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This month's  Spotlight shines on a 
biplane ! ghter that proved to be a deadly 

opponent in World War Two, even against faster and more 
heavily armed foes  
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Spotlight
Gloster  
Gladiator Scrutinizes the history of...

and admirably robust biplanes into 
action in France, Norway, Greece, 
Malta and the brief Anglo-Iraqi war, in 
which Gladiators faced Gladiators. 

The Chinese flew them against 
Japan from 1938 while the Finns also 
used them in their Winter War and 
Continuation War against the Soviet 
Union. Other exported Gladiators 
fought in the colours of Norway, 
Belgium and Greece, and while the 
biplane was never likely to turn the 
tide of world war, a number of `aces' 
emerged, the most notable of which 
was probably Marmaduke `Pat' 
Pattle, a South African who scored 
15 victories over Italian opposition 
before going on to yet greater 
achievements flying other types.

End of the line
The Gladiator was designed by Henry 
Phillip Folland in the early 1930s as a 
development of the Gloster Gauntlet. 

The RAF was seeking a new fighter 
that could achieve at least 250mph 
(400km/h) and carry four machine 
guns. At that time, nearly all designers 
were still leaning towards biplanes, 
and Folland was no exception. 

While Sydney Camm was about 
to take the bold move of developing 
Hawker's series of biplane fighters 
into the hugely successful Hurricane 
monoplane, the Gladiator's main 
improvements over the Gauntlet 
were in its much advanced single-bay 
wings and cantilever undercarriage 
incorporating internally sprung 
wheels. In terms of design it was 
nothing like as radical as the machines 
that were to supersede it; but, crucially, 
it was practical, familiar, reliable and 
readily available at the outbreak of war.

The Gladiator prototype, designated 
the SS.37, flew for the first time on 
September 12, 1934, barely a year 
before the first Hurricane. The Gloster 

T he Gloster Gladiator may 
have been the first fighter to 
feature an enclosed cockpit, 
but it was otherwise the 

RAF's last example of a design that 
was about to become obsolete. All 
RAF fighters after the Gladiator were 
monoplanes ± faster, better suited 
for combat and ripe for further 
development. That said, the Gladiator 
saw plenty of use in the early of years 
of the war, more often out of necessity 
than practicality, and acquitted itself 
surprisingly well against technically 
superior opposition.

Because it was not rushed into 
production and was available in 
reasonable numbers at the outbreak of 
World War Two, Gladiators saw action 
in almost all theatres, and with a large 
number of air forces. From a distance 
they may have resembled remnants 
from a previous war, but the RAF 
nevertheless flew these manoeuvrable 

The Gloster
Gladiator
Representing the ! nal development of British biplane ! ghters, the Gladiator 

saw action around the world
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Origin & history
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victories were claimed by RAF Gladiator pilots over Norway

SPOT  FACT   The ! rst batch of Gladiators 
became operational in January 1937

the Luftwaffe in both RAF and 
Norwegian Jagevingen (fighter flight) 
hands. On April 9, 1940, the first 
day of the German invasion, seven 
Gladiators shot down five German 
aircraft. It was a hollow victory, 
however, as damage done at their 
home base meant the defending 
fighters had to land on a frozen lake 
where they were abandoned and 
wrecked by souvenir hunters. 

RAF Gladiators from 263 Squadron 
saw intense ± but brief ± action over 
Norway. They were evacuated on 
HMS Glorious and, sadly, were all 
lost when the ship was sunk by the 
German battleships Gneisenau and 
Scharnhorst. Gladiators equipped 239 
and 247 Squadrons plus 804 Naval 
Air Squadron during the Battle of 
Britain, but saw little action. 

The aircraft were rapidly replaced by 
monoplane fighters, but nevertheless 
won fame for their role in the defence 
of Malta (see panel) as well as in the 
Mediterranean and north and east 
Africa. Here Gladiators were mostly 
used in combat against the Italian Air 
Force, often facing Fiat CR.32s and 
CR.42s and usually achieving parity 
if not superiority. Belgian Gladiators, 
however, were all but wiped out by 
the Luftwaffe in 1940 and, with their 
obsolescence becoming increasingly 
clear, the RAF relegated their surviving 
machines to non-combat duties 
such as meteorological 
work. 

machine was initially powered by 
a 530hp (395kW) Bristol Mercury 
engine, but was soon fitted with 
upgraded versions; and, by the time 
the type saw combat, its two-bladed 
wooden propeller had been replaced 
by a Fairey fixed-pitch, three-bladed 
metal unit.

A modified Mk.II, the Sea Gladiator, 
was developed with catapult points 
and an arrestor hook for use with the 
Royal Navy's Fleet Air Arm. Nearly 
100 machines were either built or 
converted for naval use. A total of 747 
Gladiators of all marks were made, 
483 of them serving with the RAF, 
and 216 exported to 13 countries.

Many fronts
Although better fighters were on 
their way, the Gladiator was among 
Britain's biggest pre-war export 
successes. It saw combat for the 
first time in China, equipping 
Chinese squadrons in the Second 
Sino-Japanese war. On February 24, 
1938, a Gladiator flown by Chinese-

American Capt John `Buffalo' Wong 
Sun-Shui shot down at least one 
Japanese Mitsubishi A5M fighter. 

It was the first of several successes 
for the aircraft, but when the enemy 
introduced the far superior A6M, 
the biplane was clearly overmatched. 
Wong Sun-Shui, the first Gladiator 
ace, was himself shot down in a 
combat with A6Ms on March 14, 
1941, and died two days later from 
his injuries.

Around 30 Gladiators were 
delivered to the Finnish Air Force 
(FAF) in early 1940, and served with 
much success in that year's Winter 
War. The FAF claimed 45 aerial 
victories against Soviet aircraft for 
the loss of 12. The Glosters remained 
in service until 1945, although they 
were outclassed by more modern 
Soviet fighters during the 1941-44 
Continuation War. Two Finnish 
pilots, Oiva Tuominen and Paavo 
Berg, became `aces' flying the type.

During the Norwegian campaign, 
Gladiators were flown against 

Faith, Hope and Charity
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A lthough the era of the 
monoplane was about 
to begin, in the early 
1930s most leading 

aircraft designers were still focusing 
on biplanes. As such, that decade 
produced the final and ultimate 
generation of a fighter configuration 
that had begun in World War One.

The Gloster Gladiator was the last 
biplane fighter to fly with the RAF, 
although it was not quite the last to 
be designed and built. Fiat's CR.42, 
a faster and more powerful successor 
to the CR.32, did not make its first 
flight until 1938, four years after 
the Gladiator. The Italian machine, 
and its predecessor, would see much 
combat with Gladiators in World 
War Two.

While the clashes between the 

Glosters and the Fiats never achieved 
the fame of those between Spitfires 
and Messerschmitts, the machines 
in question were undoubtedly well 
matched during frequent skirmishes 
over the Mediterranean and Africa. 

These were by no means the 
only examples of biplanes fighting 
biplanes in World War Two and the 
years leading up to it. Gladiator pilots 
of the RAF even found themselves 
engaging other Gladiators, belonging 
to the Royal Iraqi Air Force, in the 
1941 Anglo-Iraqi War.

During the Spanish Civil War, 
Fiat CR.32s fighting on the side 
of the nationalists faced Soviet 
Polikarpov I-15s. The first batch of 
25 Polikarpovs arrived in Cartagena, 
Spain, on October 28, 1936, led 
by future `ace' Pavel Rychagov. The 

Gloster Gladiator I
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tiny I-15 ± nicknamed `Chaito', 
meaning seagull, because of the 
shape of its upper wings ± was a 
handy dogfighter, despite its relative 
lack of speed and power. By the end 
of hostilities in Spain, the honours 
were roughly even.

The I-15s did meet their match 
in 1937 when Chinese pilots found 
themselves outperformed by Japanese 
monoplanes. The use of biplanes as 
frontline fighters began to decline 
as more monoplane fighters became 
available to all combatants. The 
majority were not withdrawn from 
service but relegated to secondary 
duties, except where necessary ± the 
defence of Malta in 1940 by a small 
group of Gladiators is one famous 
example of the biplane continuing to 
prove itself a worthwhile weapon.

Battle of the
BiplanesWe look at how the RAF's last 

biplane ! ghter compared to 

similar aircraft of the era
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SPOT  FACT   Gladiators served in 
Portugal until 1953

Polikarpov I-15
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victories scored by top Gladiator ̀ ace' Marmaduke Pattle

Battle of the
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Gladiators
Andrew Thomas  describes exploits of pilots who ! ew the RAF's last biplane " ghter, 

from China to the Arctic
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SPOT  FACT   The • ghter • rst saw combat 
in February 1938 in Chinese hands

were € own by the Royal Navy as Sea Gladiators

Men behind
the Gladiator

9898

Gladiators
Even in the mid-1930s, 

the Air Ministry kept to 
its conservative thinking 
when it was looking for 

a new fighter ± development of 
tried and tested designs was very 
much the order of the day. The 
Gladiator turned out to be the last 
biplane ordered to serve in that, 
or any other, role and remained in 
frontline use into 1941. 

Often flying in desperate 
circumstances against the odds, that 
pilots in the RAF and several foreign 
air forces achieved the success they 

did is testament not only to their 
courage, but also the inherent 
qualities of the Gladiator. 

The type entered service with 72 
Squadron under the temporary 
command of Flt Lt Teddy 
Donaldson (later Air Cdre CB CBE 
DSO AFC) at Tangmere, Sussex, on 
February 22, 1937. Although most 
of the pilots were straight from 
training, they quickly got to grips 
with their new mounts after moving 
to 72's permanent base at Church 
Fenton, Yorkshire. Among them was 
Fg Off James Nicolson, who went 

on to be awarded the Victoria Cross 
during the Battle of Britain.

No.72's Gladiators were replaced 
by Spitfires in April 1939, but it 
was not the last the squadron saw 
of the biplane. Plt Off Des Sheen, 
an Australian, recalled: ªEarly in 
the war [from March 2, 1940] we 
were operating out of the sodden 
grass airfield at Acklington mainly 
on convoy patrols. You dare not try 
to move a Spitfire without one or 
preferably two people sitting on the 
tailplane. 

ªThe CO, Ronnie Lees, got a 
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SPOT  FACT   Swedish-operated Gladiators 
were designated J8 (Mk.I) and J8a (Mk.II)

couple of Gladiators for pre-dawn 
take-offs in particular. Taking off 
on a glim light flarepath with spray 
and mud flying past the cockpit was 
quite an experience, but no problem 
for the Gladiator. It was a lovely 
aircraft to fly and I was fortunate to 
be a pilot of it.º

Another distinguished unit was 
65 Squadron, which collected its 
aircraft direct from the factory on 
May 14, 1937. Included in its ranks 
were Plt Offs Bob Stanford Tuck 
and Brian Kingcome and Sgt Percy 
Morfill. The latter remembered: 
ªI was in 65 from early 1937 until 
1940 and will always remember 
collecting our new Gladiators when 
our CO, one of the old school, came 
back to Hornchurch with the hood 
open all the way and landed without 
using the flaps! He disliked these 
new ideas, especially the flaps which 
upset the trim, he said!

ªNo.65 formed a flight formation 
team in early 1938 led by Flt Lt 
Bicknell, No.2 ± Fg Off Tuck and 
myself as No.3 on the left. We had 
to do many shows, the old Empire 
Air Day etc, and all went well until 
Tuck collided with the leader, 
causing him to bale out. Yes, the 
Gladiator was a very nice aeroplane 

to fly but we did, however, look 
forward to getting our Spitfires in 
early 1939.º

Combat debut 
It was not the RAF that first took 
the Gladiator into battle: that 
occurred in 1938 in the skies 
of eastern China. The previous 
October, the Chinese Central 
Government had placed an order 
for 36 to help in the escalating war 
with Japan. 

On the morning of February 
24, 1938, a formation of Imperial 
Japanese Navy Nakajima E8N 
floatplanes escorted by Mitsubishi 
A5M fighters made a reconnaissance 
of the Nanking area. A dozen 

Gladiators of the 28th and 29th 
Pursuit Squadrons, led by Capt John 
Wong Sun-Shui, scrambled and 
having gained height dived on the 
unsuspecting Japanese. Two of the 
A5Ms were damaged before `Buffalo' 
Wong led his section into the fight; 
he downed an A5M to claim the 
type's first victory. Wong is then 
believed to have shot down a second 
A5M; the remains of two being 
found. It was not a one-sided affair, as 
two Gladiators were also despatched. 
`Buffalo' went on to claim five `kills' 
in the Gloster biplane to become the 
first `ace' on the type.

The intensity of Japanese air attacks 
increased through the summer and on 
the morning of June 16, the Japanese 
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Men behind
the Gladiator

5th Pursuit Group, flying 2909, led 
eight Gladiators out of Xiaoquan. 
Lt Teng Chung-kai spotted the 
intruders 2,000ft (609m) below 
and led the fighters down on the 
second `vic'. 

Wong attacked Yoneda and, 
pulling up in his favourite 
approach in the bomber's blind-
spot, hit the external bomb-load 
which detonated in dramatic 

ªWong attacked Yoneda and, 
pulling up in his favourite 
approach in the bomber's 

blind-spot, hit the external 
bomb-load which detonated in 

dramatic fashion.º 

Navy's Takao Kokutai mounted 
two attacks to the Nanking area. 
Six Mitsubishi G3M twin-engined 
bombers in two `vics' ± led by Lt 
Yoneda and Lt Iwaya ± approached 
as Major John Wong Pan-Yang, the 
Chinese-American Commander of the 

fashion. The bomber became a 
fireball, crashing near the target. 
Wong's aircraft was damaged by the 
explosion and so were some of the 
G3Ms.

During this epic combat, two 
Gladiators were lost and five 
Mitsubishis were claimed, though 
only three were actually lost. Wong 
was also credited with three others 
shared; these amounted to all of his 
claims on the Gladiator.

First for the RAF
Back in Britain, from late 1938 
surplus Gladiators were passed to 
the Auxiliary Air Force, starting 
with 607 (County of Durham) 
Squadron. On the outbreak of war, 
607 began patrols off the east coast 
to counter Luftwaffe reconnaissance 
flights over British naval bases. 

sorties were • own by the RAF's 283 Squadron over N orway249249
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SPOT  FACT   British Gladiators downed a Dornier 
Do 18 • ying-boat during the ̀ Phoney War'

In early October it had moved to 
Acklington in Northumberland ± 
from where soon afterwards Flt Lt 
John Sample led Fg Off George 
Craig and Plt Off William Whitty 
on one such patrol. 

Bill Whitty recalled: ªIn mid-
morning on October 17 my section 
was sent off on a 100-degrees 
bearing over the North Sea. We 
neither saw nor heard anything so 
we were told to return. There were 
banks of broken cloud about 500ft 
to one side of us and we suddenly 
saw a Dornier Do 18 between the 
banks and turned to attack. The 
Do 18 went into a dive, levelled off 
about 50ft and eased his way down 
to 20ft and nearly put in a wing 
whilst in a turn. We each attacked in 
turn from the stern, and soon fuel 
was pouring from his wing tanks. 
They landed after we left and were 
picked up by a destroyer who towed 
the aircraft till it sank. My aircraft 
was K8026, lettered `L'.º

The flying-boat was `8L+DK' of 
2/KuFlGr 606, flown by Siegfried 
Saloga and his crew, who became 
prisoners of war. It was the first 
victory for RAF Gladiators. All 
three pilots were to make further 
claims during 1940 though 
John Sample was killed in 
1941 and George Craig 
became a PoW the same year. 

Winter War
Following territorial disputes, on 
November 30, 1939 the Soviet Union 
invaded Finland ± thus beginning the 
so-called `Winter War' in which the 
plight of the Finns generated much 
sympathy and support from around 
the world. The small but efficient 
Ilmavoimat (Finnish Air Force) 
needed additional aircraft and, on 
December 30, former RAF Gladiator 
Mk.IIs were ordered, deliveries to 
Lentolaivue 26 (LLv 26) beginning in 
mid-January 1940. By then, however, 
the type had already been blooded in 
the wintry skies of northern Finland. 

Designated J8s, some 55 
Gladiators had been delivered to 
the Flygvapnet (Swedish Air Force) 
during the late 1930s. Following 
the Soviet invasion of its neighbour, 
Sweden raised a volunteer unit, 
Flygflottilj 19 (F19), which included 
a fighter element of a dozen J8s. 
Commanded by the redoubtable 
Major Hugo Beckenhammer, 
F19 was ordered to Kemi in 
northern Finland, arriving 
on January 10, 1940. Operations 
began two days later when 
four J8As led by 23-year-old 
2nd Lt Ian Iacobi escorted four 
Hawker Harts to attack the 
Soviet base at M!rk!j!rvi.

Ian related: ªDuring the 
approach we escorted the 

assault flight. When we had arrived 
at M!rk!j!rvi, we observed parked 
vehicles and troop columns on 
the road and concentrations in 
the village. At the same moment 
the Harts banked into a dive 
against observed targets. Now it 
was our turn. In a dive against 
vehicle columns on the road east of 
M!rk!j!rvi we dropped our splinter 
bombs and continued the attack 
by strafing at the surface with the 
machine-guns along the turns of the 
road. 

ªWhen the attacks against the 
troops and vehicles were over, a few 
pilots got the opportunity to strafe 
the enemy air base at M!rk!j!rvi. 
I observed a [Polikarpov] I-15 
banking to the right and, from 
below, trying to get into a firing 
position behind one Gladiator. A 
short turn to the left put me behind 
the I-15 before it could fire. I scored 
a full hit, when the enemy plane 
made a half-roll and crashed into 
the forest.º

This was the first of regular 
encounters between Swedish and 
Finnish Gladiators and their 
Soviet opponents until the 
ceasefire on March 13. After 
that, F19 returned to Sweden, 
though the Finns were to see further 
combat during the `Continuation 
War' from 1941. 
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Men behind
the Gladiator

guns were carried in fuselage sides, with two under the wings
 !"#$%&'(&% !"#$%&'()

on the 25th, Fg Off Grant Ede 
encountered and attacked a large 
four-engined aircraft he identified 
as a Junkers Ju 90 (it was actually a 
Focke-Wulf Fw 200 of I/KG40), and 
after two short bursts it went down 
into the sea. An hour or so later, 
Ede was airborne again and came 
across another large machine ± again 
misidentified as a Ju 90 ± which, after 
a lengthy series of attacks, crashed into 
Finoy Island to the south of Narvik. 

Late in the evening, a third large 
type was found by Plt Off Philip 

Purdy and Sgt H H Kitchener. The 
former's hand-written combat report 
included a note from the CO, Sqn 
Ldr Donaldson: ªAircraft found and 
so this was a confirmed victory.º 

Many years later, `Kitch' Kitchener 
recalled the combat: ªOn Purdy's 
signal I sighted a Ju 90. I attacked 
within ten seconds of Purdy and 
kept up an attack, first from its port 
quarter and then directly astern, 
for nearly five minutes using short 
bursts. Approximately four miles off 
Sorreisa it struck the water.º 

To destroy a trio like that in 
one day was a significant feat for 
the Gladiators. Herbert Horatio 
Kitchener was 26 and had joined the 
RAF in October 1937. He joined 
263 when it formed in October 
1939 and was credited with five 

shared destroyed and one damaged, 
and was decorated with the DFM. 

`Kitch' travelled back to England 
by passenger ship, but most of the 
other pilots had landed their `Glads' 
on the aircraft carrier HMS Glorious 
on evacuation from Norway, only 
for it to be sunk by the battlecruisers 
Scharnhorst and Gneisenau. In one 
of the RAF's great tragedies, the 
pretty much the entire squadron 
was lost. Flt Lt Stuart Mills recalled: 
ªSo poor `Baldy' and my young 
and gallant friends, who had done 
so wonderfully well at Bardufoss 
with their slow aeroplanes against 
Heinkels and Junkers 87s and 88s, 
had a dreadful end.º

Desert skies
In Egypt, following the Italian 
declaration of war, the RAF's three 
Gladiator units (33, 80 and 112 
Squadrons) were soon in action 
against the Regia Aeronautica ± 
with some success. But it was not 
always one-sided: 80 Squadron 
suffered several losses. 

No.80's then CO, Sqn Ldr Paddy 
Dunn (later ACM Sir Patrick), 

Large targets
After the German invasion of 
Norway, in late April 1940 Sqn 
Ldr J W `Baldy' Donaldson's 263 
Squadron flew off the aircraft carrier 
HMS Glorious to the frozen Lake 
Lesjaskog to provide air cover over 
central Norway; but they achieved 
little and were soon withdrawn. In 
May, 263 moved further north to 
support the ground forces fighting 
in the Narvik area, and the unit 
achieved some notable successes. 

Returning from an early patrol 

22

Survivors of 263 Squadron
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A short turn to the left put me 
behind the I-15 before it could 

! re. I scored a full hit, when the 
enemy plane made a half-roll 
and crashed into the forest.º
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SPOT  FACT   The British and Iraqis • ew the type 
against each other in the 1941 Anglo-Iraqi War
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recalled: ªAs to my first combat in 
a Gladiator, it was on August 8, 
1940 when I flew K8009. Having 
lost four chaps shot down four days 
earlier ± Wykeham-Barnes, Pattle etc 
± we needed to get back right away 
and stop the `Eyeties' getting their 
tails up. And, of course, we had to 
get our own back. It was a planned 
operation and went frightfully well. 

ªWe saw the `Eyeties' from a long 
way out and managed to stay in the 
sun and closed in to around 200 
yards before opening fire. My No.2, 
who was on my right, disappeared. I 
have no idea what happened to him 
as the sky was full of falling aircraft 
and parachutes, though I do not 
believe he went down in flames as 
has been reported elsewhere.º

Having been credited with a pair of 
the Fiat CR.42s destroyed as the first 
two of his nine victories, Sir Patrick 
stated in final, moving comment: 
ªWe were not heroes, but just got on 
with the job in hand.º

Defending Malta
Gladiators participated in the defence 
of the strategically important island of 
Malta and were immortalised as Faith, 
Hope and Charity. [There were more 
than three `Glads' based on the Island 
at the time, although not all were 
serviceable at any one time.] Several 
Sea Gladiators were also formed into 

a Fighter Flight aboard the carrier 
HMS Eagle and, led by Cdr Charles 
Keighly-Peach, helped defend the 
Mediterranean Fleet at sea, achieving 
a number of notable victories. 

Later in 1940, several of Eagle's 
Sea Gladiators were embarked on 
the new carrier HMS Illustrious to 
reinforce its resident Fairey Fulmar-
equipped 806 Squadron to escort 

ªFollowing severe damage to 
Illustrious on January 10, 1941, 

surviving elements of 806 
disembarked to Malta to bolster 

the defences.º
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RAF squadrons and four Fleet Air Arm units • ew Gladiators2929

Gladiator 
on Gladiator
During May 1941, in response to an 
Iraqi rebellion, several Gladiators were 
formed into a Fighter Flight from 
aircraft based at 4 Flying Training 
School at Habbaniya in Iraq. The 
flight's primary role was to defend the 
besieged base ± and, on the 3rd, Fg 
Off Cleaver hit a Savoia-Marchetti 
SM.79B causing it to dive away 
pouring smoke to crash-land in the 
desert. 

The next day an Iraqi Gladiator 
attacked an RAF Wellington during 
an escort to Baquba. On the 7th, Plt 

Off Watson of the Fighter Flight had 
a unique combat when he too was 
attacked by an Iraqi Gladiator. He 
fired at point-blank range from astern 
and his opponent is thought to have 
crashed. The same day a detachment 
of Gladiators from 94 Squadron, 
led by Wg Cdr William Wightman, 
began moving to Habbaniya. 

By then the Luftwaffe had aircraft 
based in northern Iraq and, during 
a patrol over Raschid airfield on 
the 17th, Sgts Les Smith and 
Bill Dunwoodie surprised two 
Messerschmitt Bf 110s of 1/ZG76 as 
they took-off: both German machines 
were claimed shot down. 

Bill described the action: ªAfter 
completing a half-circuit of the 
aerodrome, I noticed two twin-
engined machines in front of one of 
the hangars. One of these commenced 
to take-off immediately and both Sgt 
Smith and myself dived towards the 
aerodrome, only to see the second 
take-off as well before we were in 
a position to attack. As soon as the 
aircraft left the ground they did a steep 
climbing turn, and by then I observed 
Sgt Smith in engagement with one 
of them. I immediately engaged the 
second and a dogfight ensued. 

ªAfter a few minutes' combat, in 
which I was able to get in a few short 
bursts with my guns, I observed one 
Bf 110 flash past my port wing in a 

dive with masses of smoke pouring 
from both engines and Sgt Smith hot 
on its tail. A few seconds later I was 
able to get in an excellent astern attack 
on the other aircraft, putting a burst 
right up the fuselage. 

ªAlmost immediately there was a 
terrific flash and the Bf 110 became 
a mass of flame and disintegrated in 
the air. I then observed the one that 
Sgt Smith had shot down blazing 
furiously on the ground. The one that 
I had shot down was scattered over a 
wide area in pieces, all of which were 
ablaze.º 

The Gladiator's combat career in the 

RAF ended with the Allied invasion of 
Syria, when the type's pilots claimed 
several Vichy-French Dewoitine 
D.520s. Although `Glads' were used 
on garrison duties in Iran for a little 
while longer, the days of the fighter 
biplane in the RAF had ended. 

Last victory
During the `Continuation War' 
against the Soviets, the Finns' LLv 
16 flew Gladiators in the tactical 
reconnaissance role in support of 
the Karelian Army, initially during 
an advance around Lake Ladoga. 

Just after dark on February 15, 
1943, 1st Lt Hakan Stromberg in 
GL-273 led a second Gladiator on a 
recce to check on the stations, roads 
and airfields along the Murmansk 
railway between the White Sea and 
Lake Onega. His combat report 
relates the events: ªKarkijarvi 20:05. 
One [Polikarpov] R-5 took off from 
the airfield. It was shot down in the 
forest next to the airfield with my 
second burst.º 

Thus in the remote high Arctic 
fell the final victim of the Gloster 
Gladiator, a fighter that by rights 
really should not have seen much, if 
any, combat during World War Two. 
The biplane was flown with great 
distinction and gallantry by pilots of 
several nations, some of which went 
on to become leading `aces'. 

Men behind
the Gladiator

a convoy to Malta, which was 
expecting to be heavily opposed. First 
action came on November 8 when, 
at 12:30 hours, two Sea Gladiators 
flown by Lt O J R Nichols and Sub 
Lt Jackie Sewell caught and shot 
down a Cant Z.501 of the Italian 
Navy's 186a Squadriglia flown by 
Tenente Paolo Primatesta. 

Sewell was a rising star and this was 
his fifth victory, the others having 
been achieved on Fulmars. Following 
severe damage to Illustrious on January 
10, 1941, surviving elements of 806 
disembarked to Malta to bolster 
the defences. It was from there on 

the 24th that he claimed the last 
Gladiator `kill' over the island. 

Flying one of 806's Gladiators 
on a meteorological recce, Sewell 
noticed a string of tracers passing his 
starboard wings, followed a moment 
later by a Ju 88 diving towards Hal 
Far. Following the intruder at full 
throttle, he shot it down off the 
coast. Lt Desmond Vincent-Jones, 
who witnessed the action, noted: 
ªFrom the ground it gave the 
impression of a terrier yapping at 
the heels of a mastiff!º It is possible 
that this, Jackie Sewell's second Sea 
Gladiator victory, was `L1+HM' of 
4/LG1 flown by Uffz Gustav Ulrich 
which failed to return from a sortie 
to Malta that day. 
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SPOT  FACT   The Gladiator was the • rst 
British • ghter to have an enclosed cockpit
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=>?>'@>A?01B51'W ith the outbreak 
of the Winter War 
against the Soviet 
Union in 1939, a 

desperate need for aircraft led the 
Finnish Air Force to purchase 30 
Gloster Gladiator Mk.II fighters 
from Britain on December 12. 
In the event, ten of the 30 were 
received as a donation and the 
partly-built biplanes were shipped 
to Sweden where assembly was 
completed. From here they were 
flown to Finland between January 
18 and February 16, 1940.

In service with the Finns, the 
aircraft had blue swastika symbols 
applied to the fuselage and wings, 
and were coded GL-251 to GL-280. 
Four squadrons were equipped with 
the Gladiator during the Winter 
War. LentoLaivue 26 (LLv 26) 
and F19, the latter a Swedish unit 
fighting on a voluntary basis, were 
the first to receive the Glosters in 
January 1940. LLv 26 began to pass 
its aircraft on to LLv 14 and LLv 12 
the following month. By the time 
of the Continuation War (1941 to 

1944), the Gladiators were in use 
with LLv 16.

Our subject is GL-252, an aircraft 
of the latter unit. It was initially 
received by the Finnish Air Force on 
January 18, 1940, entering service 
on June 19 of that year. 

At the 
start of the 
Continuation 
War, the unit was assigned to 
support the Finnish Karelian Army 
in reconnaissance, interception, 
photography and bombing roles. 
In doing so, pilots would often find 
themselves facing Soviet Polikarpov 
I-16 fighters, a formidable opponent. 

Part of the LLv 16's 1st Flight, 
GL-252 moved to Tohmaj!rvi and 
then Uomaa in July and August of 
1941. On 
September 
17, their base 
was attacked by three I-16s with 
damage to one Gladiator. They 
moved again, to Solomanni, on 
October 9, where reconnaissance 
duties continued. GL-252 remained 
with the squadron until June 19, 

1944, when it crashed at Vitskaan. 
The pilot, Luutnantti A Kurki, 
escaped without serious injury. The 
badly damaged aircraft was struck 
off charge on October 19, by which 
time it had completed just over 252 
flying hours.

Warrior
Scandinavian

       Gladiators performed vital duties with the   

                          Finnish Air Force. Pete West  

profiles one of these robust fighters
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2222 Finnish pilots attained 45 victories in the 1940 Winter War

Gladiator 
in pro! le
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Spotlight
Gloster  
Gladiator
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SPOT  FACT   Gladiators were used to cover 
Allied withdrawals from Greece in April 1941

victories were scored by second ranking Gladiator ̀ ace' Bill Vale

Gladiator 
in combat

1010

W hen Italy declared 
war on Britain and 
its empire on June 
10, 1940, the forces 

of the new protagonists faced each 
other on several fronts. In the North 
African desert Italian forces in 
Libya confronted the British on the 
Egyptian border. 

There the RAF had three units 
± 33, 80 and 112 Squadrons 
± equipped with the Gladiator 
biplane. The Gloster fighter was 
comparable to the Italian Fiat 
CR.42, but superior to the earlier 

CR.32, albeit the latter was blessed 
with unsurpassed manoeuvrability. 

Two of the Gladiator squadrons 
had been based in Egypt for some 
time, with 33 under Sqn Ldr D 
V Johnson at Mersa Matruh, 
about 120 miles (193km) east of 
the frontier, while further back at 
Amriya was 80, led by Sqn Ldr 
`Paddy' Dunn. Serving with the 
latter was Fg Off Ernest Dean, 
nicknamed `Dixie'. After his posting 
from 80 in April 1940 to its rival, 33 
Squadron, he found a unique niche 
in RAF history. 

`Dixie' recalled the move to his 
new squadron, and his appointment 
to command `C' Flight, in an 
interview with me in 2001: ªSoon 
after being promoted to Flying 
Officer, I was posted to 33 Squadron 
at Mersa Matruh and soon replaced 
Flt Lt Bolingbroke, who was killed 
reconnoitring Sidi Barrani for use as 
a forward landing ground. He was 
landing in a fairly thick fog there 
and unfortunately died. 

ªI had a good Flight with Verne 
Woodward, Peter Wickham and 
Sgt Craig. It wasn't long 

Opening the Score
The RAF's ! rst victory in the desert war was descr ibed to Andrew Thomas  by 

the man who achieved it

Desert Gladiators, June 1940
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SPOT  FACT   An RAF Gladiator shot down an 
Iraqi Gladiator on May 5, 1941

1414

after Italy declared war and we were 
moved to Sidi Barrani. We had 
no warning system at all of enemy 
aircraft movements and very sketchy 
and vague locations of both ours and 
their positions from the army. In 
the beginning we carried out the old 
traditions of patrolling along and 
over the border in `vics' and pairs. 
Later, we had bigger sweeps with 
more aircraft.º

First contact
No.33 flew its first patrols on June 
11 but, initially at least, these proved 
to be uneventful, as was laconically 
noted in the squadron's Operations 
Record Book (ORB): ªFrom Mersa 
Matruh ± patrols carried out, no 
contacts.º Two days later, Dean's 
Flight was at Sidi Barrani, which was 
only about 50 miles from the Libyan 
border; from there on the 14th they 
found the Italians. 

At 7.35am Dean, with Fg Off R A 
Couchman, Plt Offs Vernon `Woody' 
Woodward and Alfred Costello, left 
the forward strip for a patrol and on 
their return almost two hours later 
they reported 33's first success. All 
three of them had made a low-level 
strafing attack on a Caproni Ca 310 
bomber on the ground at Sidi Aziez 
landing ground 10 miles south-west 
of the Libyan port of Bardia; the 
disabled bomber was later captured 
by advancing British troops. 

The Gladiators were quickly 

refuelled and 35 minutes later Dean 
led a further patrol, initially with 
Woodward, followed a few minutes 
later by Sgt J Craig. Flying over 
the Egyptian-Libyan frontier near 
Fort Capuzzo, the trio encountered 
two further Ca 310s from 159 
Squadriglia, 12 Gruppo, which were 
escorted by Fiat CR.32s from 93 

Squadriglia, 8 Gruppo. 
A landmark event took place at 

09:55 hours after Dean in N5782, 
Woodward in N5783 and Craig in 
N5768 took off, bound for Capuzzo, 
to support the army's advance. The 
ORB briefly noted: ª11:35, first 
flight returned. One Fiat CR.32 shot 
down by F/O E H Dean, one Ca 310 
shot down by P/O V C Woodward 
and Sgt Craig, both over Capuzzo.º

Sitting duck
These bare facts are enlivened by 
Dean's recollection of his first air-
to-air combat: ªThe combat of June 

14, near Fort Capuzzo, was our very 
first encounter with the enemy. An 
inoffensive-looking light bomber 
was seen, and I detached Woodward 
and Sgt Craig to attack, whilst I 
stayed aloft to cover. Within a short 
spell I saw six aircraft in line astern 
heading from the west. I recognised 
them as CR.32s. 

ªI remember being quite calm and 
wondering what the heck to do. I 
flew towards them well to my right 
± with the thought of getting behind 
them and shooting them down one 
by one ± silly boy! Before I got close 
enough to them they split in all 
directions and formed a ring around 
me, the sitting duck! 

ªI remembered somewhere about 
flying extraordinarily badly to 
present a very bad target. I throttled 
back, yawed and waffled up and 
down and around, and could hear 
the thump of their half-inch cannon 
at each pass, and as each came into 

First loss
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Gladiator 
in combat

Gladiators claimed ̀ 13 to 16' Italian Fiat CR.42s o ver North Africa on August 8, 19401414

my sights having a rapid squirt at 
them. This seemed to go on for ages 
and eventually one of them dropped 
away and suddenly the remainder 
disappeared and I was thankfully 
alone in the sky and flew back. 

ªI heard on my return to base and 
debriefing that one CR.32 had been 
destroyed, apparently by me, and 
Woodward and Craig had shared 
the bomber. I did hear later that the 

pilot of the CR.32 had one bullet 
through the heart.º 

His victim was Sergente Edoardo 
Azzaroni who was indeed killed 
and his CR.32 was the first aircraft 
brought down by the RAF in the 
countless air combats that were to 
take place over the desert during the 
next three years. The second victory 
soon followed as Woodward and 
Craig attacked the Caproni flown by 
Sergente Maggiore Stefano Garrisi, 
setting one of the engines on fire 
and forcing Garrisi to crash-land his 
bomber among British tanks near 
Fort Capuzzo. 

The only damage sustained by the 
three Gladiators was to Woodward's 
aircraft that returned with a 
single bullet hole in one of the 
wings. 

First of ! ve
It was the first of Dean's five 
victories. He recorded 
the Italian fighters 

he encountered: ªThe CR.32 which, 
although armed with heavy cannon, 
was under-powered and slow and the 
pilots weren't very keen. The CR.42 
and the Gladiator were fairly evenly 
matched and the CR.42 pilots were 
better too, much more of a match for 
the RAF pilots. 

ªThe CR.42 had a constant speed 
airscrew whilst the Gladiator had 
a fixed pitch screw so this gave 

the CR.42 a much better rate of 
climb and a higher flat-out diving 
speed. The Gladiator had slightly 
better manoeuvrability and the 
four Browning machine-guns were 
superior to the 12.7mm cannon in 
the CR.42. The Italians used explosive 
ammunition, which tended to explode 
on impact with little penetration.º

This debut combat was also the 
start of a successful fighting career for 
Vernon Woodward, who later recalled 
the action: ªWe met the Capronis at 
the same altitude as the Gladiators and 
attacked one, aiming for the engines. 
When a motor began smoking, the 
Italian crew crash-landed... 
During the battle a 
single bullet had 
missed my head 
by inches 
± the 

hole being visible though one wing.º 
Woodward survived the experience 

and he too became an `ace', 
eventually achieving a score of 22 
victories, four of which, like his first, 
were shared.

Following his initial success, Dean 
was soon back in action, this time 
on June 30 and his opponent was a 
CR.42: ªPeter Wickham and I were 
patrolling near Bardia and spotted 
two CR.42s, we each took one and 
within minutes there were two 
black plumes on the ground. 

ªSuccessive operations 
were mainly of sweeps, with the 
occasional dogfight with CR.42s, 
which were very aerobatic and 
faster than the Gladiator. In these 
incidents, which normally happened 
at fairly high altitude, everyone was 
whirling about to get on the tail of 
the enemy, at the same time keeping 
a wary eye on one's tail, and those of 
the boys. But no apparent victories 
were seen, just bits falling off, 
smoke, parachutes, so nothing was 
claimed.º The Gladiator pilots 
that flew over the desert were 
clearly modest, as well as 
very brave.
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Spotlight Next Month
Republic
F-105 Thunderchief

Under  other • ags

Spotlight
Gloster
Gladiator

Next month's Spotlight shines on 

a Cold War legend ± Republic's 

super-fast F-105 Thunderchief. We 

look at the type's development 

and its extensive combat record ± 

from battle-hardened bomber to 

`Wild Weasel' SAM-hunter. Don't 

miss this issue, in the UK shops 

on March 30, or see page 28 for our 

latest money-saving offers. 

We take a look at some of the nations that used the  Gladiators ± including the Germans!
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