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The principal towns are shown with the colonial names they bore at the time of Terry Peet’s arrival in 1965. (Alan Hunns – alan@hunnsgraphics.demon.co.uk)
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The Biafran enclave was shrinking during the period and the boundary shown is approximate. Uli was the principal airstrip for relief flights although Umuhaia was among a number of other strips used briefly at different periods. The UNICEF helicopter relief flights under Terry Peet’s control were principally between Calabar and Uyo in what was then Federally held Biafra. (Alan Hunns – alan@hunnsgraphics.demon.co.uk)
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The flight path for the epic delivery of helicopters from Israel for the UNICEF Calabar - based relief operation. The diversion to Accra from Tamale followed the arrest of Terry Peet and his colleagues on their arrival in Ghana. (Alan Hunns – alan@hunnsgraphics.demon.co.uk)
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Preface

Cold War helicopter ace Terry Peet lived for flying. He was a ‘go anywhere, do anything’, Royal Air Force pilot with a reputation for ‘sheer guts’. The more challenging the mission, the more eagerly Terry volunteered to undertake it. Whether ferrying troops to remote jungle landing zones or snatching casualties from makeshift clearings surrounded by 200-feet high trees, he willingly pushed himself and his primitive Sycamore helicopter to the limit. Nothing excited him more than the heady smell of octane and accompanying burst of flame and smoke as the Sycamore’s engine whirred to life carrying him airborne. Alone in the cockpit, his hands deftly tweaking the aircraft’s controls, the debonair young flight lieutenant knew no fear. During two years in the hot spots of Malaya and Borneo he repeatedly cheated death and earned a Queen’s Commendation for Valuable Services in the Air. His nerve and skill saved him from one emergency that, according to his commanding officer at the time, ‘would have killed anyone else’. With rotary flight still in comparative infancy, his career looked promising. Then suddenly he disappeared without trace, apparently drowned tragically while on a recreational scuba dive off the North Wales coast. Six years later he dramatically reappeared in a back-from-the-dead drama worthy of fiction. The media hailed him enthusiastically as a ‘renegade hero’ and ‘flying Pimpernel’ when the story of his mysterious disappearance and subsequent extraordinary double life unfolded.

The courageous, lifesaving exploits of this Nottinghamshire miner’s son first came to my attention late one evening at the end of the first week in October 1971. I was working as a reporter at The Birmingham Post, the morning newspaper serving Britain’s second city, when the night editor walked across to my desk and handed me a single sheet of paper.

‘Here, see what you can make of this,’ he said, passing me a page torn from one of the teleprinters in the centre of the expansive, open-plan newsroom that we shared with a sister, evening newspaper. I read the one-paragraph, news agency flash under the heading ‘Airman “back from the dead”’. Flight Lieutenant Terence Peet from RAF Tern Hill, who was believed to have drowned off Anglesey in October 1965, had been apprehended and was being returned to the UK under close arrest. That was it.

Three weeks later I went to RAF Innsworth in Gloucestershire to cover the proceedings of Peet’s court martial for desertion. I recall being struck by the handsome, clean-cut, uniformed figure of the thirty-six-year-old defendant. He pleaded guilty and asked for clemency on the grounds that he was driven to stage his death by a combination of factors. His marriage had failed, he was afraid of being grounded because of having high blood pressure and he felt compelled to use his skill as a helicopter pilot to help save the lives of nuns and missionaries who were being butchered in the former Belgian Congo. We were told that after disappearing, he went to Africa where he saved more than five hundred lives over a two-year period and became President Mobutu’s personal pilot. Afterwards, he went to Nigeria and headed a United Nations Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF) helicopter airlift to feed starving refugees during the bloody Biafran War, saving many more lives.

This was a Boy’s Own -style tale of derring-do and by any standard a sensational story. It provided me with a front-page lead under the banner headline: ‘RAF gaols pilot who “deserted to save lives in the Congo”’’. Most of Britain’s national newspapers ran prominent reports under similar headlines. Peet was then forgotten. This no doubt suited the Ministry of Defence and the RAF, who must have known very well the potential for embarrassing questions if all the facts about his desertion had come out at his trial. Although I had no reason to suspect anything at the time, I later learned the murky truth. Both America’s Central Intelligence Agency and Britain’s Secret Intelligence Service were implicated in the affair and the RAF’s behaviour was questionable.

From what I could tell, Peet was a classic example of a working class boy made good. Yet we were asked to believe that on his own initiative he had thrown his remarkable achievements away to risk his life in the pursuit of an ideological cause in equatorial Africa where he had no connections. What is more, he had callously abandoned a wife and two young children and caused his whole family deep distress to pursue this cause. It made no sense. Observing him from where I sat on the Press bench only a few feet distant, he did not have the appearance of a hard-hearted man. Nor did I see the characteristic smirk of a maverick or contemptuous grin of someone with complete disregard for his uniform. The more I thought about the case afterwards, the more I became increasingly convinced that there had to be something more than an unhappy marriage and ideological whim to explain his action. I decided to try and find out. Three years after his court martial I traced him to Hawaii, where he was then living.

In an exchange of letters he revealed in confidence that he had been recruited by the CIA for a clandestine air force involved in paramilitary operations in the former Belgian Congo. He was told that his departure from the RAF had to be ‘covert’. The summary presented in court crucially omitted this. It also failed to disclose that his employment as a mercenary, or ‘contract pilot’ to use the CIA’s more inoffensive terminology, received the tacit approval of British intelligence. Moreover, a claim that the RAF had not seen or heard anything of him following his disappearance in Anglesey was completely untrue.

When I originally corresponded with him back in 1974, the events concerned were still too recent for him to go public and that was how we left it. We lost touch and for me the exploits of the ‘airman who came back from the dead’ became an oft-repeated dinner party yarn. That remained the case until 2004 when I decided to try and find Terry again and resurrect the idea of telling his story. As luck had it, I had kept my correspondence with him. This included an eleven-page document summarizing what he claimed had happened nearly forty years earlier, still in the manila envelope he originally posted to me from Hawaii. I rooted it out and started to make enquiries, eventually leading me to an elderly aunt of his who agreed to forward my contact details to him. Some weeks later a one-line email popped up on my computer screen.

‘I understand you’re looking for me. Terry Peet.’ We were back in touch.

He was living in France and I wrote telling him that I wanted to revive my original idea of writing a book about what he had done and why. Over the subsequent weeks and months we exchanged occasional messages until he finally agreed to tell me the whole story, keeping nothing back. I flew to Toulouse and rented a car to drive and meet him at his home in the Dordogne. The last time I had seen him was in court at RAF Innsworth but I recognized him immediately when he pulled up outside my hotel in a dilapidated blue Citroën and hauled his ample bulk out of the driver’s seat. He was dressed in a rather scruffy, faded tracksuit with open sandals but despite the extra girth and fuller face of a man in his early seventies, I could still picture the good-looking, young officer in air-force blue in my mind’s eye.

‘I hope I haven’t kept you waiting too long,’ he apologized, sticking his hand out.

‘Only about thirty years,’ I quipped.

He was short of breath and suffering from a niggling heart condition that a cardiac specialist warned him needed surgery but which he at the time dismissed as a minor irritation. From his affable welcome, I sensed we were going to get on well as he drove me to his newly built home at Le Boulet near Souillac. He pulled up a couple of chairs on the terrace and brought out a bottle of pastis with two glasses and a jug of water.

‘I take it you drink this stuff?’ he correctly assumed, pouring a generous slug into my tumbler and turning it milky white with a splash of water and then doing the same for himself.

We talked for hours until the September sun turned watery and the evening chill drove us indoors. Eventually, he took me to a small auberge for dinner, where he was greeted with the enthusiastic intimacy of a close family friend. As I soon discovered, this would be the case wherever we went, always accompanied by a shaggy-haired mongrel called Iggy that Terry rescued and coaxed back to life after finding him half-dead on the road. ‘I’d like you to know that he’s a highly bred berger du Boulet,’ he chuckled, after telling me how he found the near-lifeless, rain-soaked bundle of fur on the way home one day.

‘Ah, Terri,’ the proprietor of a small bar exclaimed, embracing him warmly when we went out for lunch the next day. ‘Tu vas bien ?’ Terry grinned mischievously and answered immediately in his idiomatic French. ‘Yes I’m fine but I’m not supposed to be drinking,’ gesturing to his heart. ‘So we’d better have a bottle of wine!’ The bar exploded in laughter and Terry chortled. He has a wonderful and, at times, wicked sense of humour and it is easy to understand why he is so well liked. Almost every assessment of him during his brief RAF career drew attention to his engaging personality. It is something that binds people to him even when he has done things that would normally deserve their rejection. He is a complex, larger-than-life character, by his own admission no saint; in many ways even an anti-hero. Yet he was no ordinary mercenary and, as this book reveals, would probably never have done what he did but for an unusual combination of circumstances and a chance meeting that provided the impetus.

Leafing through his flight log with him was like unlocking the secrets of a coded diary as he translated the seemingly mundane recordings, often nothing more than single words like ‘casevac’ or an obscure place name, into one hair-raising reminiscence after another, each of them always as understated by him as the entries on the page. After a couple of days he suggested continuing our conversation in the car while he took me on a tour of the local sights. He was in the middle of telling me about flying the former Palestinian president, Yasser Arafat, around in an aircraft loaned to him by the Saudi royal family as we approached Rocamadour, the gravity-defying medieval jewel that clings precariously to sheer limestone walls rising six hundred feet above the Alzou in the Causse de Gramat.

‘I usually stop the car and put Beethoven on to go round this corner,’ he announced. But he did not have the disc with him and we drove on in silence.

‘This is as far as the Moors got,’ he told me, confessing a weakness for history. ‘It’s pretty impressive, isn’t it?’

Later, we followed the signs to an old mill that he admitted he had always wanted to visit, eventually arriving at a forest clearing where the road ended. Another sign informed us that the mill was two kilometres away by foot, at the bottom of a valley, which sloped steeply from where we were parked. The rocky path was carpeted with autumnal leaves and hazy sunlight shafted through the gaps in the semi-clad branches.

‘Are you sure you want to do this?’ I challenged, conscious that the return hike might be too much for his ailing heart.

‘You sound like bloody General Walker in Borneo when we had to walk out from a jungle landing zone. The bugger was twice my age but kept stopping to turn round and ask if I was okay,’ he rejoined. The mill was being restored and after a short stop to marvel at what it must have taken to build three centuries earlier, we headed back. The return climb was punctuated by repeated rest breaks with Terry gasping for air and me feeling awkward because I could sense his discomfort at having a witness. I realized then that nothing was going to stop him accomplishing this mission once he had set his mind on it. From boyhood Terry has always needed to prove himself. The trek to the mill was another challenge: in his condition, another example of his appetite for attempting near-impossible feats. He could just as easily have been back in the pilot’s seat trying to land a Sycamore in a space not much larger than its own length between trees 200-feet high in Malaya; or making repeated, risky night flights in a dangerously overloaded ‘bubble’ Bell helicopter to rescue nuns facing rape and murder at the hands of Simba rebels in the Congo; or struggling with inadequate resources to feed starving refugees ensnared in Nigeria’s brutal civil war.

This book is the product of many, many hours interviewing Terry and recording his first-hand testimony on which it is largely based with corroborative material wherever possible. For this I have relied on extensive searches of UK and US Government and United Nations archives and interviewed or received material from members of his family; former RAF and CIA colleagues; contemporary mercenary pilots; aid workers, and other people who worked alongside him or were close to him during the six years of his secret missing life, including the young, hippy girl who met him the day after his ‘drowning’ and later became his second wife. She remembers being impressed by his good manners on their first encounter. Always the gentleman – that is how she and most of his compatriots think of him and why one of them neatly summed him up to me simply as a ‘gentleman warrior’. Yet the newspaper label ‘renegade hero’ is probably more apt.

Michael Hingston

Castera-Verduzan, France





Chapter One

Mind Twisting Times

Moelfre is a melancholic-looking cluster of old fishermen’s cottages and houses nestling round a nondescript hillock on a windswept, treeless promontory jutting from the east coast of Anglesey in North Wales. Although the official visitors’ guide trumpets enthusiastically that it ‘looks like every child’s idea of a seaside village’, the truth is more prosaic. The small collection of buildings on the bare rise that gives the village its name is unremarkable except for the uniform dreariness of the grey, stone and pebble-dash walls and dark, slate roofs. Even the shingle beach is grey. On more days than not, so too are the sky and sea. What aesthetic attraction the village has lies in its accidental harmony with the austere surroundings of this stretch of shipwreck coast. With an eye to tourism, today’s inhabitants have added cheering splashes of brilliant whitewash here and there and immortalized their most famous son – a renowned lifeboat coxswain – in a striking, life-size bronze. The stocky, sou’wester-clad figure of Dic Evans,1 twice winner of the Royal National Lifeboat Institution’s prestigious gold medal for courageous rescues, faces resolutely across the sea towards the Dee Estuary and Liverpool Bay, conjuring dramatic images of gale-lashed heroism. But before these efforts at prettification and attraction, Moelfre more typically looked cold and unwelcoming. This was certainly the case on an autumnal day in 1965 when the ink-black waters offshore, mirrored leaden, brooding clouds overhead. For Flight Lieutenant Terry Peet, it was the perfect place to die.

Aged thirty, this tall, athletic and charismatic Nottinghamshire miner’s son was not an obvious candidate for suicide. Blessed with classic good looks, he stood a shade less than six feet in height and was thick set with a mop of brown hair, smiling brown eyes and a firm, square jaw. In uniform he could make women swoon. No less attractive than his appearance, were his manners. Terry was the sort of man who automatically opened car doors for ladies and unfailingly jumped to his feet when a woman entered or left the room. He never swore in their presence and eschewed hard-drinking, heavy-smoking machismo. In fact, he never smoked. By dint of sheer determination he had overcome his humble, working-class origins, successfully rising through the ranks from the lower deck as a boy sailor in the Royal Navy to the comparatively exalted heights of the officers’ mess in the Royal Air Force. With the British class system then under pressure but still alive and well, this was a creditable achievement. Better still, he had distinguished himself in his first operational posting as a helicopter pilot in Malaya and Borneo and been rewarded with a Queen’s Commendation for Valuable Service in the Air. To the casual observer then, he was what the Worksop Guardian, his hometown newspaper, might have described as the quintessential ‘local boy made good’ with a promising career beckoning. Added to that, he had apparently done well for himself romantically. His wife of six years was a dark-haired, blue-eyed Scottish beauty from a well-to-do family who had borne him two exceptionally pretty daughters. Outwardly at least, he seemed to have everything going for him.

Wing Commander Derek Eley, one of his former commanding officers in the Far East and the man responsible for recommending him for the Queen’s Commendation, remembers him well. In his words Peet was ‘a splendid fellow – very nice chap and damned good helicopter pilot’. He vividly recalls that in the jungle in Malaya and Borneo, he always exhibited an irrepressible thirst for assignments.


He’d be standing there volunteering when none of the others was interested because it was peeing with rain or a very dodgy place to get in and out of, or a bank holiday or what have you. He was a sort of fearless, enthusiastic character who I think put a lot of people to shame. I put him up for his gong for saving himself and the aircraft when he had a tail rotor failure. Now that’s serious. Anybody else would’ve been killed.



This sort of lavish praise is not handed out lightly as a rule and certainly not by men of Eley’s experience. Significantly, it is not just the product of a glossy recollection, kindly coloured by nostalgia either. Eley formally recognized Terry’s ‘drive, initiative and sheer guts’ in a written confidential assessment back in 1964.

Given this track record it would have been perfectly natural for Terry to feel pleased with life and optimistic about his prospects. Yet this was not the case. What he convincingly portrayed outwardly as a happy marriage was in truth, for him at least, a loveless sham. The resulting tension and verbal warring ate away at him as lethally as a visceral illness. He knew that he should end the marriage. That would have been the difficult but honest thing to do. However, owning up to the failure, coupled with the grim prospect of an acrimonious divorce, was more than he could face. Day by day he asked himself what it was that had gone wrong between himself and the former nurse called Joan McKay with whom he became hopelessly infatuated after meeting her at a dance. At the time she was working at Edinburgh Royal Infirmary. He was coming to the end of an upper yardman’s course at the nearby Royal Naval station at Lochinvar in the earnest hope of qualifying as a Fleet Air Arm pilot.

Terry was young and virile but he was also a hopeless romantic, inclined to turn every encounter to love. This was especially true with Joan, who he saw as everything he wanted in a woman – beguilingly attractive, intelligent with a canny sense of humour and middle class as well. Wooing her became such an ardent objective that he flunked his exams, sacrificing his chance of a Royal Navy commission, something he had spent seven years working towards. The effect on him was traumatic. For the second time in his life he felt a crippling sense of personal failure, just as he had after throwing away the coveted prize of a grammar school education by being expelled for running away. At least then he had had an understandable excuse. He absconded to escape constant bullying. But the pursuit of a lustful craving for a girl to the exclusion of all else, especially the studying that would have brought him the career reward he so badly wanted, was not so easily forgiven. Terry knew this. He felt utterly ashamed of himself and struggled to find the courage to tell his parents, who he knew would be devastatingly disappointed. Letting them down filled him with disgrace.

His only consolation was that the time he invested in his impassioned courtship of Joan succeeded in winning her. They were married on 28 March 1959 in his home town of Worksop. According to Terry’s mother, Joan’s parents disapproved of the match and warned her that her son would live to regret it. That ominous prophecy seemed unlikely as the happy couple started married life together. Joan was the pillar around which Terry started to rebuild his life. Severely chastened by his failure to gain admission to the RN, he immediately focused on retrieving his self respect by passing an RAF selection board for trainee pilots. One of his naval tutors assured him that the air force was less choosy about its officers than the navy and he had a good chance of being able to transfer. He loved the navy but not enough to spend the rest of his career as a telegraphist chief petty officer. So after seven unblemished years with the Senior Service he left to join the air force as an officer air cadet, or as he sardonically recalls, ‘the lowest of the bloody low’. He knew perfectly well that Joan could not be held in any way responsible for his failure to make it to the naval wardroom. All the same, in later years he could not look at her without being reminded of his failure. Whether this lay at the root of their subsequent marital breakdown or simply aggravated other underlying problems is debatable but it was undoubtedly a factor. So too was Terry’s eye for other women and their unfailing attraction to his seductive, effortless charm, although he does not readily admit it.

Shortly after successfully earning his wings and being posted to Malaya as a flying officer, Joan joined him there. She arrived with two-year-old Erica and new-born Nicola. It should have been the start of a tropical idyll. They were allocated a spacious, luxury apartment complete with servants on the beautiful island of Penang, where Joan could enjoy leisurely days at the beach while Terry was in his element choppering around the jungle. However, like many marriages that go irreconcilably wrong, what began as small rifts in the relationship quickly developed into chasms and their union was over in everything except name well before they returned to the UK three years later. Terry could probably have continued to cope with this intense romantic chagrin if he had still enjoyed the euphoria of an adventure-filled role in the air. Instead, after the daily excitement of adrenalin-driven flying in the combat zones of Malaya and Borneo, he found himself literally going round in circles as a basic training instructor, making repetitive circuits over rural Shropshire. For him, this was the equivalent of trying to run a high-octane engine on low-grade paraffin.

Towards the end of his tour in the Far East, with over a thousand hours of operational helicopter flying under his belt, Terry had listed his preferences for subsequent postings as secondment to a US helicopter unit or assignment to either the Metropolitan Communications or Queen’s Flights. Ironically it was Eley, then the squadron leader in charge of 110 Squadron operating out of the Royal Australian Air Force base at Butterworth in Malaya, where Terry was stationed, who recommended an ‘instructional tour as good experience for his first two preferences’. In hindsight he concedes that this was probably a mistake. ‘The interesting part about instructing, the variable if you like, is the difference in the people you teach and the need to vary the approach. I don’t think that was enough for Terry. He needed something more challenging where he could prove himself. He was always trying to prove himself.’ Eley’s recommendation was meant as an accolade of sorts, a recognition of Terry’s flying skill. Terry saw it as a rebuff, a soft posting where his career would stagnate.

At the time Central Flying School’s helicopter training unit was based at RAF Tern Hill, near Market Drayton, a small English town famous for being the birthplace of Clive of India and the reputed home of gingerbread. Ideally located on a spacious plateau surrounded by acres of gently undulating meadows and woodland, the school was responsible for elementary training of helicopter pilots in Sycamore Mk 14s and more advanced training, using larger Whirlwind Mk 10s. Terry was allocated to the elementary training section using the Sycamores in which he had so distinguished himself in Malaya. Tern Hill was given up by the RAF in 1974, when some of the housing was sold off and the rest retained for use by the Army as Clive Barracks, later targeted by IRA bombers in a high-profile, unsuccessful attack. However, the airfield’s two 1,000-yard runways continued to be used as an overspill for the tri-services helicopter establishment at nearby RAF Shawbury. This is still the case today. On most days passers-by are treated to a ballet-like spectacle of helicopters going through various manoeuvres: taking off, hovering, landing, taking off again to fly sideways then backwards, stopping abruptly and pirouetting on the spot then dipping their noses into forward flight for a quick circuit before returning to perform another choreographic sequence. Fascinated onlookers watch from the car park of the Stormy Petrel pub near the intersection of the trunk roads passing the base, just as they did more than forty years ago when helicopters were still a comparative novelty and Terry arrived in January 1965 to start his instructor’s course.

He was assigned Flight Lieutenant Dave Pendlebury, the acknowledged ace of the base, as his teacher. They had done their original flying training on helicopters together but Terry recalls that Pendlebury ‘was so bloody good that they kept him back as an instructor’. He was regarded with a certain amount of disdain owing to his lack of any operational experience. Nonetheless, Pendlebury’s flying skill was never in question and he succeeded in getting Terry through the instructor course. He deserves some credit for this since Terry accepts that he was a reluctant pupil. Moreover, instructing in a Sycamore meant overcoming a unique difficulty. The aircraft enjoyed the distinction of being the first British-designed helicopter to fly. Its extensive use in the latter years of the Malayan Emergency and early stages of the Indonesian Confrontation helped to revolutionize concepts of air support for ground operations, changing established dogma in the Air Ministry about the superiority of fixed wing aircraft. Yet the Sycamore suffered a serious design flaw – the configuration of its controls. Helicopters have two hand-operated control levers – one called the collective and the other the cyclic. Instead of having separate, identical controls for each of its two cockpit seats, the Sycamore was designed with a single, centrally mounted collective lever, an idiosyncrasy that during its twenty years of service confounded many pilots and contributed to a number of accidents.

The collective lever is L-shaped with a twist, motor-cycle-style throttle at the top. Pulling the lever up or pushing it down while twisting the throttle to increase or decrease power controls the pitch and speed of the rotor blades collectively, and governs upward and downward flight. The cyclic lever changes the angle of attack of the rotor blades at different points of rotation and moving it forwards, backwards or right and left controls directional flight. In Terry’s words, ‘the best way to think about it is to imagine a spinning saucer. Pulling the collective up or pushing it down, makes the saucer respond vertically. Moving the cyclic tilts the saucer in the direction of flight.’ During flight both levers and throttle usually require constant adjustment. This means that the pilot has his hands full as well as having to work a foot pedal to control the pitch of the tail rotor, which is essentially the aircraft’s rudder and provides the anti-torque necessary to stop the fuselage spinning under the main rotor. Unlike fixed-wing pilots, who fly from the left-hand seat, helicopter pilots normally sit in the right-hand seat, operating the collective with their left hand and the cyclic with their right hand. But as an instructor you had to be able to fly from the left-hand seat as well. With the dual controls common in most aircraft this presents no problem but the Sycamore’s central collective made the transition a feat of ambidextrous expertise.

Terry confirms that mastering this act of mind-twisting was like changing driving seats in a car and having to press the brake with your clutch foot and the clutch with your brake foot ‘only a lot more complicated’. Progressing through the instructor’s course, candidates flew together, taking it in turns to fly from the left-hand seat and ‘trying not to kill each other’. Just getting off the ground successfully when flying from the ‘wrong’ seat was a potential hazard because the Sycamore had a tendency to fall forwards and roll to the left on take-off. This had to be corrected by moving the cyclic lever back and to the right while pulling up the collective and opening the throttle. Trained pilots did it instinctively from the right-hand seat but had to think about it hard when they reversed hands to fly from the left-hand seat. A moment’s hesitation could have catastrophic consequences.

Just over two months after arriving at Tern Hill, Terry conquered the art of twisting his brain as he changed seats and successfully qualified as an instructor. His marks were average, falling disappointingly short of the consummate flying ability he had frequently demonstrated in the difficult jungle terrain of Malaya and Borneo. In a confidential assessment, his commanding officer, Squadron Leader Royston Garwood, revealingly wrote of him: ‘He has a rather casual manner and if he has any enthusiasm for the job he does not show it.’ Garwood’s assessment accurately reflected Terry’s disenchantment with his new role. With his marriage on the rocks, the lack of any real excitement at work simply intensified his unhappiness. He desperately wanted to do something that would make him feel good about himself. The knowledge that there were hot spots all over the world where he believed he could put his skill to better use and really prove his worth rankled with him. Within weeks of qualifying as an instructor, he started angling for a new posting. When the RAF’s then head of flight training, Air Commodore H A C Bird-Wilson, visited the station to present him with his Queen’s Commendation, Terry collared Bird-Wilson’s female ADC in the mess and, turning on his characteristic charm, sweetened her up as much as he could.

‘You could do something useful for me,’ he eventually told her. ‘Get me another foreign posting as soon as possible.’

‘Yes, I could do that,’ she smiled back noncommittally.

Of course, she never did anything of the sort. Nevertheless, Terry kept trying to secure another operational posting, volunteering for just about anything that came along.

Understandably, his acute frustration with his relatively undemanding capacity as an instructor was intensified by his marital unhappiness. He felt unfulfilled, both as a teacher and husband. His sense of worthlessness was heightened further by international events that angered him, or as he puts it more colourfully, ‘got right up my nose’. On and off for more than a year, Terry had been reading graphic newspaper reports about the brutal slaughter of nuns, missionaries and white settlers in the former Belgian Congo by communist-backed rebels. As he saw it, Britain was sitting on the sidelines in the face of these atrocities in the newly independent Democratic Republic of Congo, yet contemplating the use of force in suppressing ambitions for white supremacy in Rhodesia (today’s Zimbabwe), where British settlers feared a similar outcome to African majority rule. An RAF squadron had even been deployed to Zambia, neighbouring Rhodesia, and airmen threatened with courts martial if they defied a ban on playing cricket against a white Rhodesian eleven. What made all this particularly galling for Terry was that he had learned to fly with a Rhodesian named Parker, who remained a good friend. He recollects a lot of bad feeling in the country over the British Government’s stance and vividly remembers being in a pub in London with Parker at the height of the political tension leading to Rhodesian premier Ian Smith’s unilateral declaration of independence (UDI).

‘I’m sorry, you can’t buy a drink in here mate,’ the licensee announced when he realized that Parker was Rhodesian. Incensed, Terry and Parker made to walk out when the landlord broke into a huge grin and added, ‘They’re on the house for you!’ So far as Terry was concerned, Rhodesians were British kith and kin and any idea that he might go to war against them was preposterous. On the other hand, his experience in Malaya performing casualty evacuations told him that there was an obvious role for helicopters performing rescue work in the Congo conflict and he would gladly have participated in that.

Looking back more than forty years on, he acknowledges that this was naïve idealism that ignored the political realities of the day. However, at the time he believed it sincerely and his lack of self worth was reinforced by the knowledge that while he supervised trainees doing circuits over peaceful Shropshire, innocent people were dying for want of rescue in equatorial Africa. According to Terry, this combination of profound personal, professional and political disillusion bordering on despair was what brought him to an emotional wit’s end. His mind was being twisted by a lot more than changing seats in the Sycamore.





Chapter Two

Disappearing Act

Despite his disappointment with his new posting, Terry tried to give instructing his best shot. He recalls some interesting students, among them squadron leaders on fixed wing aircraft who then realized that helicopters were the up and coming thing and not the backwater that they had previously been regarded. Today, the essential role of helicopters in warfare is taken for granted. As transports, helicopters provide vital speed and mobility for ground troop deployments with the tactical advantage of surprise. As gunships, they offer crucial air cover. And as ambulances they evacuate the wounded rapidly from inaccessible and remote areas. In the current Afghanistan conflict, British troops call them their ‘guardian angels’. And their importance was exemplified by the political furore over the British Army chief’s complaint that operations in Afghanistan were seriously impaired and troops exposed to unnecessary additional risks by an acute shortage of helicopters. In Colombia the success of US-backed Government forces against the FARC (Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia, translated from the Spanish – Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia ) guerrilla movement can be almost entirely ascribed to the widespread use of helicopters. However, back in 1965 the once scornfully dismissive attitude to helicopters in the RAF hierarchy was only just beginning what would become a rapid change of attitude. Terry remembers the arrival at Tern Hill of the first-ever batch of graduates from the RAF College at Cranwell, who were being sent straight to helicopter squadrons rather than fixed wing ones as the boffins in the Air Ministry finally recognized the vital role of helicopters in modern warfare. He was responsible for training one of those first Cranwell cadets, a man named Palmer. At about the same time two American helicopters paid a surprise visit to Tern Hill.

Lessons about the value of helicopters learned by Britain in stemming the Far East insurgencies were not lost on the Americans. They had already used them to great effect during the Korean War and were about to make them iconic symbols of the rapidly escalating conflict in Vietnam. Helicopter gunships were yet to evolve but in the summer of 1965 the US military was evaluating three competing aircraft for what they termed LOHs (light observation helicopters). For some reason, that July two examples of one of the contending designs dropped in at Tern Hill. On their arrival Terry was called to the CO’s office and informed that he was to fly with the visiting lead pilot, a man named Captain Leach. Terry gave Leach a quick demonstration flight in one of the Sycamores, paying particular attention to Leach’s request to be shown the specialized techniques of limited area manoeuvring, absolutely essential in conducting jungle warfare operations. Leach then invited Terry to fly one of the visiting helicopters. From what Leach told him, he was the only RAF pilot who had been allowed to do this because the cockpit was crammed with US technology that was still classified.

‘You handle these things pretty well,’ Leach remarked when they landed. Terry instinctively knew that Leach was checking him out, but he had no idea why or what for, and to this day does not know whether it was connected with the dramatic turn of events that followed shortly afterwards.

He remembers the incident because it was one of the rare breaks in the monotony of daily instructing. His flight log for the period graphically highlights the humdrum routine, listing page after page of repetitive exercises in which the only things that change apart from the aircraft identification and exercise numbers are the names of the students like Palmer. The students were men by the name of Taylor and McCracken, when in late August or early September, almost nine months after he arrived at Tern Hill, the outcome of a chance meeting promised to resolve the suffocating sense of futility that then dominated Terry’s life. During a break in flying one morning, he wandered over to the control tower. As he started up the stairs he encountered a senior officer who he knew from the Far East. The officer cannot be named because Terry undertook never to divulge his identity and even now insists on maintaining his silence. What he has disclosed is that the officer was middle ranking and Terry knew him well enough to open up completely to him. At the officer’s suggestion they chatted privately in an office in the tower normally occupied by Squadron Leader Garwood, who was not present. Terry poured out all his marital woes, his desperate boredom with instructing and his longing for another operational posting. He said that he had been badgering continually for an overseas transfer without any success.

Apparently, Terry’s confidante listened sympathetically without saying much in response. This changed when Terry started talking about events in the Congo and his fervent conviction that in the jungle terrain there a few helicopters flown by pilots with his experience could play a crucial role in saving lives. The officer then stopped him in mid-flow.

‘Look,’ he interrupted firmly, ‘I think I can help you do something in the Congo if that’s what you really want. But before I go any further I have to have your word that you will treat anything I say to you in complete confidence and promise me that whatever happens, you will never reveal my name in connection with this.’

‘You can count on that,’ Terry willingly agreed, seduced by the intrigue and acutely conscious that middle-ranking officers rarely risked doing anything without an eye to their own promotion prospects.

‘Okay then, try calling this number,’ the officer suggested, quickly copying a telephone number from his pocket book onto a scrap of paper. ‘These people need experienced helicopter pilots and may be able to offer you something interesting. Remember though, once you call the number you’re on your own and if you ever say that the information came from me I will, of course, deny it. This conversation has never taken place. Is that absolutely clear?’

When Terry rang the Liverpool number from a call box in the entrance to the officers’ mess later the same day, he had no idea what to expect. A woman answered the telephone. She simply confirmed the number rather than providing a name. Terry introduced himself and repeated what he had heard about a requirement for helicopter pilots. He does not remember how the rest of the conversation went but at the end of it he was given another telephone number to ring, this time in Nottingham. He pushed more coins into the old push-button A and B payphone and repeated the earlier conversation to the person who answered. He remembers being annoyed because he was then given a London number to call. ‘I thought I was being given the run around and frankly I was a bit pissed off. I nearly left it at that because I was running out of change for the ’phone.’ His irritation quickly subsided when he dialled the London number and an American male voice at the other end quickly answered identifying it as the office of Anstalt WIGMO. Not only was the respondent expecting his call, but he also knew exactly who Terry was. ‘I found that reassuring and assumed that the officer friend who gave me the original number to call must have advised them that they’d be hearing from me.’

Anstalt WIGMO was a Liechtenstein-registered front for a secret Central Intelligence Agency paramilitary air force in the former Belgian Congo. Outwardly, it gave the appearance of being a civilian-operated aircraft maintenance company. Anstalt is the generic name for a Liechtenstein company and WIGMO was said to be an acronym for Western International Ground Maintenance Organization. In truth, it could just as easily have been a whimsical word made from the initials of its shadowy, Florida-based, CIA-funded owners, William Guest and George Monteiro. Whatever the truth, it was also by happy coincidence part of the company’s London address in Wigmore Mews. Terry did not know any of this at the time. His respondent confirmed that WIGMO had an urgent need for helicopter pilots with his kind of experience and that there was a job for him flying rescue and reconnaissance missions in the Congo if he wanted it. Hard as it is to believe, no terms were requested by him or volunteered by the WIGMO representative. However, there was one stipulation. Before being taken on by WIGMO Terry would have to exit the RAF.


I was left in no doubt that my departure had to be covert because openly recruiting me would present diplomatic problems. What I was told was something to the effect that Her Majesty’s Government could not be seen to be implicated and I had to be deniable by the US Government. How I disappeared was left to me but it needed to be without trace.



Once he had successfully done this he was to report immediately to WIGMO’s mews address in London where he would receive further instructions. That was all.

Although he could not be sure, he was reasonably confident that he was talking to the CIA. Moreover, he genuinely believed that his informant’s involvement in giving him the telephone number meant that the British authorities were aware of what was being proposed but could not be seen to be. This belief was reinforced by the fact that the WIGMO representative told him on the telephone that he would be ‘cleared all the way’ and had nothing to worry about.


I couldn’t imagine that a serving officer in the RAF could be involved in helping to recruit me for the Americans unless he’d had the unofficial nod from the powers that be. Looking back now, I accept that I was incredibly naïve to place so much faith in this belief.



In his defence, Terry was caught at an emotionally vulnerable time when he was naturally inclined to believe what he wanted to hear rather than being rational. Joining WIGMO promised escape from the wreckage of his marriage and tedium of his job and the opportunity to do something worthwhile by helping people in danger and need. It would save him from the pain of an ugly confrontation with Joan and the admission of another failure to his parents. The more he thought about it, the more he convinced himself that he had been selected for a secret mission and that in itself was a thrilling incentive for a man in his disconsolate state of mind.

The excitement of what beckoned, however, was tempered by nagging guilt over walking out on his daughters, then aged six and four, and the distress he knew he would cause the rest of his family, especially his parents. For several days he did nothing except go over the pros and cons of what had been proposed. Around mid-September though, after a lot of soul searching, he finally made up his mind that Flight Lieutenant Terence Peet, official number AF/4230629, recent recipient of a Queen’s Commendation, would cease to exist.

After making the decision to accept WIGMO’s offer, how to vanish ‘without trace’ became Terry’s principal preoccupation. His imagination went into overdrive as he considered the possibilities. Very quickly he determined that he had to appear to die rather than simply disappear. Whatever his differences with his wife, he did not want her and the children or the rest of his family left in limbo. Similarly, he did not want to be a fugitive. ‘Dying’ would ensure that the RAF would not pursue him. The challenge then became how to stage his death convincingly enough to allow him to make his escape and start his new life? He says the answer came to him in one of those eureka-like, revelatory flashes of inspiration that have the appearance of genius at the time but are blindingly obvious in hindsight. Terry was taking a pilot through repeats of simple exercises in the twenty-six exercise, basic training schedule. He knew them so well that he could have flown them blindfolded and inevitably his thoughts dwelt on the urgent business of ending his existence. Then the ruse of a diving accident dawned on him with the glaring clarity of a Malayan sunrise. It made perfect sense. Terry was an accomplished scuba diver and ran the squadron diving club. He was due to organize a dive on the famed wreck of the steam clipper Royal Charter off Anglesey and could use this as the pretext for doing a reconnaissance alone. The remains of the ship lay in the murky waters of Port Eleth, a small bay on the north side of Moelfre, where she was dashed to pieces by hurricane-force winds with the loss of 454 lives and tons of gold bullion in 1859.

Within the next couple of days Terry formulated the details of how to accomplish his apparent death by accidental drowning. He dismissed any notions of a mock suicide even though it might have been easier to make that look authentic. No, even in death he had his pride to consider. A whingeing suicide note was not his style. He made a mental action-list, including small but important requirements such as cancelling his life insurance policies so that there could never be any accusation of attempted fraud. He drove to a travel agency in nearby Market Drayton and picked up some timetables for the Holyhead to Dublin ferry service. His plan was to leave them behind to be found in order to obscure his trail to London if anything went wrong and he ended up being pursued. He tried to think of everything, anxious to eliminate any possible hitches. At the time he felt pleased with his thoroughness but in retrospect admits that ‘it was all rather amateurish’ and not likely to fool any but the most casual investigators.

With Squadron Leader Garwood’s permission for his absence to undertake the Royal Charter reconnaissance, he booked himself ‘out’ in the station duty roster for the rest of the week from Wednesday 29 September, the day he had chosen to be his last. In the run up he made a point of calling at the Robin Hood pub near the base for a few drinks and letting some of his co-instructors know that he was heading to Anglesey to go diving. If everything went to plan he would not be missed at Tern Hill until the following Monday morning at the earliest and by then he expected to be out of the country with enough evidence left at Moelfre to suggest he had suffered a fatal accident while diving. Even if the alarm was raised earlier, he reasoned there would be no grounds to suspect anything other than his tragic death by drowning.

At around 7.30 on the Wednesday morning he left his wife asleep in bed. He had told her he was going diving the night before so there was no reason to disturb her. Anyway, he had nothing more to say to her. He quickly packed a few belongings into a parachute bag, including his passport, flying suit, flying helmet and flight log, which he now accepts were hardly the sort of things that a man going on a diving recce in Wales would normally have taken with him. Then he tip-toed into the girls’ room and kissed them goodbye. He found this the hardest moment of his disappearing act but claims that he never really believed that he was saying goodbye for ever. Terry was good at convincing himself of the improbable and as he looked fondly at the sleeping forms of Erica and Nicola, he assured himself that one day they would learn that he was still alive and be reunited with him. The WIGMO contact had intimated during their telephone conversation that he could be joined by his family in due course if that was what he wished and conditions permitted. In truth, of course, as Terry readily admits, that was ‘pie in the sky’ but at the time it made saying goodbye bearable.

He pushed the front door of the house firmly shut behind him with a feeling of finality. There could be no second thoughts; once that door was shut there was no going back and he was very focused on what had to be done next. That meant driving to RAF Shawbury, eight miles away on the A53 towards Shrewsbury, to pick up the necessary scuba gear. Terry was well known there because apart from the squadron diving club he also ran its athletics programme and the Shawbury station boasted an indoor athletics facility, where he was a frequent visitor. With the help of the storekeeper he loaded the rear of his white Ford Cortina estate with dive tanks, a wetsuit, mask and fins, as well as an inflatable dinghy, and then strapped a kayak onto the roof rack and signed for the equipment. The ensuing drive to North Wales and across the Menai Straits to Anglesey was a five-hour marathon on the then busy, single-carriageway A5 trunk road. As he headed north-west from Shrewsbury to Oswestry, Llangollen and Betws-y-Coed with only the car radio for company, he had ample time to reflect on what he was doing and why. He remembers that it was mostly the practicalities and logistics of the exercise that then concerned him rather than the rights and wrongs. His head reeling with these concerns, he resisted the temptation to stop at the pub opposite the renowned Swallow Falls at Betws-y-Coed, which he knew well from his flight training days in Anglesey. Still deep in thought, he pushed on through the craggy Snowdonia scenery to the university town of Bangor on the Menai Straits. A contact at the university scuba club often acted as a liaison for him when he organized squadron dive outings. The university divers knew the waters off Anglesey better than anyone and Terry relied on them for valuable local information. Correctly, he surmised that it would look suspicious if he had not told them that he was doing a reconnaissance of the Royal Charter and sought their advice. As part of his plan he had telephoned ahead to arrange a meeting with his regular contact. After seeing him, Terry headed across Telford’s magnificent suspension bridge spanning the narrow straits separating Anglesey from the Welsh mainland and drove to Moelfre, where he arrived in the early afternoon.

He followed a narrow lane out of the village to the seafront. On his right, swards of tufted grass buffeted by the wind clung to a bank that rose steeply to form a round-topped hill. On the summit, a small coastguard hut faced the sea. The building has long since gone but its old concrete foundation marks the spot where for generations men watched for ships in distress as they plied in and out of Merseyside and the great trading port of Liverpool. To his left the uneven, rocky coast swept away in a shallow arc describing Port Eleth, within which lay the rusting remains of Royal Charter, in its day the fastest ship between Liverpool and Australia. On the rocks, just below him, in the frothy wake of breaking waves, he could easily make out the much more recent seaweed-covered remnants of the coaster Hindlea, driven ashore by a violent storm only seven years earlier.

Terry stood by the car looking out across the grey sea. The sky was heavily overcast and the gusty wind flecked the tops of the waves as they rolled towards the shore. He felt cold in his shirtsleeves and fished a pullover out of his parachute bag to ward off the chill. There were no ships in sight, not even on the horizon towards Liverpool, which was unusual. The coast was equally deserted. No walkers out with their dogs and no sign of any movement from the coastguard hut either. So far as he could tell he was completely alone, exactly what he wanted. Yet the total absence of any signs of life; the bleakness of the surroundings; the whistling of the chill wind and murmuring whisper of the breaking waves combined to unnerve him. Instead of seizing the moment to execute the plan he had by then mentally rehearsed countless times on the long journey, Terry climbed back into the car. He started the engine, reversed up the lane and drove off to find an old friend by the name of Ian Hush. Hush was someone who had been washed out of Terry’s original pilot’s course and taken up with a girl who owned a pub in Anglesey. Thinking about it now, Terry explains this impulse as a sudden need to talk at the moment when he was confronted by the enormity of what he was about to do. He may well have been searching for a way out. Whether a heart-to-heart with his old friend would have changed anything is impossible to say but it seems a plausible supposition. As it happened though, Hush was not at home. Terry turned the car round and returned straight to Moelfre. The rest as he laconically says ‘is history’.

When he parked the car back at the spot below the coastguard hut he wasted no time getting on with what had to be done. So far as he could tell there was still nobody else around. If there was anybody in the coastguard station they exhibited no interest in his presence. He unloaded and inflated the dinghy and then sorted out the scuba gear that he would normally require for a dive. Sitting in the driver’s seat with the car door open, he wrote up faked details of an exploratory dive, deliberately noting that he had been forced to cut it short because of a leaking air cylinder. This was followed by another fabricated entry along the lines of, ‘it’s getting dark now but I’m going to make another dive on the wreck’, and then nothing more. Satisfied with the falsified log entries, he heaved the dinghy over his head and carried it down to the water’s edge, loaded it with the scuba gear he had selected and shoved it off the rocks into the sea. He smiled as the backwash dragged it away into deeper water, where the offshore breeze would be sure to carry it quickly out of sight.

Returning to the car, he grabbed the parachute bag that he had packed earlier that morning, took the grand total of twenty pounds out of his wallet, nearly all the money that he had, and then left the wallet behind with his service identification card and walked briskly away, leaving the car unlocked with the key in the ignition. He was dressed in a pair of jeans, cotton shirt and knitted, woollen sweater. With the parachute bag over his shoulder, he hurried through the village and headed for the main road. He had not gone very far when a bread van pulled alongside and slowed to a crawl beside him.

‘Would you be wanting a lift then mate?’ asked the driver in a heavy, Welsh lilt through the open window.

‘I don’t suppose you’re going to Bangor by any chance are you?’ responded Terry.

‘That’s exactly where I’m headed. Come on, hop in,’ said the driver leaning across to open the passenger door. Terry jumped in and gratefully accepted a lift all the way to the railway station. The first part of his plan seemed to have gone perfectly.

What he did not know as he left the scene was that his presence had not been entirely unobserved. From behind the twitching net curtains of her cottage, the owner of a small caravan site near the village overlooking the seafront, by the name of Mrs Owen, had seen him launching his dinghy. There was nothing unusual about that since divers frequently used the spot to go off and explore the Royal Charter wreck but when Mrs Owen looked out of the window the following morning and saw the white estate car still parked under the coastguard station she called the police. A strong gale had developed during the night and she feared the worst for the car’s owner.





Chapter Three

Driving Ambition

At the Woodlarks Workshop School for handicapped children near Farnham in Surrey, Ernie and Annie ‘Nance’ Peet were relaxing after Sunday lunch when the telephone rang. Ernie, his lungs clogged with coal dust that would eventually cause his early death from pneumoconiosis, heaved himself out of his armchair in their cottage lounge to take the call.

‘It’s a message about our Terry,’ he told his wife cryptically after replacing the receiver, adding ‘I’m just going outside for a minute.’ Nance, who was the school’s principal, went to look for him when he had been gone for some time. Understandably, she was curious to know more about the telephone message concerning their eldest son. She found him in the school office sitting at her desk with his head in his hands. ‘He was crying like a baby.’

‘What on earth’s the matter?’ she asked. Then without waiting for an answer: ‘It’s our Terry, isn’t it? Something’s happened to him.’

‘Yes. They say he’s feared drowned,’ he replied barely audibly, standing up to take her in his arms. ‘He’s been missing more than two days now and they reckon there’s not much hope of finding him.’

Ernie’s disclosure left her reeling in shock. She vomited for three hours afterwards. ‘I have three sons and love them all but there was always a special place for Terry. He was our first born.’

Terence John Peet was delivered on 30 June 1935 by Dr Potts, the village general practitioner at Carlton-in-Lindrick, a small mining community five miles north of the Nottinghamshire town of Worksop. His parents rented a modest cottage in an old stable yard adjoining a public house called the Blue Bell Inn. Today the cottage has gone, as have the local coal mines. The Blue Bell alone remains, with a prosperous new look reflecting the more affluent times. Its stone walls gleam with fresh, white paint; the leaded windows sparkle, and its whole façade is prettily festooned with flower-filled, hanging baskets. The landlord obligingly pulls Terry a free pint of beer as his birthright whenever he calls in. However, back in 1934 when Terry’s parents arrived to take up residence in the converted outhouse, the Blue Bell was a grimy, colliery local dedicated to quenching the parched, dust-filled throats of thirsty pit men after a gruelling day’s work underground.

As a young girl, Terry’s mother wanted to be a teacher but she was pushed out into service as a lady’s maid as soon as she was old enough to work. Her own mother was a widow struggling to support ten children. Annie Dean was barely seventeen when she met Ernest Peet at Creswell in Derbyshire, where they then both lived. He was eight years her senior; dark haired with a miner’s muscular build; with strong, sinewy arms; and smiling brown eyes that concealed his own disappointment in life. A gifted young organist, he abandoned his boyhood hopes of going to music school and ran away to join the cavalry after losing both parents and being entrusted to the care of an aunt when he was thirteen. This adolescent adventure was brought to a summary conclusion when his aunt tracked him down and exposed him for enlisting under age. Unhappily returned to Creswell, the only future he had was underground at the colliery. Shortly after meeting and marrying Annie, however, he found a marginally better-paid job at the then relatively new Firbeck Colliery across the county line and they moved to Carlton-in-Lindrick. Every morning Ernie squeezed into the steel cage filled with sweat-soaked men for the clanking journey to the coalface after walking two miles to the pithead from their new home. Meanwhile, Annie supplemented his wages by taking whatever menial jobs she could find until her pregnancy with Terry stopped her working. After he was born she baked bread and cakes to sell and scrape together extra pennies. They never had any spare money.

Nance Peet lived into her nineties before dying in March 2009. Silver haired and animated, with a beguiling smile and indefatigable spirit, she looked radiantly well almost to the end despite long battles against cancer. Before her death she talked freely and fondly about Terry’s childhood. ‘He was a beautiful baby: big brown eyes and golden hair. Right from the day he was born he never complained. He was a lovely child to have around; no bother and always willing to help.’ When Terry was aged three, his father was in hospital suffering from pleurisy for eight of the nine months of his mother’s pregnancy with her second child. There was virtually no money coming in and she was giving Terry most of what little food she could afford. Finally, she was forced to send him away to be cared for by her older sister Ethel, who had no children of her own. ‘It was very, very hard. I think that had a big effect on him because he was never quite the same afterwards.’

With the arrival of Terry’s brothers, Barry and then some years later Graham, the family moved house, eventually settling in a typical 1930s, terraced three-up-two-down with long, thin garden in Vessey Road, Worksop. This was where Terry spent the remainder of his boyhood. His father’s long hours at the mine meant that as a toddler Terry rarely saw him. Later, during the Second World War, his father was often away for long periods at a time working on airfield construction after being seriously injured and only narrowly surviving a roof collapse in the pit that ended his mining days.


He liked a drink and smoked Woodbines, which I had to go out and buy for him five at a time because that was all he could ever afford. That was really about the extent of my relationship with him. I was much closer to my mother and when I was older she was the one, God bless her, who made sure that I didn’t become a miner like him. She always wanted something better for me.



By all accounts, Nance Peet’s ambition for her son was matched by his own determination and ability. He could read before the age of five and excelled academically at the Stanley Street Primary School three miles from where they lived. He walked there twice every school day since at the time pupils used to go home for lunch and his parents could not afford the bus fare. After primary school he attended St John’s Middle School in Worksop and won a much sought after place at the King Edward VI Grammar School ten miles away in Retford. For a boy from Terry’s background this was a huge achievement. A grammar school education would unlock opportunities that a miner’s son could normally only dream about. ‘Mother was very proud even though she found it a real struggle affording the uniform and all the other things I needed. I can still picture her sitting there smiling, pleased as punch as she sewed on all my name tapes.’ Shortly before leaving St John’s, Terry was caned for misspelling someone’s name. The headmaster warned him severely: ‘When you get to King Edward’s, you’ll soon learn that the head there is called Mr Pilkington-Rogers, boy. If you spell his name wrongly he’ll beat you within an inch of your life.’

As events were to prove, it was not canings by the double-barrelled Pilkington-Rogers that Terry needed to fear at King Edward’s, but hostility on the part of boys from more well-to-do homes than him, who apparently resented his presence in their midst. They wasted no time in cruelly mocking his dialect and mercilessly belittling his working-class background.


I was dead chuffed at getting to King Edward’s. It was like being plunged into the elite at the time. The trouble is that for a boy like me, when you got there you found you didn’t fit in very well. The bullying started almost straight away. I went to the head about it but nothing was done.



On one occasion, as Terry waited for his train at Retford railway station, one of his tormentors pulled his new school cap off his head and hurled it onto the tracks in front of a passing locomotive. He lied to his mother saying that he had lost it and was duly scolded since she could ill afford another. Despite facing a daily ordeal at the hands of his middle-class bullies, Terry never breathed a word of complaint at home. ‘I must’ve been a real pain in the arse to the other boys because they never let up.’ Then something happened that he could not disguise as a mishap.

A group of older boys grabbed hold of Terry on the platform at Retford and bundled him into a large, wicker postal basket on a train bound for Lincoln. His muffled shouts for help eventually attracted the attention of a railway guard, who called the police after releasing Terry. His father was summoned to the police station to retrieve him and inevitably the prank was reported to Pilkington-Rogers by the police. Although Terry remained stoically silent, the guilty culprits were soon unmasked and punished. ‘Them getting into trouble for what they’d done didn’t make things any easier for me, I can tell you. Things just went from bad to worse.’ Finally, he could take the unremitting persecution no longer. He decided to run away, making his escape by catching a train bound for the west coast after leaving a weekly Boy Scouts meeting, still dressed in his scouting uniform.


I only had enough money to take the train to Sheffield. Then I hitched lifts by lorry and ended up on the seafront in Blackpool. I met another scout, about my own age, who took me home with him. I spun some unlikely yarn to his mother about being lost after getting separated from my troop on an expedition. She called the police and my poor father had to come and fetch me again. After that Pilkington-Rogers washed his hands of me.



Terry had just turned fourteen.

His mother was in hospital giving birth to his youngest brother at the time. When his father brought Terry home he took him straight round to see her. ‘He just stood there by my bed looking so sad. I burst into tears. I couldn’t be angry with our Terry. The only thing that mattered was having him back again.’

‘I’m sorry Mum. It’s not you or me dad,’ he apologized. ‘One day, when I’m grown up, I’ll show them who’s best of the lot. You’ll see.’

His mother accepted that the bullying must have been very difficult for him.


He never told us anything about what was going on; he just bottled everything up. I suppose in the end it was just too much for him and he was getting away from all his troubles. It was just the same when he left Tern Hill. He came to see me on his own sometime beforehand. I could tell he wasn’t himself, but all he’d say was that he had a lot on.



Terry refuses to speculate about how differently his life might have evolved if he had not been driven away from the grammar school.


I was bitterly disappointed because I could see the value of a decent education and getting one in those days if you were from a background like mine was very difficult. I ended up going to the Central School in Worksop and enrolling at a night school.



He also joined the Sea Cadets, an act that would determine the future direction of his life.


They became a very big influence on me. I was able to go away on camps, one of which was at a naval air station, where I experienced my first taste of flying. From that moment on, all that I ever wanted to do was be an aviator.



He saw the Royal Navy as the route to this flying career. In 1952, just before his seventeenth birthday he enlisted as a boy sailor. His father was adamantly opposed but eventually signed the papers on his mother’s insistence. They both accompanied him to the railway station and waved him off to start life at the stone frigate of HMS Ganges on Shotley Peninsula near Harwich on the East Anglian coast of England.

Before being closed in the mid-seventies HMS Ganges had a well-deserved reputation as the toughest British armed services’ training establishment. Almost a relic of Nelson’s navy, it was famous for producing the finest sailors in the world. The accepted saying was that you went in a boy and came out a man. Terry remembers it as ‘dog eat dog’ where ‘you either survived or you didn’t, simple as that’. Nozzers, as new entrants were known, spent their first couple of months in an annexe under the watchful eye of instructor boys who, although only a year or two older, were revered like gods. In common with his fellow newcomers, Terry quickly learned how to sew name tapes into every item of clothing in a red-cotton, regulation chain stitch. That was the easy part of a life filled with spit and polish, parade-ground drill, study, compulsory boxing and other sports, and climbing Ganges’s 183 feet high mast. On his first ascent, Terry admits to being ‘scared shitless’, although he quickly discovered that ‘it got easier the more times you did it’. He never joined the ranks of the ‘stupid nutters who climbed it for fun’ or those who nimbly stood on the truck, the small wooden disc surmounting the mast’s top, who were rewarded for their vertigo-defying zeal with an extra half-a-crown in pay.

After electing to train in wireless telegraphy, he took the unusual step for a boy of his age of writing to the Admiralty explaining that what he really wanted to do was learn to fly. Shortly afterwards he was confronted by his sub-divisional officer, a man by the name of Gunner McNeil.

‘I understand you can bloody write,’ McNeil remonstrated. ‘Don’t you realize that it’s not permitted for low life like you to communicate directly with their lordships?’

‘No, sir,’ Terry responded.

‘Well, because you have, I’ve been given the job of getting you ready to be an aviator,’ McNeil protested.

As Terry quickly learned, McNeil’s bluster was just that. He conscientiously steered the young recruit to specialize in air telegraphy and then made sure that he understood the full extent of the challenge he faced to fly as anything other than a crewman. In the navy, McNeil pointed out, the only way to be a pilot was by becoming a Fleet Air Arm officer. That would have to be his goal.

Terry has no complaints about his treatment in the navy, where he insists he was given every encouragement and practical help. ‘They were impeccable, they really were. If you had an ambition and stated it, they would do everything to help you achieve it.’ After successfully passing out from Ganges he was assigned to the Home Fleet destroyer HMS Barossa, and with the help of a Cambridge University correspondence course passed his ‘A’ levels while crossing the Bay of Biscay. From Barossa he was posted to the naval signal station in Ceylon, now Sri Lanka, where his tour was cut short after incurring the displeasure of an officer by flirting too openly with his pretty, sixteen-year-old daughter. As it happened, on this occasion Terry’s pursuit of a girl helped his cause rather than detracting from it. The station commander decided to put an end to the flirtation by having him posted.


He knew that I wanted to go into aviation and he called me in one day and said: ‘The Empire Windrush leaves next week – you’ll be on it and the lieutenant’s daughter’s staying here.’ So I wound up at naval aviation school and then went back to sea as an air telegraphist on aircraft carriers. That’s how I first got hooked on helicopters.



His first tour was aboard the commando carrier HMS Centaur in the Far East. Another followed aboard HMS Ark Royal in the Mediterranean. Ark Royal was one of two new Audacious -class fleet carriers with an angled flight deck and steam launching catapults. She carried a complement of up to fifty aircraft, comprising Sea Hawks, Sea Venoms, Fairey Gannets, Skyraiders and an assortment of helicopters. Terry could not have asked for a better posting. Remembering McNeil’s exhortation that he would have to work hard if he was to have any hope of officer selection to the Fleet Air Arm, Terry spent most of his off-duty hours swatting up on the aircraft and learning mechanical details that need not have concerned him as a wireless operator. This quickly paid off when he was involved in an emergency that might easily have caused the loss of an aircraft and cost Terry and the other crewmen their lives. It happened in April 1958 during a routine night exercise off the island of Malta. He was part of a three-man crew flying in a Fairey Gannet1 submarine hunter at between three and four thousand feet when the pilot, a man named Adrian Hewlett, announced on the intercom that he had lost control of the aircraft.

Terry, a leading telegraphist at the time, remembers Hewlett saying that ‘he couldn’t do a bloody thing with the elevators’ and instructing the crew to prepare to bale out. He ordered Terry, seated in a rear-facing cockpit towards the plane’s tail, to put out a Mayday before doing so. He was about to send the distress signal when he spotted something unusual. ‘I noticed that the joint in the elevator control rod that ran through my cockpit had come apart. All the nuts and bolts had fallen out and the rod ends were hanging loose.’ Impulsively, he grabbed hold of one of the loose ends and shook it.

‘Whoops, that’s it,’ exclaimed Hewlett, reacting to the violent movement of the rod end.

‘I think I’ve found the problem,’ Terry informed him. ‘The elevator control rod’s come apart. I’ll try and fix it.’

Holding the rod ends together with one hand, he stuck a pencil through the retaining holes to secure them temporarily and then scrabbled about looking for the missing bolts on the cockpit floor. ‘It didn’t take me long to find them and I soon had them back in place and screwed up finger tight.’

‘There, try that,’ he said.

‘That’s it. You’ve done it,’ Hewlett confirmed as he regained control of the elevators and the aircraft responded. While all this was happening, the navigator, a man named Hoskins, had ejected his canopy cover ready to bale out as instructed by Hewlett. He was halfway out of the aircraft, literally with a leg over, and had to be ordered back in by Hewlett when Terry managed to fix the control rod.

Shortly afterwards they made an emergency landing at the Royal Naval Air Station at Hal Far on Malta. Once safely on the ground they discovered that Terry could not have sent the distress call even if it had been necessary because the navigator’s discarded canopy had carried away half the radio antenna. Only Terry’s quick thinking and mechanical knowledge of the Gannet as a result of his study in his spare time had averted a disaster. Terry recalls Hewlett and Hoskins being ‘taken off to the wardroom for a stiff drink’ while he was put in a storeroom and given an enamel mug of milky tea that left him ‘really pissed off’. The next day they returned to Ark Royal.


When we got out of the aircraft I was greeted by the chief engineer who came over and hugged me saying: ‘You’ve saved one of my aeroplanes, you beautiful man.’ That made up a bit for the tea in the storeroom, but then I went off to the lower deck and another cuppa while the officers went off to the wardroom and another drink! That’s when I started thinking to myself that I couldn’t wait to be an officer.



Fuller recognition than the chief engineer’s grateful, bear-hugging embrace came six weeks later in a written commendation from the Commander-in-Chief Mediterranean, Admiral Charles Lamb, who praised Terry for the ‘initiative and resource he displayed in enabling a Gannet aircraft to land safely after a mechanical failure in flight … action that undoubtedly saved the aircraft.’ The Admiral was also gracious enough to concede that Terry’s DIY mechanical knowledge played a key part in his cool-headed response to what was a life-threatening emergency. The citation was to be Terry’s first but by no means last and it formed part of his eventual Queen’s Commendation.
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