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John Moffat was nineteen years old when he joined the Ark
Royal and is the only surviving member of the group of fifteen
pilots who sank the Bismarck. John continued to fly until very
recently, and now lives in Scotland, but frequently gives talks
at airshows and events around the UK.
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Introduction

I slid the canopy of my Grumman single-engined aeroplane
shut and tightened my safety harness, then pushed the yoke
forward so that I could turn to the passenger seat to see if Ian
needed any help to strap himself in properly. He was a smart
lad, but he was just nine years old. I wanted to make sure he
was safe.

'Are you OK, lad?' I asked him.

'Yes, Grandad, I'm fine.'

It was a lovely September evening in the year 2000. I was
eighty-one years old and had brought up two daughters, but
now I had a grandson, and I loved him. It was funny how life
turned out. He had just started playing rugby at school and I
had given him a few tips that his mother thought were more
suited to the adult game than to a prep-school team, but he
was coming on a treat.

I looked through the windscreen: some slight cloud cover,
with a south-westerly wind of about 5 knots. We were on a
small grass airfield on the Isle of Bute, with a runway length
of 1,300 feet. We were about 1,730lb in weight and should be
able to take off in about 800 feet, giving us plenty of room.

I made sure the handbrake was on, then pressed the starter
motor. The Lycoming engine turned over, once, twice, three
times, then it fired up. The twin-bladed propeller became a
blur in front of the engine cowling and I waited for the
temperature and the oil pressure to stabilize. Everything
looked fine. I released the handbrake, eased a touch on the
throttle, and the plane moved forward, trundling over the
grass to the end of the strip.

I was going to make what is called a performance take-off,
which I think is the safest option. You hold the plane on the
brakes until the engine is running at full power, then you
release the brakes and take off in half the recommended
distance. Grumman's handbook for the AA-5 suggests taking
off with no flap – the sections at the rear of the wing that, if
moved down, provide more lift – but you can get a higher rate
of climb with 10 degrees of flap and so I selected this with the
flap lever, then with the handbrake on again increased the revs
to full power. The orange windsock hung loosely, barely
extended in the light breeze. Everything was clear above and
behind. I patted Ian on the knee and released the handbrake.
We were lightly loaded, and the air-speed indicator quickly
started rising.

We had rolled for about half our take-off distance when the
engine started misfiring. The r.p.m. needle was bouncing up
and down, and there were more misfires. We were travelling
more slowly than we needed to be at this stage of the take-off,
but we still had some distance left on the runway. I could keep
going and hope that the engine would give us enough power
to take off, but then I could be faced with having to crash
straight ahead if it cut while we were struggling for height. I
quickly decided that I was not going to risk it.

'Oh Christ, this would happen,' I thought. I cut the engine
and tried to put on the brakes, but we were still moving at
close to our lift-off speed. There was a hump in the grass strip
at the end of the runway: we hit it, bounced up from it and
rose into the air. Then we dropped again as the undercarriage
hit the hedge.

'Hang on!' I shouted and put out my arm to protect Ian.
Then, as clods of earth and grass hit the windows, we banged
and scraped along, and finally smashed into a deep ditch.

The silence as we came to a halt was eerie. I was desperate
to get Ian out in case we caught fire. The poor lad was sitting
there, trying to gather himself together, and I undid his
straps. The canopy still opened, thank God, so I slid it back
and told him to get out and run to the edge of the field. Once
he had gone, I slowly undid my own straps and climbed out.
I couldn't move as fast as I would have liked, and I had been
shaken about by the impact. Ian was looking at me anxiously,
so I walked over to him and said as reassuringly as I could,
'Not to worry, son – we're fine.'

I didn't feel fine. I was shaken up and I knew that actually
we were lucky not to have been hurt. The plane, which I coowned,
was damaged – how badly I didn't know at the time,
and probably wouldn't until an engineer had had a good look
at it. It might be a write-off. I didn't yet know why the engine
had failed. As far as I was aware, there was no water in either
the tank or the lines. There were bound to be gentle hints that
maybe a man of my age should hang up his flying helmet, and
similar talk.

All this was going through my mind – but, thank God, Ian
was safe.

A couple of men came running from the airstrip, one of
them carrying a fire extinguisher, and told me that they had
called the Royal Naval Air Station (RNAS) rescue helicopter
from the mainland and it should be here in a few minutes. It
was too late to protest that we were really not hurt at all.

Sure enough, ten minutes later a Sea King helicopter
swooped over us, its turbines whining and its rotors clattering.
This would be a flight that Ian hadn't bargained for, and
I hoped it would be exciting enough to lessen the shock of our
crash. The young winchman got out, looked us over, and said
that he would take us to hospital for a check-up as a
precaution. He lifted Ian in, then helped me up the steps into
the cabin.

We lifted off, the young man sitting opposite us in his
polished black flying boots and green flight overalls, a
whippersnapper probably still in his twenties. While he talked
to the pilot over his intercom, he was also looking at me
slightly quizzically. I imagined he was probably thinking,
'What's an old crock like this doing trying to fly?' but then he
said, 'I think you and I have met before, sir.'

I must say I couldn't place him, but ten minutes later he
said, 'I know – we met when you were guest of honour at
HMS Gannet for our Taranto Night dinner, sir.' HMS Gannet
is the Fleet Air Arm air-sea rescue base at Prestwick airport.
They, like other Fleet Air Arm bases, celebrate the attack on
the Italian fleet moored in Taranto harbour on 11 November
1940, when twenty-one Fairey Swordfish torpedo bombers
flew in and sank several Italian warships, inflicting as much
damage as they might have suffered in a major sea battle. By
the year 2000 very few of the thirty or so who had flown on
that historic mission were still alive. I had not taken part in
the raid on Taranto, but I had flown Swordfish aircraft in the
Second World War, against the Italians in the Mediterranean
and the Germans in the Atlantic, and as someone who knew
what it was like, I was often asked to attend these annual
celebrations.

'I certainly recognize you, sir,' the young man continued.
'You were one of those who hit the Bismarck.'

My hesitation must have shown, because he went on, 'You
must remember, sir – that was the night that we set light to the
piano.'

The wardroom had become rather raucous after the toasts
and, typically, someone had sat down at the piano and started
playing tunes from the Fleet Air Arm Song Book, and we had
sung away to our hearts' content. Some of the men had
poured rum into the top of the piano and set light to it, and,
as it was wheeled outside burning vigorously, others were
pushing the pianist along with it and he was still playing
away. It took me back to the days when, as a young sublieutenant,
I was roused from my bunk to hammer out some
tunes on the wardroom piano – but pianos were not easy to
replace at sea during a war, so we refrained from setting light
to ours. I enjoyed myself so much that night at HMS Gannet
that I offered to help them pay for a new piano, but they
wouldn't hear of it. 'We never spend much on a wardroom
piano,' I was assured.

Our companion and I talked a bit about the dinner, then we
landed at the hospital. The pilot and co-pilot also wanted to
shake my hand and wish me luck, and then they were off.

Feeling my grandson's hand in mine, I looked down at him.
'Grandad,' he said, 'why were you at their dinner, and why
did they set light to the piano?'

Where to start?






1

The Beginning

Looking back over eighty or more years to when I was a
young child, younger even than my grandson when we
crashed on the Isle of Bute, I cannot help but think that I grew
up in another world entirely, one that has now completely
vanished. It was slower, much quieter, it seemed infinitely
safer, and of course the sun was always shining. This seems
unlikely, I know, but there you are!

I spent my childhood in a part of the country known as the
Scottish Borders – that bit of Scotland to the south of
Edinburgh, close to Northumberland, along the northern
border of England. My parents moved from town to town as
my father's business dictated, with one brief stay among the
'Sassenachs' in County Durham.

Although I seemed to get into all sorts of scrapes, I enjoyed
life; I remember the fun and excitement of various incidents
rather than the tears that followed. At all events, two of the
most important influences in my life were triggered by things
that I first saw and experienced as a child growing up in
southern Scotland.

I was born in a small village called Swinton, but my parents
moved fairly soon, when I was still just a baby, to Earlston,
where my father opened the town's first garage. It was here
that I spent the extremely happy, by and large carefree, first
years of my life.

My father, Peter, had served in the First World War, joining
up in 1914 to qualify as an air engineer for the Royal Naval
Air Service and then serving in No. 2 Wing RNAS under
Commander Charles Sampson, who in 1912 had become the
first man to fly a plane off a ship. My father saw part of
the war in Belgium, then was posted to the seaplane carrier
Ark Royal, which sailed for Gallipoli, the site of the bloody
attempt to land forces in the Dardanelles. I gather that my
father not only served on Ark Royal, but was part of a detachment
that went ashore to build an airfield at Mudros on the
island of Lemnos. He left the service in 1917 and married my
mother Mary a year later. It might seem obvious that, with
my father's background, I would also join the navy, but this
was not the case. My father, like most men at the time, rarely
if ever talked about his wartime experiences, and I found out
only a little about them much later in my life. No, I was left
to make my own way, and my own mistakes.

Earlston, like many towns in the Borders, was built round
a large open square. Here each year they held the 'Hirings', to
which farmworkers from the surrounding countryside would
come hoping to find new employment for the next twelve
months. It was a giant annual labour exchange and needless
to say it could be a desperate time for people. There was little
in the way of a welfare state for those who were too old or
too ill to work. Rural areas saw a great deal of poverty in
those times.

The square in Earlston was also the site of a yearly summer
fair, and then it would be filled with all sorts of sideshows and
entertainers, fire-eaters, jugglers and boxing booths.
The arrival of the fair always caused great excitement.
Steam-driven traction engines would haul wagons into the
square, then would be set up to drive roundabouts and steam
organs.

Entertainment was by and large a communal affair. One
local custom I loved to watch was a wedding. The groom
would have purchased a rugby ball from the local saddler, and
after the ceremony the newly married couple would go to the
saddler's and the groom would kick the ball as hard and as
high as he could into the town. This was a signal for all the
men to rush after it and try to grab it, with the idea that one
of them would secure it and hang on to it. There was no prize
for this – gaining the ball was an end in itself. The struggle for
possession would often go on until dark; it was taken very
seriously. Naturally the whole town enjoyed it, so a wedding
was a major event.

When I was about four years old my parents gave me a pet,
a terrier that I named Wiggy. I wandered far and wide with
Wiggy, securing him with a length of rope for a lead. Roaming
away from home must have given my parents several anxious
moments, but looking back I can only marvel at the freedom
I had and the adventurous habits I developed. My favourite
walk was to go to see the grounds of a large house called
Cowdenknowes. I was always welcome at the gardener's
cottage on the estate, where there was always something to
eat – a piece of cake fresh from the oven or an apple out of
the orchard.

I also used to wander off to the railway station to watch the
steam trains come and go. The porter there was also called
Moffat, although we had no family connection of which I was
aware. After I had been making regular visits for a while, the
train drivers and firemen on the local route all got to know
me. Naturally, as a young boy I found the steam engines
absolutely enthralling, belching steam and smoke, shrieking
and clanking as they pulled to a halt and then heaving away
gathering speed. It didn't take long before the crews were willing
to let me on the footplate, and then it became a regular
occurrence for me to travel on the engine to St Boswells, a
town about 4 miles away down the line. It was enormously
exciting, with the heat from the firebox, the gleaming brass
levers and dials, the smell of hot oil and smoke, and me in the
company of the overalled men in charge of this monster.
When we got to St Boswells I would hop off and the driver
would ensure that I was safely ensconced on another engine
making the return journey. When I got back my parents
would chastise me for running off without a by your leave,
but what little boy would be able to resist such an amazing
opportunity? I certainly couldn't.

I became extremely adventurous, and absolutely fearless,
feeling that I could go anywhere I chose without coming to
any harm. One day I got it into my head to visit a good friend
of my grandfather, a man called Mr Deans who was the landlord
of a pub, the Black Bull, in the town of Lauder, which
was about 6 miles north of Earlston. I hopped on to a local
bus and hid beneath a seat, but someone must have seen me
and told my parents. My father clearly thought this was the
last straw. He telephoned the local constable in Lauder and
this fine fellow was waiting for me when the bus pulled in. I
can still see him, with his blue cape, his helmet and his fierce
waxed moustache, like a typical sergeant major. Towering
over me, he grabbed me by the ear and none too gently
marched me off to the police station, up the iron steps to the
front door. There I was led to the cells and put in the first
one on the left. They were in the centre of the village, and they
are still there now, to remind me whenever I pass by.
Naturally I was not very happy and I am sure that my distress
took the edge off my father's anger when he arrived to take
me home. Mr Deans at the Black Bull was incensed at the
constable's treatment of me and before he was calmed down
by my father he threatened to take his shotgun to the man.
This was a very unpleasant experience all round, but I cannot
say that it made me curb my wanderlust.

Even wandering around the town offered plenty of opportunity
for mischief. There was almost no motor traffic, so I
could walk about with Wiggy without any fear of being run
over, but there were other hazards. My father's garage was
located next to the church, and then on the other side of that
was the local baker's, and then the public house next to that.
For a young boy the baker's was an enormously attractive
place, with its iced buns and doughnuts in the window. The
baker was always very friendly towards me and I was allowed
to go down to the cellar where the dough was being mixed in
large tubs, then cut up into portions to be baked into rolls and
loaves. Even then I felt that there was something extremely
satisfying and wholesome about the smell of flour and yeast
and new-baked bread.

In those days the roads around Earlston were covered by
layers of stone chippings spread over hot tar and the council
roadworkers came every few years to renew the surface. Piles
of grit were brought by lorry and left by the side of the road,
along with barrels of tar ready to be used. I can't imagine how
I did it, but I managed to get into one of those barrels and
started shouting for help. My father rescued me and dragged
me into the garage, where he cleaned me off with paraffin.
Ever since, the smell of paraffin or tar has brought back that
experience, taking me back to my earliest days. So too does
the smell of whisky. One day I was walking past the public
house, and I must have been without my constant companion
Wiggy because the landlord's terrier bounded out and bit
me on the upper arm. I was very upset, and so of course
was the landlord. He rushed me into the pub, sat me on
the bar and cleaned the wound with neat whisky.
Another alarming experience for a young lad – but I have
to say that it has never stopped me from enjoying a dram.

My father's business prospered in Earlston. The garage was
usually busy, as cars and buses were starting to replace horsedrawn
vehicles. I enjoyed loitering in the area, watching the
workmen, and I became fascinated by engines and anything
mechanical, although things were still fairly primitive by
modern standards. My father bought a chassis from Albion,
the lorry manufacturer in Glasgow, and had the local joiner
build what was known as a charabanc body on it. It was the
first bus to operate in Earlston and was often hired to take
local clubs and church groups on excursions or picnics. The
wheels still had wooden spokes and wheel rims, like the old
wooden horse-drawn carts. On very hot days in summer the
wood would dry out and shrink, so the driver always had to
make sure that a bucket of water was available to keep the
wood wet to prevent the wheels from collapsing.

My father also started to sell cars, and in about 1925 he
sold the local doctor, Dr Young, a new Model T Ford. This led
to my first ever crash. These cars had been in production for
some years, but the prices had started to fall, so doctors and
other professional people had now started to buy them. Ford
kept on improving them and the car bought by Dr Young had
been fitted with what was then a very modern innovation, an
electric starter, as an alternative to cranking the engine over
by hand with a starting handle. This electric starter was
operated by a large button mounted on the floor beside the
driver. Shortly after the car had been proudly handed over by
my father, the doctor used it to visit a patient who lived above
the big grocer's shop that fronted on to the main square. The
pristine Ford, black of course, was left next to the shop.
Motor cars were still a novelty in those days and I was particularly
intrigued by this concept of the electric starter. Seeing
the car parked, I took the opportunity to clamber up into it. I
was five years old and fascinated by the shiny new button
sticking out of the floor. I pressed firmly on it with both my
hands, as hard as I could. To my utter surprise, the car leapt
forward over the cobbles and smashed into the plate-glass
window of the grocer's shop. There was utter chaos. The
assistants were screaming inside the shop, people all round
the square rushed out to see what had caused the sound of
shattering glass; all this accompanied by my cries of shock,
and my tears at the realization of the trouble I was in. It didn't
take long before first the doctor and then my father added to
the tumult. I was correct about the trouble I was in, for my
father treated me very sternly. I was forbidden all sorts of
treats and was told I must stay indoors, but I think it is hard
for people to remain angry at small children for long. Soon I
found myself wandering my favourite haunts again and
running over the fields with Wiggy.

When I was around six or seven we moved to Low Fell, a
coal-mining district of County Durham close to Gateshead,
where we lived in a flat above my father's car showroom. It
was not a time that I enjoyed very much. I was growing up
and beginning to be affected by events in the wider world. We
had moved from Earlston, comparatively quite a rural town,
to an area dominated by coal mining. We lived at first in a
very poor part of town and I was singled out in the local
school as being Scottish and slightly more well-to-do than
most of the children. Also, 1926 saw the General Strike, when
the transport workers and dockers came out on strike in
support of the coalminers, who were refusing to take a pay
cut. The streets were full off striking miners, with police and
the army guarding the entrances to the pits and escorting food
lorries driven by volunteers. Families had no money, there was
an air of desperation and violence, and I think my father's
business was badly affected by the strike.

The only enjoyable memory I have of our time in County
Durham was when my mother took me to the Empire Theatre to
see the famous singer Al Jolson, who performed made up as a
black minstrel. It would not be accepted now, but he was truly an
amazing performer, holding the audience spellbound when he
sang his most famous song, 'Sonny Boy'. It was a real tear-jerker.

We stayed in England for a couple of years, with things
slowly improving, then my father decided to move once more
and we headed back across the border to Scotland, to the
lovely town of Kelso, a few miles east of Earlston.

Kelso is built round a big cobbled square, apparently the
largest in Scotland, with four main roads leading into it; many
people say that it is similar to a French provincial town. It is
where the Tweed and Teviot rivers meet and, as both are good
salmon rivers, Kelso is well known for its game fishing. It has
a fine National Hunt racecourse and a high school, which, at
that time, had an excellent reputation for rugby. At the end of
Roxburgh Street a horseshoe was embedded in the pavement,
and the local legend says that it was thrown by Bonnie Prince
Charlie's horse back in 1745. There was also a big ring set in
the cobbles in the middle of the square where bulls were tied
up on market days.

We lived in and around Kelso for the next few years, and I
first went to school at the Abbey public school in Wark. For
some of that time we lived in a small village on the outskirts
of a town called Carham and from there I walked to the
school, which had only one classroom and one lady teacher.
My parents then moved into Kelso, but I was occasionally
sent to my grandparents at Waskerly and then had to walk
about a mile and a half to school on my own. The walk was
fine in summer, but pretty tough going in winter, when it
seemed to be dark when I left home in the morning and dark
again on the journey back. On the way home I had to pass a
solitary building called the Moor Lock Inn and I was once
attacked there by a very angry gander, which flew at me and
knocked me down. He would not leave me alone, but luckily
somebody heard my shouts and came and beat him off with a
stick. I gave the building a very wide berth after that, which
added to the unpleasantness of the journey.

This area of country was often used for motor-bike trials
and a checkpoint for the riders was set up nearby. I remember
seeing a well-known woman motorcyclist, Marjorie Cottle,
there, riding an extremely impressive bike called a Red Indian.
I had heard a lot about her, as she was one of the few women
motorcyclists in those days, and she was very successful in
races and time trials. The fact that she was competing in a
sport dominated by men was controversial – after all, women
had only been given the vote in 1928 – and she was often the
subject of articles in newspapers and magazines. She had
blonde hair and, even with her riding gear on, she was quite
glamorous. She left a great impression on me. I must have
been growing up!

I had not had a very pleasant time in the schools I had been
attending so far, because of the behaviour of the other
children towards me and the arduous journeys. By the time I
was eleven I was determined to go to Kelso High School,
where the pupils wore very impressive red-and-white-striped
jerseys and the building was in the centre of town. I was very
pleased when I passed my entrance exams and was accepted.
The school was marvellous compared to what I had had to
put up with in County Durham and at the school in Wark.
The headmaster, Mr Shepherd, was one of those characters
who was both imposing and charismatic. When he entered a
classroom the pupils just ate out of his hand, he was so
respected. At Kelso High School I started to excel at rugby
and I eventually made it to the school's first team. I continued
to enjoy playing rugby long after my schooldays, and still
today think it is a marvellous game.

Before I qualified for the High School I used to walk past
Kelso Abbey to the Abbey school and was fascinated by a
stone obelisk in the Abbey grounds. It bore a rather ominous
inscription: REMEMBER MAN AS YOU PASS BY, AS YOU ARE NOW,
SO ONCE WAS I, AS I AM NOW SO MUST YOU BE, PREPARE FOR
DEATH AND FOLLOW ME. I had no way of knowing then, but
there were to be times in my life when I had to confront the
prospect of death rather urgently, as did many of my friends.
I often remembered that inscription, though I cannot say that
it helped, or offered any way out of a dreadful situation.

There was a very active social life in the town, as there was
in those days in most towns around the country. There were
two annual gatherings in the big square, when the townsfolk
all made an appearance. One was every Hogmanay – New
Year's Eve – and the other was in the summer for the start of
the annual trip to Spittal, a seaside town on the coast across
the estuary from Berwick-upon-Tweed, where everybody was
transported free by bus or train for a day at the beach.

My parents took an active part in some of the town's clubs.
The Kelso Swimming Club was formed while I was at school.
A hut was built on the riverbank near the Duke of
Roxburghe's estate boundary, and the Pirelli company, a
manufacturer of electricity cables, which was putting up
pylons to bring mains electricity to the town, was persuaded
to build a diving board with 10-foot and 20-foot platforms
for the club's use. My father was one of the first to dive off
the top, but I'm afraid I never managed it.

My mother, who was very musical, had a good voice and
was a keen amateur singer. She was active in the local
Operatic Society, which was extremely well supported and
attracted talent from other towns around Kelso. Their repertoire
ranged from Gilbert and Sullivan's Pirates of Penzance
to the operetta Goodnight Vienna. I was always recruited for
the chorus. My mother also encouraged me to take up a
musical instrument and eventually I started to perform with a
band.

The ability to play the piano and violin served me in good
stead later on. Amateur musical performances were extremely
important for all of us during the war, and my experience with
them started at the age of ten or eleven, when my friends and
I took part in a custom that was very popular back then but
now seems to have died out altogether. It was carried out at
Halloween, but instead of going round asking for trick or
treats we did something called 'Guising'. A group of us lads
would go to the front door of a house we thought might be
welcoming and politely ask if we could come in and perform.

Our particular playlet was suggested by my father; it was
one he had performed when he was a lad, although whether
there was any deeper tradition behind the verses we recited I
cannot say. We were all dressed up in costumes, with one boy
dressed as a king with a cardboard crown on his head. Once
all were in the house most of us would cluster behind the
sitting-room door, then the first boy would enter the room on
his own and say, 'Red up sticks and red up stools here comes
in a pack of fools, a pack of fools behind that door. Step in
King George and clear the floor.'

The boy with the crown on his head would enter and recite,
'King George is my name, sword and pistol by my side, I hope
to win the game.'

The first boy would answer, 'The game, sir, the game, sir, is
not within your power. I will slash you and slay you within
half an hour.' These two boys would then have a duel with toy
swords and the first boy would drop down as though dead, at
which the king would kneel down and say, 'Is there a doctor
in the town?' A small boy with a little attaché case would then
pop out from behind the door saying, 'My name is Doctor
Brown, the best little doctor in the town. A little to his nose
and a little to his bum, now rise up, jock, and sing a song.'

It was an absurd little sketch, but we used to get showered
with pieces of cake and home-made toffees and fudge, and we
would pass from house to house performing the same sketch.
Even now I can recall the words perfectly.

I also started to enjoy horse riding, which did not go down
very well with my parents. My grandfather had been a keen
gambler and had lost a considerable sum of money over the
years on the horses. For understandable reasons, my father
didn't approve of gambling; he also took the view that anything
to do with horse racing or riding was dangerous and
would inevitably lead to ruin. However, I became fascinated
by the meetings of the local hunt, where I would turn up in
shorts, rugby jersey and running shoes, and try to keep up
with the hounds.

Naturally I was told off by my father, and the school also
took a dim view of it. But I soon found that opening the odd
gate to allow some of the less adventurous riders through
would be rewarded with a sixpence and, as I became more
familiar, riders would encourage me to hang on to a stirrup to
help me along. Soon I started to learn to ride at the local
stables with the help of the stable boys. I enjoyed it and found
that I was good at it. Whether it was my years of running
around with just my dog Wiggy for company I don't know,
but I felt easy with horses and they felt easy with me. Even
now, as I look out of my window and observe some of the
pupils at a riding school in the nearby fields, I have to resist
the urge to rush out and tell them to relax, loosen the reins a
little and encourage the horse to feel that he is working with
them, not against them.

I got on very well with one particular horse called Answer
Me, who was owned by a local vet, a grand character. He
would give me a few shillings for exercising his horse every
Saturday, and when he entered it into a race near Hawick I
decided to put some of my money on it. It came in first and I
picked up my winnings. There was, however, hell to pay with
my father, who saw all his grim forebodings coming to pass.
He flatly told me never to go back to the stables. I disobeyed
him, of course, I am sorry to say, but didn't gamble any more.
It was the horses and the riding that I was interested in and,
like rugby, it is something that I continued to enjoy throughout
my life and encouraged my children to take up. So all the
things that I enjoyed as a youngster stayed with me as I grew
up, and made me what I was to become.

The major event of my childhood took place in Kelso when
I was about ten years old. It didn't last very long, but I think
it had a profound effect on me – I honestly think it changed
my life completely, although it took some time for its true
impact to be felt. An aeroplane appeared in the sky over Kelso
one day, manoeuvring low over the town a few times to
attract attention and then flying off to land at the point-to-point
course. It was an Avro 504, a very common and popular
aircraft at the time, a biplane with two open cockpits,
powered by a single rotary engine at the front and a big
curved skid, like a bent ski, mounted between the landing
wheels as a substitute for a nose wheel. Several thousand of
these planes had been built during the First World War and
they had served as fighters, with a machine gun mounted
above the top wing. This one, presumably an ex-services aircraft
and without its machine gun, was flown by a
professional pilot, a 'barnstormer' I suppose you could call
him, and he was offering joy rides for 10 shillings. He looked
like Biggles, the flying-ace action hero of boys' stories, dressed
in his breeches and high, laced-up flying boots, with a leather
flying helmet and goggles and a long, white silk scarf that flew
in the wind. Was he impressive!

As for the experience of flying, I was astounded by it. This
was like riding in the locomotive but infinitely more thrilling.
There was the noise, the smell of hot oil and high-octane
petrol, and the speed seemed immense as we took off into the
air, high above the countryside, with the town far below us. It
was the stuff of dreams, like a glimpse of another world that
made it impossible, once I was back on the ground, to view
my surroundings in the same way again. But I thought it was
inevitably a once-in-a-lifetime experience, not something I
could ever repeat as easily as I could go riding a horse. Now
that I think back on it, that pilot has an enormous amount to
answer for.
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Childhood Lost

It's hard to tell if the world seemed to be becoming more
threatening and difficult because it was, or if it was just
because I was growing up and paying more attention to things
going on around me.

I have already talked about the effect that the General
Strike had on me when I went to County Durham as a seven-year-old.
By the time I was sixteen I was certainly paying more
attention to the news on the radio and in the newspapers, and
you couldn't help noticing that the economic situation was
affecting everybody. The great crash in 1929, when stock
markets around the world collapsed and millions of people
were thrown out of work, was impossible to ignore; it was a
daily topic of conversation between my parents and other
adults. The effects of that financial disaster were still with us
in the mid-1930s and we were living in very depressed
economic times. There were a lot of unemployed people in the
streets, hardly anybody was hiring agricultural workers, and
it was not easy to find a job. There wasn't the demand for new
cars, so business was difficult for my father.

I wanted to go to university in Edinburgh, but my parents
couldn't afford to pay the fees and pay for my keep while I
studied. I applied for a bursary, took some examinations and
was interviewed, but apparently I did not make the grade, so
I was not offered any financial assistance. With this very
negative news I had no choice but to leave school at sixteen
and start looking for work along with many others. Through
some of my father's connections in the coach business I was
offered a job in the office of a bus company in Kelso. It was a
job I hated. My life started to become depressing. I still played
rugby for the town, which I enjoyed, and continued to ride
horses at the local stables and accompany the hounds hunting,
much against my father's wishes, but these activities did
not compensate for the feeling that my life was wasting away
in a boring job as a clerk.

I thought that I might be able to improve my position if I
saved up enough money to put myself through university. As
an extra source of income I joined up with some of my old
classmates to form a small dance band. I played the violin and
the banjo, and we toured around, performing at weddings
and giving concerts at dances in local church and community
halls. One of the band members, the only one who could
drive, would use his father's milk-delivery van to get us
around to wherever we had to appear. I continued to live at
home and paid my mother half my wages each week, which
was 18 shillings, or 90 pence in today's money. I had to buy
my own clothes and fares out of the money I had left. At the
end of the week there was precious little to put by for my
university fund.

While I was languishing in the bus company, there seemed to
be a great deal happening in the world outside. There was no
television, of course, but the cinema was extremely popular
and provided great entertainment. Not only was there a
supporting picture before the main feature, but there were
also the newsreels, Pathé or Movietone, which dealt with the
main news of the day. Germany appeared to be extremely
dynamic and exciting, not suffering as we were from high
unemployment and poverty. They were building roads and
constructing Zeppelins that crossed the Atlantic. It didn't
seem to be the same country that had been so badly defeated
in the First World War, when many of the population were on
the verge of starvation.

In the winter of 1936 a couple of hundred unemployed
shipyard workers set off from Jarrow on Tyneside to march
on Parliament, over 300 miles away in London. They wanted
to highlight the poverty and desperate circumstances of the
industrial cities and coal-mining areas of the north. In some
parts of England and Scotland, such as Clydeside, there was
70 per cent unemployment. But in the summer of the same
year we had seen newsreels in the cinema of the Berlin
Olympics, which appeared to show that Germany under
Hitler was booming, with plenty of jobs, holiday camps for
the workers and recreational activities for youngsters, all
organized by the state.

Other news from overseas was more disquieting. Italy had
invaded Abyssinia, causing the Emperor Haile Selassie to flee
to safety in Britain. Under their dictator, Mussolini, the
Italians were seeking to expand their empire in Africa and
were enlarging their navy. Civil war had broken out in Spain,
and Italy and Germany had sent some of their forces to fight
on behalf of General Franco, who was trying to remove the
socialist government in Madrid. Of course, none of these
events stopped me getting up in the morning, having breakfast
and going to work; I was at least fortunate in having a job to
go to.

The biggest event, however, and the most talked about, was
the abdication of Edward VIII, forced to choose between the
crown and the woman he loved, Wallis Simpson. It was
the subject of considerable gossip the length and breadth of
the country, with expressions of great disapproval of affairs
with married women and of divorce in general. There was no
doubt a great deal of hypocrisy over the whole issue. I was not
a prude about sex, and never have been; in fact, I was
beginning to be extremely interested in women, young as I
was. It was at about the time of the abdication that I had the
first encounter with a woman that made me realize they knew
what they wanted and were quite capable of getting it. During
one of my rugby matches I injured my foot and the wound
became infected. I went into the local hospital to have a small
operation on my big toe and had to stay in for several days. I
was extremely well looked after by the night nurse, who was
a lovely woman. I won't go into details, but even now I can
remember the rustle of her starched aprons and the warm feel
of her breath as she leant over me. If we had ever been discovered
she would have been instantly dismissed, and
probably prevented from ever working as a nurse again. Why
she took the risk I don't know, but when it comes to romance
and sex, reason flies out of the window. It certainly made
Edward abdicate the crown and become the Duke of Windsor
instead.

There were other incidents that relieved the soul-destroying
boredom of the office in the bus depot, and one in particular
stands out, though at the time it did not seem particularly out
of the ordinary. Southern Scotland was used to falls of snow
in the winter months, but in 1937 the weather was particularly
severe. I was in the bus office one day – I think it was
shortly after New Year – when we received a phone call late
in the afternoon. The scheduled bus service from Newcastle to
Edinburgh, which went via the town of Jedburgh, had not
arrived there. Clearly something had happened, but there had
been no news of an accident. The situation was worrying: it
was snowing quite heavily, it was very cold and it would not
be long before it got dark. The depot manager asked one of
the bus drivers, a chap in his fifties called Turnbull, and me if
we would set out along the route to see if we could discover
what had happened. Turnbull was a wonderful chap the way
he prepared us; he must have known what to expect. He
secured boots for both of us, an extra pair of breeches, jerseys,
greatcoats and piles of rugs. We loaded them into a small bus,
along with torches, ropes and shovels, and we set off, driving
as quickly as we dared into the teeth of a blizzard along
the Kelso to Jedburgh road. It was by now eight o'clock in the
evening and pitch dark. Eventually we could go no further;
the snow was piling up in the road and we decided that we
would press ahead on foot. We covered our heads with the
rugs, leaving small gaps in the folds so that we could see
ahead. The gale-force wind was whipping the snow almost
horizontal, creating a complete white-out. Great snowdrifts
were building up. Our torches barely penetrated the darkness
more than a few feet, but we set off. Turnbull and I were
roped together, and he led, trying to make a path in the middle
of the road where the snow was mostly waist deep. We knew
that if we wandered off the road we might stumble into a
ditch or fall into a field and be over our heads in a huge snowdrift.
Our situation was getting dangerous, and we moved
forward slowly and cautiously. I remember thinking how
isolated we were and how very careful we must be. Strangely,
neither of us considered abandoning our search, although it
would have made much more sense to head back to our own
vehicle and return to safety in Kelso. There is a strange conflict
in people, and very often a sense of duty or responsibility
will provide as powerful an impetus as a sense of self-preservation.
Accompanying this is an equally strong
motivation not to give up or admit defeat. Whatever was
going on in our heads, we never discussed the possibility of
turning back.

We couldn't hear ourselves against the wind and had to put
our heads close together to speak to each other, fighting down
the noise of the gale. My companion, who had driven that
road many times, used the telephone wires as a guide; it was
a blessing that they had not been brought down by the heavy
snow. Without them we might easily have wandered off the
road and headed into the surrounding countryside, not to be
found for days. We struggled on, and as we neared the summit
of a steep hill we noticed that the snow suddenly felt different
underfoot. We had been walking through very dense snow,
when suddenly old Mr Turnbull realized that we were walking
on a firm surface that seemed to be higher than the
surrounding verge.

We paced out the length of this mound – and then it hit us
that we had found the bus. We dug down with our hands to
where we thought the door would be. It took some time, but
we eventually broke through the snow and banged on the
window. Inside there were about six passengers, the driver
and the conductor. They were not in very good shape. The bus
had skidded to the side of the road and after coming to a
halt had quickly been covered by a snowdrift. They were
badly shaken and of course extremely cold. Nobody on the
bus had warm enough clothes to venture out into the blizzard
to seek help. They had kept the engine going for warmth, but
that had run out of petrol and they had started to cut open the
seats and used the stuffing to build little fires on the bus floor.
It was surprising that they had not succumbed to the smoke
and fumes.

It took a lot of coaxing to persuade them to come out into
the blizzard, but they could not stay there over night. They
were so cold that I doubt they would have survived for
another twelve hours. Eventually we persuaded them that
they would be safer coming with us, and they clambered out
to be roped together and led back down the hill that we had
made in the snow to our waiting bus, where we wrapped them
in blankets. One lady insisted on putting up her umbrella as
she left the stranded bus. I tried to dissuade her, saying it
would be of absolutely no use, but she wouldn't listen.
Naturally, as soon as she got outside it was whipped away by
the wind, never to be seen again.

So we made our slow journey back to Kelso Hospital,
where they were given food and hot drinks and checked by a
doctor.

Turnbull and I received a letter of commendation from the
bus company, and a reward of £5 each! Looking back, it
seems remarkable that just the two of us ventured out on this
rescue mission to find a lost bus and its passengers. Nowadays
there would have been a mountain rescue team, an emergency
helicopter in the air and the mobilization of police and
ambulance services, but we did the job ourselves without
much thought for the dangers involved.

For the most part, working in the bus office day after day
made me more determined to find an alternative, and when I
was eighteen years old I saw an advertisement in a newspaper
asking for applications to the Naval Air Service Reserve. This
was a new organization, being set up because, after a long
fight, the navy was finally going to take control of its own aircraft
and the men who repaired and flew them. The Naval Air
Service had existed in the First World War, but in 1919 all its
aircraft had been handed over to the Royal Air Force. The
latest change back to Admiralty control was due to take place
in 1939. If I had understood this a bit better at the time, I
might have been spared some depressing months.

The advert that I saw was the first stage in setting up a
reserve force. Successful recruits would be taught how to fly
and would be required to spend several weeks per year on
duty in the Reserves, for which they would be paid. The idea,
of course, was that in the event of a war there would be a
group of trained men who could be called up rapidly to
enlarge the regular service. When I saw the advert I suddenly
thought that, at last, here was a way that I could learn to fly
– something I had secretly set my heart on ever since I climbed
out of the cockpit of the Avro 504 that had flown me over the
rooftops of Kelso. In those days the prospect of flying was so
remote for ordinary people that I had buried the desire deeply,
but seeing this advert brought me fresh hope. I would be
absolutely crazy not to apply: I might be able to learn to fly
after all, and I could say goodbye to my boring life in the bus
office.

I wrote off and, within a couple of weeks, received a note
asking me to appear for interview in front of a board in
Govan, Glasgow. It was a long journey, involving a bus to
Edinburgh, then another bus to Glasgow, then a long tram
journey from Glasgow to Govan. About eight other applicants
were being interviewed at the same time as me and they
all seemed very confident. The members of the interviewing
panel were all dressed in civilian clothes, but they had ruddy
faces, I assumed from a lot of time spent out in the open air.
The gentleman at the head of the table had mutton-chop
whiskers, and two of them had full beards. To my eyes they
seemed very nautical. When they introduced themselves, I
realized that they were fairly senior men.

They invited me to sit down and I was asked some simple
questions about my local town and the job I was doing, and
was asked to read a logbook. The interview then took an odd
turn, as the chairman of the board, who seemed by far the
oldest man there, realized that I lived next to the Tweed and
Teviot rivers. The rest of the interview became a discussion
about trout and salmon fishing, the effectiveness of various
fishing flies and the best techniques for tying them. I was very
interested in fishing and I had caught my first salmon when I
was eight or nine, although entirely by accident. It came on to
the end of my line when I had been hoping to get trout, and
it was too strong for me to land. Eventually my trout rod
broke and I wound the line round a bush near the river and
raced home to fetch my father, who helped me gaff it. I told
them this story, and the chairman brought out his fly box and
we talked about the best flies to use in different parts of the
river. He knew far more than me, but I was content to listen
and make the odd comment. Then the interview was over. It
was very strange, and I did not know what to think as I
journeyed back home to Kelso.

Back I went to the office again, with nothing but winter rugby
to look forward to. I heard nothing from the navy and was
once more beginning to sink into despair, when one day I read
yet another advert – as you can imagine, I was scouring the
newspapers in desperation. This time it was for recruits to
the Southern Rhodesian Mounted Police. I knew little about
Southern Rhodesia, or Zimbabwe as it is now called, but
clearly this offered enormous possibilities: travel to a far-off
land, a marvellous climate and, most important, the opportunity
to work with horses, which, after rugby, was one of my
greatest passions. So I applied and was invited to an interview
at Rhodesia House in the Strand in London.

I had been to London once before, in a school party that
had visited the Houses of Parliament, but this time I was more
able to appreciate how different it was from Kelso! I found it
daunting as I got off the train at Kings Cross and asked a
porter for some directions, my small case with a few clothes
in it clutched in my hand. I was staying at the YMCA, near
London University in Bloomsbury, and the porter directed me
to the nearest bus, but there seemed to be hundreds of them
outside the station, and more taxis than I had ever seen
before. I decided to walk and found that my destination was
not that far from the station, but I had never seen streets so
busy and crowded. I should have been excited by the huge
bustling city, the hub of the Empire, but to be honest it was
dirty, and for a young lad with not a great deal of money it
was not very inviting.

The staff at the YMCA were a great help and I managed to
find my way to the interview. It seemed to go well – they
appeared impressed with my knowledge of horses – and on
leaving I was confident that my life was about to change for
the better.

Back in Kelso, I did what I had been longing to do for the
past two years: I resigned from my job at the bus company.
This caused some problems with my parents, principally my
father. The economic situation had not improved greatly and
there were still a lot of unemployed people looking for work.
He thought I was being reckless in throwing away a secure job
without any firm prospects, and neither of them wanted to see
me join the navy, or go thousands of miles away to central
Africa. I suppose deep down they felt that my ambitions were
too great for my talents and that I would end up disappointed.
They knew how hard life could be, and they valued the settled
life they had established in Kelso. But I could not be persuaded:
I gave up my job. That year I travelled as a reserve with the
Scottish rugby team to Ireland, but, unfortunately, we lost.

This was the winter of 1938/39 and, now without a job, I
decided that I would move down to London. Not that I liked the
place, but I thought it would be only a matter of time before I
was offered a passage to Rhodesia. Also, staying with my
parents in Kelso, unemployed and just kicking my heels while I
waited for a letter, was not very attractive. My father had been
good to me, but relations between us had soured somewhat. He
told me that I would be back within six months, but I thought,
'Will I hell.' So back I went to the YMCA and managed to find
a low-paid job in the parcels department of Harrods.

Weeks passed and I heard nothing further from the
Rhodesian High Commission or the Southern Rhodesian
Mounted Police. I was very depressed, and beginning to
wonder how long I could stick it out before going back home
with my tail between my legs, when out of the blue I received
a letter from the Royal Navy. It was a request to go to Queen
Anne's Mansions for a medical exam. The address turned out
to be a row of Georgian houses just off Harley Street in the
West End. The letter was not what I wanted to receive. I had
abandoned any thoughts of taking up flying, having convinced
myself that I would be accepted into the Southern
Rhodesian Mounted Police. This was the aim on which I was
now focusing my ambitions, and I waited impatiently for the
letter of acceptance with details of how I would be expected
to travel to Rhodesia. However much I wanted to learn to fly,
all that the navy could offer was a part-time job in the
Reserves, while the Mounted Police was full time, a career
with long-term prospects, clearly much more of a vocation. It
was, after all, nearly six months since I had attended that
rather strange interview with those sailors in civilian clothes
in Glasgow and it seemed odd that I had heard nothing more.
But there was no reason why I should refuse to take a
medical, so I duly presented myself before the men in white
coats, coughed, had my eyes and hearing tested and kneecaps
hit with a hammer, and then went back to my dismal job at
Harrods.

Within a week or so of this appointment I received a second
letter telling me to report on board HMS Frobisher at
Portsmouth naval base to begin my training. This caused a bit
of soul-searching. I still had heard nothing from Rhodesia
House and, despite my reservations about the navy, it did
offer an alternative to the storeroom at Harrods, so I went.

On the train going down to Portsmouth my thoughts were
mixed. I was still coming to terms with the sudden interest
shown in me by the navy, and I was apprehensive about what
I was letting myself in for. I had absolutely no idea what naval
training entailed and was beginning to wonder whether this
really was a wise move. I managed to find my way to the
naval office in the harbour, from where, with my small suitcase,
I was eventually given a lift on a motor launch out to
the ship at her moorings. My feelings of trepidation were
compounded as I approached Frobisher. She was a big cruiser
that had been detached from the Atlantic fleet a few years
previously and designated for cadet training. The boat I was
on tossed about in the harbour and, as we got closer to the
ship, I could see that there were rust streaks on her hull, and
she looked grey and forbidding above me. This was the very
first time that I had seen a warship, or been out on a small
boat. The experience was unsettling.

I learned later that Frobisher was scheduled at that time to
be taken out of her training role with a view to her being
mothballed. If I had known that, perhaps I would have been
less surprised and confused when, after I had climbed up the
gangway on to the ship, the duty officer immediately issued
me with a travel warrant back home. I returned to the mainland
once again on a small boat, only to find I was too late
for a train back to London. The harbour office sent me to a
naval dormitory in a large building that housed the Sailors'
Rest – known as 'Aggie Weston', after the woman who
founded them – and there I bedded down for the night.

I felt upset, rejected and close to despair in that strange bed,
in a building full of sailors who ignored me. I had been uneasy
as I approached that forbidding ship, and now the journey
from London had proved to be a complete waste of time. Very
little had gone right with my life since I left school at sixteen;
I felt that I had no idea what to do with myself; and, worse,
it seemed that nobody else had any use for me either. The
truth was, of course, that the Naval Air Service was in a
complete state of flux. The handover from Royal Air Force to
Admiralty control was still going on, and how and where the
training of naval pilots was going to take place had not yet
been properly decided. It was one thing to advertise for
people, it was another to set up a proper organization. The
impact of this on me was to make me very downhearted.

Next morning I arrived back in London. I had foolishly
given up my job in Harrods believing that I would be doing
my naval training for the next three months, so I was now
unemployed. I was determined not to go home, as my father
would have said, 'I told you so.' I just could not face the
defeat and humiliation. So I was forced to sign on the dole
and look for a job. It was a very depressing experience and I
was at an extremely low ebb. I was eking out my savings,
living in the YMCA, walking the streets, visiting some of the
sights like St Paul's Cathedral and the Houses of Parliament,
but I was like a piece of wood floating in the Thames, a piece
of flotsam drifting here and there. I had come a long way since
my carefree days with my little terrier Wiggy running along
beside me, and none of it was for the good.

While I was in a state of limbo in London, the newspapers
and news programmes on the wireless were describing events
with an ominous tone. The Spanish Civil War had ended in
victory for General Franco, and there had been a very tense
period in 1938 when Hitler demanded that the Sudetenland,
Czechoslovak territory in which a large number of German-speaking
people lived, should be ceded to Germany. There
was a feeling that another war might start over this and a
general military mobilization got under way as the crisis built
up. Air-raid shelters and trenches started to be dug – I remember
noticing the piles of fresh earth as shelters were built in
Hyde Park. Gas masks were given out to the civilian population,
and hundreds of lorries carrying winches and towing
trailers full of gas canisters were parked around the city. These
were mobile installations to launch barrage balloons – small,
hydrogen-filled balloons that rose into the air tethered by steel
cables, the idea being that they would prevent enemy bombers
from flying low over cities and factories. They floated high
over the city, like hundreds of huge, strange fish, the sunshine
glinting off their silver surfaces. People expected war to start
quite quickly.

Then in September 1938 the British Prime Minister Neville
Chamberlain flew to Munich to discuss the situation with
Hitler, returning with a deal that looked as though it might be
a peaceful solution. It gave Hitler everything he wanted,
including the Sudetenland, and Winston Churchill was
bitterly opposed to it. However shameful Chamberlain's
appeasement of Hitler might have been, most ordinary people
were relieved that another war had been averted. The dreadful
slaughter of the First World War was still very much on
people's minds; it had been over for only twenty years and
millions of people had been affected by it. There probably
wasn't a family in the country that had not lost someone in
the trenches, and it was still seen as a great and unnecessary
tragedy. Most towns and villages had erected a monument to
those who had died in what we called the Great War; I
remember the big ceremony in Kelso when I was younger for
the unveiling of the town's memorial to the local men who
had never come back from France. Nowadays there is a
ceremony at the Cenotaph in London, and in towns and
villages around the country, on the Sunday nearest to
Armistice Day, but in the 1930s there were local ceremonies
of remembrance on 11 November itself, whatever day of the
week it fell, and the two-minute silence at eleven o'clock was
very strictly adhered to. Buses and cars stopped and people
stood still in the streets. At the time you were aware that this
silence was being observed all over the country. It was a very
emotional moment. So the threat of another war filled people
with dread.

The relief of the Munich Agreement didn't last long. In
March 1939 Hitler took over the rest of Czechoslovakia. By
then we had had time to become accustomed to the threat of
war, and I think people thought now it was bound to happen.
The question was, when?

Meanwhile, I was tramping the streets of London, signing
on and looking, unsuccessfully, for a job, when I received yet
another letter from the Admiralty, this time telling me that I
would be sent for training, probably at Drem in Scotland,
which was an RAF flying training school at the time. When I
read it, I made up my mind that I would now go home to
Scotland, face my father and wait for further instructions
about training. My return in August didn't go too badly – my
letter from the Admiralty was proof that at least my life had
some direction.

It was in Kelso on 1 September that I heard on the news
that the Germans had invaded Poland, and I knew that war
was inevitable. My father and mother and I were gathered
round the wireless set on the 3rd, which was a Sunday, to hear
the Prime Minister announce that once again we were at war
with Germany. It was a profound moment, where every
person listening knows that their life will be utterly transformed,
for ever, and there will be great changes in the world
and that the future has suddenly become completely
unknown. I knew that I would be part of the war, and that the
question of what to do with my life was probably no longer
in my hands. My parents must have felt a great deal of unease,
but they kept it to themselves. My father in particular, with
his experience of Gallipoli, must have had his own thoughts,
but he had never discussed them before and didn't do so now.

It was clear that I would probably be starting my training
in the navy much sooner than expected, and indeed almost
the next day I received another letter from the Admiralty. In
contradiction to the last one, it contained orders and a travel
warrant for me to take the train south to Gosport, west of
Portsmouth harbour, and to appear at St Vincent barracks,
which was the Royal Navy boys' training establishment. Once
more I said goodbye to my parents and old schoolfriends to
catch the train to Edinburgh and then south. I felt that I had
been kicked from pillar to post in the past months, but was
sure that now all that was behind me.
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