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It was September 1939. A few of us were siting around the wireless waiting for the Prime Minister to make
an announcement. He did o and told us we were now at war with Germany. | was a student, in digs, and a
long way ondon. | parents and with my father. My
first instinct was to leave my studies - not a hardship really! - go home and join up. Eventually, my father
‘agreed, much to my mother's constemation, | discovered later. He had served four years in the 1st Worid
War. There was no doubt in my mind that | was going 1o join up. However, | did not want to join the navy or
the amy and it was only then that | realised | wanted to become a piot

I was aimost nineteen and had no idea what was entailed, but with the ignorance and cheek of
Youth | presented myself at the RAF recruiting office and told the officer who interviewed me what | wanted to
do. He didn' say a word, fiished fling in the form he had in front of him and told me | wouid be hearing
‘about my appiication very soon. Not long afterwards | went for a general medical and when | passed this |
Was sent to an RAF medical centre for crow medical, when it
came to the eye test. My eyesight had never been top class 50 | went o the back of the queue and leamt the
o or three lines that each candidate was being asked o read. | passed After attestation, | went home o
await call up. It came a few weeks later and | reported to RAF Cardington, where | was Issued with a uniform
and all the accoutrements for an AC 2. This s t, | thought. | shal be a pilotn a couple of weeks and will save
the world!

Things didnit quite tum out fike that After about 10 days at Cardington, we were told to pack our
Kitbags and were marched off 1o the local ralway station. Rumours were rife! And i you listened to everyone,
your posting was to anywhere in the world. In fact, we went to RAF Bridgnorth for six weeks square bashing
and all that went wih t. ‘Bull was the order of the day - the camp had four parade grounds) Then | and
another chap were posted to RAF Abingdon. When we ot there nobody had any idea we were coming and
50 the Orderly Room Sergeant asked us our trade. We both said U.T. Pllot and consequently we were sent
1o the aircrew quarters, which were in fact the married quarters on the station. Abingdon was a straight
through course for Whileys and so, with

However, there was a war on It was decided that the Whmey course running at the time would be the last
one and again, with us. m our relatively comfortable
bilet 0.8 remote partof e aifield, Thro was a Nissen hutwih six bods, o sheets, 1o ilowcases,just
blankets and pilows and a Fairey Batle packing case as a so-called recreation room. The latrines were self-
dug, but permanent, We were to be ground gunners!

It was explained to us that this was only a temporary move but as such we had to leam, amongst
other things, how to strp and re-assemble the C.0.W. gun and the water-cooled Lewis gun. Duties were 4
hours on /2 hours off in the gun pit. We patrolled the airfield at night and challenged anyone on it for the
password of the day. You can imagine the sort of answers we Got fom the aircraft technicians with their bags
of tools i the pitch black trying o find the Whiliey they were to work on. At dawn every morming we had o
march around the perimeter track with our gas marks on in case of  German paratroop invasion from the air.

Our food was brought out in hay boxes and so was never very warm! We used to try to sneak in once a week
or 50 10 the aifmen's quarters 1o see if we could get a bath, but f we were caught the airmen billeted there
showed no mercy In our off-cuty time, we were sent to the coal dump to load coal bags and to carry out
various Oneof Offcers' Mess
before they came down o breakfast. On many occasions | did this and always had to fiish by black-leading
the grate and all the surounds. Some years later, | went back to Abingdon as the Adjutant of the Overseas
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Femy Unit. When | went into the Mess, | looked at the grate and at the few offcers sitting around it in
armhairs and thought to myself: If only you chaps knew how many times | cleaned this thing!"

A postng care thrugh everaly o statplc raning and | was sent o Sratordupon-Avon, which
e & Recepton Cenir. As | wakad it the Ordery Roam o report my aival 8 voios stoued
tre on & charge”. Iocked aroud d st o e o0 4 had i hombl eeing el | ves

a\raady in trouble, and this was the case. Having spent some months as a ground gunner and living in
o 1 was, 1 sa e least sray, 5 wab ihe cap, Nt very pallly.| was f0c wes & clgrace
o he servics because o th state o my nifonm. Al i cihr e, of Goures, wero weseing bvend
e o el | sicod cut ke @ sors b | red ® point @ out o e Sergeant but he yeart
inecested. Next moming, it who felthe had to
back up his Orderly o Sergeant Seven aays Jankers was my reward
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prior to EF.TS. Just about everyone
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night flying, the first time | had experienced th
varied between 600 ft and 1,501
surprise, my instructor didn't seem at all phased and by the end of the detail

was passed fitto do a solo circuit and | truly believed | was just about to die! However, all went well and
et s Kingston, Ontan, (0 - belev 1 o no - Insuuctng on Harvarde. THi errat s sl in
use 1o this day.

The thught of fying s monste, et s natrctng on . made me el cule sic. Kingsion Onaro
station dedicated to the training of Fleet Air Arm pilots. Is everybo Ithought. The

dy m
ather einicors, al of Ve had ormian e aoral s () ore was, oot A o readily
- the sprog in every way. The Flight Commander took me up and

e less:
particular procedure. Nobody else had a clue how inexperienced | was, except the other instructors in
the i uho ot ¥as & raatfoke Sol siare] vt one leescn st e ar ovr ek
bUll p 10 the whole syllabus. | ave 10 say hat the Harvrd was & wondorfl and fesponaive aicraf o
fly and, despte the taes ofwoe and Misery about GTound IoopinG. | naver saw ono ietance of .. and
that includes me!

By this time | was a pilot officer and because there was no room in the Mess | had digs in town and
even bought myself a Chevrolet with a dicky seat. My Canadian drwmg bt o D
Car about 2 et being fold o 51 and g out, come info the ofice . anl 1 was presented wi m
Candian aring cence. I a shor me, | had come from claaning o ate in the Offcers Mess a5
AC 2 to a Pilot Officer Instructor, with a car and living in digs! Was | dreaming?

Al good things come to an end and | was posted back to the UK to prepare to go on ops. We set sail
onthe Awas from Half, Nova Scots and of
ours aer in he Atlnic wo vere orpe
e e P SO T
vudder and there wers severl i Tige wrong i e i ws wert rouel ncrcles o some i
Rough repais were made and we went back o Hafx. We ke our helstherefor a v end then
were put on a train joumey which lasted for several days, o_There o ranstered
e R e R
American Officer. He called il the offcers together before sailing to tel us tha, if we were torpedoed,
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We must remember that officers were last to leave the ship. Bearing in mind our recent experience, this
didn' exactly cheer us up. We did arrive safely in the U.K. and | found myself flying Martinets for a time,
carrying out simulated ai attacks on Wimpeys and for their air gunners to cine-gun ther replies

Al last a posting came through to an O.T.U. at Silverstone. By this time | had afreacy met Tony
Hayward, who wore an Observers brevet, and we had become good friends

together and there we picked up our full crew.

haphazard manner, by talking to those whom we thought would be stitable, but | can't remember ever
meeting any crew member who was subsequently dissatisfied and wanted 1o leave his original crew. In
the end, everyone was crewed up.

From Silverstone we went to the Heavy Bomber Conversion Unit at Swinderby flying Stirings, and then
o the Lancaster finishing school at Syerston. At the end of the course, the Flight Commander sent for
me and my crew said:

ac
Squadron?" | truly
Squadron?” He ans
had been
the squadron and had come directly from training was headed by Tony Iveson, and he
had been a Battle of Britain pilct. He had been on the Lancaster course immediately before me.

1 was told that we had been selected for 617 and o report for duty within 48 hours. When I got back o
the crew and told them the news, at first they didn't believe me. Eventually, | convinced them and we all
packed up and got transport to Woodhall Spa.

On arrival and after checking in at the Mess and going through the usual procedures, | reported to the
d into Wi

Squadron Adjutant. | waited a few minutes and was ushere fng Commander Taits office, who
was O.C 617 Squadron. We had a chat, or more accurately - he spoke o me and allocated me fo &
flight. | reported to the Flight Commander Johnny Cockshott. He welcomed me and told me that the
crew would have to o on a short training course devised by the squadron and, important

10 the $.AB.S. bombsight and to obtain bombing results within the limits prescribed by 617 Squadron.
We did this and found ourselves accepted as fully operational o the squadron.

My first trip was with Flight Lieutenant Bob Knights ... without my crew but with his. | sat i the dicky
seat where the Flight Engineer usually sat. | couldn't have been luckier in the choice of captain | was to
fly with. Not only was Bob an extremely nice chap but he was most helpful as well. To give you an idea
of his value, he was a Flight Lieutenant vith a D..0. and | think you all know there aren't many of
those to the pound,

1 did a full tour of thirty trips with the Squadron. The first trp as a crew was to Brest and, of course,
being a sprog crew things had to happen, didn' they? Over the sea, | suddenly found the cockpit full of
smoke and the wireless operator telling me his radios were on fire, He and t

make sure the fire didn't spread. Just the

new squadron! | opened the D.V.

‘and navigator dealt with the fire

return to the squadron without completing the trp saying: "We couldn't do it. We had a fire on board."
How's that for luck?

Some of the trips we did were quite well known. There was the Tirptz trip (13% hours) and a 8 hour 25
minute night trp to Politz-Stettin. That was the first time | could truthfully say that, at 18,000 ft with
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‘oxygen masks on, | can remember smelling the cordite from the flak that was thrown at us. Tha
sound like a line shoot, but it certainly wasn't at the time. A further notable op was against the Amsberg
viaduct, when we were selected to drop the 22,000 Ib Grand Siam on the viaduct,

We received Grand Slam in March 1945, To carry this a number of modifications were made to the
Lancaster — a Lincoln undercarriage was fitted to allow for the increased weight, mic-upper and front
luet wereremovec, slongwih e wieiss oprsors sqipmentand the WIOp Fimset. Oher rmour
plate was taken out and the ammunition load reduced, all to save weigh. mb door

femoved and ropiaced by faiings and & chain ik sros Wil elechomechanica rolaess Was fHed 1o
hold Grand Slam in place.

As | recall it | was number three to release a Grand Slam, Jock Calder was the first, and Johnny
‘Gockshott the second. This was in March ~ yes we are stil in March, and the Amsberg Viaduct was the
target. On release | remember the aircraft went up vertically about 100 — 200 feet. My flight engineer
recalls hearing a loud bang at the same time, as the release slip parted.

In all 617 dropped 41 Grand Slams before the end of the war in Europe. | like to think Grand Slam
punched its weight. We were the only squadron to have this bomb.

Arlber o tha ha igh squite valu was against Hamburg. We had th misforun (0 have @ hang-
up and the bomb dropped a few seconds late, which meant that t didn' fal on the target but into the.
o e arge. W i oel good Sbout 1y, bt

thought “Trie e 1 t seamed o me tat ¥ tiedas G
Sgarat ine German aierat. We had no miuppar e and clealy e rear gumer vas onpleely
nable 0 ran is guns o im. S0, hers we waraat e mercy of e Lufvwarie, T flght engineer and
Hlocked a aach cther sgan and then  looked a the German pio, bt there was o ol

him - 50 much for the fellowship of the airl Sudden

eppearad and | wondorod Il we had sll been amcking ppkun U ot oaorer 1 s criy some yesrs
later when | was talking o Air Commodore John Langston, who at the time was a Flying Offic
navigator, thal what appeared {o be the samo aircaft had aitacked and shat af Jomris arceft, The
German pilot must have just lefttraining school because, although he clearly hed used i i ammo on
John's aircraft, he hadn' shot him down. | thought later how fortunate we both w

Three more incidents out of a number of lucky escapes makes one ask the question: Did Lady Luck
really play a part?

On one raid during the bombing run the nose section of the fuselage was hit. Everyone seemed okay,
but after landing back at base the bomb aimer discovered that both heels of his fiying boots were pitted
with shrapnel. An inch or two either way?

O anotner aid the wiroless opertorwas uring i racioand eaned e loser o the oL Ao did
50, a large projectie or piece of fak er er. After
sin el S
of is head fhe had boen siting in i posiion a th tme of the atak, the projecafia wouid have
plerced one side of his head and exited on the other. An inch or two either way?

There were three Tirpitz sorties. The first trp involved a direct fight from the U.K. to Yagodnik, Russia,
land there, refuel and stay the night. From irerecn e next day, th frst Trpitz stack was atsmpled
This was a hazardous plen as it included flying over Europe bolh ways and in the end the attack was
ot successt, However, we crfotunately ost ono arcraft
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For the second and third Tirpitz trips, amongst the modifications, two large fuel tanks wer fited inside
the fuselage. Health and safety, eat your heart out! The flight engineers had to master the new fuel

rain - ust the job for a night low level trp across the seal Our tum was approaching and | wi

fast look around the cockpit when the flight engineer poked me.

looked up and saw a massive

nothing | could do as there were aircraft either side of me. We both sat

Peadight, and waite fo s inovitable. At th las mamant, he whedls cleared our canopy and aiwas
normal again. Just the sort of experience you need before take-off on a foul night!

Later we discovered the rant aifraft wasflown by Tony Ivesan. He had suffered an ongine surge
he point of leaving the grounc. By a mastal pioch of crow co-operaton and traning e and s ight
engineer aly Kept e arcrt ioht and et cearo h (o of cur cenopy. But s were i young
2nd | suppose took it in our stride. Now, Id have the vapours. Lady Luck again.

Due to cloud and
3 romad 1 Losslomouis Hwever on 6 i trip - a enica of 1 sacond - 17 86 Saquatton
finally sank the Tirpitz.

My last o wasto Berchtasgadar, the Eagle's Nes, and | understandthe we wes flwed by Main
/o, 617, certainly made a mess of S8 beracka, Tis wes my lest U with the

tairon SHhOUD w8 wers Bheac) med vareof & possbie et ekevs Ovs Danta

{rios e daclred befor . Aer e v, | o Transport Cormand bt everything seemed s

tame after 617 Squadror

Finally, but certainly not least, | pay tribute to the ground crews . Working out in all weathers, often in
wind snow and rain-swept dispersals they were always there to ensure the serviceabilty of our aircrat
Despite working long hours, they were always there o see us dey

0 withess our retum... ...and woe betide us if we damaged_the

they made it possible for us to do our job. All of us who flew knew their worth, but why were they never
publicly recognised? We would have been wingless wonders without them.
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