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SQUADRON LIFE

As the course drew towards its close, news of our next destinations started to trickle in. Toddles and I were to go to 245 Squadron at Aldergrove near Lough Neagh in Northern Ireland and twenty miles west of Belfast. We didn’t know it until later that we’d there be joining up with Frank Leveridge again – the car was still registered in his name. Then on the last but one day at Sutton Bridge we heard that we were all to get almost a week’s leave. What short notice to try and make a thrill out of it – no chance of forward planning. I dashed off to Skegness in the car, as Toddles was not too confident driving it. It was too short notice for Deirdre to get any leave as her bank was under-staffed. The best I could manage was to get down to Lewes in the car for a long weekend with her. We both felt apprehensive about this meeting. Had we, through our letters, been building up a false picture of one another? We need not have worried. The picture under estimated the facts. We were more in love with one another than ever. The weekend absolutely flew, and the parting at the end of it was so difficult to bear, but I had to dash back to Norwich to pick up Toddles, and on to a final night at Skegness.

The next morning we headed back to the Lake District and Carlisle, and then turned west for Stranraer where we were due to catch the ferry to Larne in Northern Ireland. At Stranraer we planned to dump our faithful old Austin and complete the journey as best we could. We found a cheap place for the night in Stranraer, and next morning drove down to the port. We stopped by two or three other RAF chaps to enquire where the ferry was berthed. In conversation it turned out that they were in a Balloon Squadron and were there to pick up gas cylinders for the Belfast Balloon Barrage, and sailing in an hour. They would give us a lift over there if we liked to go with them. We needed no persuading and asked where we could dump the car. They immediately offered to winch it aboard at our own risk. Since we were otherwise dumping it, the risk was obviously worth taking, and half an hour later, we were aboard with the car, and having breakfast. The crossing was not too rough, and took two to three hours. Winching the car off, was equally quick and successful, and we were on the road to Belfast and on to Aldergrove, arriving ahead of our expected time. We were introduced to our Squadron and pilots on duty there. It was a nice day with some sunshine, which they said was rare, so we’d better hop into a couple of Hurricanes and do a quick trip round the immediate area to get our bearings. We were having a busy day, as we still had to go along to the Officers’ Mess for allocation of our quarters, unload our kit, unpack it and find a much needed meal. The latter was easier than expected as part of the cookhouse was on a 24-hour schedule. The pilots’ usual times were erratic, particularly as they had to maintain a 24-hour readiness.

The Station at Aldergrove was not just 245 Squadron. There were some Coastal Command personnel, and light bombers, including some new fast ones we were buying from the USA, called Bostons. There was also a big maintenance and engineering section, and a Sector Headquarters for Northern Ireland, comprising an Operations Room and Filter Room where they co-ordinated information on all flights, British or German, over Northern Ireland. These reports came from the Observer Corps and similar sources, but chiefly from our hush-hush radar stations. Such information as related to enemy aircraft could then be fed by radio to fighter pilots of 245 Squadron to help them track on to the German planes. The system was still in its early days of development. Although it could pick up signals reflected from any aircraft and locate it and follow it, it was still pretty useless at telling what height the aircraft was at. With all the cloud there usually was over Northern Ireland at that time of year, it was [image: image1.png]No. 245 Squadron assembly and Hurricane for press photo - Nov 1940



easy for the target to be just above or below cloud, and hidden to the searcher in his plane.

Back to 245 Squadron. The usual fighter squadron had about 18 or 20 Hurricanes or Spitfires. These were divided into two flights. The duty flight had to be available immediately for any call to action; and the two flights alternated. 
The non-duty flight was on a reduced state of readiness, depending on circumstances at any particular time. Ideally there were more planes than the minimum, and more pilots than planes, to allow for sickness, leave, other duties etc, and for aircraft to have complete or partial overhauls. The CO would likely be a Squadron Leader, the two flights commanded by Flight Lieutenants, and the rest of the pilots being Flying Officers, Pilot Officers or Sergeants in that order. Sergeants were NCOs (i.e. non-commissioned officers) and fraternising between officers and NCOs or other ranks was discouraged. But to some extent this was overlooked between officers and sergeant pilots, so that my own friendship with Toddles (and Frank Leveridge) could continue in a discreet fashion – neither of them had yet got commissions. Toddles and I were allocated to different flights, so rarely off duty together, so were meeting less frequently anyway – I palled up with a chap called Hill, but he has largely faded from my memory.

In the Squadron we had two Polish pilots, two Czechs and one Norwegian. They were all excellent pilots, regulars in their countries’ air forces, who had escaped as the Nazis had conquered their homelands. Most of their names were unpronounceable – try Szczienievszki for instance. By now their English was becoming passable, but very difficult still in the rush of plane to plane communication on our radios. They had many times as much flying experience as us, and easily won any dogfight practices. 

When we were duty flight we were to be capable of being airborne at an absolute maximum of five minutes. We had each been allocated our own leather flying jackets and trousers, helmet and goggles, and sheep skin lined leather knee length boots, leather gauntlets and pure silk inner gloves and a parachute. While at readiness we wore the jacket, trousers and boots, with the rest at our fingertips. The Hurricanes were sitting ready outside our dispersal point, warmed up and attached to their starter units. These periods of ‘readiness’ quickly became boring. It was difficult to settle to any serious reading or writing that was likely to become suddenly disturbed. We tended to play cards a lot, though less often bridge or chess which required concentration. We usually started our stint with a short flight, so that our petrol tanks were still nearly full. It would even be an advantage to be already in the air if we had to be activated against a suspected enemy. At the end of our stint we’d have a slightly longer flight – formation flying, or dogfight practice. Attached to our helmets was a face mask which contained our radio microphone, and an attachment to our oxygen cylinders, which was brought into use when we were likely to go anywhere near the aircraft’s ceiling (about 32,000ft). In fact we switched on as we exceeded 15,000ft. We were a long flight from any of the German bomber bases, so enemy attacks were not very frequent, and it was too far away for them to come with fighter escorts. We had a pretty cushy time of it as far as encounters with the enemy were concerned. At that time of the year Northern Ireland was mostly covered with cloud and rain, which made it more difficult for bombers to see their targets, but easier for them to evade us by disappearing into cloud. I never got near enough ever to shoot one down. For me the riskiest part was finding one’s way back through the cloud without hitting any high ground sticking up into the cloud.

The RAF had a sort of language of its own, born chiefly in an effort to make instructions passed over our radio communication as concise and clear as possible. Our Squadron, Flight and individual call sign might come up, as say, Hedgehog Red Two. Scramble meant, become airborne as soon as possible. Angels meant a height to climb or descend to in thousands of feet, so that Angels 15 meant 15,000ft. Roger was a short way of saying ‘message received and understood’. Mae West was an inflatable life jacket we wore in case of coming down in the sea, lakes etc., and which I forgot to mention when detailing all the clobber we wore when we were at a state of readiness. IFF was a gadget that planes carried which sent back a special signal when picked up in a radar beam so that the operator knew that you were a friend, not a foe. Target was the word for an aircraft, possibly hostile, which you were sent to investigate. There were many other examples of this language, Tally Ho for instance meant you had spotted the target, bandit, and were off in hot pursuit.

Because enemy aircraft were not all that plentiful around Aldergrove, our Squadron pilots had to help out the other officers with certain of their duties. Every month or two we would be picked as Station Duty Officer which was a full time job for 24 hours. You had a vehicle and driver at your disposal. At 7.00 or 7.30am you’d go to headquarters to take charge of the Colour hoisting parade, and the changing of the guards who had been on the night stint. You had to attend the NCOs’ mess and the airmen’s mess at all meals and check if there were any complaints. Throughout the day you had to visit all the different sites, such as the control tower, to ascertain that all was in order. You acted as receptionist for any visiting officer or new member of the Officers’ Mess. My first time it all seemed very complicated and strange, but I very shortly had a second bash at it, standing in for an officer who was suddenly taken ill. So it was that I twice visited the Operations Room – cum Filter Room – and got interested in their work through a chap I got friendly with. On the occasional wet day when I had a bit of spare time, I’d go to see him and talk shop. Some months later this was to have a profound effect on my time in the RAF.

My first month or so in the Squadron were all very interesting as I adjusted to my new life and status, but then the weather began to get at us. So regularly did it seem to be raining, really raining. Our periods of readiness duty were particularly boring then – hours of being all dressed up and nowhere to go, so to speak. News kept reaching us from other pals in other parts of the UK where the weather seemed to be better and life more interesting. One day a circular came round from HQ to various Squadrons calling for volunteers among pilots who had done more than 50 hours flying Hurricanes. It was not at all explicit, but indicated that it would involve a journey abroad to warmer climes. Normally, in the Forces, the dictum is never volunteer for anything, but both Toddles and I, and one or two others, were intrigued and sufficiently fed up to give it a go. My only reservation was that I wondered how Deirdre would take it if I was accepted, as I had been buoying her spirits up with letters saying I might shortly get some leave and see her again – though it was more wishful thinking than fact. In fact, I might even get some leave if accepted; and I probably wouldn’t go abroad for long, as it made no mention of a posting to an overseas unit. Nothing more was heard of it until suddenly, in mid-December we heard we had been accepted. In two days time we were to fly in a Boston to an airfield near Liverpool and then go by rail to our homes, where we were to remain awaiting a call to give us further instructions. Frank Leveridge had joined the Squadron three weeks before, so we left the car in his hands – it was still in his name anyway. By now it was covered in camouflage paint, similar to our aircraft, as the powers that be had decided it made concentrations of parked cars less visible from the air.
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