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CORNWALL AND DEMOBILISATION

By late June we were becoming very unsettled in our accommodation. Coming back, earlier than anticipated, from a weekend away with the car, we disturbed two of our landlady’s visiting relatives in our bed. So we started house hunting again. Luckily this became unnecessary as I heard that I was being posted away from Ford. My destination was Predannack airfield. It was somewhere near Mullion on the Lizard Peninsula in Cornwall. The nearest town was Helston, the nearest big one was Truro. It did not have any spare married accommodation, so we would once more have to find a civilian hiring. It seemed as if indeed it would be more remote from the War than Ford had become – but then, so was all the British Isles now.

So we packed our possessions up and managed to take the bulk of it in the Minx – the rest to be delivered when we had found somewhere to live. We had a delightful journey down, taking our time, as there no longer seemed any urgency about anything. On arrival I reported in, and was told to put up at a hotel, find accommodation, and then report back for duty. It turned out I would be the second most senior officer around, though there were another couple of Squadron Leaders. So I merited special consideration, I suppose.

We managed to get a room at the Lizard Hotel. It was a smallish hotel, but nearly full up. Cornwall had been fairly remote from most of the War and had continued to attract summer visitors throughout the War, and the 1945 season was now especially under way, as we quickly found out. Nowhere did there seem to be accommodation available except for odd weeks or fortnights, which was no good for us. We started trying villages away from the coast but generally they didn’t provided any accommodation if there was no holiday trade.

We were beginning to get desperate and started calling in at village shops and quizzing the owners to see if they knew of any. No success until we tried the butcher in Ruan Minor. He couldn’t think of any, though he said he knew that area well as he did a regular round of the villages with his van. He called his wife through from the house adjoining the shop. She couldn’t think of any; though they seemed most sympathetic and spent a lot of time thinking around the area for possibilities. We must have looked forlorn, as she eventually asked us to wait while she and her husband retreated to the house. Shortly they came back and said they could offer us their lounge and spare bedroom if Deirdre was willing to share the kitchen. They had never ‘let’ before. The lounge and bedroom above were large and sunny, and as was typical of many Cornish families, had only been used for very special occasions.

In accepting gratefully we had not the slightest idea of how well and truly we had struck lucky. The Hendy’s were salt of the earth. They had two children, Ruth and James, aged 9 and 11, who were models of good obedient children without being prissy. The Hendy’s were strict Chapel folk who lived to Christian principles. They were generous to a fault. The family had lived in the area for generations and had widespread connections and relatives. As we had been accepted by them, then we were OK with the rest of the community, of whom we quickly knew several.

In addition to the butcher’s shop and the van round, they ran a small mixed farm – four or five cows, some sheep, a pig or two, a couple of horses and some poultry. Also a few small fields of pasture, and a few fields of cereal crops. This meant we were never short of milk, Cornish cream, butter, eggs, and had a most elastic meat and bacon ration. Mrs Hendy took to Deirdre from the start, and sharing the kitchen went most amicably. In fact Deirdre gathered numerous cooking tips, recipes and the like.

I had meanwhile reported for duty. Like most of the RAF we were in limbo at the unit. Nobody had much real purpose any longer. We were still at war, but at such a distance that it hardly impinged upon our lives. Our purpose seemed to be to find jobs for our personnel in order to maintain good order and discipline. Suddenly the factories no longer needed to produce anything like as many aeroplanes, tanks, bombs and other munitions. Production had gradually to be swung to the domestic market, which had been starved for so long; but factories couldn’t switch overnight, it was all going to take time. Switching naturally meant re-training of personnel, and often of laying-off staff with one skill to take on ones with other skills. The Forces could well have demobilised many men and women, but it had to be done slowly so that the labour market was not disrupted to the extent of vast numbers of unemployed before it had reorganised itself. To give one small but relevant example – industry had to be switched from making uniforms for the Forces, to making civilian clothing for them to wear when they returned to civilian life. Already stocks of civilian clothing had been severely strained when all our prisoners of war were repatriated, as many of them were demobilised on arrival. The clothes they had arrived in were no longer fit for wear.

The problem for the CO and his other officers was finding things for ‘the men’ to do, as was the case with all service units. More time was devoted to sport, and we were in the right place for swimming. The chief new idea, apart from shorter working hours, was for what were called civilian rehabilitation courses. Lectures on how the food and clothing rationing system would operate when they became civilians, and income tax, unemployment and the sorts of help available. Also saving and investment, setting up your own business, the financing, and what schemes of help were available. And many more subjects – many of which most of them would never need. As officers we had to swot these subjects up and give lectures. Then followed the discussion groups, which revealed very often, the lack of depth of our knowledge of the subjects we had been lecturing on!

But it also meant more leisure for me, and it was summer, and at the seaside. Deirdre was very fit throughout her pregnancy, so we could enjoy these things together. We became part of the rural and village life, not holiday visitors. We got involved in village fêtes and the like, put in occasional attendance at the Hendy’s chapel services and functions, and the same with those of the parish church as many of our friends were ‘Church’ rather than ‘Chapel’. In fact the officers mess didn’t impinge much into our social life. The mess was a small hotel on the cliffs overlooking Mullion. Its few bedrooms housed the single officers, and all the married ones lived out in the community like us. We had a dining-in night once or twice a month, and that was about all, except for dropping-in at the bar occasionally. For Deirdre and me this was a pretty idyllic existence – a sort of deferred honeymoon of a somewhat unusual kind. We even helped the Hendy’s get in their corn harvest – things like that.

The Hillman Minx, though, was showing its age, and a change was indicated. Even there, there were Hendy family connections – a brother who ran a repair-type of garage in the Lizard. He found us a recommendable Morris Minor family saloon, likely to be much more suitable for our circumstances when the addition to our family arrived.

Right up to the ninth month of her pregnancy Deirdre continued in excellent health. The doctor expected the baby would be born about the end of October and had put in a prospective bid for her to be admitted to the general hospital at Redruth, as it was her first child and a home delivery was not on the cards. She was put in touch with the district nurse officially. Unofficially we already knew her as a friend of Mrs Hendy.

The summer had come to a sudden end, and rain, wind and fogs were becoming regular fare. In particular the fogs, which were more correctly sea mists which swept over the Lizard peninsula for days at a time. The sound of foghorns seemed to become a regular background noise. Then came some autumn gales, and it was during the worst of one of these, on the night of 22nd October, that Deirdre’s pre-birth pains indicated immediate action. We put a call through to the district nurse, and about 1.00am I bundled Deirdre into the car, picked up the nurse at her house and made the rather scary drive in the gale and lashing rain to the hospital at Redruth. The hospital eventually decided that it might well be twelve hours or so before the delivery, and suggested the nurse and I go back home.

About 9.00am that morning, 23rd October, they rang to say that all had gone well and a bit quicker than they expected, and that I was the father of a healthy girl. So off to Redruth pronto, to find Deirdre looking fine and feeding a pretty, normal (to me) baby. Next on the list was to name the child and we fairly easily agreed on Denise Anne. Deirdre and Denise were to stay in the hospital two or three days and then return ‘home’. We had been worried about how the Hendy’s would react to such a situation, but we needn’t have worried. Mrs Hendy was positively anxious to have Denise join us. She even had plans to turn a box-room into a bedroom for her if it would help. In fact I now knew I was to be demobbed in December, and we thought it wouldn’t be necessary.

At some date in December – no records, but before Christmas – my time to be demobbed arrived. I had to go up to London, Stanmore area I think, for the purpose. I had to see various Air Ministry officials to get leave passes, and discharge papers and the like. On top of all that I had to go to some clothing depot to be turned into a civilian. I got a double-breasted pin-stripe navy suit, civilian style black shoes, a raincoat and a trilby hat. I may have got shirts, but I don’t think socks and underclothes were on the list, nor were pyjamas. At least our outward appearance might pass muster.

Then it was back to Ruan Minor, where I had left Deirdre and Denise in the safe hands of the Hendy’s. I’d used the train for the journey to London as a member of the Armed Forces, and I was entitled to a rail pass back to my ‘home’ as part of the de-mob service. I was on leave until the end of February as far as I can remember – a combination of the seven weeks for overseas, and my accumulated leave from when I got back to England, of which I’d only taken a fraction. I’d also been hoarding what petrol coupons I could spare or scrounge, to get us, and the car, back to the laps of our family. This was where we were heading after the difficult parting from the Hendy’s, who had become so dear to us – and us to them, so it seemed, though the scales didn’t balance.

No big opportunity for a job outside banking had appeared, so we had decided that I should see what prospects the Bank was holding out for me in the job they had been keeping open until my de-mob. Following correspondence, in which I learned that a return to Cromer was not among the possibilities, I was invited to an interview with the Chief Staff Manager in London. He had seen war service and was still calling himself Brigadier General Wilkinson as evidence of his service achievements (I had been told by Air Ministry that I was entitled to use the courtesy title of Squadron Leader in civilian life, if I so wished – but perish the thought!)

The interview went quite well. It was indicated that I was likely to get accelerated promotion once I was settled in the bank, in view of the fact that I had been CO of various units etc, etc. I’d be entitled to very cheap housing loans, which was also a plus point. The starting salary sounded a bit meagre, but he said a new scale was about to come in, in July, that was considerably better. I asked where I would start working, as Cromer was out. The place he suggested sounded all wrong to me, so I asked if I had any choice. He asked where I would like to go, and that threw me off balance, as I hadn’t got an answer ready. For some reason I said “somewhere like Sidmouth or Exmouth in Devon”. With obvious reluctance he said he’d see what he could do, but his job would be impossible if everybody was sent where they wanted to go. So it was with some surprise that I got a letter a week later telling me to start at Sidmouth on 1st March. So the last part of my leave – my war service – was spent sorting out where we would live when I joined the bank on 1st March.

So ends my war story. I’m sorry if my readers began reading this in the expectation of wartime heroics – that was reserved for a comparative few. Most of us were not in that league. I wrote this to show how the War was for some of the others, and in the belief that I had something worth telling. I was privileged to have such a wealth of source material in letters and photos, that not many others were still able to look up. Without that, as I can well believe, the mind is apt to fantasise, but in good faith. My own memory of events often turned out to be in error, when I studied the letters. And I am retaining the letters in case any of my family ever want a slightly more intimate insight – I fancy they would find it wearisome, though occasionally worth the effort. 

Many times I wished I had remained a fighter pilot for a longer period; but on several occasions fate decreed otherwise, and twisted my career in another direction. Whatever it had in mind, at least it kept me alive to write this story.

*     *     *
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