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Those Black & White RAF Undersurfaces

by Robert Allen

The history of Night/White (or Black/Sky) undersurfaces on British fighters is a complicated one. It was used as the standard scheme
for two very distinct periods. The first use was in the spring of 1938, when a batch of Hurricanes was painted at the factory with the
port wing Night black and the starboard wing White, with the center section between them still in the original aluminum. Only one
batch was painted this way for test purposes before reverting to the standard aluminum underside finish. In late 1938, after the Munich
crisis, the decision was made to paint the wing undersurfaces of RAF fighters in the Night/White scheme, with the wing demarcation
being down the centerline, and the rest of the undersides still in aluminum. In early 1939, it was amended to paint the entire underside,
not just the wings, in Night and White. The reason was two-fold. The scheme broke up the outline of the aircraft in the cloudy sky of
Britain, and it was a convenient recognition scheme for gunners on the ground. There were many variations and interpretations of the
orders, especially in the early days of the scheme. One anomaly was that even after the order was given to paint the entire
undersurfaces Night/White, Spitfires were still delivered from the factory with the wings Night/White, but the rest of the undersurfaces
in aluminum, forcing them to be repainted when they reached the RAF. The photo to the left shows a factory-fresh Spitfire in April 1940,
still in Night/White/Aluminum a year after the scheme was revised!

RAF fighters remained in this basic scheme until June 1940. No roundels were originally carried on the wing undersides, although on
May 15, 1940, an order was given to paint them, with a yellow outline to the roundel on the Night wing. This scheme was short-lived,
for on June 6, 1940, the undersurface color was changed to overall Sky.  The reason was that the Night/White scheme provided
camouflage in cloudy British weather, but with the coming of summer, the aircraft were too visible on sunny days. The Sky scheme
provided more camouflage against the pale blue summer skies seen at 10,000 feet, where much of the fighting took place.

The Sky undersurfaces remained until November 1940, when with the coming of winter and the cloudy skies, the decision was made to
go back to the contrasting finish. The port wing was to be painted in Black, and the rest of the undersurfaces, including the starboard
wing, were to be left in Sky. The Black was not actually Night, but a washable black paint that could easily be removed, if needed. It was
reintroduced on November 27, 1940, and again was done for a two-pronged reason – for easy identification, not only to ground
personnel, but for pilots in the air to more easily identify friendly aircraft (Luftwaffe fighters also had light blue undersurfaces, which
could be confused for Sky), and to provide a more suitable color scheme against the dreary winter sky. (Yes, I know that one reason is
to make the aircraft more visible and the other reason is to make it less visible, but there you have it).

IWM caption: Spitfire Mk I P9450 in flight, April 1940.
© IWM (HU 104745)

IWM caption: A Hawker Hurricane in flight over Egypt,
October 1940. © IWM (CM 131)

I suspect the date on the caption is incorrect - this looks
more like the November 1940 scheme.
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duced. It’s simply fantastic how this hobby of ours has progressed, almost exponentially, since the days when I was a kid in the mid
1960s. So many scales, so many subjects, it’s staggering…

Hope to see you all at the November meeting!

Cheers,

Andrew

This scheme was in effect during the winter of 1940/41, until with the coming of spring, the decision was made to revert to the all-Sky
undersurfaces, with roundels. This change was implemented on April 22, 1941. It’s possible that one reason may have been that the
RAF was moving into more offensive operations rather than a primarily defensive role, and with RAF fighters being used for sweeps
and bomber escort duties over France, it was not as important to have the two-color recognition scheme to ward off friendly fire from
ground gunners.

This all-Sky underside scheme was again used during the summer, until on August 15, 1941, Fighter Command completely overhauled
their basic scheme for fighters, going to Dark Green/Ocean Grey on the upper surfaces, and Medium Sea Grey on the lower surfaces.
This was to remain the standard scheme in Northern Europe for the rest of the war.

Sources:

Camouflage & Markings: R.A.F. Fighter Command 1936-1945,
by James Goulding & Robert Jones. Ducimus Books Limited,
London, 1971.

Camouflage & Markings No 2: The Battle for Britain - RAF May
to December 1940, by Paul Lucas. Guideline Publications.

Fighting Colours: RAF Fighter Camouflage and markings 1937-
1969, by Michael J.F. Bowyer, Patrick Stephens, London, 1969.

RAF Camouflage of World War 2, by Michael J.F. Bowyer, Patrick
Stephens, Cambridge, 1975.

IWM caption: Supermarine Spitfire Mk Is of No.
609 Squadron at Drem, February/March 1940.

© IWM (HU 104509)
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Meeting Reminder November 14

North Bellevue Community/Senior Center
4063-148th Ave NE, Bellevue

Directions to NBCSC: From Seattle or from I-405, take 520
East to the 148th Ave NE exit. Take the 148th Ave North
exit (the second of the two 148th Ave. exits) and continue
north on 148th until you reach the Senior Center. The
Senior Center will be on your left. The Center itself is not
easily visible from the road, but there is a signpost in the
median.

The final steps include adding the canopy,
which is clear and features lots of extra
details such as rear view mirrors for the
main canopy and instruments for the
windscreen. The kit comes with a separate
crew ladder made up from four pieces, and
as mentioned earlier, there is an engine
cart. This is built up from several pieces
that include separate support beams,
wheels split in halves, and curved support
braces.

The decal options are colorful and cover a
wide range of schemes. There are three
French, one Swiss, one South African, and
one Israeli, all interesting in their own way.
The choices are:

1.Mirage IIIC – Armée de l'Air No 44,
Escadron de Chasse 3/10 "Vexin" Djibouti
1980: camouflaged in middlestone, dark
earth, and light blue

2.Mirage IIIC – Armée de l'Air No 16,
Escadron de Chasse 10/1 "Valois" Creil-
Senils, France 1978: camouflaged blue-gray
over aluminum, with chromate panels on
the underside
3.Mirage IIIC – Armée de l'Air No 17,
Escadron de Chasse 2/5 "Ile de France"
Orange Caritat, France 1967: finished in
overall unpainted aluminum with chromate
panels on the underside
4.Mirage IIIC/Z – SAAF No 805, 2 Squad-
ron "Flying Cheetahs", Waterkloof AB
Pretoria South Africa 1982: camouflaged in
sand yellow and olive drab over light blue
gray
5.Mirage IIIC – No J-2201 Swiss Air Force
1962: finished in overall unpainted alumi-
num with chromate panels on the under-
side
6.Mirage IIIC/J – "Shahak 59", IAF 101
Squadron Hatzor AB during the Six Day
War in June 1967: unpainted aluminum with
chromate panels on the underside

The decals are superb, with excellent color,
sharp details, and minimal clear film. The
latter will be very welcome for those

schemes done in unpainted aluminum. In
addition to the individual aircraft mark-
ings, the decals include lots of general
stenciling for the airframe and the under-
wing stores.

This is a great kit from Italeri, one which is
a notch above their previous 1/32nd
release, the F-104. Careful examination of
the fuselage suggests that we will see
other Mirage variants in the future,
undoubtedly the longer-nosed IIIE/O and
perhaps even a two-seat version, a Mirage
5, and maybe even further derivatives
such as the Kfir. What I would truly love
to see, though, would be for Italeri to take
this nice 1/32nd Mirage kit and scale it
down to 1/72nd, as it would be a joy to
build a dozen of these. My thanks to
Italeri for the review sample.

[Thanks to Chris Banyai-Riepl and
www.internetmodeler.com for permission
to use his article. - ED]

Italeri Mirage IIIC
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