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SHARKMOUTH 1916-1945

The sharkmouth is an insignia unique in the history
of military aviation. As a display of unit heraldry or
personal flamboyance, the sharkmouth has spanned
the whole story of combat flying from the obscure
pages of First World War history, thro the more
blatant days of the Second World War and the long
drawn out * police action” in Korea, through the
futile operations over Suez, to the superscnic fighter-
bombers and the deadly helicopter gun-ships of the
undeclared but bloody air war over Viemam. For
fifty-four years it has been painted on military air-
cralt the world over, and was common to Allied and
enemy units in both World Wars. The sheer flam-
boyance of this umquely aggressive insignia has
attracted the di of the and the

23rd Fighter Group of the 14th Air Force the famous
marking was retained, and continued in use in the
C.B.I. theatre of operations until the close of the
Second World War.

The first aircraft on which a mouth insignia was
regularly painted was the magnificently streamlined
Roland CII Walfisch of the First World War.
Strictly ing it was a “ " —a narrow
black slit, which was later divided into separate lips
by a white gash. One particular Roland probably
carried the first true sharkmouth; and at about the
same period the Royal Naval Air Service's No. 2
'Wing, based in the Aegean Sea, included at least one
Maurice Farman “Fighting Bus” with a mouth

dull-minded, but a study of the records of two of the
most famous fighter units to adopt thé sharkmouth
insignia demonstrates beyond doubt that its use is
based on a tradition of gallantry second to none.
No. 112 “ Shark " Squadron of the Royal Air Force
carried the insignia in the skies over the Western
Desert, Tunisia, Sicily, Italy, the Balkans and
Southern Europe from 1941 o 1945; and their coun-
terparts in the East, General Claire Chanrmul:ls
American Volunteer Group — * The Flying Tigers”

— carried it into action against the Japanese over
China, Burma and India in 1941 and 1942 When
the AV.G. was absorbed into the U.S.A.AF. as the

In contrast to the fairly widespread use of
the insignia on Roland aircraft, this Royal Navy
example was purely a personal device, as were all
other mouth insignia of the First World War,

Most sharkmouths of the inter-War period are to
be found on civil machines, and were usually applied
for air displays on a temporary basis; in the military
field the marking appears to have lain dormant unul
it emerged once more on Luftwaffe machines im-
mediately prior 10 the Second World War. Two very
carly examples are to be found on a Messerschmitt
Bf 109C of 2/JG 71 and a Junkers Ju 87B-1 of
2/81.G 77, both of 1939 vintage. The next aircraft 1o
carry the insignia in unit strength were the Bf 110s



of I1I/ZG 76 —the " Haifisch Gruppe”. This may
seem an unfortunate choice of aircraft, as the Bf 110
was more often a victim than a predator; but it had
one desirable effect. It was as a result of the clashes
between these aircraft and Gladiators of No. 112
Squadron over Greece and Crete that the latter unit
eventually marked its Curtiss Tomahawks with the
sharkmouth — a blazon uniquely suited to the con-
tours of the P-40. Photographs of these aircraft
appeared in the Illustrated London News, and it was
through this medium that the idea reached Asia and
the P-40B's of the ANV.G. squadron participating in
Ih: dcfem:c of Rangao The originator of the mark-
ing in No. 112 S .| is still but it is

The Tomahawk sharkmouth as applied by No, 112
Squadron may be -tegarded as the classic form of the
insignia. The style and colours used, and the shape
of the aircraft themselves, combined to produce a
uniquely effective marking. With the progressive
replacement of the Tomahawk by the Kinyhawk and
Warhawk, the marking was modified in various par-
ticulars, but never quite achieved the magnificent
ferocity of the early Tomahawk style. In most cases
the late P-40 variants were themselves replaced by
the Mustang; in the U.S.A.AF. by the P-51B and C,
in the RAF. by the Mk. IIl, and all eventually by
I'M P-51D or Mk IV. In the case of No. 112

possible that a certain Pilot Officer \W:s(:nnl was
responsible, shortly after the unit became clpcratl:mnl
ar Sidi Heneish, Egypt; cons:d:rmg |.hc usua.l nmA

di the marking was retained until the squadron
was disbanded in Italy in 1946; it reformed at R.AF.
Fassburg in Germany cn 12th May, 1951, as part of
No. 2 Group, 2nd Tactical Air Force, tqulppcd with

tudes of higher
that R.A.F. Headquarters Middle Easl gave their
official blessing to the insignia soon afterwards.

In the Far East, the A.V.G. spread the marking
more or less throughout Asia, and down into the
Pacific theatre. In the C.B.I. theatre notble units to
adopt the sharkmouth were the 51st Fighter Group
and the 308th Bomb Group, with the 347th Fighter
Group following suit in the Pacific. It should be
emphasised here that the * Bengal Tiger ™ marking
adopted by the 343rd Fighter Group in lhc Alcur1an
Islands was a direct d d of the shark
through the commanding officer’s own bloodlines;
Lr-Col. S. Chennault, C.O. of the 343rd F.G., was
Claire Chennault's son.

Another long-distance relationship was with the
Spitfire Mk. VIII's of No. 457 Squadron, No. 80
Fighter Wing, Royal Australian Air Force. These
Spitfires were marked with the sharkmouth on the
inspiration of the squadron C.0.,, Sqn/Ldr. D. B.
‘Watson, as a tribute to the Wing Leader, Gp/Capt
C. R. Caldwell, who had at cne time commanded No.
112 * Shark" Squadron in the Western Desert.

illand Vampire FB.5 aircraft. Sometime in
late February or ecarly March the sharkmouth re-
appeared on @ Vampire, and from that time onward
was carried by the successive equipment of No. 112
Squadron — Canadair Sabre Mk. 4 and Hawker
Hunter F.4 — until the squadron was finally dis-
banded on 31st May, 1957,

The 23rd and 5lst Fighter Groups, U.S.A.AF,
also retained the sharkmouth until the end of the
Pacific war, and it has re-appeared sporadically during
the post-war years on various types of aircraft flown
by these units.

Among multi-engine bombets tllc ﬁlst us:rs of the

were the C B-24
of the %0th Bomb Group, 5th Air Force, in lhc South
West Pacific Area, and the 308th Bomb Group, 14th
Air Force, in the China-Burma-India theatre.
The occasional sharkmouth was also seen on odd
Liberators of the 8th Air Force in the ET.O. and
the 15th Air Force in Italy. Only two examples of
the marking on Boeing B-17 Flying Fortresses are
known, both 8th Air Force machines based in Eng-
land. A Fortress of the 99%th Bomb Group, 346th

(i Pater M. G



Bomb Squadron, 15th Air Force, has often been
reputed to have carricd a sharkmouth on the chin
turret; but photographs of this aircraft prove the
contrary. Two clear photographs and a colour view
of this machine appear in AIRCAM No. 15.

Unlike the Royal Naval Air Service of a quarter
of a century carlier, the Fleet Air Arm of the 1939-45
war did not, apparemtly, include any aircraft marked
with the sharkmouth. The U.S. Navy, on the other
hand, can lay claim to one unit in the Pacific which
used the insignia. This was VF-27, who flew shark-
mouthed Grumman F6F Hellcats from the U.S.5.
Princeton; F6F-3 aircraflt were marked with a mouth
and a pair of bloodshot eyes, F6F-5's carried the
mouth only. The only other U.S. Navy type to sport
sharkmouth during this period was the Convair-
Stinson OY-1, which was used in some numbers as
a spotter aircraft during the Okinawa campaign.

After the U.S.A.AF. and the RAF, the service
which made most widespread use of the sharkmouth
was the Chinese Air Force, and also the combined
unit known as the Chinese-American Composite

Wing which operated under the command of the l4th
Air Force, Warhawks and Mustangs of both the
C.AF. and the CACW. displayed the insignia.
Two other aircraft types which frequently carried
the sharkmouth were the Lockheed P-38 Lightning
and the North American B-25 Mitchell. One squadron
of the 347th F.G. in the South West Pacific Area
marked its Lightnings with the mouth design from
late 1942 through 1943; and the Mitchells of the 12th
B.G., 10th Air Force, C.B.I, and the 345th “Air
Apaches” Bomb Group, 5th Air Force, S.W.P.A,,
carried different mouth designs on each of four
squadrons. Training unit Mitchells in the United
States and photographic F-10 Mitchells in the Carib-
bean area are known to have sported the marking;
and at least one B-25 of No. 2 Squadron, RAAF,
based at Hughes Field in the Northern Territories
is known to have been painted with a mouth. One
squadron of the 417th B.G.,, 5th AF, SWPA,
appears to have been marked throughout with shark-
mouths on their Douglas A-20G Havocs, and odd
examples in the 9th Air Force, ET.O, are known.
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1
Curtiss Tomahawh Mi. |18, No. 112 “Shark’ Scuadeon, No. 262 Wing,
Dosest Air Force, RAF. Sidi Hanewh, Egypt. Sept. 1341

2
Conisn Tomahawk M, 118, No. 112 "Shark’ Squadran, No, 262 Wing,
Desent Ar Foroe, RAF. Sidi Hanesh, fgypt. Gca. 1841

]
Curtsis Tomahawi Mic 0B No. 112 sa wdroa, No. 262 Wing,
Ciwsart Air Fonce, IAF. Fort Maddelena, Libya, Nov.—Dec.

%wu Kitsyhawk Mk, A, No. 112 "Shark’ Squsdion, No, 239 Wing,

Desert Mus Fosce, AAF. Gambut, Libyn 1942

Eurios. Kioyhawk MK, T, No. 112 Shadt
Sguadeon. No. 238 Wing, Desent A Force,
RAF, Libya-Tunisia 1343

orien vhawk Mk, B, He. 172 Shee
Squadron, No. 239 Wi, Desen Alr Foece,
RAF, Mudsrira—£) Hamma, Tuniia, 1943




1
Cutias P-208, Amarican Volunseer Group, ‘Flying Tigers', Kunming.
China, 1942

3
P-40K Warhawk. 23rd Fighter Group, Flying Tiger', Kunming, Ching
1843, 14th Al Foree, CEL

. -
P40 Warhawk, 23rd Fighter Group, “Fiying Tigers', China 1943 14th
Alr Foece. CUI.

Fevcs, CBL Dinjan/Lilibar, India, 1

i-am Warkawh, 515t Fightar Group, 25tk or 261 Fighter Squadron,
10eh Air Forea, CBI. Dinjan, India, 1843,



1
F40K Warhwwi, peobubly ax 5181 Fighter Group retieed 1o Chiness Air Force treining squadron,
1843 .

2 |
F40E Washawk. E1st Fightar Grous, 181h Fighter Squadeon, 10th Air Force, CBI. Peishitrwa,
Ching. lste 1042

i
P40% Warhawk, Chiness Amevican Coemposise Wing, Chikian, China, late 1343, Under command
of 1dth A Force, C

4 I
Fd0E Wathawk, 3438 Fightes Grown, 11th Fighter Squadron. 11th Alr Force, Adsk island,
Alaytiars lslands, 1943

5
F-40N, B0th Fighter Group, B5th Fighter Squadeon, 10th
Burma, 1843



1
Cortiss Kitryhawk Mi. (&, Mo, 1 Opesationsl Traiming Usi, Roysl Australian Ak Force. Lavt
Sale, Victona, Australia




Bat R-a00 A S0 g Sqoation, detach o 1211 Ak Force, SPAVEWPA —
Gase, Naw Calodonia, Apni-May 1842, Flown mu(onr.-,.. Note RAF s

Alrscobea, 3474 Fighter Group, STih
taicansl, September-Oecembar 134

F
Baap
Fredd,

3
Tustin XP-500 Warhawt.

(1998

5
Lockhesd F-5E Lightniag, J4m

Fhets- Ascennsissancs Sausdion, Sth Air Fores, ETO. R’

8
Beistil Blesshairn Mk IV, No. B Night-Fightnr Squadron, | RAF. Abouge, Egrit 1842 Hack sveisht






1 [?
Bowite 0520, Growp de Chasse 177, 41h Excadville, Armae do I'Air, Flewn by Adjstant-Chal
Dennis Portesss, My 1940, Serist 273

a
Pilatus 03801 [Licance built Morans Sauinier
M5 406) Swiss Air Force, May 1941
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Lefi: Rather ornate Sharkmauth on the nase of a P-3BF
Lightning of the 181 Fighter Group, 3d1n Fighter Squadran
15th Air Force, italy. Fiown by L1 J. Hagenback. Standard
0D and grey scheme. mouth fed and white with trim,
{USAF)

Betow: "Jeanna’ somewhat embarassed. a P-38J of o h 65th er Squadron. Bth Air Force. ETO. Note white tnangle
an fin ang ruddar and white wing 1ips. See AIRCAM No. 10 for ¢ Bawers




Right: Lockheed F=5E Light
of tha 34th Phato-Recon Squad-
ran, Sth Ak Force, ETO, See
colour illustration  (Frank  F
Smith)

16 land on cne engine at Florennes, Belgium

Above & below: A par of P=38F's of the 343ed Fighter Group. & ghier e
ta Amchitka flying pa snow covened sides of a volcano. See colour illus!

Right & below: F—5G of an unknown unit, photographs taken &

go. llincs, 1948, (Phoes Earl Roinert)







ng. wha had eathie i
ded \o 2

& legend “Silver Bullat’ o
Sea AIRCAM No. 4 for o

etures: Mk, Vil ASB-815
‘ h‘.lfd on disporsal

10 wings.















AIRCAM AVIATION SERIES

Each publication illustrates one type or major sub-types No. 12 Avro Lancaster
of a famous aircraft in the colour schames and markings
of the Air Forces of the World, Each issue will contain eight Ne. 13 Nakajima Ki.43
pages of colour side view illusirations, supporting black
and white plan view drawings showing where necessary No. 14 Republic F/RF-84F
both upper and under surfaces, one hundred and twenty- Thunderstreak/Thunderflash
five half-tone photographs, each issue will alse contain
one full colour plate illustrating twenty examples of Unit No. 16 Boeing B-17 Flying Fortress
Insignia of the Warld's Air Forces.
No. 16 Mitsubishi AGm-Zero-Sen
No. 1  North American P-51D Mustang
No. 17 Nerth American F-86A-H Sabre Vol. 1.
No. 2 Republic P-47 Thunderbolt
No. 18 MNakajima Ki.27
No. 3 an Mustang Mk -1V
ican P-51B and D
PrlEe AIRCAM °SPECIALS"
No. 4 Supermarine Spitfire 3 5
i No. 1 Battle of Britain
Meriin. Engina The Supermaring Spitfire, Hawioer Hurricane
and Messerschmint BLI0SE. Sixteen pages of
Mo. 5 North American P-51B/C Mustang eolour
P_40) Ki No. 2 Finnish Air Force
No, & Curtisa{( ) Kirtyhawk Mk. -V A complate history of the Finnish Air Force from
foemation 1o the present day.
. P Warhawk
Mter” CHrtiim oSt e Nos. 384 Sharkmouth et O
" I Vil he hist the
No. 8 Supermarine Spitfire—Griffon Engine markings fiom it origin n the German Ai Force
in tho first World War to the prasent day.
B39 d padi Eocite No. 5  Czech Air Force.
A pictoris! history of the Czech Air Force through
No. 10 Lockheed P-38 Lightning two \I.\ro.na Wass to the present dev. 10 pages
in calour,
No. 11 Censolidated B-24 Liberator

List of types featured in this velume.

Roland C.1I Walfisch

AEG, GV

Friedrichshafen G.1I

Rumpler C.IV

Caudron G.IV

Letard 4

Maurice Farman Fighting Bus
LE. 2C

Sopwith Dolphin
Horace Farman
Macchi M.5 mod.
MNiesupart

Hawker Hart

Latecosre 208

Henschel Hs. 129A-0
Messerschmitt BE. 110
Focke-Wulf Fw. 190
Gotha. Go. 2424-2
Junkers Ju. B7B

Curtiss Tomahawk 1ib
Curtiss Kittyhawk Mk, -1V
Curtiss P-40B

Curtiss P—40E-N Warhawk
Curtiss XP—400 Warhawk

Bell P-400 and P-39 Airacobra
Lockheed P-38 Lightning
Supermarine Spitfire Mk. VIII
Boulton Paul Defiant Mk. |
Dewoitine D.520

SAABR J.21R

De Havilland Tiger Moth
Convair 0Y-1

Auster AOP

Vultee-Stinson L-5

Boeing B-17 Fortress

Fromt r-

Cove
Curtiss Tomahawk M. 1ib. AK461 "A°, No. 112"Share” Squadron, No. 238 Wing, Desert Air Force. RLAF., Egypt. 1941

SBN M0 014 4
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