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GOING ABROAD

So back I went to Skegness, with no chance of getting down to Lewes to see Deirdre. Over the phone we decided she would come up to Skegness for however many days I was to have there. There was no hope of her getting official leave, so she sent a note to the bank saying she was absent, sick. In the event we only had a couple of days together, but it was bliss, and again the parting was such a wrench. My journey back to Liverpool by train was a bit of a nightmare, as we were passing through Sheffield in the midst of a heavy bomber raid. Stopping, starting, shunted into a siding. The heavy artillery fire from the defence guns made it difficult to know how many of the bangs were guns or bombs. Eventually we made it by a circuitous route to Liverpool, as our line had suffered bomb damage. We reported to the Royal Liver Building at the harbour, as instructed. In due course we were given a briefing. We were to go aboard the aircraft carrier Furious, on which they had stowed 40 Hurricanes in the below-deck hangar, by taking their wings off to make them less bulky. We would then be joining a convoy and escorted to West Africa, where we would be put ashore, to fly across central Africa and up to our destination, Egypt. On board next morning we were met by Group Captain ‘Bing’ Cross, who was to be in charge of the arrangements for us 40 pilots, who were to fly the Hurricanes. He caused momentary surprise among us all by saying that it would be at Takoradi, on the Gold Coast, and that it would be effected by the Hurricanes being brought up on to the flight deck, six at a time, to have their wings put back on. Each six would be flown off by six of us, landing at Takoradi airfield and so on until all 40 were ashore. For the rest of the voyage we were going to be ruminating about the difference between having half a mile of airfield ahead of you to take off, and only about 100 yards or so on a flight deck.

I will break into my story here to recount how Bing Cross came to be put in charge of this previously untried method of supplying the Middle East with aircraft. (They were in sore straits out there, as Italy had joined Germany in the war that summer, and it was no longer possible for convoys to use the Mediterranean to run supplies into Egypt via Malta). The last convoy had suffered stupendous losses, which we could not afford to meet again.

When the Germans invaded Norway in May/June 1940, Bing Cross was CO of one of the Hurricane squadrons we sent to airfields north of Narvik to support the Norwegians. The distance from the nearest part of the UK was too great for the Hurricanes to do in one hop, so his squadron was put on an aircraft carrier most of the way there. Then they had to fly the planes from the aircraft carrier. This had never been attempted before in a Hurricane as it had been surmised that they needed more runway for take-off than the length of an aircraft carrier’s deck. After three or four weeks there, the Norwegian defences were collapsing and it was decided to evacuate the small British support forces. Plans to put Bing’s planes on freighters to ferry them back to the UK came unstuck over the difficulty of getting them from the airfield to a suitable port.

The aircraft carrier Glorious was operating in the North Sea so it was decided to try to use it as a half way landing strip between Norway and Scotland. Previously it had been thought impossible to land a Hurricane on such a small area – even more difficult than a take-off. However Bing’s remaining 10 aircraft tried it and just managed it, as the Glorious was able to steam into a strong head wind. Alas it proved futile. The Glorious and her two small escorting destroyers later that day came under fire from the two German battleships, Scharnhorst and Gneisenau and were all sunk.

Bing jumped overboard, and with 25 others scrambled aboard a Carley float. It was 3 or 4 days later by the time they were rescued, by which time all but 7 of them had died from the cold waters of the far-north North Sea. Three more died in hospital. Bing’s convalescence lasted over four months. When he was fit again for duty, he was put in charge of the 40 pilots and Hurricanes going off on our trip from Liverpool to West Africa. He was one of the few people with experience of flying a Hurricane from an aircraft carrier as small as the Furious (a sister ship of the Glorious and the Courageous, both by then sunk).

On 17th December we left Liverpool, headed up the Irish Sea, out into the Atlantic. Ahead of us were minesweepers. Joining us were about fifteen merchant ships; and guarding us were a cruiser and four destroyers. Off north-west Ireland our destroyers bade farewell. A day or so later we joined up with the major part of the convoy – probably another couple of dozen merchant ships, a couple more cruisers, the obsolescent aircraft carrier Argos, and one of the very latest aircraft carriers, the Formidable. The job of the Formidable was also to provide a certain amount of air cover from its patrolling aircraft. Of course, all these were spread over quite an area of sea and probably less than ten ships were visible from the flight deck of our Furious. The Atlantic, seemed, and was, enormous, but only moderately rough at first. After three or four days, conditions rapidly deteriorated. Luckily I found that rough conditions did not make me seasick in the least and I was able to enjoy the excellent meals the Navy provided. Accommodation was very stretched as we had Army, Royal Marines, and other non-pilot RAF who were also hitching a lift. The officers were lucky, we had a bar and no rationing of wines, spirits or beer, whereas the other ranks were limited to 1½ pints of beer a day. Drinks and cigarettes were duty free, and I remember gin was 1d a tot, Plymouth gin 2d a tot and whiskey 1½d. Cigarettes and tobacco were a one third of the price we’d been paying back in the UK. Nevertheless, no excessive use was made of these facilities, contrary to expectations. Most of us had no duties to perform. We did have compulsory PE on the flight deck, except when the sea was particularly rough. The same went for deck hockey, which was played with a puck made of rope.

By now we were heading south, down the Atlantic, in the general direction of the Canaries. We travelled blacked out at nights for safety, but on about the 21st December our night’s sleep was disturbed by a call to ‘action stations’. A German submarine had surfaced among the merchant ships and set one on fire with a torpedo. Depth charges were dropped and presumably the U-boat made for safety, satisfied with its night’s work. The next day, the Formidable’s air patrol reported seeing a German reconnaissance plane. Intercepted radio signals seemed to indicate that it had called back to its French base for a strike on the convoy by six Focke-Wolf Condors, their biggest and longest-range bombers. So there was an increased alert throughout the convoy for the next 24 hours, but the Condors either never came, or never found us. By the end of the 24 hours it was Christmas Eve, a gale blowing up and visibility very poor, so maybe that was our saviour.

Christmas Day never really dawned. The gale was worse, the seas were mountainous and the visibility around 100 yards. We know, because we were called to ‘action stations’ just before 8.00am to the sound of heavy gunfire. It transpired in due course that a German Hippa class cruiser had blundered into our convoy near a merchant ship, which she had fired on and damaged. But she was also near our cruiser Dunedin, which engaged her, both scoring hits, before they lost one another in the gloom, as the Germans raced for safety.

The Dunedin suffered a hit on a gun turret, with some loss of life. Because of the foul weather our accompanying aircraft carriers could not launch any aircraft. Two or three hours later the Argos did manage to launch three Swordfish (obsolescent biplanes) with torpedoes. They could not find the Hippa cruiser, but some reports said that they sank a German ship, which was probably the Hippa’s supply ship. We never got confirmation, as orders came through for the convoy to disperse at our various maximum speeds. It was after 5.00pm before we were released from ‘action stations’ and able to have a cup of tea and a snack – our first of Christmas Day. Later that evening, the cookhouse did their best to put up some sort of Christmas dinner, but by then none of our hearts were really in it.
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We had headed further out into the Atlantic, and used up a lot of extra fuel, so instead of re-joining the convoy, which by now had instructions to re-assemble, we diverted to Gibraltar to re-fuel. The bad weather was abating, and on the 28th we awoke to a sunny warm morning about 100 miles from Gibraltar. By midday we got our first vague sight of land, a sandy cliff showing up in the sun. It was Spain, somewhere in the vicinity of Cadiz. Half an hour later, in the far distance, we could make out the vague mountainous outline of Africa, Morocco, somewhere in the Tangier direction. We hadn’t known what to expect, but it wasn’t a bit like our expectations. The sun was out, the sea had turned blue, and we watched dolphins playing around the ship. The straits here, near Tarifa, were at their narrowest, and the Atlas Mountains towered over us. Spain too, was rather mountainous, sloping down to the sea, with little villages so white and peaceful looking. And so we drew into the Bay of Gibraltar, with the town ringed round its 1,500ft rock, and the Spanish port of Algeciras on the opposite side. The harbour was full of ships, battleships, cruisers, destroyers and submarines. We dropped anchor and were allowed ashore, but not to go into the town itself. It was largely for security reasons, as there were lots of Spaniards there who came in daily to work. Our stroll around the harbour included a fiery red sunset as the sun sank below the Atlas Mountains. There was no blackout ashore. As it became dark the lights from the town, and from Algeciras across the bay, twinkled in the calm sea – a more peaceful setting was hard to imagine with the balmy evening and the sky full of stars. We stayed up on the flight deck for hours soaking it all in – this amazing contrast with wintry blacked-out Britain.

The security aspect of not allowing us into town seemed even sillier the next day. It was the Captain’s first trip on the Furious, so we held a ceremonial march-past of all the crew and passengers, so anyone in Algeciras could see just who the ship contained. It was a grand spectacle though, with the Royal Marines band playing. The Captain made his appearance coming up from below on the aircraft lift, a bit like a slow motion jack-in-the-box. The day was perfect, calm, warm and sunny. Then followed our Christmas church service, the sermon in the sun, the Royal Marines band accompanying the hymns, and even the church bells from Gibraltar adding that extra special touch. In the afternoon one of the Navy officers took a few of us with him to visit a friend who was the CO of a Thetis class submarine. We had a most interesting tour all round it – so much crammed into such a small space. We were glad we enjoyed the freedom of the skies in our work, rather than in that tiny box below the sea.

We had arrived there on the 28th, and, now refuelled, we left at midday on New Year’s Eve. As we left, we officers lined up on the flight deck with the Marines band playing nautical tunes. As we passed each ship, (battleship, cruiser, destroyer or even naval shore establishment) a salute was sounded on a bandsman’s bugle and we all stood to attention and saluted. The salute was returned, and another bugler sounded the stand-easy to us. An escort of minelayers and destroyers proceeded us out into the Bay. It all felt like a peacetime ceremony. By 3.00pm we were out of the Bay and sailing close to the African shore past Ceuta, Tangier, through the straits and out into the Atlantic. As darkness came, land was fading into the distance and the ship was back to wartime and blackout. There were only the oranges and tangerines at dinner that night to remind us of what already seemed like a fairy-tale Gibraltar episode.

The next day was a beautiful warm sunny one, but no land in sight as we headed past the Canaries, out to 25( west and then turned south. Tug-of-war and deck hockey had been arranged. We were now down to a single cruiser as escort, and that evening the Furious indulged in firing practice for its guns – a very noisy affair. A German raider had been sighted 200 miles south, so we had dawn action stations for the next few days. New Year’s Day saw even hotter and sultrier weather, so they erected four canvas swimming pools (about 12ft in diameter and 4ft deep) on the deck, and filled with seawater. I had my first dip at 10.00pm New Year’s Day. We had no bathing costumes, but they were unnecessary in our all male society. Gloriously refreshing. We had managed to buy a khaki shirt, socks and shorts in Gibraltar, and were now permitted to wear them, as it had become stifling below decks. They were not proper tropical uniform, but we were lucky to have had the chance to buy them during our unplanned call at Gib. We now received a report of an Italian submarine in the area, but it didn’t find us. We were steaming along at about 30 mph, which no doubt helped. It was much too hot for deck hockey really, so the games were followed by long sessions in our canvas swimming pool. These became over boisterous at times and we managed to wreck one of them.

By the 2nd January we were passing between the Cape Verde Islands and Dakar that night. Dakar was a French naval base and airport, but was reported to have sided with the Vichy French against us. We had a scare when an unlighted ship passed near us in the middle of the night and we all went to action stations, but it identified itself as an non-convoyed British ship dashing for home. Sleeping below decks, even naked, was becoming unpleasantly stuffy and some of us got permission to sleep on deck in our pyjamas, without bedding. The only snag was having to retreat below about 6.00am, as the decks were daily swabbed down at that time. On the 3rd January we rejoined our convoy, which meant going along at a comparative crawl. It became even hotter, as we had been creating our own breeze until then. Now flying fish were becoming common sights in shoals of about 20 or 30, and we were seeing the occasional sharks and barracudas. I went about barefoot, but we now had to wear tropical helmets to avoid heat stroke. But whenever possible we were seeking out shady spots. Our deck hockey and tug-of-war competitions were abandoned. On the 4th January one of our patrolling Fulmar aircraft disappeared, and couldn’t be found, in spite of an extensive search. The next day we again sighted land, at 8.00am through a very heavy haze, as the vast estuary port of Freetown in Sierra Leone hove into sight. The former little-known British colony had now become one of the busiest ports in the Empire. 
Freetown was on a huge estuary with big hills inland and palm trees coming down to the water’s edge. The quays were inadequate and most ships had to anchor offshore, including us. Some of our personnel and their kit were taken ashore prior to boarding other ships for other destinations. While we were taking on fuel, a number of single-seater canoes were manoeuvred alongside by 10- to 15-year old kids. Pennies were thrown down to them and they were very good at jumping into the sea and grabbing the coins before they sank more than a few feet.
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In the afternoon several of us got the opportunity to go ashore for 3 or 4 hours. It was a ramshackle town with few buildings more than two stories high, and mostly roofed with corrugated iron. Even the bigger houses were not very large, but sported palms and bananas in their ‘gardens’. It was Sunday and the black inhabitants were parading in their finery. The older women wore black, the older men dark suits and top hats and umbrellas to indicate their importance, The younger women wore bright satin ankle length dresses, and the more tarty ones sported powder and lipstick. It was our first encounter with blacks and all very fascinating. The little black children swarmed round us like flies and were as hard to get rid of. Did we want a guide? A taxi? Telegraph office? Beer? Sister (12 years old and very pretty, nice, cheap – or not so cheap, as venereal disease was endemic out there, and we had been warned). We had to return to the Furious by dusk at the latest, as the place would then swarm with malarial mosquitoes.

When we got back to our ship we were regaled with the story of the world’s most expensive bunch of bananas. It had originally been intended that the ship’s tender would collect bananas at a fruit warehouse on the docks while it was unloading personnel. This had not been possible as it was a Sunday and the warehouse was closed. But it was understood that bananas could be obtained from a grower near the airfield. So a reason had to be thought up for one of the ship’s two patrol Skua aircraft to fly to the airfield and come back with bananas. Unfortunately the Skua’s undercarriage had collapsed on landing back on the carrier, with serious damage to its underside and propeller. The bananas were extracted and the wrecked Skua was pushed to one side of the flight deck. The engineer officers decided it would seriously hamper the off-loading of our Hurricanes due to start in three days time. We were ready to sail in twelve hours time. So the next day, when we were well out to sea, the wreckage was pushed to the end of the flight deck and dumped in the sea, as there was no hope of repairing it quickly. 
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Early next day we set sail on the last sea-borne leg of our journey, accompanied by a cruiser and two destroyers. We had had our first taste of Africa. It must be remembered that all this was taking place before the days of mass tourism. Few Europeans had visited the area, mainly our Colonial Administrators and the armed forces that backed them up. This applied mainly to the coastal areas. We were to cross central Africa soon, and many fewer had ever visited the area, chiefly by primitive transport, as air transport had yet to find this route of any interest. It all seemed a great adventure as we contemplated it. But first we had to get ashore with our aircraft. The first real signs of this came the second day at sea, as they started by bringing the first six Hurricanes from the hold to the flight deck. There they started fixing the wings back on. The eight machine guns, four in each wing, were not to be fitted until the end of our journey, to lessen our weight. Instead once we were ashore, long range additional petrol tanks were to be fitted, one under each wing. This was because some of the legs of our coming journey were as long as 700 miles, well above the normal range of the Hurricane. It was a first time ever, as far as I knew, and we could only hope that the mechanism, which was to pump the extra petrol from these tanks into our usual ones, would operate efficiently.
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