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1917 – 2017. We celebrate the squadron’s 100th Anniversary. 

Over the weekend of March 3rd – 5th the Association marked 74’s 100th Anniversary at the annual reunion at 

Stratford-upon-Avon. 146 members, wives, partners and families gathered to celebrate and it was heart-

warming to see so many Tigers together spanning the Meteor days at Horsham St Faith to the Hawk era at RAF 

Valley. Thank you all of you for such a magnificent response - the occasion will live long in the memory. Thanks 

too to Linda Johnstone and Jim Jolly for the reunion photographs that appear over the following pages. (If you 

aren’t featured here, all reunion photographs are available on our website where you may be.) And thanks to 

The Falcon Hotel and their staff as well, many of whom are now old friends, who excelled in looking after us 

over the weekend. The main event was the reunion dinner on the Saturday evening at which our Chairman Dick 

Northcote and President Cliff Spink related the squadron’s history. Our guest speaker was Wing Commander 

Chris Moon who until recently was OC 3 Squadron and he spoke of his experiences flying the Typhoon on 

operations which, had 74 not disbanded in 2000, is the aircraft it would possibly be flying now. We had 

messages of congratulation and support including one from our Vice President, Boz Robinson, who couldn’t be 

with us but who wrote:  
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‘When your Vice-President was born, 74 Squadron was a mere 19 years old and now here we are 100 years old, so I 
hope you will forgive an old man for not travelling from Asia to join you tonight despite the importance of the 
occasion. However, those of you who have made the effort deserve my praise. I wish you all a joyous and 
memorable evening back at one of our favourite haunts in Stratford on Avon.’ 
 

A memorable evening we certainly had! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



3 

 

A Brief Squadron History 
 
The squadron silver was on display including of course the Malan Memorial Sword. Members could relive their 

time on the squadron by looking though the diaries which we have. They vividly record not only the operational 

exploits of 74 Squadron but social exploits too. The two together are the very bedrock of a squadron’s history 

and tradition and the Tigers are certainly not lacking in either history or tradition. 

  

In their summaries of 74’s history, Dick Northcote (OC 74 July 1984 to November 1986) and Cliff Spink (OC 

74 November 1986 to April 1989) used the aircraft types flown to define the different eras.  ‘With 100 years 

of history’, Dick said, ‘we thought it would be appropriate to give you a brief rundown of what the squadron did 

during those 100 years and why it became one of the RAF’s greatest fighter squadrons. It began life as a 

Training Depot Squadron in 1917 and, dare I say it, seems to have finished as a training squadron in 2000….. but 

I guess I should say ‘never say never. 

 

‘The squadron formed at London Colney on 1st July 1917 initially 

as a training unit flying Avro 504Ks (left). But it wasn’t long 

before 74 was fighting  in France with SE 5As (below) and during 

an 11 month period up to the end of the war was credited with  

225 combat victories. During this period no less than 17 aces 

served on the squadron including Mick Mannock, Keith Caldwell 

and ‘Taffy’ Jones. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                             

                      

 

 

              

 

 
             Mick Mannock                                       

 

             Keith Caldwell (right) 

 

             Taffy Jones (far right) 
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‘When the war ended the squadron was disbanded and it was 

not until 1935 that it was resurrected. That year it reformed 

with Hawker Demons in Malta (left) as a result of the 

Abyssinian crisis but it was only there for a year before 

being shipped back to RAF Hornchurch and in 1937 was re-

equipped with Gloster Gauntlets (below). 

 

‘But everything seemed to happen so quickly in 

those days and only two years later in February 

1939 the squadron took on its first batch of 

Spitfires, the Supermarine Spitfire Mk.1. And 

then came World War II. 

 

 

 

 

 

‘A list of squadron aircraft can become a bit tedious,’ admitted Dick, 

‘so I will tell just the one story and that involves Wing Commander 

John Freeborn (left) who, until he passed away in 2010, was a staunch 

member of our Association.  John had an interesting start to his 

World War II career.  On the morning of 6th September 1939 he 

took off from Hornchurch and managed to shoot down two aircraft 

identified as hostile by the ground controller.  Unfortunately they 

were two Hurricanes belonging to 56 Squadron who had taken off 

from North Weald earlier.  It was never made clear exactly how this 

happened and at the subsequent courts martial it was accepted that 

the entire incident had been an unfortunate error. John went on to be 

credited with 12 Kills, served with 74 longer than any other Battle of 

Britain pilot and amassed more operational hours than any other 

Battle of Britain pilot. Co-incidentally, when I took over 74 in 1984 

our sister squadron at RAF Wattisham was 56 Squadron.’  

 
 

Our President Cliff Spink then took up the story. Cliff 

supported his recounting of the period 1939 – 2000 with some 

fine photographs of aircraft he has flown as a warbird display 

pilot, none more so than many marks of Spitfire that have 

been preserved as illustrated on the next page.  

 

But first of course mention 

had to be made of the many 

famous names apart from 

John Freeborn who flew with 

74 during the Battle of 

Britain, none more so than 

Sailor Malan (right), J.Mungo 

Park and H.M. Stephen (left). 
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The Spitfires with which 74 was equipped. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Spitfire Mk.I above and a Mk. I and Mk.V right.  

A Mk. IX and Mk. XVI below – this photograph is  

by John Dibbs. 

 

 
 

 

74’s CO Squadron Leader Tony Reeve's Spitfire 

LFXVI at Drope, Germany, in May 1945. A Battle 

of Britain Memorial Flight LFXVI is currently 

finished in these colours and codes. 
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The Tigers flew the Spitfire throughout World War II with the exception of a 

brief period in the Middle East when the complement of Spits they were to fly there 

were lost when the ship on which they were being ferried out, P&Os SS Sudan, hit a 

mine and sank. This left 74 in the desert awaiting replacement Spitfires but before 

they arrived they had to make do with war weary Hurricane IIbs (left). 

 

When hostilities in Europe ended the Tigers 

flew to RAF Colerne and entered the jet age 

with the Meteor F Mk 3 (left) before moving 

across the country to RAF Horsham St Faith 

where they flew successively the F Mk 4, F Mk 

8 and T Mk 7 versions of the type. They flew 

the Meteor for twelve years in total and by 

1957 it was seriously outclassed by newer types 

in the inventory. It was with some relief that 

the Hunter F Mk 4 and F Mk 6 arrived to 

replace them between 1957 and 1960. Two two 

seater Hunter T Mk 7s remained on squadron 

strength until 1966. Here we see Tony Hilton 

(left) in either a Mk 4 or Mk 6 making friends 

with Begum the tiger from Billy Smart’s circus 

which was in Norwich at the time. 

 

In 1960 the squadron left Horsham St Faith 

(which subsequently became Norwich Airport) 

for RAF Coltishall and here they brought the 

English Electric Lightning into RAF operational 

service under John Howe. These are F.1s. 

(below). 

 

 
 

 
When the squadron moved to RAF Leuchars in January 

1964 they re-equipped first with the F.3 (left), then the 

F.6 (right).                              
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In 1967 the Tigers deployed to RAF Tengah, Singapore, staying there until August 1971 when they disbanded. 

Whilst in the Far East the squadron’s 50th Anniversary was celebrated (below: photo courtesy of Henry 

Lether) and some of those there then were with us at Stratford to celebrate the 100th. 

 

 

No. 74 (F) Squadron reformed in May 1984 at RAF Wattisham and was equipped with the unique to the RAF F-

4J, ex US Navy jets (below left). These were retained until January 1991 when they were withdrawn and the 

Spey engine Phantom FGR.2 (below right) replaced them. But not for long as the Tigers disbanded as a front 

line unit in February 1992. 

 

 

They immediately stood up again at RAF Valley as a training squadron flying 

the Bae Hawk (left), maintaining the Tiger Squadron tradition until the end 

in September 2000 when they disbanded again. 
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To entertain us this year we had Alistair 

on classical guitar whislt reception drinks 

were being served and Paul Megram (left), 

who had everyone intrigued with the magic 

he performed at the tables. 
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Tiger Meets 
 

In 1961 74 Squadron under John Howe was, with Tiger squadrons of the USAF and French Air Force, one of the 

founders of the Tiger Meet fraternity, now known as the NATO Tiger Association (NTA) and we received two 

messages of congratulation from them.  

 
From General Denis Mercier. 
French Air Force 
NATO Supreme Allied Commander Transformation 
 
Dear fellow Tigers of 74 Squadron, 
 
My first Tiger meet was in Fairford in 1991 but because the Gulf War had just 
ended it was a non-flying meet. The year after I was commanding 1/12 
squadron FAF when we deployed to Albacete along with all Tiger squadrons. 
This Meet was a turning point in Tiger history with a strong emphasis on 
operational flight, whilst many air forces started important reorganisations. 
This also happened to be the last meet the three founding squadrons 
attended together, shoulder to shoulder. Among the many memories from 
this meeting (including my take off in a Mirage 2000 on the day of departure, 
something the 74 Squadron members who were there might recall as well), I 
keep in mind the smoke and bellowing of the engines of the Phantom FGR2, a 

huge and capable aircraft, but above all the remarkable professionalism of 74 Squadron crews, “fearing no man,” 
and of their maintenance personnel. 
 
Enduring friendships were born out of Tiger Meets, as we flew many missions together, perpetuating the traditions 
and spirit of the first 1961 meeting. 
 
Today, as the 74 Squadron Association celebrates the 100-year history of this major Royal Air Force unit, please 
allow me to stand with you and remember all the good times we shared in Tiger Meets. The Tiger Squadron 
Association is still alive and very active and Tiger Meets have become the most important tactical flying exercises in 
Europe. You played an essential role in handing down the common values that found their roots in Woodbridge in 
1961. 
 
I raise a toast to all 74 Squadron Tigers. We miss you. And I address 
my warmest regards to you all. 
 
Denis ‘Damned’ Mercier. 

 
And from Col.Don Verhees USAF (Ret’d), Senior Advisor to the 

NTA: 
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A selection of photographs of some of the Tiger Meets in which 74 has participated. 
 

1961 
 

  

The first ever 

Tiger Meet. 

19th July 

1961 at RAF 

Woodbridge – 

the 79th TFS 

USAF, 

EC1/12 

French Air 

Force and 74 

Squadron 

RAF. 

 

 1963 

 
Kleine Brogel, Belgium. Five air forces were 
now participating. 

 

1964 
 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Cambrai. The social side of Tiger  

Meets was becoming evident. 
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1966  74 Squadron hosts the Tiger Meet at RAF Leuchars 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                   Participating USAFE 53rd TFS Phantom from Bitburg. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Clive Mitchell with a French Air Force Mystere pilot. 

 
                                                                                       Bob Lightfoot with an F-100 Super Sabre pilot. 

                                                                  All the participating aircraft types in 1966 (below).                                                            

                                                                                                                                            
                                                                                     

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

All the Tiger Squadron COs, Bill Maish at the centre.  

 

                                                

 

The  

traditional 

exchange  

of gifts. 
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Tiger Meets of the Phantom era. 
 

 
 

There were then no more Tiger Meets for 74 Squadron until they reformed on the F-4J in the mid 1980s and 

under Dick Northcote (above, ready to deploy to Cambrai in 1986), Cliff Spink and Graham Clarke invitations 

were extended to participate again. By this time there were very extravagant and eye-catching designs applied 

to the jets. At Cameri in 1988 for 

example the Italians did things in 

style with their F-104s (left) and 

74 decorated one of their jets 

too as modelled by Kev Wooff 

and Chris Laidlaw-Bell (below). 
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In 1991 at RAF Fairford 74 were again at the 

forefront, hosting the Tiger Meet that year as 

part of the Royal International Air Tattoo. 

Graham Clarke led a 4-ship through a display 

routine which impressed the crowds but 

unfortunately the squadron was unable to be too 

flamboyant when it came to ‘tigerising’ their 

Phantom FGR.2s, decoration being restricted to 

tail art (right). Other NTA squadrons weren’t so 

restricted and added some stripes to proceedings. 

(below). 

 

 

 

 

Tiger Meets aren’t just about exotic paint schemes on jets. Helmets get the same treatment. 

 

 

Graham Clarke (left) was into taking selfies back in ’91! 

 

Helmets were indeed works of art. This example 

(below) belonged to ‘Spikey’ Whitmore. 
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When 74 disbanded as a front line Phantom squadron in 1992 the then CO Nick Spiller was determined that his 

squadron should go out in some style and a mini Tiger Meet was organised at Wattisham. 

 

                                

                         The Portuguese got into the spirit of things at Wattisham with their Fiat G-91s.  

 

Tiger Meets of the Hawk Era. 
 

Once 74 had disbanded at Wattisham and moved to RAF Valley as a Reserve Training Squadron, that didn’t 

mean they were excluded from Tiger Meets, even though the prospect of matching the Hawk against F-15s, F-

16s, Mirages and the like could have been viewed as daunting at the very 

least. However, 74’s finest Tiger Meet hour was about to come. 

 

In 1992 the Hawks flew to Albacete in Spain to join the large gathering 

for that year’s meet. In 1993 it was to Kleine Brogel in Belgium that they 

went. And in 1994 to Cambrai. It was there that No.74 (R) Squadron won 

the coveted Silver Tiger Trophy (left), awarded to the best performing 

squadron overall during a Tiger Meet. 
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The RAF, the French and Belgian Air Forces’ Tiger Squadrons in formation over the French countryside. 

And 74 celebrate their Silver Tiger success! 

 

Back to The Falcon Hotel!  

 

 
 
Gathering for the Annual General Meeting (above). Our refurbished tiger skin (see also the photo p.12) is now usually 

on display at the City of Norwich Aviation Museum but we released him for his appearance at Stratford. 

 

Our webmaster Tony Clay brought some of his 

fine models once again. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The squadron 

silver, including 

the Malan 

Memorial 

Sword, was on 

display. 



16 

 

 


