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FRIENDLY ADVERSARIES
A Hawker Hurricane Mk. XIIa (left) and a  
Supermarine Spitfire Mk. Ia re-enact the 
Battle of Britain during a Duxford airshow. 
The RAF fighters made good teammates—
except during their first wartime encounter.



EIGHTY YEARS AGO, THE AIR WAR OVER BRITAIN DID 
NOT START WELL FOR THE ROYAL AIR FORCE IN A 
“FRIENDLY FIRE” INCIDENT INVOLVING SPITFIRES AND 
HURRICANES  BY GAVIN MORTIMER

THE BATTLE OF  
BARKING CREEK



Industry swiftly supplanted emotion as airmen 
and ground crews began to fill thousands of   
sandbags to create blast-proof dispersals for the 
squadron’s Supermarine Spitfires. One pilot 
absent from the hard labor was Pilot Officer 
John Freeborn, a 19-year-old who spoke his mind 

 
squadron adjutant, Freeborn excused himself  
from sandbag duty on account of the growing pile 
of paperwork on his desk.

The next day there was a squadron scramble 

that proved to be a false alarm. There were no 

-
mer sunshine and waited for what they believed 
was an imminent enemy attack.

nicknamed “Sailor” because of his stint as a naval 
cadet, led Red Section through a thick ground 
mist into a clear blue sky. Yellow Section—Flying 
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WHEN BRITAIN DECLARED WAR  
ON GERMANY ON SEPTEMBER 3, 
1939, THE NEWS WAS GREETED 
WITH EXCITEMENT AT THE 

HOME OF NO. 74 “TIGER” SQUADRON AT RAF 
HORNCHURCH, EAST OF LONDON. 
SCRAMBLING UP
Top: Hurricanes of 
RAF No. 56 Squadron 
embark on a mission 
from North Weald. 
Above: Flying Officer 
John Freeborn of No. 
74 Squadron expected 
different opposition 
when he took off on 
September 6, 1939.
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LEGENDARY LEADER?
Despite questions 
about his role in the 
Battle of Barking Creek 
debacle, Flight Lt. 
Adolph Malan became 
a leading RAF ace in 
the Battle of Britain. 



There were other strong characters in the 

Don Cobden, a huge man who had played rugby 
for New Zealand; and South African Malan. 

friendly with Freeborn, but slowly another side 
began to emerge. “Malan was just married, always 
broke, always borrowing money,” he said. “And 
if you had no money to lend him he would take it  
out of your pockets. You couldn’t stop him—too 
big and strong.”

Nonetheless, Freeborn liked Malan well enough 
to apply for a transfer to his A Flight, and early 
on the morning of September 6 the South Afri can 

high over Essex. Unfortunately, the enemy aircraft 
supposedly sighted by the searchlight battery did 
not exist.

Suddenly Malan’s voice called over the radio: 
“Tally-ho! Number one attack. Go!” Freeborn 
and Byrne turned in their cockpits and saw two 

below the dozen 56 Squadron Hurricanes, which 

Repositioning to attack from the rear, Byrne dis-
patched one of the aircraft and Freeborn opened 

German. A short while later he spotted what he 

the kill. “I think I would have shot down more if 

it weren’t for Flinders, the sergeant 
pilot,” said Freeborn. “He got in the 
way. I was shouting at him to get out 
of the bloody way, either shoot or let 
me shoot it. But then he said, ‘It’s one 
of ours.’ When the adrenaline is run-
ning, you don’t realize these things. 
Byrne had landed and was under close 
arrest, and when I landed [squadron 
commander] George Sampson was 
waiting and I’m under close arrest. 
And where’s Malan? Never saw him. 

and dropped us right in the s---.”
Byrne had shot down the 56 Squadron Hurri-

out, but Freeborn had downed his wingman, 
26-year-old Pilot Officer Montague Hulton-
Harrop, who was dead, the first British pilot 
combat fatality of the war. Had Flinders not 
intervened, Freeborn probably would have also 
shot down a Bristol Blenheim he believed to be  
a German bomber.

who witnessed the attack, had no doubt who was 
to blame. “We landed back at North Weald very 
angry at the terrible mess-up where our control-
lers had so irresponsibly vectored two wings onto 
each other, guns loaded and pilots warned for 
combat,” he remarked after the war.

The incident has become known as the Battle  
of Barking Creek, which is curious given that  

 
shot down Hulton-Harrop many miles north over 
rural Essex. But partially treated sewage once 

and it’s been suggested that Barking Creek was a 
euphemism for “s--- creek,” the American expres-
sion that had recently found its way to Britain.

The court-martial that took place at HQ 

never been published. Freeborn and 

great barristers in Sir Patrick Hastings and Roger 
Bushell [later murdered by the Nazis for his part 
in organizing the ‘Great Escape’],” said Freeborn.
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ROLL CALL
Above, from left: 
Roger Boulding 
(with his dog Sam), 
Polish pilot Henryk 
Szczesny, Freeborn 
and Harbourne 
Stephen kill time 
between missions in 
February 1941. Top 
right: POWs Roger 
Bushell and Vincent 
“Paddy” Byrne flank 
a Luftwaffe guard at 
Stalag Luft III before 
the “Great Escape.” 
Above right: Free-
born (second from 
left) and other 74 
Squadron pilots 
pose with Sam and 
a Spitfire. 



Malan, who reportedly described Freeborn’s 

 

recalled Freeborn. “He told him he was a down

ated friction between Malan and myself, but not 

 
protestor in South Africa after the war. When 

The 
Times of London said in his obituary that he had 

and in politics. The paper also hinted at Malan’s 
 

tect his reputation? Perhaps the fairest assessment 

in May 1940. That month Malan was awarded  
 

the French coast. “As soon as he saw me, he pushed 

some time before the carburetor would be able to 

 

relief for Freeborn to dispatch an enemy for whom 
he felt no pity. “They were Germans and they had 

Freeborn’s methods upset some of his fellow 
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POUNCING TIGER
South African “Sailor” 
Malan prepares to 
attack three German 
Dorner Do-17Zs in his 
Spitfire on October 13, 
1940, during the Battle 
of Britain’s final days.

“I WAS VERY 
SORRY ABOUT 
IT, BUT IT WAS 
MALAN’S FAULT. 
HE GAVE US  
THE ORDER TO 
ATTACK AND  
WE ATTACKED.” 



the piss out of Stephen and say, ‘Oh, you should 
have seen him, climbing up his bloody shroud 
lines,’” remembered Freeborn. “I would some-

slipstream would hit them and it would blow the 
parachute all over the place. [Stephen] would say 
I was a rotten bugger for doing that, but I didn’t 
shoot any, not at all.”

Although Freeborn and Malan despised 
one another, they shared a mutual 

the best? “I was a very good pilot, there 
 

even Malan,” claimed Freeborn.
Indisputably, they brought out the best in each 

on tactics. One of their conversations resulted in 

abandonment of the Vic formation of three air-

Their collaboration bore fruit on August 11 

between dawn and 1400, accounting for 23 enemy 
aircraft, one probable and 14 damaged.

Freeborn shot down a 109 in the second sortie  

midday when he was given misleading information 
by the ground controller. “He was controlling the 

he said there are bandits,” recounted Freeborn. 
“If there were any aircraft anywhere I hadn’t seen 
them. So I had to come down through the cloud and 
that’s when we ran into the Messerschmitt 110s.”

Most of Freeborn’s combat reports were lost in 
the war, but his account of this encounter with doz-
ens of Me-110s is one of the few that survived. “Two 

wrote. “I made a sharp turn and got directly onto 

attacked from astern by a 110…and I took decisive 
action coming up under him and sending a long 

falling in a spiral. I watched him go down to 5,000 

and ammunition. I then returned to Hornchurch.”

SQUADRON MATES
Above: Freeborn 
(third from left) with 
fellow pilots of No. 
609 Squadron, which 
he joined as flight 
commander in 1942. 
Below: A lineup of No. 
74 Squadron members 
includes Malan (in chair 
at left) and Freeborn 
(at right in front row).  



-

-

 

 

-

-

-

-

-

-

 

Gavin Mortimer is a British historian whose published 
works include histories of Merrill’s Marauders and 
the London Blitz. Further reading: 

, by 
Christoper Yeoman and John Freeborn; and 

,
, by Ira Jones.

STRAIGHT SHOOTER
Asked if he followed 
Malan’s “Ten Rules  
for Air Fighting,” 
Freeborn, seen atop 
his Spitfire Mk. I,  
dismissed them as  
“a lot of rubbish.” 
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“I GOT HIM 
DOWN WITH 
ABOUT FOUR 
BULLETS FROM 
EACH GUN AND 
HE JUST BURST 
INTO FLAMES.”


