost far more pilots and machines than the enemy, and 
significant attrition of the German fighter force in the west had to wait on the 
evolution of the American long-range fighter and its conjunction with the 
USAAF daylight bombing campaign over Germany itself - aided and abetted by 
the inept planning of the Luftwaffe's leadership. 

Meanwhile, with the evolution of fighter-bombers and the development of 
new fighter weapons systems (particularly the rocket projectile), Fighter Com-



Part Two: The Fighter War 

mand found a new lease on life in supporting ground operations. That role had 
been inherent in the formation of the short-lived (and largely neglected) Army 
Co-operation Command, and was demonstrated more concretely in the opera­
tions conducted by the Desert Air Force in the Mediterranean theatre. It would 
reach its zenith with the creation of Second Tactical Air Force, which sup­
ported the Anglo-Canadian 21st Army Group throughout the Northwest Europe 
campaign. 

As part of Canada's modest rearmament program, in February 1939 the RCAF's 
Calgary-based No 1 (Fighter) Squadron began to exchange its Armstrong­
Whitworth biplanes for more modem Hawker Hurricane Mk Is . Sent to Eng­
land in June 1940 to bolster the depleted strength of RAF Fighter Command, 
No 1 (which became No 401) was the only RCAF unit to fly in the Battle of 
Britain and claimed its first victories on 26 August 1940. 

No I Squadron was not the first RCAF unit to arrive in England, however. 
No I IO (Army Co-operation) Squadron - later No 400 - equipped with West­
land Lysanders, had been dispatched overseas in February 1940 to work with 
Canada's one-division expeditionary force. No I 12 (Army Co-operation) 
Squadron joined it in June 1940, but in December was redesignated No 2 
(Fighter) Squadron - later No 402 - and re-equipped with Hawker Hurricanes. 
All the RCAF fighter squadrons eventually flew variants of the Spitfire, while 
fighter-bomber squadrons flew either Spitfire variants or the Hawker Typhoon. 

The renumbering scheme noted above, which saw the RCAF allocated the 
block of RAF squadron numbers falling between 400 and 449 (450-499 were 
assigned to other Commonwealth Air Forces), was implemented to avoid the 
confusion that would result if, for example, two No l (Fighter) Squadrons, one 
RAF, the other RCAF, happened to be serving in close proximity to each other 
and messages were misdirected. Symbolically, allocating these blocks of 
numbers to the dominion air forces recognized national contributions to the air 
war while, at the same time, proclaiming and confirming the extremely close 
relationship that existed between them and the RAF. 

No 414 Squadron joined No 400 Squadron in Army Co-operation Com­
mand in August 1941 , both units then being equipped with Curtiss Toma­
hawks and later with North American Mustang Is. Brought together into No 
39 (Army Co-operation) Wing, RCAF, they were joined by No 430 Squadron 
in January 1943. Following brief stints with Fighter Command, and sub­
sequently assigned to the fighter-reconnaissance role, the three squadrons 
again served together as No 39 Wing in No 83 Group of the Second Tactical 
Air Force. 

Most Canadian fighter squadrons were either formed in, or assigned to, 
Fighter Command - redesignated as the Air Defence of Great Britain between 
November 1943 and October 1944. Although Ottawa's hopes that an RCAF 
fighter group paralleling the Canadian bomber group might be formed were not 
realized, two Canadian fighter wings were established in England, the first at 
Digby, the other at Kenley, until their squadrons were transferred to Second 
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Tactical Air Force (TAF). Formed in the summer of 1943, Second TAF would 
eventually comprise No 2 (Bomber) Group, and Nos 83 and 84 Composite 
Groups, the former being about half Canadian. Ottawa had hoped that No 83 
would be associated with First Canadian Army; however, a complex series of 
strategic and political decisions in air and ground policies led to the group's 
serving primarily with Second British Army. More and more, fighter forces, 
including the Canadians, were used for air support of ground forces, their 
ranges increased with the introduction of jettisonable auxiliary fuel tanks. 

As Canadian fighter squadrons moved to the Continent after the invasion of 
Normandy, at one time or another all of them would serve in Second TAF, in­
cluding the six squadrons from the Home War Establishment transferred over­
seas between November 1943 and February 1944· Eventually, ten Canadian 
squadrons would see service in the day-fighter role, three as night-fighters, 
three as fighter-bombers , and one in the Intruder role. Two RCAF fighter wings 
(Nos 126 and 127) and one fighter bomber-wing (No 143) operated throughout 
the campaign in Northwest Europe. They provided a small part of an over­
whelming Allied air superiority. 

The Luftwaffe was not a major factor during the Overlord campaign, but as 
Allied armies approached the Rhine it began to play a greater part in defending 
the Fatherland. German fighters (including the jet-powered Me 262) endeav­
oured to frustrate Allied air interdiction and support of ground forces. By that 
time, however, German technology was more than matched by Allied numbers 
and training. 

The RCAF night-fighter squadrons had joined the order of battle in the late 
summer of 1941 to help deal with the Luftwaffe's bombing raids against 
Britain and then to support Bomber Command's night offensive against Ger­
many. By mid-1944 the Canadian night-fighter squadrons were equipped with 
de Havilland Mosquitoes and had moved to the Continent as part of Second 
TAF. 

No 418 Squadron operated as Canada's only Intruder unit, ranging far and 
wide by day and night against German fighter bases and lines of communica­
tion and, in I 944, taking on the v- I rockets. In August l 944 it, too, was 
transferred to Second TAF for close support work, and it moved to Belgium in 
March 1945. 

No 417 Squadron, meanwhile, was the only RCAF fighter unit to serve 
beyond the bounds of the Home War Establishment and Northwest Europe. It 
left Britain for Egypt in April 1942 and served in the Desert Air Force and in 
Italy until the end of the war. 
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Establishing a Presence, I 940 

At the end of the First World War contemporary air-power theory, based on 
the limited precedents of 1917 and I 9 I 8, held that future wars could be settled 
quickly, cheaply, and relatively painlessly through the 'knock-out blow' - an 
unstoppable and devastating bomber attack on an enemy's commercial and 
industrial centres. Bombers were everything and fighters a distracting and 
wasteful nothing. Political realities nevertheless dictated that some lip service 
be paid to assuaging civilian anxieties, and in 1922 Air Commodore J.M. Steel 
of the Air Ministry and Colonel H.J. Bartholomew of the War Office were 
instructed by the chiefs of staff to create an air defence plan for Britain based 
on a proposed fourteen bomber and nine fighter squadrons. When, in I 924, this 
force was increased (on paper) to thirty-five bomber and seventeen fighter 
squadrons, the proportion of squadrons changed slightly in still further favour 
of the bomber.' 

Adolf Hitler's accession to power in January 1933, together with Ger­
many's withdrawal from the League of Nations in October and the 1935 
recreation of a German air force in brazen defiance of the Treaty of 
Versailles, led the British government to re-examine its defence requirements. 
There then appeared a series of expansion schemes, each intended to counter, 
as cheaply as possible, the threat posed by a proliferating Luftwaffe. Still, 
assigning priority to bombers as it did, the Metropolitan Air Force (the 
operational part of the RAF based in Great Britain) of Schemes A through H 

was meant to intimidate rather than defend; and only with Scheme J of 
October 1937 did the government's attitude begin to change and planning 
tum towards putting the air force on a more balanced war footing. Sir John 
(later Lord) Slessor, then the RAF's deputy director of plans, has described 
Scheme J, calling for some thirty-three fighter squadrons (with immediate 
reserves) by June 1941 , as 'the first scheme based on estimates of minimum 
overall strategic requirements. " 

The shift in emphasis towards fighters seems to have been largely driven by 
the need for politicians to be able to talk in terms of ' parity' with the Luft­
waffe, whatever that might mean, and by the economic reality that fighters 
were cheaper and quicker to build than bombers. A more significant change in 
the relationship between fighter and bomber, brought about by the invention 




