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EARLY TRAINING

My story was intended to cover the years 1939 to 1945, but it is necessary to go back to 1927 or 1928 for the real beginning, when for the first and only time in my life I played truant from school.

Alan Cobham (later knighted for his services to aviation) was scheduled to visit Skegness with his Air Circus, chiefly centred around his passenger plane, Youth of Britain, which was to give free flights to school children in the area. My mother knew that my Aunt Nellie was taking a party of her pupils from the local secondary school. Unfortunately I went to a school five miles away, which had been excluded from the scheme to keep numbers down to manageable level, though my mother didn’t know this. So off I went to the field where it was taking place, hoping to get my free flight. I got in the queue as far as the aircraft, but was refused admission as I didn’t have my slip of paper giving parental approval – I had not anticipated this snag as my own school wasn’t on the circulation list of requirements. So I was frustrated, and passed the next hour or so, looking at the other planes and exhibits on the ground, until I accidentally ran into my Aunt and her party of kids. I didn’t tell her I shouldn’t be there. I told her I couldn’t have a flight, as I had forgotten my parental approval slip, but could she get one and sign it for me. Astonishingly she thought it a genuine hard luck story, collected a form, signed it, and added me to her party.

Therefore I got my first flight in an aeroplane, and knew I wanted one day to fly myself. My truancy was never found out. I told Mother I had forgotten to bring the form home for her to sign, but Auntie Nellie had helped out. The school also amazingly overlooked the fact that I hadn’t brought the usual letter explaining my absence. Were the fates helping me in my aviation aspirations? Well, not exactly as money was too scarce in our family for further flights, except three years later when the wealthiest of my school friends opted for a five shilling flight as his parental birthday present, if he could take me with him. It was in a bit of a string and canvas biplane, but it reinforced my desire to fly.

Then it all went quiet. I went to boarding school and left a year early in 1933, because family finances became somewhat parlous. I joined Lloyds Bank in April 1934 and was at their Cromer office in early 1939 when war clouds were looming and the Government realised how badly armed the country was. There was a big drive to encourage volunteers into the TA, the RN Reserve, and the RAF Volunteer Reserve. I applied to the latter for pilot training, and after medical and other tests, I was accepted. It meant going to Norwich two nights a week for lectures, being available at weekends for flying training, plus two weeks full-time per annum. My employers were in a patriotic mood, and offered to grant the extra two weeks extension to my annual two weeks holiday.

Having committed myself I swung into it with enthusiasm. It was all I hoped for and better. After one day as an Airman I became a Sergeant-Pilot-under-training – No. 754636. I got a small training allowance, but getting to and from Norwich was virtually impossible by public transport in the evenings and on Sundays. There was, however, a mileage allowance if I used my own car – which I didn’t have, as I was earning about £80.00 per annum and paying most of it for ‘digs’ at 27/6d a week. However, I found an old Austin Seven for £12 (borrowed from Mother) and started to make a profit out of the mileage allowance with which to repay my loan.
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By the early summer I began flying training on Sundays, and had done two or three hours ‘dual’ by the time I opted for my two weeks continuous training. During that period I got my dual instruction hours up to nine or ten and was told I was ready for my first solo. I didn’t think so, as my instructor had only had time for criticism of my ham-fisted efforts with the controls. I had the usual fault of gripping the joystick as if my life depended on it, whereas the aircraft flew best with a feather-light touch. Anyway, I didn’t let on that I personally didn’t think I was ready and off I went. Any nervousness, and I had plenty, quickly disappeared as I became airborne and I suddenly realised there was no voice from behind me over the intercom pointing out my faults. To realise my independence I did a couple of ugly turns, and I remember singing for joy at this new freedom, and I knew that I had achieved the first part of my ambition. The flight was only the usual first solo of about fifteen minutes, and to my relief I landed it with scarcely a bump. My instructor seemed happy with it, so apparently he hadn’t watched very carefully and seen the two slued turns I had made just to emphasise my new found freedom from his watchful eye.  The aircraft was a Miles Magister, one of the new breed of single engine low-wing monoplanes (previously they had all been bi-planes of the Tiger Moth type, which were to prove to be my favourites). I got in three or four more hours of solo and dual flying before the end of my fortnight, and then a similar amount at weekends; and then on 2nd September war was declared against Germany.

I had been ‘mobilised’ the previous day, reported to Norwich, and hung about with my pals waiting for something to happen, but it was an anti-climax. We were told to go home and report back at 9.00am on Monday. Sunday, was a glorious hot sunny day. I knew what was coming, so I wasn’t among the masses glued to their radios to hear Chamberlain tell the nation at 11.00am that we were at war with Germany. Instead I was taking advantage of the hot sunny day and having a swim in the sea.

On the way to reporting to my unit on the Monday morning I dropped a letter into the bank’s letterbox telling them I had been called up and would no longer be working in the bank – if ever, I wondered? The unit had no idea what to do with us. All they knew was that our aeroplanes were off to full-time training units. The next day was much the same, except that we were measured for uniforms that might be a fair time arriving. Again back to my digs in Cromer to find a letter from the bank, wishing me luck, and saying that they would be making up my pay and pension deductions for the duration. A nice gesture, but empty. Now that I was ‘On Active Service’ my pay as a Sergeant Pilot ‘under training’ was already greater than my bank pay. The daily reporting to Norwich was becoming a bit of a farce, as most of our instructors had departed to regular units, and the adjutant didn’t know what to do with us. I was getting back about lunchtime and spending my time up at the tennis club.

The ‘War’ was somewhat of a misnomer at that stage. The enemy wasn’t dropping any bombs. Buildings were being protected by sandbags, and blackouts arranged for the windows, and people were digging holes in their gardens to serve as air raid shelters. Otherwise things seemed little different. There was some movement of units of the regular forces to France, but the French were sitting in their Maginot line of defences, and the Germans in their Siegfried Line. In the media it gradually became entitled The Phoney War.

[image: image3.png]


The holiday trade in Cromer fizzled out, though, and the hotels ran out of visitors. My chief opponent at the tennis club was Beryl, a receptionist at the biggest hotel, whose duties were becoming more and more nominal. Norwich organised a lecture or two on air navigation and Air Force discipline, but quickly ran out of feasible ideas, and our daily reporting became every two days, and then every three. My tennis should have improved but for lack of sterner opposition. One day Beryl reported that her father, a farmer in South Norfolk, was experiencing grave difficulties as his pig-man had been called up, he couldn’t find a replacement, and couldn’t cope with three or four hundred pigs in addition to his other work. She laughingly suggested I’d be more use helping him as my war work, than playing tennis. In the end, that is what happened. It had the advantage of my being a guest of her family and no longer paying for ‘digs’. It was even nearer to Norwich for reporting purposes, and so the budding pilot spent the next three or four weeks looking after pigs, and learning that when properly housed, pigs are not the filthy things of popular opinion. Shortly, Beryl’s hotel closed down and she moved back home. My more regular girlfriend read more into it than it deserved; but the friendship was never deep enough to have survived wartime absences anyway. Beryl helped me with the pigs and thus I got some relief from the unaccustomed hard manual labour. I even remember a visit to Newmarket to watch the Cambridgeshire (I think it was), as horse racing was still going full steam ahead.

Back at Norwich, progress was still measured in rumours of likely postings to training units that were gradually being set up. Not flying training as those units were choc-a-bloc, but chiefly for morale purposes, to occupy those like me and my friends at Norwich, who were presently kicking our heels, and not yet even kitted out with our uniforms. Then suddenly, in November I think it was, I and three of my Norwich pals learned that we were posted to No 5 Initial Training Wing at Hastings (more correctly St Leonards). We were to live in hotels that had been requisitioned, but they were not luxurious, and had been gutted by their owners, even bathroom mirrors, light bulbs and heating having been removed.

I decided not to take the car down there, as petrol rationing had become very restrictive for non-essential users, and I was about to lose my extra allowance for reporting to Norwich. So I sold it to a friend for £14 - a slight profit - which enabled me to clear my loan. The three others going down to Hastings were Catchpole (nicknamed Scratch), Leveridge (who stayed Frank) and Savory (whom we thought was nicknamed Berry but later found that to be his second name). Early in life he had abandoned his first name Claude. I became Mac. Berry had a wealthy stockbroker/gentleman-farmer father. He retained his car as his father’s farming activities provided a source of extra petrol somehow. So we all four piled into his car and down to Hastings (where we gained kudos as one of the two or three in the unit running a private car). 

Most of us still hadn’t got complete uniforms, but that was gradually sorted out. It was decided that our hotel had become part of a military unit, and therefore must be guarded 24 hours a day. Spread among the 100 or so of us, that only meant one eight-hour shift a month. It was the ignominy of it though, for we were only armed with a broom handle, as there were no rifles to be spared for us. The hotel was situated in Warrior Square but we didn’t feel much like warriors! The unit was a new one and the instructors were trickling in more slowly than the trainees, so there was a lot of hanging about after long sessions of useless drill. Gradually we began to get lectures in air navigation, aircraft recognition, reading and sending of morse code signals and the like.  Many of these took place in the Pavilion on Hastings Pier – a dreadfully draughty unheated building. Christmas was fast looming up. The regular drill sessions continued, though a concession was made that in particularly wet periods we would drill in the new closed car park that ran below the promenade. Pay Parades were held down there every second Friday. Thus we gradually reached Christmas and the end of 1939, feeling that we had made virtually no progress towards ever becoming pilots. They could well have let us go to our homes over Christmas and the New Year, but they didn’t – though we were able to get 48 hours leave, but no travel warrants. Berry, Scratch and I were all at the Adelphi and worked it so that our leave coincided, but Frank was in a different hotel and couldn’t. So the three of us piled into Berry’s car to go the 20 miles or so to the 16th century inn, the Middle House at Mayfield, to the luxury of log fires, wonderful food, and a cosy bar. The war seemed even more remote. 

The local residents of Hastings/St Leonards seemed proud of their Air Force trainees – we were all they had, apart from a regular Army Pay Corps detachment, which was chiefly ‘manned’ by local young girls. The Hastings Club (a very superior all-male affair just below our hotel) made several of us honorary members, which meant we could sit in their warm reading room (our hotel was unheated) and we could use their two snooker tables when not booked by members. A table tennis club offered us free membership, which included darts, and a door into the saloon bar adjoining. Really there was little for us to do after our evening meal, except go to the bar or one of the cafés for eggs and chips or baked beans to fill the gaps left after our evening meal. I suppose it was the blackout that had killed nightlife. Even the last house at the cinema began too early for us to get there.
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Scratch was a good table tennis player and spent quite a bit of time there. I wasn’t too bad myself, but he tended to desert me and go off on his own. We soon found that the attraction was a girl, Delphine. Scratch was the only married one among us, and we knew his lovely cheerful wife from Norwich days, and that she was due to produce a child shortly. So Berry and I, and sometimes Frank, started going more regularly to the table tennis to have Scratch under surveillance and hope to check the budding romance. With some excuse – my 23rd birthday, probably – Scratch invited me to join him and Delphine for drinks at the table tennis club and then off to dinner at a hotel, where there was a three-piece band for dancing. Apparently they had enlisted a girl (Enid) to be my partner. I remembered her from the table tennis, a 17 year old, (as was Delphine), blonde, bubbly and feather-brained, and not quite my sort. It became clear that this was more for Scratch’s benefit than mine, trying to get my support in his pursuit of Del. Anyway, it seemed too late for me to back out, so we set out for the start of the evening. Del arrived, but the girl with her was not Enid. She apologised for Enid not being there – she’d gone down with flu. Del had done her best not to muck the evening up, and at the last minute had persuaded her sister to fill in. She hoped we wouldn’t mind. The sister was about 23 and called Deirdre. It wasn’t quite love at first sight, but she looked an infinitely better bet than Enid. The evening dragged a bit with a stranger in the party, but I was beginning to get on with her quite nicely towards the end. Deirdre was a keen golfer, and I finished up with an invitation to join her for a game next weekend at her club in nearby Bexhill, where she lived. It was quite definitely love at second sight, and it lasted another 57 years, plus! This long rambling account is necessary as it heralded the most important event in my life – how I met my wife to be.

Quick though the falling in love had been, this was to be no whirlwind romance. Though each was sure of our love, I think neither wished to put a foot wrong. These were not yet the days when pre-marital sex was lightly considered. We conformed. I met her parents and was considered a suitable escort for their daughter, provided I had her home by 11pm sharp. Delphine was getting away with it, as her parents thought she was round at a girlfriend’s house or at table tennis. Unfortunately the times we could meet were nothing like frequent enough for us, and we often had no more than two hours of an evening. I’d get the train from Hastings to Bexhill, Collington Halt, but it only ran hourly. We rushed to get her back on her doorstep by 11pm, and me back at the Adelphi before the curfew there (unless I knew the chap on guard duty that night). We got occasional games of golf, walks, drinks in pubs, further afield at weekends, occasionally with Scratch and Del, but that left plenty of other times to get around with Berry, Frank and Scratch. The war was still in its phoney stage, and our own unit morale ebbed because we were getting no nearer becoming pilots. It did not need the Official Secrets Act for us to conceal in our letters home what useless lives we were leading at No 5 ITW. Pride alone did that.

The situation was about to change dramatically. Hitler was about to launch his attack on France, by-passing their Maginot Line defences by thrusting through neutral Holland and Belgium. Within two or three months France was conquered, and the bulk of our regular forces were either in captivity there, or had scrambled out through Dunkirk, with little more than the clothes they stood up in. Only the RAF got a worthwhile number of planes and equipment back to England, and that would be all the country had to defend itself with for quite a time to come. The Navy was still controlling the seas, but would more and more have to protect the supplies we were buying in America (to feed us and to re-equip) from the growing U-boat menace. It seemed that only Winston Churchill’s indomitable spirit kept us from complete despair.
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This picture was not so clear in its development to us at No 5 ITW. However, by early April familiar faces were starting to disappear as places were found for them at the flying schools…. Those with most flying experience going first, generally. The others were feeling more and more restive. Suddenly in May, Bill, Leslie, Mat and I (all ex-Norwich) heard we were bound for the Elementary Flying School at Prestwick; with Berry, Frank and Scratch going later to other schools. The parting from Deirdre clouded the picture. Otherwise I was delighted to be off, and with a purpose in life again. We Norwich four travelled together by train. On arrival, we were all four billeted in a private house (the woman normally took in summer visitors and she treated us as if we were some of them). She was detailed to feed us breakfast, lunch and evening ‘tea’, a substantial meal. The food was excellent, particularly as with the lighter evenings we would be working different hours, all four of us. The woman was an absolute dear, we couldn’t have been luckier.

Next morning, along to the airfield to see our place of work. We were to be flying Tiger Moths, and our four were parcelled out to different instructors, generally Flying Officers or Flight Lieutenants. The course was to last eight weeks. There would be lectures, but the main focus was to be on flying, with a target number of hours, depending on the weather. Each group, under its flying instructor, had a tent on the perimeter of the airfield (forget about today’s Prestwick Airport). The digs were a mile away and it was a terrific scramble getting back there for lunch as we only had one hour. Our normal working day was 8.00am to 6.00pm, seven days a week, half set aside for lectures and half for flying. Then disaster struck. I went down feverish with splitting headaches and eyes affected. I was carted off to the sick bay and didn’t get back for a week. They wouldn’t even let me swot up my lecture notes. To crown it all, while in sick bay, I heard they had cut down our course from 8 weeks to 6 weeks, and poor old Leslie had heard he was ‘out’ having made insufficient progress, as were four or five others. My pilot days looked as good as over.
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I sought a talk with my instructor, who wasn’t too optimistic. He said, I was about ready to go solo, and then I might be able to catch up my hours if I stayed on in the evenings for solo flying after the instructor had gone home – say till as late as 9.00pm. Even for that to work, I must pray for good weather for my remaining three weeks. So he arranged for me to go for a test flight with the Chief Instructor, who decided I was ready for solo flying. What a hectic three weeks. I was sometimes as late as 9.00pm, arriving back with hardly the strength to eat the evening meal, my landlady so kindly kept for me. As at Norwich, I was much more in my element on my own and my flying was improving noticeably. I even felt confident enough to have a go at looping-the-loop, which we hadn’t yet done dual, and that was a success. Sometimes, the evening flying was glorious in the calm air that comes with evening, but slowly the pace was getting me down. With a struggle I finished the flying programme with less than a day to spare. In my final test with the chief instructor I got an ‘average’ assessment, which was what most of us got because of the shortened course, but 25% of our course had failed by the end and were OUT – transferred to non-pilot duties. I had also expected my written exams to be a near thing, although we were allowed one failure out of eight subjects. To my surprise I passed them all, and finished about 13th overall, out of those who made it. Lord what a relief. I suddenly wasn’t about to collapse from the strain of it all. What a party we had that night, with the instructors joining in and the whisky flowing like our usual beer as a result. We then collapsed to bed and didn’t surface for twelve hours.

The next day it was announced that to make up for our lost two weeks, we were to be transferred to Anstey for advanced aerobatic and instrument flying instruction for a fortnight. Anstey was eight miles from Coventry and four miles from anywhere else, and just about under the Coventry balloon defences. There was to be no leave before the course, or after it. We were to sleep 32 to a hut, in pairs of bunk beds, with service food. How were the mighty fallen! In practice it was as grim as it sounded, and the weather was misbehaving also. It reflected the War news, as Dunkirk had just fallen. 
We were still with our beloved Tiger Moths, but these had canvas hoods fitted, which could be pulled over the trainee’s head, so that he couldn’t see out. The idea was that the trainee would only see aircraft dials and instruments, and these were his sole aid to flying – the idea was to stimulate flying confidence in dense cloud, or on a pitch black rainy night. Of course the instructor in the seat behind, had no such hood and could prevent you crashing the thing, while he told you which course to fly, to climb, descend, turn right, turn left etc. One’s senses, except with the help of the instruments, were pretty useless at telling you, whether you were level, going up or down etc. The advanced aerobatics were things like flip turns, slow rolls, spins and getting out of them after falling 500 feet or so, and then doing some of them under the hood, which often needed quite a bit of help from the instructor. Flying upside down was a bad one initially, hanging by your straps with your feet trying to get round your ears instead of staying on the rudder control bar. The two weeks went in a flash, and we all felt in a daze, and that we hadn’t made any progress since we left Prestwick. In fact the frequency with which we had been experiencing unusual situations had done us a lot of good. Ordinary flying afterwards seemed so much easier, and night flying (which was soon to come) would not be quite as horrendous as it might have been.

During all this Deirdre had been writing about twice a week, and somehow I had kept my end up, snatching time when waiting for my next flight or in gaps between lectures. Writing in the evenings was rarely practical, I was either too whacked or sharing the camaraderie with the other trainees, so as not to appear stand-offish. I was also glad to be able to tell her that I had got an ‘above average’ rating from Anstey, after worrying her with my difficulties at Prestwick. It was disappointing to have to tell her that there was no possibility of any leave. Now she was settled in Barclays Bank in Lewes she was looking, with her eldest sister, Fredith, for a place to rent there, as their family home was about to close down. Her youngest sister’s school was evacuating to Bletchley and she and her mother and father were moving up there. Deirdre and Fredith found a small bungalow up on the downs at the edge of Lewes.
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