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I was lucky to receive a number of kind e-mails this week, following our Mustang article on last weekends Newsletter, saying how much they enjoyed the feature – I am extremely grateful for your comments.  I was also asked if I would do something similar regarding the Spitfire this week, particularly as this year is destined to be a big year for our most celebrated fighter, as we mark the 75th anniversary of the Battle of Britain.  Who am I to argue – the Spitfire it is!  Unlike last week though, I wanted to look at the Spitfire in a different way and focus on an aircraft that appeared on the UK Airshow circuit in a unique scheme, for its involvement in a very exciting project, so here we go.
The Island fortress of Malta must have been a very dangerous place to live during the Second World War and at best, a slightly dubious place for a military posting.  This strategically essential island was a major Royal Navy base during the war, even though the threat of air attack from the Italian mainland dictated that their main Mediterranean base had re-located to Egypt.  These fears were well founded, as Malta was to gain the reputation of being the most bombed place on earth, during the siege of Malta – indeed the RAF airfield at Takali became the most bombed Allied airfield in the history of warfare!
As the first Italian bombers appeared over Malta, the RAF response was as determined and professional as you would expect, but they were seriously underprepared for war.  The initial defence was mounted by a small number of surplus Navy Sea Gladiators, which were to write their glorious exploits into the history books.  These venerable old fighters were soon joined by a few Hawker Hurricanes.  Both of these aircraft acquitted themselves extremely well against the Italian Air Force, but when the battle hardened Battle of Britain veterans of the Luftwaffe arrived in early 1941, the RAF were very much on the run.  As many Hurricanes were being destroyed on the ground as in the air, as the full force of the Luftwaffe was hurled at Malta and conditions for anyone living on the island became almost unbearable and certainly extremely dangerous.  Fortunately, Malta was defiant in her resistance and against all the odds, it survived this withering onslaught.


Operation Calendar – Spitfires to Malta 
[image: Untitled-1]Malta needed Spitfires and probably a miracle – history will show that they got both!  Spitfires began to arrive from 1942 and this weeks header image is a fantastic representation of one of these first Spitfires to arrive on Malta.  Operation Calendar saw 48 Spitfire Mk.V aircraft loaded aboard USS Wasp, at Glasgow, in this Anglo-American operation to supply the much needed Spitfires to Malta.  Known as a ‘Club Run’, the aircraft carrier would take the relatively short range Spitfires to a distance close enough for the aircraft to take off and fly across the Mediterranean Sea to Malta, as the area was still extremely treacherous for Allied shipping  The aircraft needed to use modified long-range fuel tanks for the journey, which leaked constantly and were a real problem for both pilots and ground crew alike.  Indeed, the Spitfires were found to have a number of faults, particularly with guns and radios, which seriously undermined the considerable effort employed in getting them to Malta.
As the Spitfires would be flying for some considerable distance over the sea, it was decided that the standard Mediterranean theatre camouflage scheme of two tone brown would not afford them adequate camouflage protection and something had to be done.  Whilst on board USS Wasp, the Spitfires received a temporary blue top surface paint, which was made up of watered down US Navy paint stocks, designed to allow the Spitfire to blend more readily into the colour of the Mediterranean Sea, when viewed from above.  I am sure that you will agree that this unusual scheme for a Spitfire is rather pleasing on the eye and makes the already beautiful lines of Britain’s favourite fighter even more attractive, if that were at all possible.  Unfortunately, this fantastic story was to end poorly for the Wasp Spitfires, as the Luftwaffe were prepared for the arrival of the aircraft and had a not so friendly welcoming party planned for them.  On 20th April 1942, USS Wasp launched all of the Spitfires it was carrying, with her Wildcat fighters flying top cover for the operation.  The Spitfires headed across the ocean towards Malta, but the island was ill prepared for their arrival.  Within minutes of their arrival, there were massive Axis air raids on the airfield receiving the Spitfires and many aircraft were destroyed straight away.  Any Spitfires that did manage to fly over Malta in the coming days were dogged by the problems of jamming guns and non-working radios and the initial arrival of the Spitfire on Malta was something of a non-event.  Thankfully, lessons were learned over this fiasco and the Spitfire would enjoy much better days in the skies above Malta.
Merlins over Malta – The Defenders Return
During 2003/2004, there had been some tentative discussions on how fantastic it would be to take a Spitfire and Hurricane back to Malta, to commemorate the significant contribution made by both aircraft in defence of the island.  Following many months of hard work, much discussion and I am sure a little begging, a small group of committed pilots and enthusiasts began to bring this dream to reality and Malta began to get very excited at the possibility of seeing these classic British fighters flying above Grand Harbour once more.  In 2005, pilots Clive Denney and Charlie Brown took off from Duxford airfield and headed for Malta, on what was to become an epic and highly memorable ‘Return of the Defenders’ – I am not usually this lucky, but thanks to a very good friend of mine, I was actually present on the day.  It was quite an emotional for me, so I can only imagine how fantastic a day it was for the MOM team, as both aircraft took the the skies, returning minutes later to give us all a series of formation flypasts, before heading off on the first leg of their journey.
I remember that the Historic Aircraft Collection’s Spitfire Vb BM597 (G-MKVB) was very much in demand during the Summer of 2005 and it is not difficult to see why.  In support of the Merlins over Malta project, she received the temporary blue paint was that was applied to the Spitfires of Operation Calendar and she was very much a vision in blue.  Looking so different to other Spitfires on the display circuit, she obviously has a busy summer, with her commitments in Malta, but I still managed to catch her a couple of times at Duxford.  Unfortunately, her blue scheme was all too temporary and it was removed late in the season and she reverted to her more usual RAF No.317 (Polish) Squadron colours.  This extremely interesting period in her history was now just a memory, but if you were lucky enough to catch her in her ‘blue period’, you will always remember how attractive she was.  The picture below was taken at the Merlins over Malta departure day at Duxford.  With well known Warbird display pilot Charlie Brown at the controls and all pre-flight checks completed, blue Spitfire BM597 is just about to take off on her epic return to Malta.
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