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LATER TRAINING

As for me, after the usual crop of false rumours, I learned I was off to No 8 Flying Training School at Montrose, 40 miles south of Aberdeen and on the coast. It was to be on a pre-fighter course. I was parted from Bill Holland and the others, but met up with two others from Norwich, whom I knew less well, and the three of us were to share a bedroom in a spare married-quarters house, as the billets were overcrowded. I had been worried that I had had no reply from a letter to Scratch, and they told me why. He had just finished his assessment flight with the Chief Instructor there (in Yorkshire) who told Scratch to go and fetch his next ‘victim’ while he sat in the aircraft with the engine running. Scratch released his parachute and failed to catch the straps as it dropped, so it fell to the ground. He took two steps back to retrieve it and his head came into contact with the spinning propeller, which killed him. That was the first tragedy of the war to come near to me. Dreadful for his wife, Pat, who had been producing their baby. How I cursed the war! The same war though, had just brought me back into contact with Frank Leveridge at Montrose.

At Montrose we were also much closer to the fighting war. The aerodrome was often the target for single hit and run German bombers. We were sharing the aerodrome with a Spitfire Squadron. The aerodrome even had a sort of runway – so far we had been flying from grassy fields. We had also jumped up in the aviation class. We were flying low-wing “Master” aircraft, with a Rolls-Royce Merlin engine and capable of 270 miles per hour in level flight (more like 400 miles an hour in a dive) compared to the 100-120 mph Tiger Moths. They were two-seaters for dual instruction, the instructor in the rear seat, as with the Tigers. There was a very good Sergeants’ mess, with waiter service at meals, as in the Officers’ mess. It was the second half of July, with long hours of daylight still. It had been a peacetime RAF station. Our course would consist of two six-week periods. At the end of the first part we would have our wings assessment. If successful we would sew our ‘wings badge’ on our chests, otherwise we were OUT! Then the second six weeks would see us flying planes, armed with camera-guns for firing at ground targets or drogue in much the same way as if they were real guns armed with bullets (still using the same Miles Masters, though).

So our first target was to achieve wings status. For this there was flying training and lectures in a roughly 50-50 proportion, and besides achieving the flying requirement we would again have the necessity to pass the written exams also. The planes were a bit awe inspiring at first, a huge display of instruments and other gadgets faced you, compared with the ten or so in the Tiger Moth – and there were brakes which were absent from the Tigers. Take-off and landing took far more runway and at much greater speed. They didn’t need such careful handling as the Tigers, but were good to handle and more comfortable, as the cockpits were enclosed by a perspex canopy. One thrill for us (me at any rate) was that we were allowed to do low flying, but only with an instructor – hugging the contours of the ground at 250mph.greatly emphasised your speed. My instructor even allowed me to ‘shoot up’ a train, race past it almost on a level with its passengers, pull up to a stall turn and then dive down passing it on the other side. Great fun, but training also for when we might do it to German trains with all guns blazing.

Then there were also solo cross country flights, probably 200-250 miles to a strange aerodrome, land there, hope to scrounge a lunch, and then navigate our way back home. One of these, over the Grampians, nearly ended in disaster. The clear sky suddenly clouded over. Not wanting to have to make my way down through cloud, I dived down through the last clear gap, only to find I was heading straight into the mountainside. Luckily there was just room enough to pull round to head for the sea and lower ground; but the experience had shaken me rigid.

Another airfield was being built at Edzell, about 15 miles inland, and it was decided that we would use this on alternate days, to leave Montrose uncluttered for the Spitfire Squadron at times. We loved Edzell – a very pretty spot, by the North Esk river – and as yet so undeveloped that we had to take picnic meals with us.

Next we were to concentrate more on night flying, both at Edzell and Montrose. This meant very late nights as it wasn’t getting dark until about midnight at that time of the year. Night flying at that stage of the war was far more hazardous. The black-out imposed on town and country alike meant that there were no lights to be seen anywhere. The flare-path lights were low level and only briefly switched on for take-off and landings. After dual instruction I did my first solo night effort at Montrose – basically take-off, circuit of a few miles and landings. Coming in to land the ground landing lights were switched on for me and I lined up my approach and descent. I was down to 10 or 15 feet when the lights went out because of an air raid warning. The normal drill was to fly around until the all-clear went, but it was too late for me to climb safely, having throttled back to land, so I had to continue landing. It seemed ages until I touched down rather bumpily and seemed to run on for ages before I pulled up. I waited and waited but nothing happened. So I got out of the plane, dumped my parachute on the wing and headed for where I thought the hanger was – a not too inaccurate guess as soon I could hear some water pouring out of a tap. I felt for my matches or lighter, but couldn’t find them – then remembered we were not encouraged to carry them, when flying, in case we felt the urge to light a cigarette. Then the runway lights came on again for a chap still in the air to land – as the all clear had sounded. I saw the source of my running tap. Some airmen had been refuelling an aircraft as the lights went out and hadn’t turned off the petrol properly at the bowser. How lucky I hadn’t had those matches!

That wasn’t my only night flying incident. A few nights later I was scheduled for three solo circuits and landings. After a first landing, things were temporarily suspended following an air raid warning. This time it was for real, and three bombs were dropped at the edge of the aerodrome (not destroying hangers and aircraft, as Nazi propaganda claimed next day). Night flying shortly resumed, though the searchlights were still scanning the distant sky. I was allotted a different plane and taxied out. As I turned for take-off my right wing dropped. The tyre that side had burst. Had it burst on take-off my eventual landing might well have been my last. It was very late to bed for me by the time I got my other two circuits and bumps completed in yet another plane.

Another night over at Edzell enemy air activity again made us very late finishing and even later getting back to bed in Montrose. I was just dozing off when the sirens sounded again. I disobeyed rules and stayed in bed. Three crunches as bombs exploded and I ineffectively pulled the blankets over my head. The next morning I discovered that the first two craters were just short of my billet and the third was just beyond, luckily with no damage of consequence anywhere. I was more eager to go to the air raid shelter in future, however tired.

I can’t say I ever grew to enjoy night flying, though I completed my programme successfully. One phenomenon that took some getting used to were the engine exhausts - four on each side of the aircraft nose. These glowed red-hot in the dark with odd flames leaping out of them. Of course, it was the same in daytime flying, but they were not visible in daylight. Another exercise at night was landing without aerodrome lights; just using those in our wings. This again was not a popular pursuit.
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Luckily the weather didn’t hinder our flying much and we were getting ahead of our minimum hours programme. Then the weather set us back a couple of days – a thick sea mist, which rolls in, off that area of coast. It was sunny over at Edzell but our planes were at Montrose, so we were given time off. We’d seen a lovely looking golf course at Edzell while flying there, so we were able to get in a couple of rounds there. A lovely course and most friendly members – gave us tea and drove us right back to the camp gates each time. The outward bus service had not been very convenient. Leveridge and Todd had accompanied me. It set Leveridge thinking, and he found someone in Montrose with a 1934 Austin Seven to sell. It hadn’t been used for over a year as its owner had been posted to the Far East and had told his wife to get rid of it. The battery and tyres were flat – the battery completely – but it took a charge. It was registered in his wife’s name, so no snag there. She suggested a fiver for it, then upped it to £6, and we bought it before she upped it further. We bought it jointly £2 each but registered it in Leveridge’s name. The petrol ration was about 6 gallons a month – enough for about 250 miles and enabled us to get out to the odd pub or two in the evenings, plus golf occasionally.

Our first six weeks were about up and it was time to take our exams and our flying test with the Chief Instructor. The latter went well, but I was less sure of the written exams, the results of which would emerge in two weeks time. Two of our 45 course members had already failed the flying test, but it eventually turned out that the rest of us had passed the written exams. I had come 7th with 87%. It sounds as if the marking was generous. That was a very proud moment in our lives. We were now entitled to have our Wings badges sewn on our uniforms. Our chests must have been so puffed out that the Wings could probably be seen from behind.

There was one sad side of it. Over the twelve weeks we were there together, about four of the forty-five were killed in night flying accidents. Our daily programme began with PE at 7.15am, Colour Parade at 7.40am and breakfast at 7.45am. If there had been a fatal accident the night before we were serenaded by a dirge on the bagpipes during the breakfast period. Enough to turn all of us off bagpipes for a considerable period, and very worrying as there was no prior announcement as to who was involved, and each of us making a hurried search among the faces at table to see if all our pals were still around.

We moved into the second six weeks of our course with the announcement that all leave was suspended indefinitely. Not that we had had any or been given any hint of any. It made us realise however, how tightly we had become enclosed in the shell of our training, to the exclusion, almost, of the course of the war. For it was now August. The Germans were stepping up the air war against the South and East of England in preparation for invasion, with particular attention to fighter airfields and radar/wireless installations. Norway had been invaded and conquered back in the early summer, in only two or three weeks. I hadn’t been and still wasn’t very concerned for Deirdre’s safety in Lewes, although only eight miles from the south coast, as she didn’t appear to be in a target area. Nor for my mother and sister up in Skegness, for the same reason. The only military concentration there, was the initial training station for naval recruits who were housed in the Butlin’s holiday camp. It went, in proper Navy fashion, by the title of HMS Royal Arthur – and was responsible for a bad German propaganda gaffe on one occasion, when they claimed to have sunk it in some naval action.

The second six weeks of the course were entitled the pre-fighter course, so it looked as if we were destined to be fighter pilots. But then an instructor put a spanner in the works (and to our hopes) by telling us that five or six of the previous course had moved on to train as flying instructors. So wait and see, as usual. This part of the course grabbed our attention anyway. Lectures only occupied 25% of the time, and flying the rest. We were treated more as proven pilots rather than students. The flying was different too. Formation flying, diving and shooting at ground targets and at towed targets – not with live bullets but with our camera guns inserted in the leading edge of the wing. They took 20 shots a second, so were really movie cameras. The commonest fault was to start shooting while the target was not yet near enough – and seeing replays of our photos, picked out all our mistakes. We also used one another as targets, one trying to make a (camera) hit and the other trying to evade the attacks. So far more of our flying was solo, now, with cameras to assess us rather than instructors. It was now September and I noticed that the tops of the Grampians (say 4,000ft) already had their first signs of snow.

As soon as life started settling to a pattern the RAF would disrupt it. We were warned that the length of the course was to be cut by two weeks and we must rush to make up the flying hours (squadrons that were being mauled in the Battle of Britain needed replacements). Then I, and 19 others, were told to present ourselves to a Commissioning Board for interviews to see if we were officer material. Afterwards nine of us were told to proceed to a complete medical examination. We were told unofficially that if we passed that we were ‘In’. I passed A1 – which was nice to know even if I didn’t get a commission. We were also told to go and live in the Officers’ Mess – for experience – but largely because the Sergeants’ Mess was overfull. We had to wear white bands round our hats so the Officers would know that we had not come in by mistake. We also had to pay Officers’ Mess fees of £10 - £12 per month instead of 6p per day as Sergeants. We still hadn’t been confirmed as Commissioned Officers, but representatives of Gieves and the like were brought in to measure us and our uniforms were ordered for delivery by the end of the course. We got a grant of £40, which covered most of the cost, if our tastes were modest. The grant had to cover: two tunics, two pairs of trousers, three or four shirts and pairs of officer’s black socks, black tie, pair of leather gloves, dress hat and fore-and-aft cap, and the most expensive item of the lot, the greatcoat. We had to have fresh wings badges for our two tunics as the ones awarded to us as Sergeant pilots were of inferior material, and not suitable for Officer’s uniforms. I was proudest of the ones I actually had been awarded, not these new bright ones, so I put them in an envelope and posted them off to Deirdre as a keepsake. One other noticeable change in our lifestyle was in the Officers’ Mess bar. Here we no longer used cash, but signed chits which were added to our monthly messing bill, and we were allocated a batman (whom we had to share with four or five other officer cadets) who would make our beds, clean our shoes, and the brass buttons on our uniforms.

We hardly had time to realise our changing status. With the course shortened by two weeks it was a rush to get in our quota of day and night flying hours and final revision for our written exams. Rumours were rife that some of us would go on to be Flying Instructors but, although the rumour kept re-surfacing, in the end a few went to dive-bomber squadrons, and I with the remainder went to the Fighter Squadrons. Only after some two or three weeks of leaving Montrose did I learn that my final assessment for the course was ‘above the average’, by which time it came as a bit of an anti-climax, as we were up to our eyes in other activities by then. I was to leave Montrose with about half of our course for Sutton Bridge (below the Wash, in Lincolnshire) for conversion training to Hurricane fighters. Todd came with me, but Frank Leveridge went to Gloucestershire, so by 2 to 1, it was decided that Todd and I kept the Austin 7 and we set out to drive the 525 miles to Sutton Bridge. No Forth Bridge in those days, so we came via Glasgow, Carlisle, Lake District and then across the southern end of the Pennines to the east coast of Lincolnshire. It sounds simple enough, but sorely tested our navigational skills at the time. At this time all road signs had been removed (or turned in misleading directions) in case the Germans succeeded in invading. Neither Toddles nor I had ever been to the Lake District, and it was near our route, but we missed the turn off road. We turned round and succeeded in having a look at Derwentwater, Rydall Water and Windermere, all looking lovely in the autumn sunshine. After leaving we soon ran into drizzle and mist and were treated to one of the ugliest sights in Britain, Bradford in the rain, which had been changed into a yellow murk with the smoke of countless coal fired mills and factories. We’d spent the first night in Penrith, and stayed the second at my Mother’s in Skegness, much to her surprise and delight, brief though the visit was. We had to be at Sutton Bridge (40 miles) by 9.00am the following morning.

On a time scale this was early October 1940. The immediate invasion scare was rapidly diminishing, as the risk of autumn gales meant that it would be too risky for invasion barges, and likely to continue so through the winter and spring. We did not know it for certain, but it was slowly beginning to look as if the Battle of Britain in the skies had been contained, but by no means won. Our Fighter Squadrons had been badly mauled and our reserves of aircraft almost exhausted.  Sutton Bridge had only the oldest and most decrepit Hurricanes for our familiarisation course. None had been adapted, so an instructor could not be with you on your first flight. There were a few dual-controlled American Harvards but these were little different from the Miles Masters we had been flying, so when your turn came for your first flight in a Hurricane it was a bit of a step into the unknown. My own first flight had been so long delayed by serviceability problems that it was almost dusk by the time I took off. Lights were showing below, before the blackout started for the night. The flight was reduced to 20 minutes and went more smoothly than I had dared hope. Back on the ground I was able to joke that I had got my first Hurricane night flight in, way ahead of the course. I was not so lucky on my next flight, as an oil leak developed and blotted out my windscreen, so that I had to come straight in to land after take-off.

The glamour plane of the Battle of Britain was the Spitfire and it has remained so into history. It had a better outline and was about 25 mph faster than the Hurricane. It was nothing like as sturdy and could not cope with as rough landing grounds as the Hurricane. It is also overlooked that there were twice as many Hurricanes engaged in the Battle of Britain as Spitfires. Both were excellent aircraft, as they needed to be, to cope with the German pride, the ME 109. Nevertheless the Hurricane made devotees of those who flew them, and very few of their pilots would have swapped them for a Spitfire. Both aircraft were armed originally with 8 machine guns, four embedded in each wing, both had armour plated glass in their windscreens, and a plate of hardened steel at the pilot’s backs and continuing round under their bottoms. Both had metal bucket seats – the pilots wore their parachutes on their back so that it settled into the bucket seat forming a comfortable cushion. Both had sliding canopies over the pilot’s head, thus enclosing the cabin, as required in most conditions.

THE  BATTLE OF BRITAIN – FIGHTER PLANES

For those interested in detail, statistics etc, here are some figures relating to the situation in 1940. The Hurricanes outnumbered the Spitfires by about five to three. The official maximum speed of the Spitfire was 355 mph compared with the Hurricanes 330 mph. This seems to have been the chief reason for the enduring glamour of the Spitfire and its pilots compared to the Hurricanes. The aircraft were both powered by the same Rolls Royce Merlin engines, and both were armed with eight 303mm  machine guns. The official Battle of Britain figures, after exhaustive correcting of the original figures given for public consumption, were that the Hurricanes shot down 619 enemy aircraft and seriously damaged some 137. The Spitfires shot down 373 and damaged 101. The figures cover the period 1st July to 31st October 1940.

We had roughly 1,200 pilots and fighters, while the Germans had about 1,000. However, the German fighters were being used as protective cover for their bombers, while the British pilots prime target was to shoot down the bombers, so they were also up against the considerable defensive guns of the bombers. Nevertheless, it clearly was necessary very often for the British fighter pilots to switch their attention to the protecting German fighters for their own preservation, so it was really a three cornered fight, rather than a battle between two groups of fighter aircraft.

The main German fighter aircraft were the Messerschmidt 109’s and 110’s. The former greatly outnumbered the latter (3 to 1). The 109’s were credited with destroying 502 British aircraft and damaging 71. The ME 110’s were credited with destroying 224 and damaging 54. The ME 109 was armed with four 7.92mm machineguns and two 20mm cannons (more powerful armament than ours), and their top speed was 355 mph, the same as the Spitfire. The ME 110 carried a rear-facing gunner as well as its pilot. Its pilot operated guns were the same as the 109’s and its gunner just controlled one machine gun, able to fire rearwards and to the sides, and to some extent upwards, but not downwards. Even so it gave the ME 110’s considerable protection to the rear, from which direction most attacks came. The ME 110’s official top speed was 340 mph. The Germans also had large numbers of Stuka dive-bombers, but these were built for a different tactical purpose, and were not involved at this particular time of the war to any great extent.

At Sutton Bridge our training Hurricanes always flew fully armed, as we were much nearer the main ‘Air Battle Zone’. They were for self defence rather than offence. However they were for use, not ornament. The use by us was over the southern end of the Wash against various targets placed on mud banks and the like, to practice firing in the dive before pulling away as near as you dare from the target. Other firing was against drogues towed by other aircraft. Our guns all fired together by pressure of the thumb on a firing button on the control column (joystick). Simultaneously the button activated a camera gun so that the results could be assessed fairly accurately, just as happened in a squadron in engagements with the enemy. Of course, at Sutton Bridge I was not far from my home in Skegness and the places where I had done my pre-war banking: Wisbech, Wells-next-the-Sea, and Cromer. So there were constant temptations to look down at old haunts, and let the family know I’d been up there at whatever time that afternoon. We were also brushing up our formation flying skills and so on, but our course there only lasted a fortnight, and seemed to go in a flash. I did get one quick evening trip to Mother in Skegness, and another to take Todd to see his parents in Norwich. Deirdre, down at Lewes, was just too far away to visit as there were no weekends off. So exasperating! We were all feeling that it was time the RAF gave us a bit of leave as we had had none since we began our initial training. We got up a deputation to put our case before the CO for onward transmission. He didn’t hold out any real hope.
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