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Introduction

The original manuscript of ‘Saint Praftu’ was written post-1967 after I returned to the UK from India, when my experiences during and after the War were still fresh in my mind.

‘PRAFTU’ was my personal mnemonic for the pre-take-off and landing drill which I used throughout my flying career (see chapter 4), in spite of the later introduction of written check-lists. In time it became akin to a religious mantra.
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PART 1


CHAPTER 1

Sepoy Sahib

IN 1920, when I was one year old, my parents took me to India. My father had been at the Royal Military Academy, Woolwich, before the First World War: he had served on the Western front. He was a Sapper, and after the war had been seconded to the Madras Sappers and Miners of the Indian Army, whose headquarters were at Bangalore. The atmosphere was predominantly military — large parade grounds of hard, red earth, roads lined with tall trees behind which stood the bungalows with their white verandas (ours was King Lodge), tennis courts, stables and hordes of servants. My mother went to parties at the Bangalore Club, and I was carted off by my ayah to birthday parties among the officers’ children. My mother rode side-saddle and my father wore a large khaki topi, Sam Browne, and highly polished boots with spurs. In the evenings my mother played the piano and my father his flute in the drawing room, while I ate potato chips with Heinz tomato sauce. Those were the lotus days of the slowly dying British Raj, finally to be extinguished twenty-seven years later.

I was three years old, perhaps four, when I accepted the military life. I was going to be a soldier, not any soldier, but an officer in The Royal Engineers like my father. I was taken to Tattoos, held on the large, hot, dry earth maidan at South Parade, lined by tall trees and overlooked from one end by the C of E Cathedral. At these displays mounted officers, dressed like Gary Cooper in ‘The Lives of a Bengal Lancer’, charged with lances lowered and ‘ran through’ wooden pegs stuck in the ground. Then there was marching by pipes and drums of the Indian Regiments; and finally a battle took place. Khakiclad sepoys attacked a wooden fort, mountain guns were assembled from the backs of mules and fired, with bangs and puffs of real smoke. The walls of the fort collapsed and black turbaned Afridis and assorted wild men of the North West Frontier ran out screaming. There was more firing, tribesmen and sepoys fell dead. The last to fall was the Afridi Standard bearer: the black flag of Islam, with its crescent moon and Koranic hieroglyphics, sank to the baked earth beneath the afternoon sun. A bugle blew, the dead arose, rejoined the living and marched off amidst cheers and clapping from the onlookers. My ayah took me to our Ford — like those seen in Mac Sennet comedies — my mother and father sat in front and we drove back to King Lodge for tea, with cucumber sandwiches.

Occasionally, in the afternoons, the pipe band of my father’s regiment came and played in the drive of our bungalow. When I was four years old I would fall in behind the drummers and march — a small boy in a large topi behind tall, dark, lean men wearing wide starched shorts, puttees and high cylindrical pugris. One day the pipe major brought a small pugree and diminutive puttees for my tiny legs. In this get-up I was addressed as ‘Sepoy Sahib’, a distinction which never, ever could be exceeded.

My brother Lindsay was born in Bangalore. I didn’t like his ayah — she was small, but mine was big, maternal, and smelt of coconut oil. When I was five the family returned to England by boat and I remember seeing Mount Etna in eruption.

We lived with my maternal grandparents in Upper Norwood, near the Crystal Palace. Lindsay and I had a nanny, Mrs Bullen; we came to love her very much but during those early months I was miserable. My mother arranged for my Big Ayah to come to England. She arrived, but she was not the same. I was older, the sun colder, she was smaller and her smell of coconut oil lost its pungency in Upper Norwood. She returned to Bangalore. For the next twenty-five years my mother sent a card to all our servants at King Lodge. One by one they died. Big Ayah died at Bangalore in 1950.

When I was eight I was sent to Red House, a preparatory boarding school at Marston Moor. It was said to be haunted by the ghosts of Cavaliers killed at the famous battle, but it was the spirit of Dotheboys Hall that walked its draughty corridors. The headmaster was a retired sapper, Colonel Moseley, with a black moustache and a hook nose. On my very first day in class I was sent to the Colonel’s study for drawing a small bi-plane in the margin of my atlas: I was bent over without ceremony and received three whacks of the cane. The place was cold and draughty, and we were underfed and unwashed. I went home with twelve weeks’ grime on my knees, ankles, neck and behind my ears, and had to be rubbed with cold cream to loosen the dirt.

Sundays at Red House were purgatory. They started deceptively with two lovely fried sausages and half-a-slice of fried bread. We dressed in black bum-freezers and striped trousers with large starched white collars — like Tweedledum and Tweedledee — and walked over the frozen fields, then crossed the river Ouse by ferry to attend a long cold service in a small stone church. Occasionally we young boys were taken to York Minster to sing in the choir.

I hated the place. During my second year I was removed by my mother (my father was with his regiment in India), badly infected on my head with ringworm, caught from the Colonel’s cows. After six months at home, recovering, I was sent away again, this time to a more kindly prep school, St. Ronans, in Worthing. The headmaster was W B Harris; his brother, who had started the school, had been killed in the First World War while serving with the Machine-gun Corps.

I still had no doubts about my future: I was going to be an officer in the Royal Engineers. I had only to pass the Common Entrance exam to Cheltenham College, and then four years later pass another exam into the Royal Military Academy.

One summer afternoon at St. Ronans, when I was twelve, a group of us were weeding the First XI cricket pitch. Mr Pool, the mathematics master who also acted as groundsman, was riding up and down on the motor mower, keeping an occasional eye on us. We were serving off our ‘dots’, given by prefects for mis-behaviour, ten minutes weeding for each dot. I’d done one dot with two to go, when a boy came up and spoke to Pooly; he waved me over and I was instructed to report to Mr. Harris’ study. This was a large, cool room with flower-print curtains and matching colours for the sofa and armchairs. There was a large desk by the wide windows, a shiny black grand piano with flowers on it and hundreds of framed photos covering the walls. Harry, in his white flannels, light blue blazer, and white shirt with striped silk scarf, stood with his back to the mantelpiece. He told me to sit down. He continued calmly to explain that he’d had a letter from my mother to say that she and my father were divorced and that I was not to worry as I would continue to live at home, just as before. I was shocked and automatically burst into tears. Harry did his best to comfort me. I became composed under his assurance that all would be the same, school and home. He said I could stay in his study but that he was going off to the nets. I remained buried in a comfy armchair and hoping that if I stayed for half-an-hour I’d probably get off doing any more weeding.

The next term, my brother Lindsay joined me at St. Ronans. We were now Anderson ‘Ma’ and ‘Mi’, (‘Major’ and ‘Minor’) and a term later John Anderson arrived, no relation, and there was a ‘Min’.

Towards the end of the summer term a few of the boys were always taken to see an evening performance of the Aldershot Tattoo, with its sights of grandeur, distant parades illuminated by searchlights, nostalgic even to a twelve-year-old. Massed pipes and drums played the music of sacrifices; then the drive back to Worthing, long past bedtime, through a tunnel of headlit trees like the Flying Scotsman with twelve coaches, whistling through the dark night. Even more exciting for Lindsay and me, because we were nearer, were the afternoon Royal Tournaments at Olympia. The air perfumed by horses and cordite fumes, we bounced up and down with bladders full to the music of yet more pipes and drums and watched bewildered the confusion of the naval gun competition.

My next official visit to Harry’s study came at the end of my last-but-one term. Boys leaving were made prefects for their last term. Harry informed me that I was to be a prefect next term and that he was sure I would be a good one. I was prepared for this, because the worm of opposition had been burrowing since the beginning of the term. I replied that I didn’t want to be a prefect: so I wasn’t. At the time I was quite certain what had prompted my rebellion. I liked Harry, as we all did. He was large, avuncular, with bushy red eyebrows, gregarious and kind. But I smelt hypocrisy. I was being made a prefect because it was my last term, not because I was really worthy. Secretly I cherished my reputation as a rebel; I did not want to have to behave and be an example.

There followed four-and-a-half years at Cheltenham College. I enjoyed shooting more than cricket, and I made the College Rifle Team. I played for the College Rugger XV, and I enjoyed military training in what was then known as the Officers’ Training Corps. I also became a gymnast.

It was during my third year in the OTC that I fell in love. We were doing our fortnight’s camping near Aldershot, eight to a bell tent, with rifles and equipment round the centre pole, palliasses and army blankets for beds and our kitbags on the periphery. One early morning, an hour before reveille, everyone was sleeping and the early dawn made light grey the tent’s canvas. I stretched out my legs beneath the heap of blankets and my feet touched the legs of the boy next to me. They were beautifully soft and warm, he did not withdraw and so I stroked them with the soles of my feet. The next morning (it was always in the morning because by lights out we were dead tired and nothing could keep us awake), my legs found his again; he had removed his pyjama trousers so I caressed the soft warm flesh from his thighs to his feet. We lay facing each other, our eyes open, looking, but silent. There were five days to go before we broke camp. An intense protective friendship developed during our marches and field exercises, which we hid from others. The next term I had a rival, but we all got on very well together. All three of us were gymnasts: the young boy was becoming a good scrum half. I was playing in the College rugger trials and the pressure was on me for my Woolwich Entrance exam. During the term the boy began to shave the down of his upper lip. He got pimples and that was that.

I learnt more about the feel of soldiering from my four years in the OTC than I did at Woolwich. It was the OTC that helped me to identify with the books, songs, plays and sculptures which came out of the war. A boy of fifteen, during a ‘field day’ exercise, in khaki serge and puttees, carrying full webbing equipment, with his rifle topped by a long bayonet, wearing the flat peak cap and standing in a steady rain, inadequately protected by a cape ground sheet, was in the tradition of the bronze gunners of the Hyde Park Corner Artillery memorial. With the weapons of yesterday we played at soldiers.

‘The Shop’

The Royal Military Academy at Woolwich was founded in 1741 to train Gunner and Sapper officers. It was known as the ‘Shop’: I went there as a young gentleman cadet from Cheltenham in September 1938. I did not expect to kill anyone as an officer but rather to be killed. An officer would lead his men ‘over the top’, brandishing a black malacca cane surmounted by a silver knob emblazoned with the Regimental Badge. He might carry a Webley Scott revolver in a leather holster attached to his Sam Browne, but he would be dead before he reached the wire. This is what officers in the British Army had done since Marlborough. You stood in the forefront with your foot on a slight mound, your sword raised, your head with its tall shako turned towards your men, encouraging them, calling to them, until a ball took you in the chest, or a round shot carried away your leg. I had no desire to be a general, only an officer in the Royal Engineers; that was enough for the time being.

I was bored at the Shop, and so became disillusioned. The work was not hard nor the discipline severe. Our training as future officers concentrated on drill, PT and riding. The chief object was to instil in us the qualities of an officer and a gentleman. We were already the latter or we would not have got into the Shop. I had passed eightieth out of ninety, and I never did a stroke of work or felt the slightest interest in my studies. I did, however, learn the finer points of arms drill and square-bashing, also how to ride a horse and, most useful of all, how to drive a car.

The new boys, the first-termers, were known as Snookers, and we were divided into two companies. I shared a room with Aylmer. He had been at Wellington. Our room was regulation, with wooden floors and a large table on which we spent hours burnishing our bayonets, polishing with dark tan Kiwi the toe-caps of our boots, our belts and bayonet frogs. Black Kiwi gave our bayonet scabbards a finish like glass. We each had a shelf and a cupboard to take our few books and on which we laid out our clothes in regulation manner. There were two wooden chairs, two iron beds, a fireplace, and an old batman who had been at the Siege of Mafeking.

Every morning on waking, Aylmer’s first words were “God! How I hate this place”. For the first six weeks we were confined to the Academy grounds. We spent hours being drilled. Aylmer had difficulty co-ordinating his legs and arms when marching. He would start off on the wrong foot or suddenly start swinging the right arm forward with his right foot. This put our Drill Sergeant, Sergeant- Major Jock Miller of the Black Watch, into convulsions.

“Mister Aylmer - Saar.

“Fall OUT!”

This meant Aylmer had to quick-march to the officiating Captain (lurking in the background) and report himself.

Soon Aylmer was relegated to the rear rank and at the left end of the Company. In the early weeks of our drilling, Sergeant-Major Jock Miller frequently bellowed from a hundred yards away, across the asphalt parade ground.

“Mis-tar Aylmer, Saar! Carry - ON! Ree-mainder, Cha-ange STEP!”

Sergeant-Major Jock Miller was a great man, moustached, red-faced, with a hoarse voice and a beery breath. He cut a fine figure in his kilt and white spats. He swung his kilt as to the manner born. We were proud of him; we came to love him. He dressed for ordinary parades in tartan trews, cutaway jacket, Glengarry, black boots with glass-like toecaps, and a red sash over his shoulder. Under his arm he carried his wooden pace stick — it opened like a large pair of dividers which he used to check the exact distance of our marching stride. He had a superb carrying voice.

“Layf - Layf - Layf - Rye - Layf. Companee — Abowt — wait for it Mistar Aylmer Saar. A-BOWT TARN! Arms still thar! Arms - up-up-up. Up to yer belt!”

“Layf - Layf - Layf - Rye - Layf. Companee — ABOWT — TARN! One - two-three-four. Arms back-back-back. Layeft TARN! Companee HALT! One - one -two. Standat EES!”

The last word of every command was unrecognisable; it came out as a loud, penetrating shriek. Every muscle from Sergeant-Major-Jock Miller’s toes to the top of his close-cropped head, squeezed out that final extraordinary high-pitched screech.

At first with nothing, then with swagger-sticks and lastly with rifles we bashed up and down the parade ground in front of the old facade of the Shop. Occasionally a few cloth-capped onlookers, in old overcoats, old soldiers perhaps, peered at us through the surrounding tall iron railings.

It was during a parade for fixing and unfixing bayonets that we heard the only risqué remark ever attributed to Sergeant-Major Jock Miller.

“Companeeee will unfix bayonets — UnFIX! Wait-for-it. Unfix — you don’t unfix Mistar Aylmer Saar!”

The left-hand marker took five paces forward, “BAYONETS”, came the shriek. Aylmer was last and still fumbling to get his bayonet into its scabbard. There was a long delay.

“Mis-tar Aylmer Saar! Put some hair round it. Get it in - Saar!”

The Captain on parade had turned about and was looking vaguely at the old mortars by the clock tower. We continued with the unfix; the marker took five paces backwards. Sergeant-Major Jock Miller seemed to swell and get even more purple. His tunic tautened. He was wearing trews.

“Slow-ope Hyp!”, came the explosion. “Officer on parade, Companeeee DISS-MISS!!”

We turned to the right, slapped our rifle butts in salute and marched off the parade ground. We won the drill competition. Aylmer was indistinguishable from the rest of us.

In the middle of our first term at the Shop, we snookers enacted the ritual of being made into men. This took place in the Gymnasium in front of the whole College on three consecutive nights. We put on a boxing tournament: everyone had to fight. Those who lacked expertise were expected to make up for it by a display of blood and guts. Aylmer cursed the ordeal as the night approached. We were both in the same weight and equally ignorant of what to do. The ring was lit in the classical style, and the cadets in overalls, patrols and Wellingtons, with instructors and Commandant in mess kit, sat around in darkness. A good show was all that was demanded. Luckily Aylmer and I were not drawn against each other, and both of us were defeated in our first fight. We were blooded. After it was over I returned to our barren room. Aylmer was flat on his bed, still in shorts and vest. Dried blood had coagulated round his nose and on his chest. He was swearing and cursing the Bloody Place. Aylmer was fair-skinned, rather red in the face, perhaps due to the daily shaving. He had pale blue eyes, fair hair, eyebrows and eyelashes. This gave him a slight albino look.

The next term we were no longer ‘snookers’ and moved out of the old rooms overlooking the parade ground and into ramshackle iron-sheeted hutments at the back. I saw less of Aylmer. We dug trenches in the small lawns surrounding our huts. This was during the Munich crisis. One night we were all awakened by a series of huge explosions. Everyone got up and milled around in each other’s rooms.

“We’re being bombed”, someone said.

“I hope to God you’re right, then they’ll send us away from this bloody place,” said Aylmer. (It later transpired that some compressed air cylinders had blown up in Woolwich Arsenal.)

Early in our second term the influence of a new Minister of Defence, Mr. Hore Belisha, was felt at the Shop. In the name of modernisation, ‘forming fours’ was replaced by parading in three ranks, and breeches and puttees were changed to long trousers. These innovations were not popular at any level.

During the Munich crisis we were lined up and asked our preference for regimental postings. It was rumoured that we would leave before completing our last term if war was declared. There already was a full-scale war in China, where the Japanese had massacred the inhabitants of Nankin and then captured Pekin and Canton. The College had a lecture in the Gymnasium on the situation; it was too far away for anyone to show much concern.

Woolwich catered for three regiments, the Engineers, the Artillery and the Signals. Aylmer chose the Gunners and I chose the Sappers. The crisis passed and term dragged on. My enthusiasm had gone. Military history was a desert of dry facts, of boredom. We had lectures on gunpowder, cordite and gun cotton; only the occasional bang, set off by the lecturer, awoke our interest. Aylmer and I took copious notes. Our minds had one thought, how to get down to our rooms at the end of the period, change into breeches and leggings and be on riding parade with our bicycles in fifteen minutes. We had interminable lessons on parliamentary government, the Army estimates, Britain’s unwritten constitution (its advantages over all others) and the Statute of Westminster. We never saw a gun, fired a rifle, learned Morse or worked a radio.

From constitutional history we moved on to field works according to the Field Service Handbook. Aylmer and I were paired together for our out-of-classroom activities. We had to dig a field lavatory, lay some barbed wire and dig ourselves a small trench. After digging for three hours we were only able to protect ourselves up to our knees. Captain Hudson RA then ordered us to make the parapet thicker as in his opinion a bullet would go right through our effort. Before completing this improvement the period ended, we got on our cycles and returned to the Shop. We never saw our field works again.

The rigmarole of Plain Table drawing was even more futile. Dressed in jackets, breeches and puttees, wearing raincoats and then festooned with a wooden tripod, drawing table, magnetic compass and a haversack full of pencils, rulers and sandwiches, we bicycled to Woolwich Common. We had to map this dreary waste. With a strong wind blowing we set up our tables, took sights, bearings, drew lines, and rubbed them out. We moved to other points, dropping pencils, the wind tore the paper and drawing pins fell out. After four hours there was nothing but a smudgy mess to show for our efforts. Aylmer silently persevered. I cracked under the strain; nineteen years of unquestioned acceptance evaporated and I decided not to become a Sapper.

One evening, late in my last term, I heard a clanking outside my room. Some senior was pounding the boards of the ill-lit corridor. There was a knock at the door and Aylmer came in. He was in mess kit and wearing the spurs which he had just been given in the riding class. He was fascinated by their martial jingle. He looked just the same, perhaps a bit straighter, not quite so unco-ordinated, a bit redder but with the same albino look.

“Thank God, this is the end.” he said. We had been thrown together by the alphabetic proximity of our names.

“What are you going into?” I asked.

“Oh! The Gunners, I suppose.”

“Suppose? You don’t sound very enthusiastic.”

“It won’t be so bad in a regiment. There’s bound to be a war soon”

“Why the Gunners? You could be a Sapper.”

“Oh no! My father and his father were all Gunners and I’m supposed to be one too. What about you?”

“Me? Well, I’m going into the Tanks!”

“Good God! The Tanks? Why? How did you fix that?”

“I saw Captain Wood, he fixed it for me. So now it’s all settled.”

“Well good luck to you. It doesn’t matter what we do, we’ll all be in it soon.”

“Best wishes to you too, and thanks. You’re right of course, there’ll be a war. Things can’t go on like they do here forever.”

I had decided to break with Shop tradition. I could not stomach the Gunner mob. They were led by Cadet Madden, a harmless fellow but devilish horsey. He was small, perhaps five foot three, with thin legs. He had prematurely blue-red jowls and wore his cap well down over his eyes. This forced him to glare up at you. He was a good rider and got his spurs very early in the last term. From then on he was insufferable. Before falling-in for riding parades Madden and his clique stood with one leg forward and whacked themselves on their leather leggings with their canes, guffawing at some horsey joke.

I decided on something modern and mobile, which in spite of my ignorance I imagined would play a vital part in the coming war. Officers for the Royal Tank Regiment were taken from Sandhurst, so I had been in the wrong place for eighteen months.

The final examination provided a penultimate farce. I knew almost nothing, but had written copious notes, mostly verbatim, at every lecture. This gave an appearance of industry. I had learnt my first army lesson: Bullshit Baffles Brains. I wrote voluminously on every question, even if I had no idea of the answers. Our final marks included such indefinable factors as personality, leadership and general bearing. I passed out twenty-fifth, with Aylmer slightly higher.

The term ended, but the seniors had to spend seven days under canvas at Aldershot. It rained continuously. Our best boots, belts, jackets and breeches got soaked and lost their lustre, but now it no longer mattered. Going to the Regal Cinema in our officers’ raincoats we were frequently saluted by the soldiery, much to our embarrassment. We broke camp and went to our homes. We were soon to be commissioned and then join our regiments.

I never saw anybody from the Shop again. Twelve years later, when wandering around the military cemetery at Kohima in Nagaland I came across the grave of Captain Langdon RE. He had been killed during the Japanese attack; we had been contemporaries at Cheltenham and at the Shop. I learnt early in the war of the death of another contemporary, PG Geary, a great cricketer and scholar. He had been killed when he walked out of the corridor of the last carriage of a troop train. Much later, I do not remember where or when, I heard of Aylmer’s death. I never found out how he died.


CHAPTER 2

Mark One Infantry Tank

WHILE I was at Cheltenham my mother had married again. My stepfather, Major Cuthbert Sleigh, RE, MC, came from Leek in Staffordshire, where his family were minor landed gentry and owned spinning mills. He and my father were contemporaries in the Madras Sapper and Miners at Bangalore; because he was tall and paternal, he was known to his brother officers as ‘Father’. I remembered him in Bangalore as my ‘Uncle-Father’. He had been deeply fond of my mother for many years. Having been gassed in Flanders he suffered from persistent lung trouble, and shortly before his marriage was invalided out of the army. A modest, gentle man, he never spoke of himself. He bought a spacious, beautiful house in Camberley, Surrey, which was our home for twenty years.

I was twelve when my youngest brother, Sandy, was born in Aberdeen, just before my parents were divorced. Sandy, an uncomplicated, charming boy was to follow Lindsay and me to St. Ronans, from where he went on to Dartmouth and the Navy.

I was commissioned into the 8th Battalion Royal Tank Regiment, stationed at Perham Down on the Eastern edge of Salisbury Plain, and driven down by my mother and Uncle-Father. A large portmanteau trunk containing silk socks, black boots, white shirts and stiff collars, bow ties, and uniform jackets, tails and khaki shirts, had been sent on by rail. I was taken in to see the ‘headmaster’, Colonel Drake-Brockman, and handed over. After this initial meeting I remember seeing the Colonel only once, at a dining-in night. He was stocky, short, with an accompanying truculent mien. He disappeared soon after war was declared and his place taken by a more jovial and fatherly figure, Colonel Custance. A year later I read in the Daily Mirror of Colonel Drake-Brockman’s disgrace. He had been cashiered for striking a captured German pilot. He went to Canada and enlisted as a private in an armoured unit. Later, he became a general in the Canadian Army.

I was totally unprepared for the shambles of peace-time life in the British Army. The Battalion owed its existence to the Army’s reluctant drive towards. mechanisation: the junior officers had a theory that it was manned by enforced volunteers. The men, however, seemed decent enough and took their dreary life stoically. The tank strength consisted of one large medium tank and three light tanks of 1925 vintage, and the remaining forty ‘tanks’ were made up of a dozen Bren gun carriers, two-dozen 15 cwt lorries and a few Norton motor cycles.

The daily routine was short and dull. At seven there was flag hoisting by the Battalion Orderly Officer. Breakfast at eight. Then, from nine until twelve-thirty, troop training. There were games in the afternoon for the men. Tea at four-thirty. At six a bugle blew, the Orderly Officer lowered the flag by the guard room and the day was over. At mid-day on Fridays the weekend began. The officers changed into mufti and the mess was deserted until Tuesday morning. Company and Battalion Orderly Officers carried out their lonely duties throughout the long weekend. Officers on duty wore Sam Browne and swords. We made the rounds of the men’s eating hall and asked, “Any complaints?” At other times we wore cloth belts with our barathea uniforms and carried ash walking sticks. We were all conscious of our social inferiority to the cavalry, sanctified by the possession of horses. We were despised as ‘bloody mechanics’.

Two other junior officers joined with me. They had the advantage of coming from Sandhurst and having seen a Vickers machine-gun and taken it to pieces — while I had only fired six rounds from a service revolver. A week after I arrived the first Mark One Infantry Tank appeared, and was passed round the Battalion for training.



Every unit has its characters; there seemed a lot of them in the 8th Battalion. Major Quin-Smith was elderly, moustached and wore a monocle. He had an MC which I assumed he won at Cambrai, but it turned out to have been on the North West Frontier. Captain Lindsay was short, dark haired, dapper and very good looking. He was friendly to the new boys. After the war was over I met Captain Lindsay in a brothel in Lal Bazaar, Calcutta; he was heavily decorated. The Battalion Reconnaissance Officer was Captain Howard-Jones, tall, with a small nose. His black beret sat on his head like a pancake. He was well in with the Battalion top brass, and I admired his familiarity with the Colonel and various Majors. He was also very knowledgeable about the strategic and tactical dispositions of the Brigade and even higher formations. During the 15 months with the Battalion I never knew where Brigade HQ was, and I never saw a tank of any other Tank Regiment.

I made friends with Lieutenant Booth. He was several years older than I, with large dark eyes, a black moustache and slouching unmilitary bearing. He scurried about like a bird. He smoked a lot, and was constantly tuning the engine of his black Citroen while a tiny cigarette stub hung from his lower lip. I admired this and tried to copy him in order to improve my image with the men, but the smoke got in my eyes. Booth was the Battalion messing officer, and his pockets were filled with bits of paper and small notebooks. These were lists of butter and egg stocks, jam and milk consumption, and other household matters. He was treated with humourous banter but took the jibes in good heart.

A month after joining the regiment there was a dining-in night. This entailed full mess kit and various traditional ceremonies during the course of the evening. My mess kit had still not arrived, so I was the only officer present in tails. Colonel Drake-Brockman conducted the ritual of passing the port and supervised the etiquette of smoking at the table. There was some esoteric dialogue between ‘Mr President’ and ‘Mr Vice’, and we all stood up and drank a toast to ‘The King, God bless him’. This was followed by very small small-talk, smoking and port drinking. The other two new boys and myself sat at the far end of the table and maintained silence during dinner. Later we trooped by order of rank into the anteroom. The Colonel seemed to unbend a little, though it cost him considerable effort. Drinks were brought in by the mess orderlies, and the ante-room cleared for action. We new boys retired. I heard from Booth that Lindsay, Howard-Jones, Quin-Smith, Trotman and Scales were leading lights in a game of throwing billiard balls around the table. There followed some boyish romping in the ante-room and Booth had his trousers removed. The party came to an end at three o’clock.

A few days after the dining-in night, war was declared. The mess was stunned: everyone was very glum and for once Howard-Jones was speechless. I was terrified. This was not going to be the Aldershot Tattoo with massed pipe bands, but the real thing. I was Battalion orderly officer and had to sleep in the Orderly room. My batman, young Trooper Burnett, set up my camp bed and I retired at nine o’clock, fearing that the phone would ring and order the Battalion to France immediately,

At midnight the phone rang. Some major, whose name I did not get and was too nervous to ask him to repeat, was calling from Brigade. He demanded our strength and our state of readiness. I read out from a form the numbers of sick, on leave, AWOL and total present. He enquired about the officers; I replied that they were all present and that the Battalion was ready for anything. The caller asked me my name and rang off.

In October the Battalion received marching orders. We set off, to wander around Devon and Dorset for the next five months. Lorries and Bren-gun carriers transported the troops. The baggage and our few slow-moving tanks followed by rail. I packed most of my uniform and finery into the portmanteau trunk and sent it home. All of us now reduced our baggage to one uniform, black overalls, an overcoat, a camp bed and a collapsible bath. We were billeted in village halls or dispersed among large country houses. The Battalion carried out TEWTs (Tactical Exercises Without Troops), over tracts of barren heather and along West Country lanes. We were still mainly armed with lorries and carriers, but a few more tanks had arrived. I now had one in my troop.

I had a wonderful Sergeant, Sergeant Paddy Doyle. He was like a father to me. He knew I knew nothing: I relied on him for everything. The men liked him and he knew exactly how to maintain the correct relationship between himself and his young, ignorant officer. The army had thousands of men like Paddy Doyle, who carried us young officers until we could stand and walk and hold our own. My tank driver was Trooper Crow, a long lanky East Londoner, who hated the I Tank for its slowness and took every opportunity to jump on a motorcycle or speed recklessly in a Bren-gun carrier. He was a first-rate mechanic.

The Mark One I tank was considered by all of us to be useless, and so it proved when the ‘phoney war’ hotted up in the early Spring of 1940. One of the other regular Tank Battalions went to France with Mark Ones and left them all behind. They were armed with only one Vickers machine-gun, so the Germans shot them to pieces; and as the tank could only do four miles an hour it couldn’t run away. The Mark One was never used in action after France. It was powered with a Ford V8 car engine, with a standard four-speed gear box. It weighed eight tons, with armour four inches thick at the front end: the totally inadequate engine moved the tank at a fast walking pace. It was designed to accompany the infantry across ‘no-mans-land’, then crush the barbed wire and rake the German trenches and machine-gun nests with its single Vickers gun. It had a crew of two, a driver in front, and a Commander in the small turret acting also as gunner and radio operator. The turret was moved by turning a handle but the floor did not turn with it. The radio was on the floor. The tank climbed up any slope, slowly, engine shrieking, and then exposed its thin underbelly as it nosed over the brow of the hill. It would have made an ideal toy.

During an exercise the confusion inside the Mark One was chaotic. As we emerged from the hedgerow to advance across the battlefield, followed by imaginary infantry, an internal pandemonium began. I fired blank cartridges from the machine-gun, at the same time peering through the telescopic gun sight. I wound the turret round with my left hand, cleared gun stoppages with the right and shouted instructions to Trooper Crow. Steadily the empty webbing cartridge belt exuded from the gun and coiled onto the empty ammunition boxes on the floor. After a few turns of the turret the flex from the radio had wound round my neck, my boots had kicked the radio off-tune and had trodden flat my haversack lunch. With the turret hatch closed it was impossible to stand up; you sat in darkness on a canvas sling. When we reached the objective everybody opened his hatch for fresh air and watched the Company Commander’s tank for the ‘Rally Flag’. (He had long ago given up any attempt to contact his troops by radio.) We rallied round the Company Commander and awaited the post-mortem. The battle was over. Sergeant Doyle had very early on told me what to do on exercises. The troop was to keep formation, never get ahead of anybody else, keep quiet on the radio, and do as little firing as possible. Thus we would keep out of trouble and not be subject to comment at the post-mortem.

The troop spent hours dismantling its Vickers machine-guns, learning the name of every part, then reassembling them. Then we did it blindfolded. We learnt to clear stoppages, to hit, yank, and pull the gun to get it to fire again. Occasionally we drove a tank to the shooting range, the troop following in a lorry. Hours were spent in counting out ammunition before firing and then collecting all the empty cases afterwards. There was a terrific fuss at the armoury if we returned even one cartridge case too few. This, I was told, was a legacy of service on the North-West Frontier, when the tribesmen collected the empties to refill and use in their home-made rifles.

At Christmas 1939 when the Battalion was roaming around Devon, I got a week’s leave. I went home to Camberley. The lakes in the grounds of the Staff College froze, and we went skating. I saw a young girl, small, plump and with very red lips. She was skating expertly. I followed her unsteadily until I managed to corner her on the bank. I did not know what to say, she was even more beautiful than I had at first realised. She looked over the lake, white puffs emerged from her cherry lips; she made no attempt to skate away. I took heart. I wobbled up on my skates and told her she was very beautiful and would she meet me that evening. She said she would, opposite the Thames Valley bus stop in Sandhurst village at 8 o’clock. She skated off with a smile on her red lips. That first evening we strolled down to the local lovers’ lane in clear frosty moonlight. I met her off and on for the next six months. Often we lay in each others arms in the back of my mother’s small Daimler, while German bombers passed overhead with their characteristic unsynchronised engine sound. Three hours later we would awake to hear them returning home. At other times we went on my 350 cc Velocette motorcycle to the cinema in Reading or Aldershot, and then back to Sandhurst to our favourite clump of trees. It was cold but healthy. I felt her cold, soft little nose pressed to my cheek.

After the New Year the Battalion stopped its wanderings and moved back to Salisbury Plain, this time into the Cavalry barracks at Tidworth. We kept our tanks in the stables, while the men slept in long dormitories above. The furniture was sparse but adequate — brown linoleum flooring, iron beds, iron lockers and chairs, and tall windows. They were regulation barracks built in 1885. They stood round the asphalt parade grounds. Everywhere there were red buckets filled with sand, and the roads were lined with grey nondescript trees which had struggled through small holes in the asphalt. The officers’ mess was in a solid red-bricked building which stood on one side of the parade ground; more struggling grey trees protected the mess from the direct view of the soldiery.

I had only been with the Battalion six months but I was fed up. I envied the battalions that had gone to France, while we ambled round with half our equipment and did TEWTs. Our tanks were slowly being delivered, and then a new one appeared, the Mark Two I tank — 25 tons, slow, with a puny two-pounder gun. It was also useless but at least something new to play with.

A night exercise was announced. The whole Battalion was going on to Salisbury Plain for a night attack on prepared positions. We were to move off in daylight, assemble at dusk and attack during the night. Then we would regroup and move to another battlefield for another night attack; then regroup again and return to Tidworth. Sergeant Doyle advised me to take plenty of blankets and to bring a tin of cocoa. The Battalion moved off at midday, a motley collection of Infantry tanks, our old 1925 medium tank and light tanks, Bren-gun carriers and lorries. I was in the troop’s only tank with Trooper Crow; Sgt. Doyle was in a Bren-gun carrier, Corporal Knowles in another. The carriers took the rest of my men. It was freezing. No one had any idea where we were going or to what purpose. The Battalion straggled into the bleak waste of Salisbury Plain at a snail’s pace, each vehicle trying to keep the regulation distance from the one in front. This meant frequent stops, long waits and then a rush, flat out at four-miles-an-hour, to catch up. If you missed a gear change as you accelerated you could easily break a selector fork in the gear box. The engine and all its cogs were running flat out. The lorries overheated and the carriers champed at their bits. Various Reconnaissance Officers rode up and down the long line on their Nortons, exhorting us to close up, don’t bunch, keep moving. Lt. Howard-Jones was in front leading the Battalion to the starting line. It got darker and colder. The sky was clear, the stars shone and we were indifferent to everything except the cold. The engine cooling fan of my tank drew the air through the turret and then over the engine, so Crow and I froze. Behind me came the two old soldiers, Paddy Doyle and Knowles, with the men. They were in Bren-gun carriers, sitting on each side of the engine with the doors open, bathed in smelly warm air and wrapped in greatcoats and blankets.

At midnight we stopped. Leaving the engine running Crow and I crawled onto the back of our tank and lay on the hot engine plates. Char and wads were brought round. We waited for hours; by now everybody and the vehicles were freezing; we wandered off into the darkness until dawn. Somewhere there had been a battle, but our Company had been in reserve. The cold was terrible. The Company made camp, a tent went up in which the cooks brewed tea and fried eggs. Wearing double clothing, wrapped in a dozen blankets and lying on frozen ground, it was still impossible to sleep. I got a terrible stomach ache. It was impossible to shit in that cold, so I got up and stole Howard-Jones’ Norton. I rode back to our Tidworth mess, only twenty miles away. There I had a shit in comfort, lay down on the sofa in the deserted anteroom in front of the fire and fell asleep. I was discovered by Booth. He had been left behind to prepare for our home-coming. We had lunch together and then I rode back to the Company. Neither I nor the Norton had been missed. Nothing was left of the warmth with which the Battalion had left Tidworth the previous afternoon. We were all frozen and remained frozen throughout the night. We traipsed around for hours going extra-slow so that the clop-clop of our tank tracks would not alert the imaginary enemy. It was our turn to attack. We lined up at 0200 hours. Engines were switched off and we waited for zero hour. Dawn came at last: we started up and advanced to the objective. We were victorious.

I began to wonder if there was some way out of the Royal Tank Regiment.


CHAPTER 3

Miss Dawes

THE ‘Phoney War’ hotted up in the early Spring of 1940, with the German attack through Holland and Belgium. The calm at Tidworth remained undisturbed, even by rumour. Nothing changed the daily routine of washing our obsolete tanks, tightening their tracks and passing the time in easy-going routine, with an occasional TEWT on Salisbury Plain.

In May the newspapers and wireless were full of the news of near-disaster at Dunkirk and the subsequent fall of France. We were not greatly perturbed by either event. Shortly afterwards our barracks were invaded by a few hundred tramps. Some wore French steel helmets, others the Kepi. They wandered around unshaven, unwashed, dressed in blue-grey greatcoats, bedraggled puttees and dirty boots. A miasma of Gaulloise and garlic enveloped their small disconsolate groups. They threw their moist stub-ends into the clean sand in our regimental fire buckets. They were the few of the French army who had escaped with the British from Dunkirk, with others who had sailed from western French ports on any boat they could find.

These Frenchmen were our first contact with the squalor of war: they heightened our sense of uselessness and further lowered our morale. Everybody had done something, even if it was to be defeated; but the 8th Battalion had been left in Tidworth, unnoticed and unwanted. This strengthened my determination to get away from the Battalion. But how?

One day Booth told me that several officers from other companies had already escaped by volunteering for secondment to the RAF. After the war they would be returned to the Army without loss of seniority. This apparently was the only way out: but did I really want to go to the RAF? I had been brought up in an Army family and trained for the Army. The RAF was a lower order, in fact the lowest. They were unmilitary, undisciplined ‘Brylcream boys’, flying machines I knew nothing about. I had thrilled to films like ‘Hells Angels’, and stories of air battles in ‘Boys Own’, but I had never wanted to emulate their heroic adventures. Two of my mother’s brothers, Uncle Cecil and Uncle Fitzy, had been in the Naval Air Service during the First World War. Uncle Fitzy, closest to my mother and the joy of my grandmother’s heart, had been shot down in November 1918. At home his large fur gloves, his naval cap and his maternity-jacket uniform were kept wrapped up in tissue paper, on top of my mother’s wardrobe. The thought of flying terrified me. I imagined entering a boozy and boisterous mob. Yet I felt I had to act or lose face with Booth and the orderly room. I took the plunge, and submitted my application. I began to feel more at home with the Battalion.

About this time we got a new Company Commander, Major Runciman. He was small, with a skin like faded parchment. He talked very quietly but could be withering in his anger. He quivered with fury. The thought of going into battle with troops like us must have appalled him. Sometimes he managed a small tight-lipped smile; on very rare occasions there came a weak cackle which indicated laughter. Five years later, on VE day, amongst the thousands shouting and screaming in Lower Regent Street, I suddenly came face to face with Major Runciman. He was in the Tank uniform, a Colonel with DSO and MC, alone, just as I remembered him. He recognized me, and spoke to me quietly and pleasantly, with that same voice like the dry rustle of old paper. I saluted and we parted. I was moved by our meeting. I felt I had missed serving under a great man. I envied him his Tank uniform with its black beret and tank insignia on the left arm, the uniform I had deserted. I soon lost sight of his short figure in the crowd.

The Battalion set off on its wanderings again, this time towards the south coast, as part of the defence against an invasion. We had begun to receive more of the new Mark Two tank. Whenever we moved our tanks went by rail and the troops would follow in lorry and Bren gun carriers. Our first camp was at Aldershot: we went under canvas on the site of the events in the bell tent of four years before. Then we travelled by train to London and the whole Battalion was billeted in an evacuated Catholic seminary on the edge of Wandsworth (or was it Wanstead?) Common. Every day we would set off in our Mark One and Mark Two tanks and drive around the streets of London. In the evenings we painted different insignia on the tanks and drove around with them the next day. In this way we hoped to raise the morale of the population with our large tank force, and to bamboozle German spies about our true strength.

It was while we were at Aldershot that I fell in love. One weekend Lt Reeves asked me to run him down to Winchester on my Velocette motorcycle, to see his girl friend. She had two younger sisters and Reeves said that I could have one of them. We set off; Reeves brought his .38 revolver. We arrived before lunch at the usual suburban house, a drive, bushes in front and garden behind. The mother, Mrs Dawes, welcomed us at the front door, while the three daughters stood behind her.

At lunch Reeves sat between the mother and eldest daughter, and I sat between the other two. The atmosphere was gregarious and happy. The youngest may have been about fifteen. She laughed nicely. The badinage between Reeves and his girl friend seemed a little repetitive and conventional. I was also sure that the youngest felt the same. Reeves was two years older than me, he had a proper girl friend and I was just a hanger-on. Let him get on with it even if listening to them made me groan inwardly. My preoccupation with others was soon displaced by the realization that I was in love with the youngest daughter. I was enthralled by her unaffectedness, her good humour and her plump beauty. Lovely golden hair, dimples, a pastel-coloured cotton dress and her vivacity. Lunch passed in a flash. Reeves and his girl friend went out of the French windows into the garden, watched by the mother and other daughter. My new-found love and I cleared the table and did the washing up. We were groping for dirty plates when our hands met. We momentarily looked at each other, when there was an almighty bang!

“That’s them in the garden,” she said. “He’s teaching her how to shoot.”

“Good God! What for? I wouldn’t do that if had a girl friend.”

“What would you do?”, she laughingly asked.

“I’d wash up the dishes with her after lunch.”

“Oh, that! Well someone has to do it, and it’s my turn today.”

Reeves was standing with his arm round his girl helping her to point his revolver at an old tree: then Bang! It was highly dangerous and made a hell of a row.

We had tea and then said goodbye to the four of them. Reeves and I, wearing our officer raincoats, berets and battledress, set off, waving goodbye as we went down the drive. They stood clustered on the front doorstep. I longed to see her again. The Battalion moved and we never got a chance to return to Winchester. Perhaps it was just as well.

We moved on to Horley and the Company was billeted in the large, rambling house of Mr and Mrs Hicks who had three teenage children. The Hicks were poor, but very simpatico. Lt Squires fell in love with the eldest daughter.

One morning I was called to the Orderly room and told that I had to report to the RAF Medical Centre at the Aldwych at noon. It was a lovely hot day, with clear blue sky. I caught the train at Horley just as an air battle was taking place overhead. Only the noise of screaming engines and machine-gun fire could be heard; the planes were too high up and the sun too bright to see them. At the Aldwych I had my one and only medical exam of the whole war. The medical officer discovered I was slightly deaf in my left ear, a common complaint among tank personnel because the tank beret flopped over to the right; this meant that the right ear, with a radio headset on, was more protected from the clatter than the left. In the afternoon I went to Leicester Square and saw ‘Gone with the Wind,’ before going back to Horley. Perhaps, I thought hopefully, we would be sent overseas before I could be claimed by the RAF.

Before we moved again I was made Company Reconnaissance Officer and given a motor cycle. Trooper Crow rode my Velocette when we moved billets and somehow managed to get it filled with petrol from the Battalion fuel dump. Our next posting was to the Kentish coastal area, where we would form part of the anti-invasion force: the Battalion would be under canvas near Ashford, on the downs near Charing. I was speeding down the A20, to get to Ashford Station before our tanks were off-loaded; there was a large pantechnicon ahead and I pulled out to pass it, doing 60 mph. When I was abreast it suddenly swerved out and forced me off the road. I mounted the grass verge, rode over a drainage ditch and was catapulted twenty feet over the handlebars and landed on my back two feet from a telephone pole. I opened my eyes and saw blue sky and the tall hedge above me. I slowly raised myself; the bike was upside down with petrol pouring from the tank. Both of us, the bike and I, were undamaged.

I led the Company tanks to a lovely avenue of trees overlooking the Weald of Kent to the south and west: it was mid-September. We put up camouflage nets, erected our tents and then dug our own latrines. I was sharing with Lieutenant Pascoe, a new-found friend from another company. The next morning a furious air battle took place over Ashford and Maidstone and we had a grandstand view. It was another clear, sunny day, and sporadic battles went on until the afternoon. Sometimes we recognised Spitfires and Hurricanes by the half-white and half-black of their undersides. We heard the rat-tat-tat of RAF machine-guns and the deeper budda-budda of the German cannon. Engines whined louder and louder and with increasing pitch, until there was a distant thud, followed by a puff of smoke, as friend or foe buried himself deep in the Kent countryside. Parachutes floated down, while the fighters flew round them like angry insects. It was impossible to say who had won or lost; it was over as suddenly as it had begun, until the next attack in the afternoon. High up swarmed the small black dots of the Luftwaffe heading for London, and the screaming of engines began again as our fighters attacked them. I was very scared. I had not bargained for this. I prayed that my papers were well and truly lost. There was a rumour that the Battalion was going to Egypt and I hoped I would be well on my way before my posting to the RAF came through.

At night we heard the deep engine note of German bombers heading through the clear sky for London. Muffled thuds came from far away, and a red glow shimmered on the north-west horizon. They were dropping bombs. High in the sky we saw tiny flashes as the anti-aircraft shells burst. Later the bombers droned back on their way home, with the occasional rat-tat-tat of RAF night fighters having a go at them. Then the air battles stopped.

During the day I reconnoitred the roads to the coast. The company went in lorries and Bren-gun carriers to Dover, Folkestone and Romney Marsh, still doing TEWTs. I never saw any other troops or tanks. For those few weeks in Autumn of 1940 the invasion coast was defended by the 8th Battalion Tanks under the trees overlooking Charing. Much later I learnt how near we had been to invasion, but at the time none of us, at least none of the junior officers and men, had the faintest idea what was going on or how serious things were. A few signposts were pointed in the wrong direction and place-names were removed from roads and villages in order to baffle invading Germans. As a result of such subterfuge I led the whole company of tanks up a long narrow lane with high banks on each side, on the way to yet another TEWT. It was the wrong route, so fifteen Mark Two Matilda tanks had to reverse out of the lane. Major Runciman said nothing, but he looked like a pickled walnut.

At our camp, under the long avenue of large trees, whose leaves were beginning to fall, we were comfortable. Ammunition, radio sets, tools and all the equipment we had been without for so long began to arrive. We were definitely preparing for action: rumour was strong that we were moving to Egypt. I was having breakfast in the mess-tent one pleasant morning, when an orderly room clerk appeared, looking for Lt Anderson, 44673. I had to report to the adjutant. Captain Trotman apologised for mislaying the original signal — but I should have been at No. 8 Elementary Flying Training School, Woodley, the previous day.

I was to leave immediately. I found Major Runciman and said goodbye, gave Pascoe my camp bed, canvas bath and wash basin. I packed my kitbag and Sergeant Doyle got my Velocette fuel tank filled up. I said goodbye to the man who had been a father to me for the last year. I set off for Camberley to break the news of my defection to my mother and Uncle-Father, then to report to RAF Woodley the next morning.


CHAPTER 4

Saint Praftu

I ARRIVED home in time for tea. My sudden appearance, with my kit-bag strapped on the back of my Velocette, was a surprise; shock followed when I announced that I had left the Army for the duration of the war and was joining the RAF. Uncle-Father was philosophical, giving me undeserved credit for knowing what was best for me. My mother soon became reconciled to my defection when I explained that I was training at Woodley, near Reading, and could come home for weekends. The next morning I set off on my bike for Woodley, arriving at midday. I reported to the adjutant who informed me I was two days late and told me to get over to the Club house and find a bed.

Woodley aerodrome belonged to the Miles Aviation Company, and had been taken over by the RAF as the home of Number 8 Elementary Flying Training School. The Miles Company built light aircraft in hangers bordering the airfield: the Messenger, Mentor and training aircraft, the Magister and Master. On the far side of the airfield was the Club House, now a mess for the pupils. Woodley was used, at that time, for training officers seconded from the Army. The chief steward showed me to my room. I had a single room awaiting me, with clean bed-sheets, a basin and a bathroom nearby. Downstairs I found a sitting room and bar, attended by a white-coated barman. I ordered a beer and sat down in a deep leather armchair. I decided that after lunch was soon enough to join the course.

Suddenly there was a stamping of feet, and loud, excited talking. In came a dozen Army officers from assorted regiments; drinks were ordered and a loud animated chatter filled the mess. I felt very much a new boy, although the others had only been there two days longer than me. There was a lot of technical gossip about how to fly an aeroplane.

I hung around the outside of a group hoping to pick up some tips. I gathered that they had all been for their first flight that morning. The mess was full now with about eighteen officers. A good-looking, dapper officer came up and introduced himself. He was Lieutenant Keith Bailey of some line regiment; he took me over to be perfunctorily greeted by the group. The ones I remember best and was closest to for the next four months were Lt Higson, Royal Engineers, Lt Penman, Royal Scots, Lt Charles-Jones, Rifle Brigade, Lts Bowes, Rowbotham and Keith Bailey of county regiments.

Higson was the self-appointed leader, at the head of a varied crew of novices, ranging from acquiescing hangers-on to the independent and potentially bolshie.

Higson: “You’ve got to give throttle in a spin.” (No one had as yet ever done a spin, but I didn’t know this.)

Keith Bailey: “How do you know?”

Charles-Jones: “Yes! How do you know? You haven’t done spinning yet.”

Higson: “I read it in AP1234.”

Bowes, taking his pipe from his mouth: “What the hell is that?”

Penman: “It’s the Bible, mon. The Air Force Bible. The last book ye read before they carry you off, mon.”

Higson: “The Magister is a rotten trainer, it’s too vicious. We should be on Tiger Moths.”

(We were being trained on the low-wing monoplane Miles Magister.)

Bailey: “Balls, Higson! You don’t know one end of an aircraft from the other.”

Bowes, taking his pipe out of his mouth: “We’ve got a long way to go.”

Higson: “My instructor told me that we’re the best Army course they’ve had so far.”

Penman: “He must be nuttier than you, mon. We’ve ony been flying fa half-a-day!”

Higson: “Well you chaps can laugh, but this is a serious business. We’ll be on ‘ops’ in six months.”

This was a sobering thought for all of us.

During this exchange I had been standing behind Keith Bailey. Higson seemed so knowledgeable. How was I going to keep up with him and the rest? Where could I get hold of AP1234, obviously essential for a budding pilot? Did Higson really know anything or was he bullshitting?

After lunch I went with the course to the other side of the airfield. Half of us were on flying and the other half in the classroom. I was issued with a parachute and shown how to put it on, pull the ripcord, and take it off. The straps had to be just right, not loose or too tight; error could result in one’s balls being squashed when the parachute opened. I was fitted with a leather flying helmet, goggles, leather gauntlets with silk linings, a Sidcup suit and Gosport tubes. These tubes were like a doctor’s stethoscope, fitted to the helmet and plugged into a tube in the cockpit. The pupil and instructor could communicate after a fashion by shouting into a mouthpiece. The Sidcup suit, made of thin green wind-proof canvas with zip fasteners in strategic places, covered the body from head to foot. It had an artificial fur collar. There was a grisly joke about the Sidcup suit. In the event of a crash it made it easy to carry away your blood and guts by simply tying knots at the end of the sleeves and trouser legs. I put on my regalia and waddled round the stores. I was allocated a locker for my flying gear and was ready to start my new career. It was my turn to fly the next morning.

That evening, in the clubhouse mess, there was more talk about how to fly. Higson was making an authoritative pronouncement about footwear for flying. He recommended gym shoes so that you could feel the rudders better. Others preferred shoes, and a small group upheld army boots.

Higson: “Boots! We’re not driving lorries! You can’t feel anything in boots. Your feet must feel the delicate movements of the rudder.”

Bailey: “Why not boots? Fighter pilots wear flying boots. They’re big enough.”

Higson: “They’re not the same as army boots. They’re made of special soft leather with lamb’s-wool lining.”

Charles-Jones: “In the first World War they wore riding boots!”

Higson: “This is not the first World War, my boy!”

Charles-Jones: “But the aeroplanes are nearly the same, at least the Magister and Tiger Moth are.”

Bailey: “I don’t see you wearing gym shoes. My instructor wears flying boots. If we get posted to fighters, your feet will freeze, so you’d better get used to flying boots.”

Higson: “Balls, I’ll stick to shoes.”

Bowes, taking his pipe out of his mouth: “Pack it up you two for Christ’s sake.”

Higson: “Did you hear about the last course of Pongos?”

All: “No! What happened?”

Higson: “Three of them took fifteen hours to go solo! And three were thrown out for not having aptitude.”

Anderson: “What’s the usual time for going solo?”

Higson: “Between eight and twelve hours, my instructor told me. After that they begin to give up hope”.

There was silence. Each of us pondered the fate of the unfortunates of the last army course. How long would I take to go solo?

After the first few days there was very little talk about flying. Most of us had retired into ourselves. The problems were the same for all but unique to each. Each of us battled with his own difficulties. No amount of talk could give you confidence or co-ordination. Theory out of sacred AP1234 was one thing; practice depended on yourself.

For my first flight I dressed myself in my Sidcup suit, helmet, Gosport tubes, gauntlets and goggles. I carried my parachute across my back, and plodded out to the aircraft. Flying Officer Cromelin was my instructor; he showed me round the small delicate-looking Miles Magister, and then instructed me how to climb into the cockpit: The first thing to master was how not to put your foot through the flimsy wing as you climbed up. He told me not to wear gloves so that I could feel the stick better. I was put in the front cockpit while the instructor sat behind. He strapped me into the seat with the Sutton harness and fixed in my Gosport tubes. His last words were to put the balls of my feet lightly on the rudder pedals, to hold the joystick with my thumb and first two fingers only, while the left hand rested on the throttles. He would fly the aircraft while I followed his movements on the controls. I was not to let him feel my hands and feet on the controls. He got in. There was a yell from the back, “Petrol ON!,” “Throttle SET,” “Switches OFF.” An airman caught the propeller in his right hand and shouted “Contact.” Cromelin bellowed “Contact.” The airman gave a mighty yank on the propeller and the engine burst into life. I sat with my hands and feet lightly covering the controls. The controls moved, I followed them; perhaps he was testing me. The airman came in from the port side and removed the chocks from in front of the wheels. The engine note increased. There was a blast of air round my head, and we started to move.

I was encased in thin three-ply with pedals made of thin aluminium, the cockpit was small, my head stuck out with a tiny windshield in front. The Magister wobbled and lurched as we moved over the grass to the take-off point. The engine made a huge noise and the whole front of the aircraft rattled and vibrated. The rudders were jerked violently from side to side, the stick was pressed back into my stomach. Everything seemed haphazard and rough. Through some cracks in the floor I saw grass passing beneath us. The bottom of the cockpit had wires and tubes running fore and aft. We wobbled and rattled; with a burst of engine we turned across wind. An aircraft was coming in to land. We waited. I wondered how this small ramshackle thing was going to fly and if it could support two of us. I hoped that the engine was properly secured to the body.

“Are you ready?,” bellowed Cromelin down the Gosports.

“Yes!”

He turned into the direction of take-off and bellowed down the Gosports, “Don’t try to fly it, follow me.”

“Yes.”

The engine increased its noise; so did the wind past my head. We moved slowly forward gathering speed. We wobbled, bounced, rattled, the controls were jerking. Suddenly, I felt an easy, comfortable, smooth sensation. We were airborne. I looked forward. The controls were now moving very little and very gently, just one quarter of an inch this way, one eighth of an inch that way. The throttle came back, the engine reduced its noise and we were climbing. The feeling that I was sitting in a flimsy, rattling box, with coarse control movements, completely vanished. The aircraft was now a thing of precision and refinement. I enjoyed the sensation and felt quite at home. I waited for the next development. After we had climbed up a bit, Cromelin’s shouts came at me indistinctly down the Gosport tubes:

“Right. Now look at your altimeter. Two thousand feet. Revs, twenty-one hundred.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Now follow me. Stick gently forward. Nose drops. Gently back, nose up. Forward. Level. Centralise stick.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Stick gently to port, banking. Centralise. Stick centre — level. Gently starboard, banking. Centralise, you’ve got to hold off bank!”

“Yes, sir.”

“For Christ’s sake stop saying yes sir! Right, now you try. Ready?”

“Yes.”

“Stick a little forward. Gently — a little, damn you! Gently, I said! Centralise now! Back a little! Gently! Gently! Centralise. Forward a little. Level and centralise. Bank to port, hold off! I told you to hold off bank …

“Now a turn to starboard. Little starboard bank. Hold off, stick little back, gentle port rudder. A little rudder. A little! ! You’re too rough! Centre stick, centre rudders. Now try to port. Port bank, hold off, stick back and top rudder. No, not port rudder! Top rudder! Okay hold it — hold it for Christ’s sake! Gently! Gently, for God’s sake! Do what I say, don’t try any of your own tricks. Right! I’ve got her.”

“You’ve got her,” I answered.

We turned through one hundred and eighty degrees. I had no idea where we were. I looked around. The fact that I was airborne in a small, narrow wooden box, covered with cotton fabric and held together with glue and screws, did not worry me. I was engrossed in the view of the countryside below. Roads, railways, houses, green fields and woods, all appeared like a layout in a large toy shop. This was how I should have liked to lay out the nursery and into this scene to have put my farm animals, Dinky toys, motor cars, railways, and of course my armies of soldiers. Ahead I saw black specks in the sky. We were approaching Woodley. In the clear autumn sunlight, other aircraft were flying around the airfield doing take-offs and landings; we passed over the Reading-Wokingham road. I could see a red Thames Valley double-decker bus; it stopped to pick up some toy passengers.

“Wake up! Come on don’t go to sleep. Follow me now, we’re down-wind. Check the wind sock for landing direction. You see it?”

“Yes.”

“Look out in front, below and to the sides. No one near us. Right, we’ll land. We’ve passed the end of the field. It’s just behind your port wing tip. Turn to port. Reduce speed, throttle back, engine-assisted glide. We’re cross-wind. Follow me! Coming up to line up into wind. Turn to port. Flaps down, throttle-assisted. Watch the airspeed! Keep straight. You look ahead and to the port. Always ahead on the port side. We’re over the hedge. Throttle back. Hold off. Hold it. Look to your left. Judge your height. Stick gently back. Hold it. Down!”

Bump, bang, wobble, rattle. We had made a perfect three-point landing. The rudder bar moved violently, we rolled straight ahead and stopped. The engine ticking over. The throttle went forward. The engine gave a loud farting noise. The stick came back into my stomach and we turned to starboard and wobbled and lurched over the grass to the instruction block and the time-keeper’s office. The next pupil was waiting. The engine ticked over as we approached the parking area. A burst of engine, a violent movement of left rudder and the aircraft slewed round and faced the grass airfield. The engine stopped.

“Right. Out you get.”

I undid the Sutton harness and gingerly levered myself out of the seat, careful not to put my foot through the cockpit floor. I climbed onto the wing root and jumped down on the grass. Cromelin still sat in the back seat waiting for his next pupil.

“That’s all for today. We’ll talk about it tomorrow. I’ve got you first thing in the morning.”

“Thank-you,” I said and tried to walk off, as the other pupil came over to the aircraft.

I couldn’t move far without removing my parachute. I turned the central knob of the harness and gave it a bash. The straps fell away. I hoisted the parachute onto my shoulders. I was momentarily overcome by the greatness of my achievement. I had flown! Not myself, although I had been in charge for some minutes. To think only a few days back I had been at Ashford under canvas! As I walked towards the locker-room I caught a glimpse of myself reflected in the window of the time-keeper’s office. I was reminded of the statue of Alcock and Brown after their Atlantic crossing. My artificial fur collar was down: it would improve the effect to have it up. Next time! I turned to enter the locker room, Higson and Bailey were coming out, dressed in their regalia. Bailey was very smart; his Sidcup suit, a little tight in the waist, looked as though it had been cut by a tailor. Higson’s Sidcup was baggy and slightly too long in the crutch. The two of them could have been taken for neat and natty pupil and care-worn experienced instructor. I expect Higson thought so too. As we passed, Higson said to me: “How’d it go, okay? You’re a fly-boy now!”

After I had packed away my stuff, I wandered back to the Club House for tea. I was now able to think about my flight. I was worried about my lack of co-ordination when putting the aircraft into a turn. Perhaps I had an inherent lack of co-ordination and I would be failed. I sat in an armchair drinking my tea, and making imperceptible movements with my right hand and feet as I put myself into imaginary turns to port and starboard. Most of the pupils were rather subdued, drinking tea, eating egg sandwiches and looking out of the window at the aircraft landing and taking off. They were all preoccupied with their own difficulties. I was not the only one who was worried.

“Well, if you don’t do what he says, what do you expect?” I recognised Higson’s voice.

“And I suppose you always do what he says,” chirped Bailey.

“You bet your life I do”.

“Then why did you do that colossal bounce, and have to go round again?” gloated Charles-Jones.

“What colossal bounce?”

“We landed before you and saw you, so come off it,” said Bailey.

“Well everyone bounces when they’re learning.”

“Not if you do what the instructor says. Remember?” chorused Bailey and Charles-Jones.

My difficulties I kept to myself. Bailey came over to me.

“How did you get on, Andy?”

“Well enough I suppose. But my instructor’s too impatient.”

“They get like that. Mine’s a nice fellow.”

“How many hours have you done, Keith?” I asked.

“One hour and thirty minutes. Look, forget all that now. We’ll all be out of here in a month. You’ve got that Velocette? Mine’s a Triumph Twin.”

“Yes, I saw it outside. It’s a lovely bike.”

“Well, what are we going to do about petrol? My units are nearly finished.”

With the 8th Battalion RTR, which seemed a thousand miles and ten years away, Sergeant Doyle had kept the odd gallon for me in the section stores. During my forty-eight hours at Woodley, I had formed an idea of how to get a supply, but I did not want to be the first to suggest it.

“Have you got any ideas?” I said.

Bailey looked at me steadily: “Well not definitely, but there are sources of supply nearby.”

“Well whatever the source, it’s got to be tapped at night.”

“What about tonight?” said Bailey.

“It wouldn’t make any difference?”

“No, it’s quite safe. We’ll take one gallon from each tank.”

After dinner Bailey and I slipped out of the Club House. We carried the necessary equipment of rubber tubing and a two-gallon petrol can. We got through the hedge into the airfield and there were the Magisters parked and tied down for the night. We picked an aircraft and siphoned off two gallons out of each of the wing tanks. In this way we kept ourselves supplied with petrol during our stay at Woodley.

The next morning, I went up again with F/O Cromelin. Everything was the same, we bumped, lurched and rattled to the take-off point. Once we were airborne, the aeroplane was in its element. I did more turns, which I found easier. Then we did steep turns, climbing turns and gliding turns.

“Have you flown before?” I heard over the Gosports.

“No.”

I was surprised and then slightly elated. Perhaps I was not as bad as I thought.

F/O Cromelin was the Chief Flying Instructor, but I soon realised that I was not going to enjoy my instruction. He had a black moustache and a permanent seven o’clock shadow. He was impatient, gruff, shouted at you before a mistake had been made and he nagged. It seemed that the long line of pupes he had trained had brought him to the verge of paranoid exasperation. Fortunately I only did four flights with him and was then handed over to Pilot Officer List.

I took an immediate liking to List. He was tall, fair and quiet-spoken. I felt complete confidence in him and we got on well. I never had any trouble in adjusting myself to the unusual positions of the aircraft. When an aircraft banks over, a beginner may tend to lean away from the bank. This may be through a subconscious desire to try and right the aeroplane or keep oneself from falling out of the cockpit. Perhaps because I had done a lot of motor cycle riding, this banking of the aircraft did not worry me. I had been a gymnast at school; and as a result of back flips, hand-stands, parallel and horizontal bar work, I was always able to orientate myself to the ground.

After nine hours of dual instruction List got out of the aircraft at the end of a lesson and said: “Do two take-offs and landings.” He jumped off. Today there are long lists of ‘vital actions’, which can be memorised for a small aircraft, or read out in the case of large multi-engined aircraft. These vital actions are checked before starting up, before taxiing out, before take-off, after take-off, turning down-wind, turning cross-wind, turning on to final approach and after landing. In those early days at Woodley, things were simpler. Each instructor had his own way of helping the pilot to remember the knobs. We had no lists, so P/O List gave me a simple mnemonic — PRAFTU. List’s advice was “Say PRAFTU before you do anything and all will be well!”

‘P’ stands for anything to do with petrol or fuel: Fuel cocks on, contents of the tanks, including oil, petrol pressure gauges and mixture control.

‘R’ is for Radiator: position of radiator shutters and all temperatures.

‘A’ is for Airscrew selected for take-off, climbing, cruising and landing pitch.

‘F’ for Flaps as needed for take-off or landing.

‘T’ for Trim tabs as required, and lastly:

‘U’ for Undercarriage, select ‘Down’ or ‘Up’: check warning lights and undercarriage system pressures.

When List left me on my own I said “PRAFTU”. This was easy, petrol on and plenty. ‘R’, no radiator to worry about on the Magister. ‘A’, no airscrew control on the Magister either. ‘F’, for flaps, no flap for take-off, only flap down for landing. I checked, my flap was up. ‘T’ for trim, there was only elevator trim on the Magister, so I set it slightly forward of neutral. Lastly ‘U’ for undercarriage, it was always down, so nothing to worry about there. All okay! So move! I opened up the engine and taxied forward slowly, moving my nose right and left so as to see in front of me. I taxied along the side of the field past the hangers and arrived at the cross-wind position. I looked around. Nothing coming in for landing, and all clear ahead. PRAFTU. Nothing to do but turn into wind and go. I lined up, and opened the throttle. The aircraft gathered speed. Full throttle, stick slightly forward, the tail came up, stick gently back and … PRAFTU! I was airborne! The aircraft flew itself straight ahead and climbed. I throttled back to climbing revs and up I went. I had nothing to do except look around and keep an eye on the altimeter. One thousand feet. I turned gently to port and flew straight for a bit. As I passed the airfield on my left, I started another gentle turn to port. I was now flying down wind, heading for the down wind end of the airfield. PRAFTU! — it worked. I was airborne, alone, flying! Here, steady now 44673! Concentrate on the next stage, the landing. I looked around me, to starboard, in front, to port and below and behind. I looked ahead and down, one aircraft was landing. I was all clear to land. It was a grass field, so two or three aircraft could land together, spread out across the hedge. I remembered List teaching: “Let the aircraft fly itself”. “PRAFTU. Thank you God.” I watched the airfield pass behind my port wing tip. I did a gentle turn to port still at one thousand feet, then another port turn which brought me in line with the wind sock and the airfield. I throttled back. Petrol OK, Radiator, none. ‘A’ Airscrew, none. ‘F’ Flap, full down. ‘T’ trim back as I required. Throttle-assisted approach, not too low, not too high. undercarriage, fixed down. Right, land! I looked over the port side coming down nicely at the correct speed, correct height. Stick steady, stick back gently, hold it. Bump, bang, wobble. I was down, and a good enough landing. I held the stick back and rolled straight ahead. “Thank you God. Thanks God! Thank God!” The aircraft stopped rolling. PRAFTU! I turned to port with a burst of engine and port rudder, looked to my left to see if anyone else was. landing behind me. No. I taxied back for take-off. There was another aircraft waiting at the take-off point with a lone pilot in the front seat. Far away a Magister was coming in on final. I gave my engine a burst of throttle to keep the plugs from getting oiled up. The landing aircraft came over the hedge. It held off too high: “Get it down, for Christ’s sake. Down!” No! It dropped from about ten feet up, bounced and bumped down again. This time, it stayed down. I hoped I would do better. The aircraft in front of me taxied into wind and waited while the pilot said a prayer. I waited for him to go. He opened up the throttle and moved off. I opened up, kept it straight with bags of rudder. Tail up, I held it, the speed built up to sixty, stick gently back and hold it. Once again I was airborne and climbing. I had nothing to do except set climbing revs and hold the correct airspeed. I got behind the aircraft in front which would soon be turning to port. I looked at the gauges and instruments, all okay! At one thousand feet I turned to port and levelled off. It was easy. My God it was easy!

I crouched down in the cockpit and peered through the tiny windshield. I was the demon fighter ace. Normally we did not put down our goggles; I did so now. I was the ace, ready to blast them from the skies. I peered to starboard, port, and looked behind for enemy fighters. None! I sat upright in my seat, my head above the cockpit in the slipstream, goggles down and screamed to the winds: “PRAFTU! PRAFTU!” I forgot God and List. My guardian spirit was Saint PRAFTU. He would be with me always, and if I crashed it would be my fault. If I forgot PRAFTU disaster would befall me. PRAFTU before me, PRAFTU behind me, PRAFTU below me, PRAFTU inside me, PRAFTU to port, PRAFTU to starboard — by the sacred PRAFTU, I had gone way past the field on the down-wind leg. Don’t panic! I turned to port and held one thousand feet. “Pull yourself together demon ace Anderson.” I turned to port again and lined up with the distant field, a bit far away but otherwise okay, throttle back and lose height slowly. Speed steady. Full flap down. Lose more height. Engine-assisted approach. I came over the hedge, a bit high, I was looking ahead and down to the port. Down a bit. Throttle fully back, hold off. Stick back a little and hold it. Bump, wobble, rattle. I was down. PRAFTU. Flaps up, trim slightly forward of neutral. I rolled straight ahead and stopped. I turned to starboard and saw that all was clear behind me. I taxied back to the instructors’ block.

List was talking to another pilot. I swung the aircraft round and switched off the engine, undid the Sutton harness, pulled out the Gosports and with the parachute banging my bum, climbed out of the cockpit and jumped to the ground. I walked over to the time-keeper’s office window. Total time of solo flying had been twenty minutes. I felt like a compressed spring. Steady now!

List was standing by the time keeper’s window.

“That’s alright, Anderson. Sign the book. See you tomorrow.”

“Thanks,” I said, “see you tomorrow.”

I walked around the edge of the airfield to the Club House. The grass was green and thick. No one was around. I walked, then PRAFTU! I leapt into the air, steady there! Steady boy! The sacred word is PRAFTU, said backwards UTFARP or, mixed, FUTARP or FARTUP or UPFART or PARFUT. PRAFTU. I leapt into the air. Stop! for Christ’s sake, someone will see me. “I am a very gentle and PARFUT knight.” Then behave like one. I walked on, hoping that my leaps had not been observed from the Club House.

By the time I reached the mess I had composed myself. My elation had subsided. Tea was in progress, and there was a general hubbub; I had not been the only one to go solo that day.

“No! that’s no good”, Higson was holding forth, “my instructor says FGMPTTU. It’s easy, you can’t go wrong — FGMP double TU. It covers everything.”

“It’s no good,” said Bailey, “it doesn’t spell a word. Mine’s FUMFART. Fumfart. Fuel, undercarriage, mixture, flaps, airscrew, radiator, trim. Fumfart.”

Knowles took his pipe from his mouth and said: “Fumfart. My word too.”

“It sounds ridiculous, you can’t go around saying ‘Fumfart’. Mine’s UMPART” said Charles- Jones.

“Fumfart or umpart all sounds balls to me,” said Higson, “mine covers everything. FGMP double TU.” I kept my sacred word to myself. They were groping after the truth. Indeed all the words had elements of the truth, even Higson with his FGMP etc. Only in my word did truth and reality coincide: I would not pronounce it. I would not subjugate its mysteries to the jibes of the ignorant. Could anyone for long repeat ‘FUMFART’ without realising it had no power? All power resided in PRAFTU.

That evening Bailey got hold of me, and we had a talk. We were now RAF pilot officers and were getting an extra twelve shillings a day. Our pay had gone up by thirty per cent. Bailey suggested that as we were now in the money, we should get rid of our motor cycles and buy cars. What car did I favour? During this discussion which was taking place in the anteroom after dinner, Higson joined us with a pint tankard in his hand.

“We’ll be F/Os in another year, and Flight Lieutenants after two years,” he said. “How do you know?” asked Bailey.

“I asked my instructor. It’s all on time basis now. Enough casualties to make way for time promotions.”

“When do we wear RAF uniform?” I asked.

“At the end of our training before going to the squadrons. Can do what we like then,” said Higson.

“What do you mean?” asked Bailey.

“Why! You know damn well you can’t disgrace an RAF uniform. We can stagger around the pubs and local dance halls, and whore around in general. No one cares, in fact it’s rather expected of you. You know, youth! Operational types recuperating their shattered nerves!”

“Nonsense!” exclaimed Bailey, who was rather shocked.

“Is it hell! I have seen them and you know it’s true. They’re not called ‘Brylcream boys’ for nothing. In Army uniform we couldn’t do half the things they get up to. The RAF’s got no traditions to worry about!”

All this was enough for one day and I went to bed. I had been at Woodley seven days. That night before going to sleep I said my prayers:



“Gentle Jesus, meek and mild,

Look upon a little child,

Pity me in my simplicity,

And suffer me to come to thee. Amen.

God bless Mum and Dad, Uncle-Father,

Danty, Lindsay, Sandy, and help me to

be good. Amen, and oh yes! Thank

you God for P/O List and PRAFTU. Amen.”



I then thought about my flight and decided to try and treat each flight as though it was my first. Never to become over-confident, always to do the same thing as much as possible, and to think about all emergencies and prepare myself well beforehand. I would listen to other people’s experiences, make allowances, and store up their stories in the back of my mind, for one day a similar thing might happen to me. I decided never to talk about myself; somehow this tempted fate. If I ignored unpleasant events, they would not happen. If I kept to the routine myself, there would be no opportunity for untoward events to intrude.

Flying was not the only activity at Woodley. Half the time was devoted to classroom studies, and a few hours in the link trainer. We did elementary magnetism, navigation, theory of flight, engines and parachute packing. Nothing was difficult or beyond our capabilities. One morning there was low cloud and rain, and we were all in the classrooms. Suddenly, VROOSH - BANG - BANG! The whole building shook, and windows-rattled; some people dived below the desks. We had been bombed by a low-flying Messerschmidt. It was all over in seconds. Those in the know said it must have been a fighter flown in by one of the Germans trained at Woodley before the war. He had come back to show his gratitude. We all agreed it was a pretty good show, and that it was lucky the weather had not been better or he might have shot down some of us.

At the end of October I was passed out with ‘above average’ assessment, thanks to List’s tuition and patience. The whole course was posted to No. 9 Flying Training School, RAF Hullavington.

Wings

My flying instructor at Hullavington was F/O McCarthy, small, fair, intense and humorous. He used to carry an eight-inch spanner in the breast pocket of his tunic under his Sidcup suit. This spanner, he explained, was for emergencies. If any pupil clung onto the stick in terror while the aircraft plunged earthwards, F/O McCarthy, from the rear cockpit, would bash the pupil on the head with his spanner, and take control of the aircraft.

We flew old biplanes — Hawker Harts and Audaxes. They had Rolls Royce Kestrel engines, and were fitted with large wooden propellers. They were bi-planes made of wood, covered with fabric, and held together by bracing wires. They looked very First World War. They rattled, wobbled and bumped over the grass airfield; however, their engines now gave a weak roar, more like real engines than the fut-fut of the Miles Magister. They had wheels with treadless tyres and wheel discs painted in different colours. You put your feet into toe-holes in the fuselage in order to climb up to the cockpit, which was small and airy, with leather padding sewn round the opening. Between and below your feet were wires, rods and cracks in the flooring. You were encased between metal tubes, wooden laths and doped fabric. I almost expected to see a Lewis gun fitted to the top wing above my head. After two hours dual, we were all going solo. At that time there was no radio control, and no flashing of lights from the control tower. We looked out for ourselves and used our common sense. We did more aerobatics with and without instructors, low-flying practice, formation flying and one or two short cross-country flights.

I enjoyed the formation flying. The instructor led the formation of three aircraft, and signalled his orders by hand. There we were, heads out of the cockpits in the wind, and goggles down. Some pupils sported coloured scarves. McCarthy in the middle of the ‘V’ formation would be signalling away like mad, the aircraft hopping around in response to his signals, now astern, now echelon to port, then back to ‘V’. We were flying along approaching the Boche lines at 4,000 feet, somewhere near Arras. In and out of cloud and rain. The rain making hellish mud for the poor bastards in the trenches below. This was Baron von Richtofen country, so we kept a good lookout. All was quiet on the Western Front that afternoon, not even a shot at us or sign of an Albatross. Back we came to Bethune and landed.

There was a special field not far from Hullavington where we did our night flying. The instructors flew the aircraft over in the afternoon, and at dusk the pupils were motored out in a lorry with their parachutes. We sat for hours in a corrugated-iron Nissen hut, gathered round a coke stove waiting for our turn to fly. Sometimes there was fog or low cloud, and flying came to a stop. The runway was marked by gooseneck flares, which gave a dim, smoky-yellow light. The aircraft carried no landing lights; a floodlight was briefly switched on to illuminate the runway as we came in to land. In mist, this created the effect of landing in a blinding white cloud. Red, green and white Aldis lights were flashed at us from the controlling officer on the ground as we did our circuits. Having no radio, we requested permission to land by signalling a Morse letter on our identification light. On dark nights I kept my head inside the cockpit and concentrated on the artificial horizon and airspeed indicator. After the initial climb my eyes got accustomed to the gloom and I could fly visually. PRAFTU was with me.

During night flying we had our first fatality. A pupil was flying solo and crashed after take-off. It was pitch dark. The aircraft crashed a mile from the field and did not catch fire. It took some time for the control officer to realise that there was one less aircraft in the circuit. Then confusion started. Blackout precautions made the whole business more difficult for everyone. The ambulance and fire tender had restricted headlight beams. Since the aircraft had not caught fire, there was no way of locating it except by driving around. The ground was soft after rain. The makeshift blood wagon with its two medical orderlies drove around from field to field in the pitch blackness, with only the feeble rays of their blacked-out headlights. They were joined by the fire tender. All the other aircraft were grounded and the pupils sent back to Hullavington.

For two hours the vehicles floundered around in the muddy fields in the mist. At last they found the aircraft. They searched the wreckage by torchlight but could not find the pilot. Eventually they found the body some distance away; he had been thrown out of the cockpit when the aircraft hit the ground. Rumour had it that the wheel marks of one of the vehicles showed that it had run over the pilot while wandering around the field before locating the crash.

At the end of the course we got our wings. There was no ceremony; we were just told to put them up. We went to our rooms and sewed on the wings we had purchased in anticipation of the great day. Everybody appeared in the evening with their wings in place. It was just possible to see them on your left breast while looking down to read the lower columns of the newspaper, or while eating your food. By positioning yourself opposite the glass doors of the library shelves, you could casually observe your reflection.

The next day after lunch, Bailey and I decided to go into Bath, in order to show off our wings. I persuaded Bailey to accompany me to a chamber music concert starting at 14.30 hours. There would be a large number of people there. I received a rude shock to my ego before the concert. Bailey wanted to buy a toothbrush.

“Ah,” I said. “Here is a chemist’s shop. I believe we can make your purchase here. Come on Keith, let’s go in.”

We entered the shop. The place was deserted. I raised my voice, so as to announce our arrival to the shop assistant.

“What colour do you want for your toothbrush, Keith?”

“Oh, it doesn’t matter.”

“Soft, medium or hard?”

“Medium.”

An elderly man had emerged from the door behind the counter. By his grey hair and starched collar, I took him to be the proprietor.

“We’re looking for a toothbrush. Pink, and of medium texture. Do you stock such an article?”

I stood in front of him. He could not fail to see my wings.

“Firstly, this is a chemist’s shop, so anyone with a modicum of intelligence would know that toothbrushes are to be found here. Secondly, if you lower your eyes you will see them on the counter in front of you,” he replied.

I was struck dumb. Bailey stepped forward and bought the toothbrush. We left. I looked at the proprietor again, sideways. He caught my eye. He had a suspicion of a smirk, very slight, but it was there. My humiliation was complete.

The chamber music concert was a great success. Everyone saw our wings and seemed suitably deferential. There were no RAF there. It was rare for fighting men to care for chamber music. The whole audience was at our feet, gallant officers out for intellectual relaxation. I saw myself as a man of action and of culture. A complete man. I do not know what Bailey was thinking. He had not wanted to come to the concert. I had talked him into it.
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