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AIR RAID RE-CREATION
Supermarine Spitfires scramble to 
get into the sky as Duxford airfield 
comes under attack during the 
Battle of Britain—not the 1940 
campaign, but the 1969 movie.



FIFTY YEARS AGO, FILMING THE CLASSIC AIR EPIC REQUIRED FORMER 
ADVERSARIES TO RELIVE THE WAR, AND REOPEN OLD WOUNDS   
BY DON HOLLWAY

MAKING BATTLE OF BRITAIN
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AS USUAL, THE ODDS WERE 
AGAINST THE ROYAL AIR 
FORCE. THIS TIME IT WAS 
JUST ONE HEINKEL BOMBER, 
BUT WITH AN ESCORT OF 
17 MESSERSCHMITTS, 
CROSSING THE WHITE CLIFFS 

OF DOVER BEFORE WHEELING NORTH TOWARD  
THE RAF BASE AT DUXFORD.  
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SPANISH “LUFTWAFFE”
Two Messerschmitt Me-109s (actually 
Hispano Aviación HA-1112 Buchóns) come 
to the rescue of three embattled Heinkel 
He-111s (played by CASA 2.111s) in a scene 
from the movie shot on September 15, 
1969—appropriately, Battle of Britain Day.



Squadron Leader Ron 
Chadwick acquired 
them on ground-con-
trol radar, but could 

intercept them. “We are 
expecting our foreign 

-

-

Hawker Hurricane: “Remember, they don’t know 

Outnumbered almost 10-to-1, the two Brits 
swept down on the black-crossed intruders…
and pulled up in front of them, wagging wings in 

landing at Duxford has gone unrecorded, but it 

 

Battle of Britain.

RAF and Polish air force in the war. He pitched 
his concept as a British The Longest Day—the 

in Great Britain, and possibly the biggest in the 

But the idea of a big-budget air war epic with 

American studio bosses thought the initial script 

Harry Saltzman brought director Guy Hamilton 
( ) aboard. “What we want to do is show 

 

United Artists and virtually every big-name 
British actor of the day—among others, Sir Lau-

Chris topher Plummer and Robert Shaw—got on 
board (though not Sean Connery, then distancing 
himself from Saltzman and the Bond franchise). 
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BEHIND THE CAMERA
Clockwise from top: 
Director Guy Hamilton 
(left) shoots a scene; 
Michael Caine and 
Bianca de Marcis (Mick 
Jagger’s future wife) 
relax between takes; 
Robert Shaw, dressed 
for his part, stands 
near a Spitfire.



Buchóns
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ACTORS & ACES
Top: British actors 
Susannah York and 
Kenneth More (both 
in uniform) share a 
Spitfire with aces (from 
left) James “Ginger” 
Lacey, Peter Townsend 
and Robert Stanford 
Tuck. Above: Pilots are 
briefed near the B-25 
“Psychedelic Monster.”



(today’s Commemorative Air Force) from Texas 
had purchased four Buchóns and agreed to loan 

-

Given aileron struts, squared wingtips and dummy 
guns fitted to the wings and engine cowls (but 
retaining the Merlin engines, hence their almost 
P-40ish nose scoops), the Buchóns were as close to 

-

Since the Spanish government was squabbling with 

for the movie were slim until Rolls-Royce threat-
 

-

S -

Fleet Air Arm veteran, aircraft restorer and replica 

Monster” for its garish high-visibility paint scheme, 

-
You Only Live Twice -

shoot” to hang underneath a helicopter while air-

Catch-22

-

The rain in Spain, it seemed, fell mainly on the 

of time lost, stripping and then replacing their 

that it was agreed to leave the bombers in Nazi 

limited number of concrete dummy bombs made, 

-

-

time General [Francisco] Franco was having one 
of his tantrums about the British and Gibraltar, 

pilots were going to drop the concrete bombs on 
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HONORED GUESTS
Clockwise from above 
left: Battle veterans 
Douglas Bader (left) 
and Townsend (right) 
talk with stars Shaw 
and Christopher 
Plummer; former 
RAF air chief marshal 
Lord Hugh Dowding 
(in wheelchair) visits 
with his former pilots 
during filming; Adolf 
Galland (center) on 
location in Spain.

THE RAIN IN 
SPAIN, IT 
SEEMED, FELL 
MAINLY ON  
THE PLANES. 
ONE AERIAL 
SHOOT PER  
DAY WAS PAR.



we retired.” But Hamilton, who had lived through 
the Blitz, served in the Royal Navy and survived 
the infamous decimation of Convoy PQ-17 by 

English battle veterans had been named tech-

Bader and Peter Townsend, Wing Cmdr. Robert 
Stanford Tuck and Squadron Leaders James 

terrible burns in a 1944 Vickers Wellington crash. 
Although from quite different generations, the 

after night, to Edward R. Murrow on the radio 

Plummer said. “Now to meet these guys like Bader 
and Lacey and Townsend is really something.”

brakes and stood it on its nose. And Lacey com-

Nor did they have much good to say about their 

-

Battle of Britain they might really have been there.”
For the London bombing scene the studio 

bought an abandoned tea warehouse and demol-
ished it, along with a derelict section of the city 
waterfront that had actually been heavily bombed 
in 1940 and, a generation later, condemned by the 

     

Unfortunately the bad weather followed 

-
tracted for six weeks,” said CAF founder 

Wilson “Connie” Edwards, “and 11 months later 

he received 16 of the Buchóns, including a rare 
two-seat trainer. He traded two of them back for 

-

never thought about anyone being inside them.” 
Asked for the moral of the movie story, he said, 
“Surely the lesson is that one forgives but that one 

Bader had lost both legs in an aircraft crash, but 
-

STAND-INS FOR
OLD ENEMIES
Neither the HA-1112 
(foreground) nor the 
Spitfire Mk. IX fought 
in the real Battle of 
Britain, but both were 
powered by Rolls-
Royce Merlin engines.

THE HANGAR 
THAT GETS 
BLOWN UP IN 
THE ATTACK  
ON DUXFORD 
REALLY WAS A 
HANGAR AT 
DUXFORD, AND 
REALLY WAS 
BLOWN UP.



kite,” he said. “You can tell by their smell!”
That Buchón had likely never seen Germany. 

Robert Shaw said aghast, “I never knew people 
talked like that.”

Galland, despite losing two younger broth-

seen to Bader’s good treatment after his capture, 
but received little thanks for it and now harbored 

Galland and Stanford Tuck took the tandem-seat 

later became godfather to Galland’s son.
Bad blood still simmered, however, between 

adherents of Air Chief Marshal Hugh Dowding 
and former No. 11 Group commander Keith Park 
on one side, and Bader and former 12 Group com-
mander, the late Air Vice Marshal (later Air Chief  

depending on who tells the story, either failed to 
support Park’s 11 Group or was not supported by 

time some of the smelly things that were going on 
down below, in the Air Ministry, while the battle 
was being fought in the air.”

Park, in 1968 a city councilor in Auckland, New 
Zea land, had kept tabs on the production and 
disparaged it in the Kiwi press, especially when 
Rex Harrison, who had actually been one of his 

 
“There was a dirty little intrigue going on behind 

immediately to the rear of No. 11,” Park told report-
ers. “As a result of this intrigue, just after the Battle  
of Britain was won, the Air Ministry sacked Dow-

in 1968. To the consternation of Stanford Tuck, 

came to a head when Dowding himself—then 86, 
wheelchair-bound, nearly blind and still bitter—
visited the Battle of Britain set. He was rolled in to 
view rushes of the scene where Olivier, playing 

is to the wall: “Our young men will have to shoot 
down their young men at the rate of four to one.” 

the famously stoic air chief marshal wept.
Dowding was seen to coach Trevor Howard, 

playing Park, and afterward wrote his former 
group leader, “I hope I can relieve you of any 
apprehensions as to the treatment you will receive 

Battle of Britain 

simply gives Dowding what he did not get during 
the war: credit for victory. “If it hadn’t been for 
him, old boy,” Bader admitted to Shaw, “we might 
be digging salt out of a Silesian salt mine,” and on 
second thought, “…I’d probably be dead, but your 
generation would.”

reviewers. “The aerial scenes are allowed to run 
forever and repeat themselves shamelessly, until 
we’re sure we saw that same Heinkel dive into 
the sea (sorry—the ‘drink’) three times already,” 

late-’60s antiwar sentiment and cynicism—Battle 
of Britain
$10 million globally. 

Since then, however, video sales have more than 
-

ite. A long-running Hollywood rumor has it that 
20th Century Fox has signed director Sir Ridley 
Scott, who describes the subject as a passion of his, 
for a new movie on the battle. As many of the orig-

Hurricanes available now than in 1968, using real 
planes might be cheaper than CGI. And a whole 
new generation might hear those same Merlins 
roar again. 

Frequent contributor Don Hollway wrote about making 
The Blue Max in our July 2015 issue (see historynet.
com/making-the-blue-max.htm). For further reading,  
he recommends: Battle of Britain: The Making of  
a Film, by Leonard Mosley, and Battle of Britain: 
The Movie, by Robert J. Rudhall.

NO SFX REQUIRED
Left: Chief stunt 
pilot Wilson “Connie” 
Edwards stands in the 
cockpit of a Spitfire 
IX, his favorite of the 
many aircraft he flew 
during filming. Right: 
A wartime hangar at 
Duxford explodes for 
real in the movie—a 
scene the British no 
doubt came to regret.
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ASKED FOR THE 
MORAL OF THE 
MOVIE STORY, 
DOUGLAS BADER 
SAID, “SURELY 
THE LESSON  
IS THAT ONE 
FORGIVES BUT 
ONE DOESN’T 
FORGET.”


