


[image: image]





Copyright

Published by Robinson

ISBN: 978-1-47214-616-8

Copyright © John Henry Phillips, 2022

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

Front cover image from the Royal Navy Research Archive.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Robinson

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.littlebrown.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk




For my mum, dad and brother




CONTENTS




	
	Copyright




	
	Dedication




	
	Map: LCH 185’s Journey




	Prologue

	25 June 1944




	Chapter One

	5 June 2016




	Chapter Two

	14 January 1943




	Chapter Three

	9 July 2017




	Chapter Four

	3 September 1939




	Chapter Five

	Late April 1944




	Chapter Six

	9 July 2017




	Chapter Seven

	14 July 2017




	Chapter Eight

	2 September 2017




	Chapter Nine

	22 April 2018




	Chapter Ten

	6 June 1944




	Chapter Eleven

	27 April 2018




	Chapter Twelve

	28 April 2018




	Chapter Thirteen

	4 June 2018




	Chapter Fourteen

	5 June 2018




	Chapter Fifteen

	7 June 2018




	Epilogue

	6 June 2019




	
	In Memoriam




	
	Acknowledgements




	
	Index









[image: LCH 185’s Journey]



Prologue

25 June 1944

Hanging on desperately to the metal railing, Patrick Thomas reaches into the dark water below and begins to untie his brand-new leather boots. His hand is shaking from the panic. Water is already up to his knees. The teenager knows that if he doesn’t get the boots off, the weight will pull his shirtless body to the bottom of the English Channel. He reaches up to touch his aching forehead, feeling the warmth of fresh blood. Bringing his trembling hand down to his face, Patrick sees a watercolour of crimson and grey trickle through his fingertips. Tins of paint stored in the bow have burst open in the explosion, covering the men as they desperately try to escape. He gazes across the deck. It is a shambles. Thick steel has been sliced like butter. A dying man nearby is being comforted in the arms of his petrified friend in their final moments. Patrick’s boots will not budge. His hand is too wet and shaking too violently. The landing craft is rising up out of the water and beginning to turn over.

The boy turns to take one final look at the vessel. What was once a lifeless grey machine has become a home for those now clawing to get away. Coming from all walks of life to train and serve together, they have crossed the world and survived three campaigns, but the war at sea did not end with the landing of troops on to French beaches. Enemy attacks have been constant ever since, and now their time is finally up.

Patrick looks towards France. His childhood in Shrewsbury seems a world away. With a deep breath, he closes his eyes and launches himself hopelessly into the harsh, emerald sea. Plunging beneath the waves, piercing the water like a bullet from the weight of his boots, death is waiting at the bottom. The surreal tranquillity of a moment cradled by the water feels like a dream as the sea holds him silently in its grasp, coaxing the sailor down.

Punching up through the waves, Patrick fights his way to the surface, straight back into the hideous scene that exists above the peaceful world below. The stern has begun to sink, pushing the bow up towards the sky. An enormous vessel now looms over the 5-foot, 3-inch lad, threatening to crush his small body into the water as he lies on his back to stay afloat. Debris is smashing into the sea at an alarming rate and with a vicious ferocity. Patrick is just a child. He’s green as grass. They all are. One shipmate is an eighteen-year-old with high qualifications in music who once played at Portsmouth Cathedral before joining the crew. He can’t even peel a potato. Another young man still gets seasick while dry docked. What are they doing here?

Frantically swimming away from the metal hailstorm, Patrick spots a lifebelt floating gently across the surface. He knows it belongs to Jack Barringer from the scribbles and personal markings gained during the hours of boredom at sea. Patrick knows Jack well, having trained for the war with his brother Les. The two telegraphists have become fast friends on the landing craft. He grabs the lifebelt and pulls it close, cherishing a brief moment of relief as the weight lifts away. The struggle is halted for a matter of seconds, until a horrific scream rings out over the drone of the sea. Patrick looks up slowly, scared of what will greet him. He is aghast to see Jack crying out for help, badly injured and struggling to swim. Patrick’s head is wounded, but he thinks he can stay afloat on his own. The sea off Normandy is filled with ships as far as the eye can see. If he can just keep treading water then he’ll surely be rescued eventually. If Jack lives, his injuries might get him sent home, back to his wife and young child. He might see his brothers again.

Patrick quickly attempts to gauge the distance. With as much might as a small, injured sailor can muster, his arm goes back, then sharply forward for the throw. As he moves his hand back to launch the lifebelt to Jack, Patrick is startled by something nearby. A sailor is thrashing forward with both arms, screaming in terror. His legs have been shattered in the explosion. As the man gets closer, he begins to grab ferociously at the lifebelt. Patrick knows that the weight of the two sailors will pull them down. At just nineteen, the innocent boy from Shropshire is faced with an unimaginable choice. Which man should he save? His best friend Jack, who has taken the teenager under his wing, and who Patrick knows has a wife and child waiting in England; or the man nearest to the lifebelt and closest to saving? He closes his eyes and makes a decision that he will never be able to forget. There is no right answer. Either outcome will haunt the boy for decades to come.

On the sinking craft, a radio operator with one blue and one brown eye runs to a hatch on the upper deck. He climbs down a small chain ladder that hangs on by a single link to try to save those trapped below. When he arrives, he sees that the room is completely destroyed. The sight that greets him is sickening; boys still in their teens crying out, mangled within the twisted metal of the craft as if they are one and the same. As he stands frozen still, the companionway door bursts open and water begins to rush in. The terrified man rushes back up the ladder, leaving the dying crew to their fate. Their bodies are never found.

A sailor pulls Patrick out of the water on to an LCG(L) – a Landing Craft Gun (Large). He stumbles across the deck, where he notices Stan Jennings checking his watch. Saltwater has flooded the face, freezing the hands forever at 13:04. It has taken four minutes for the craft to all but disappear. Patrick shakes himself off, looks to the water and watches as the landing craft he has called home for so long sinks to the bottom of the English Channel. Adam Christie is sitting on the upturned hull with his arms crossed as it goes down. He has accepted that death is inescapable. Patrick never sees Adam again.

The small number of survivors are moved across to an LST(L) – a Landing Ship Tank (Large). Patrick is rushed down into the bow. Moving through the cramped guts of the craft, he sees bright lights hanging over an operating table. Watered-down blood puddles across the floor as a man lies on a white slab surrounded by medics. Patrick has part of his hair shaved and a bandage wrapped around his forehead. He goes to the upper deck to be interviewed about the sinking, answering as best he can with the shock of it all. From the shore a gun battery opens up. The shells drop all around the craft, coming closer with each hit.

The pressure in Patrick’s head builds. Less than an hour ago, he was almost torn to pieces in an explosion, then somehow avoided near certain drowning. Now, on board what is supposed to be the safe haven of a rescue ship, he is going to die. Patrick thinks of Jack and Les Barringer. He thinks of the friends who had been by his side for so long. Adam Christie and Alan Maxwell; John Brothers and Dennis Piper; Robert Bell and James Armstrong. The shells keep coming, explosions bursting just inches from the craft. He thinks of the rest of the thirty-five friends he has just lost in four short minutes, of the screaming and the blood and the grey paint. He thinks of the man with the broken legs, of the lifebelt and the choice he was forced to make. The pressure builds and builds until the teenager throws himself on to the cold, wet deck and hopes to God that somehow, someway, he can dig himself a foxhole through the wood with his bare hands. His entire body begins to shake. Patrick feels completely helpless. He is just a small cog in an enormous war machine, destined to become another statistic.

As a telegraphist, Patrick has been working two hours on, two hours off. On his breaks, he catches up on desperately needed rest. This morning the sun was shining, so he headed up top, unrolled a camp bed, took off his shirt and closed his eyes. Every other day since leaving England, he has taken his nap below deck with the rest of the men. The boy should have drowned. Patrick Thomas should have become a name on a memorial by the sea. On quiet nights alone, he will sit and ask himself, ‘Why me? Why did I live, when so many died? Was it something outside myself?’ All three of Mrs Thomas’s sons are fighting in the war. Unbeknown to any of the siblings, their mother kneels by the bed each night and prays for their safe return.

Patrick continues to shake, but the shells never hit. They either have your name on or they don’t. He cleans himself up and dries off, then attends the funeral of one of his shipmates. It must be the poor young man he saw lying on the operating table. Perhaps it’s the radio operator who had tried to rescue the trapped men. There is a short service by the captain of the LST(L), and the man’s body, sewn up in canvas and draped in a British flag, is slipped off the stretcher into the sea to be reunited with the rest of the crew. Patrick watches on as the nameless sailor floats beneath the waves into a forgotten corner of history that so many victims of the Second World War will occupy.




Chapter One

5 June 2016

Elderly men in black blazers shuffle past on walking sticks. The sound of rattling goes with them, medals earned in distant battles dangling proudly from chest pockets. Frail old boys who were warriors once, and in occasional moments can still be glimpsed as the young men they used to be. So strong in the past, but now wishing to shed the thick coat of time, they are wild at heart with heads full of life, held back only by their failing bodies. One by one they go, through the foyer of the Royal Maritime Club towards the pavement outside. The journey ahead will be tiring, but this is what the members of the snail-paced procession have waited for all year. It will be a trip to feel alive. A chance to be appreciated and remembered.

Before them lies a glorious return to the beaches and fields of a foreign land that to a rapidly dwindling few takes on an almost religious significance. Normandy means something to each person that enjoys its calming sands but, to a small number of elderly comrades, its importance can’t be shared. Hedgerows where a friend was lost, a church tower where a sniper was dodged, a street corner where a bottle of wine was enjoyed in the madness, the grave of a friend lost long ago. Each ageing soldier is drawn back to a time, a place, a story from a short period that defines a long life.

With the last of the veterans helped down the front steps, I sit on top of my battered suitcase and try to imagine the lives of each person. Attempting to unravel the story told in the medals, I do it no justice. The campaigns do not tell the tale of the man. Reaching the group outside, we disperse across a convoy of vehicles and prepare to head for the harbour. I cram my luggage into the boot of a 4 x 4, pull open the door and jump in. To my right sits a small man with neatly combed white hair and untamed eyebrows.

‘Nice to meet you. I’m John.’

His eyes stay glued to the seat in front. There’s no response to my introduction.

‘Hello. I’m John!’ I say again, but still nothing.

‘You’ll have to speak loudly!’ comes a voice from the front passenger seat. It’s the man’s carer and family friend, a woman named Margaret.

‘Try to look him in the eye when you talk. He needs to see your lips move. He’s very, very deaf.’

Thanking Margaret for the tip and worrying if I’ve come across as rude, I gently tap the man on his knee. He turns to look my way and, realising that I’ve been trying to introduce myself, springs to life.

‘Sorry, sorry! My hearing is bad. Going up and down on those submarines, I think it must have damaged my eardrums.’

He’s well spoken with a slight hint of a rural accent.

‘That’s fine, don’t worry,’ I say, taking a split second to register the point about submarines. This is certainly not a normal introduction.

‘My name is John. I suppose we’ll be travelling to France together.’

‘John! I’m Patrick. Patrick Thomas,’ he replies with a smile, emphasising his surname. He reaches up to fiddle with his hearing aid, cursing its uselessness in the process.

My eyes wander down to the crest on the chest pocket of his blazer. I see an image of some sort of ship. Beneath is embroidered the words ‘Landing Craft Association’. Above is a gold brooch in the shape of a dolphin, a sure sign of a former submariner. Patrick’s medals are dull, unpolished and held together with Blu-Tack. Among the ramshackle awards is a single red ribbon in pristine condition, from which hangs a white and green cross inscribed in French. It is the medal of the Légion d’honneur, the highest order of merit awarded by the French government.

I’m here volunteering with a charity that has secured enough funding to take sixteen Normandy veterans back to where they once fought. The men come from right across the UK, with one elderly soldier travelling from as far as Australia on his own. It’s the first time the veteran has returned to France since the war and, after the trip, the frail man will travel with his wheelchair to Wales to see his relatives. He knows, as do they, that once he returns to Australia, they will not see each other again.

Veterans started returning to France almost as soon as the last bullet was fired. Some of the earliest photographs show men still wearing parts of their army uniform. The soil calls these men back. It always has. It will keep calling them back until the last soldier closes his eyes for the final time.

Although a number of volunteers and carers are on the trip, I’m the only one here on my own. I stumbled across the charity online just before starting my first job after university and offered to help. I almost pulled out at the last minute, worried that taking a week’s leave from work so soon after starting would look bad. But I didn’t. Something in my head was telling me that I couldn’t miss this trip. With a thud the car bounces across a metal ramp and on to the ferry. Our convoy parks in the belly of the ship, where small groups of veterans and volunteers wander slowly towards the elevators. Not wanting to burden Patrick with my presence, I veer off on my own. The crossing will take five hours. I haven’t been on a ferry since childhood and I’m unsure if seasickness is something I suffer from. I watch the sea pass by the square windows that line the ferry. The waves are choppy. Saltwater hits the glass like rain in a storm. It feels strangely cosy.

It soon seems safe to assume that illness isn’t an issue I have to endure, and so I head to get some food. Carrying my tray through the dining hall, I search for a place to sit. Patrick’s face pops up from across the room. We meet eyes, but I quickly turn away, not wanting to accidentally invite myself over. He immediately begins waving for me to join. I place my tray down on the cramped plastic table and take a seat. He’s busy eating gammon and chips with a wincingly large mountain of salt dumped on top. I tuck into my plate of fresh prawns and try to think of something to say.

‘You were in France then, Patrick?’ I shout. ‘Seventy years ago?’

‘Oh yes! Sword Beach, in the first wave. On board the landing craft LCH 185,’ he says, gently putting his cutlery down on to the plate to speak. I’m glad that I’m familiar enough with the terminology to know that LCH stands for Landing Craft Headquarters, so I don’t have to ask him to explain.

‘I’ve never met someone who was in the first wave of D-Day before. Where did you go after that? Into Normandy?’ I ask.

‘No, I was always on the craft. We were sunk two weeks after D-Day on the twenty-fifth of June 1944. I was one of the only people to escape.’

Patrick goes quiet. His eyes drift to the sea beyond my shoulder. Even so soon after meeting, it’s clear that he is trying to hold back tears. I struggle to understand how our lunch has so easily taken a turn towards a story this bleak. The conversation comes to a halt. Neither Patrick nor I know what to say next. As we eat, I look up at the elderly man sitting before me and wonder what exactly happened to him. When the time feels right, as something in the air seems to say that we’re nearing the shore, I stand up.

‘Well, Patrick, I’ll see you later! I’m going up top to watch our approach to France. I want to see what you saw on D-Day,’ I say.

‘Right oh! I’m off to shed a tear for Nelson,’ he replies.

I laugh along and pretend to know what he means. Up on the deck, the wind is brutal. Puddles rip into the air and morph into a salty mist that blinds the few determined passengers out here. As the ferry nears Ouistreham, German fortifications on the beach begin to appear from the shadows. The concrete looms through the morning mist, still standing guard, crumbling apparitions of a war fought long ago.

In the gravel car park of an old hotel complex, I watch as each volunteer is given a set of room keys before swiftly leaving to unpack their bags. The crowd disperses until only I remain. It dawns on me that my name has been left off the rooming list.

Just my luck, I think to myself.

The organiser recommends that I knock on the door of one veteran who he thinks might have a spare room. I agree, but all I can think about is how awkward this will be. Dragging my luggage across the car park, dust and gravel are sent flying as I bounce the suitcase into the air each time the wheels get stuck. Each of the veterans has been given a suite on the ground floor. The stairs would have been too much for them. Reaching my destination, I find the door of the small chalet wide open. Rather than finding it inviting, the door being ajar seems far worse. I can’t even knock first. Creeping through the entrance, I try to make as much noise as possible. I cough, bump into things and rattle my suitcase on the tiled floor but, despite my efforts, no one is stirred. A toilet flushes in the bathroom across the hallway and the door creaks open slowly.

Oh God, I think. A stranger is about to find me lurking in their hotel room.

While I panic over what to do next, out hobbles a short, elderly man midway through buttoning up his perfectly pressed beige trousers. I laugh as he lifts his head to meet my eyes and I realise that the man staring back at me is Patrick Thomas.

‘John, is it? I was just shedding a tear for Nelson!’

So now I know what that means.

Patrick doesn’t look annoyed, thankfully, but he certainly looks confused as to why I’m here.

‘I have nowhere to stay and I heard you have a spare room,’ I shout.

His grandson laughs from a sofa in the living room. Jason is in his forties, which reminds me of how big the gap in age was between my own grandfather and me. He has driven himself over from England, taking his work van across on the Eurotunnel.

‘We have a straggler, Grandad,’ he says. ‘A poor little orphan looking for a bed.’

Patrick chuckles as he tucks his shirt in.

‘You can stay with us then!’ Patrick says, grinning from one wrinkled cheek to the other as he walks into the kitchen to join Jason and Margaret.

‘Thank you!’ I shout, but he can’t see my lips.

The wooden steps creak as I lift my luggage up a narrow staircase. Standing by the bed, I look from the window out on to a lake and the endless countryside of Normandy.

Later that day, we all squeeze back into the car to head for the first stop of the trip. Everyone is exhausted, myself included. No one really wants to be on the road again this soon, but the destination has been specifically requested by Patrick. With a tight schedule for the next week, this is the only time we can go.

Ranville War Cemetery is found in the first village to be liberated on D-Day. The British 13th Parachute Battalion took it back from the Germans in the early hours of the invasion. The cemetery walls are the colour of sand, glistening in the sun and turning dark in the rain. Grass pathways and flowers are kept so immaculately that the grounds could easily be called art and the gardeners artists. On the other side of the wall stands the original Ranville church, where forty-seven casualties of the Second World War are buried alongside civilians from the village. The war cemetery has a calmness to it. There is a beauty to each perfectly kept grave of one of the thousands of British troops that rest here. For countless living veterans returning through the decades and the families of those that were killed, Ranville holds huge significance. It is where loved ones lie. Beneath these matching headstones are fathers, sons, friends and comrades. There are Germans here too. Enemies long ago now rest together in eternity.

Arriving at the cemetery, cars and minibuses empty on to the street as our group circles together. There are sixteen veterans here, as well as forty volunteers and family members. We silently walk through the gate and beneath the archway that leads to the graves. Veterans meticulously thumb through the book of names kept behind a small metal door by the entrance, before setting off in various directions. Patrick seems different to the others. There is no need to check for what he’s looking for; instead, he determinedly walks across the grass towards the furthest wall. I trail behind, keeping a respectful distance. Turning right, Patrick looks at the names on each grave before stopping in front of one in particular. He doesn’t need to read the inscription.

‘Jack Barringer,’ Patrick says, letting out a deep sigh. Sensing my presence, he turns in my direction.

‘I knew Jack well. We were on the same craft.’

Gently stepping beside the graves until I reach Jack, I lower my head to read the inscription.


J. BARRINGER

LEADING TELEGRAPHIST. R.N.

P/SSX.30514

H.M.L.C.H. 185

25th JUNE 1944. AGE 29



‘We were at D-Day together and trained in Scotland before that. We were both telegraphists. I knew his brother Les, so Jack took me under his wing.’

I nod, but ask no questions. Patrick is visibly upset and I don’t want to pry. If he wants to tell me more, he will. As I look up from the grave and stare at row upon row of young lives cut down before their prime, I’m reminded just how much we take simply being alive for granted.

‘When I was in the water, I saw Jack nearby. He was hurt badly and couldn’t swim. I tried to give him a lifebelt, but another man was going to grab on to it and sink us both.’

Patrick’s words grow quieter with each syllable as his thoughts trail off.

‘I had to let him have it. There was no choice. He would have pulled us both down. When I looked back, Jack was gone.’

Tears slowly drift down his cheeks. This grave is taking him back to that moment, back to fighting for his life in the rough English Channel.

I’m twenty-four years old, standing with a veteran in his nineties as he cries by the headstone of a friend killed seven decades ago. The man still hurts. There are no words I can utter that will help.

‘That’s … terrible,’ I say. It’s all I can think of.

‘He was ten years older than me. I was nineteen. He had a wife and a child. I don’t think anyone else ever comes to his grave. I suppose his family are out there somewhere,’ Patrick says.

I nod again in agreement, trying to hold back my own tears.

‘There were hardly any survivors. I must be the only one left now, I’m sure of it.’

I lift my arm and place it on Patrick’s broad shoulder. This situation is new to me. It’s overwhelming. We solemnly walk back towards the entrance with our hands clasped behind our backs, before taking one final look back from the gate.

It is said that you die twice. Once when you take your last breath, and again when your name is spoken for the final time. Driving along the coast, I wonder for how much longer Jack Barringer’s name will be spoken.

At dinner, Patrick tells me all of the war stories he can remember, the good and the bad. He seems relieved to have someone to tell. I’m grateful for the chance to learn from someone who has seen so much through the years. I think my age allows him to open up, as if his knowledge is being passed on to a younger generation and ensuring that the past will not be forgotten.

Over the following days we attend a number of commemorations together. I push him in his wheelchair in veteran parades and stand by his side as he poses for photographs with people from all over the world. We eat breakfast, lunch and dinner together. In the afternoons, we have cups of tea in the sunshine and look out across the fields of France. I seem to never stop asking questions. It’s like I’m making up for lost time. I learn about Patrick’s job with the Post Office after the war. We speak about my career and hopes for the future. The gap in our years that was so clear when we first met in the back of the 4 x 4 floats away. We bond with the excitement of new friendships and laugh with the joy of old pals. It’s hard to pin down why we get along so well. I can’t explain it.

On the final evening of the trip, the two of us attend a reception with the mayor of Arromanches, the town that overlooks the British landing area of Gold Beach. Having drank all the complimentary champagne we can manage, partying like the war has only just ended, I watch in awe as, now freshly watered, Patrick all but jogs through the cobbled French streets on our way back to the hotel.

The ferry trip home is filled with contemplation. I’d not expected to be left off the rooming list, and I definitely hadn’t planned to become such close friends with a man who was in the first wave of D-Day. Patrick and I spend most of the journey sitting next to each other in silence, staring out through the giant windows that line the bow of the ship. He’s probably thinking of the friends he lost in Normandy, but I’m thinking of him, of how long this friendship can actually last. Parting ways in Portsmouth, it seems likely that Patrick and I will never see each other again. I’ve met plenty of other Second World War veterans in the past. One in particular, Marvin Hardy, comes to mind. I met him in 2014 by chance in a café at Pegasus Bridge in Normandy. He was American, wearing his combat jacket, something that separates the US veterans from the shirt-and-tie-wearing Brits. Marvin had served in the 2nd Infantry Division, landing on Omaha Beach on D-Day plus 1. He was wounded in France, but made it back in time to fight in the Battle of the Bulge. It was the first time Marvin had been back, and he was surprised to receive such a warm welcome from the French. I wasn’t surprised at all. Veterans are often treated by the locals as if they’re still heading towards the Eiffel Tower on the back of a jeep to liberate Paris.

Marvin and I chatted for a while in the sun by the water. As I listened to his memories of Europe and England, he pulled out three pebbles from his pocket, picked up that morning at Omaha Beach. Holding them out in his fragile hand, Marvin pointed to each one. Two grey ones for his daughters, one red for the blood his friends had shed on French soil. I emailed Marvin soon after I got back to England, but he had died. It was as if returning to a former battlefield was a dying wish and a last box to tick. Go back, say your goodbyes, bury old ghosts, then disappear. Driving back to my house in Suffolk, that’s all I can think about.

The first time I ever learned of the war, I was standing on the green in the village that I grew up in. Tearing open one end of the paper packaging, I pull out the necessary parts to build a styrofoam Spitfire. In my tiny five-year-old hands, I hold a tail, the fuselage and a red plastic propeller to attach to the nose. My grandparents, Dick and Betty, bought me the gift for a few pence from the petrol station on the way to the green. It was on a display stand right by the counter. On one side of the packaging is the dramatic scene of a dogfight over Britain, sending my imagination running. I carefully push the pieces together, trying not to bend anything. My brief role on the assembly line complete, I climb to the top of a hill and gently grip the base of the Spitfire like a dart. With one eye shut, I concentrate enough to go slightly dizzy, aiming at the imaginary landing strip just a few metres ahead. Holding my elbow perfectly still, I reach my hand behind my head and bounce it back and forth while planning a perfect flight. Everything seems ready for take-off, but as the launch begins, all of my careful preparation collapses when my arm comes forward with such a childlike velocity that my entire body spins around.

Stunned, I watch as the plane steers at a right angle towards the clouds. Time slows to an unbearable pace as I wonder how it has all gone so horribly wrong. My new pride and joy twists and turns before finally undertaking a backwards loop-the-loop towards the ground. With a silent explosion, the smiling pilot crash-lands nose first into the runway. I look at the crash site. Sprinting down the hill, I drop to my knees to examine the debris field and search for any survivors. Staring down at the tragic sight before me, it’s clear that the plane has suffered terribly from its collision with the earth. Cupping the wreckage in my palms, I try to assess the damage. The tail has snapped, not completely off, but bent enough to never take to the skies again. My upset must be obvious because, as I look up, my grandmother is staring down at me.

‘Don’t worry,’ she says. ‘Grandpa fixed planes in the war.’

‘The war’ is uttered so often and with such casualness that I never think to question what it means. ‘That’s from the war,’ my parents often say as we drive past dilapidated buildings. The war, despite ending almost fifty years before I was born, is all around us in Suffolk. It’s in the pillboxes watching over the fields that we play in. It’s in the abandoned airfields and bombed-out manor houses that my friends and I explore in the summers. It’s in the leftover animosity towards the still-active United States airbases. It hangs from flags on church walls and on memorials in every village that we pass through. It is, most vividly, in the memories of our grandparents. I never stop to wonder which war, because it’s never a war, it’s the war, but the day of the mini-Spitfire crash landing is the first time I learn that it has something to do with my own family and my own history.

My grandmother turns to face her husband, who is standing in an olive wax jacket and a flat cap.

‘You can fix this, can’t you?’

‘Yes, I can fix that. Don’t worry!’ he says.

The three of us walk the short distance to my house, where my grandparents rummage through the cupboards. With his thick hands, Grandpa gently bends the tail back and tapes it into place. I reach out my hand, taking the Spitfire back with a quiet ‘thank you’.

‘Jolly good!’ he replies.

Out in the back garden, I send the plane up a few more times before quickly growing bored and moving on to the next activity. What my grandparents say to me that day is immediately forgotten about in the excitement of a summer without school, but it periodically pops into my mind over the years. By the time I’m old enough to understand who my grandparents are, they already seem ancient. I can’t remember them ever not having white hair or being unsteady on their feet. The war that they speak about seems far from my childhood in the 1990s, but it isn’t. They have both lived through it. Grandpa really did fix planes in the war and now, five decades on, he’s fixing a toy Spitfire for his grandson.

Years later, when I’m twenty years old, my grandfather dies at the age of ninety-six. To die so old is no tragedy, but it hits me hard. It isn’t my first brush with grief, but it’s the first time I really consider what death actually means. I’m fine for a while but, in bed one night, existential thoughts arrive and they linger for months. I can’t stop myself from stressing all night about what it means to die. For my grandfather, it meant rapidly losing his faculties over the space of a few days, before unceremoniously dying in a hospital bed on a weekday afternoon.

The first time I visit him on the ward is the first night of his hospital stay. He chats as normally as a frail ninety-six-year-old can. The other patients are asleep. On the second night, the atmosphere is completely different. My grandfather doesn’t know where he is. The other patients are awake and confused. One man tries to walk through a door in a wall that doesn’t exist. Another asks me if I’m his son. A patient gets out of bed and walks toward us. Grandpa has a look of fear in his eyes that I have never seen before. A nurse mentions, after the patient is returned to his bed, that the man had tried to attack my grandfather the night before. He can’t help it. None of them can.

Despite his rapid deterioration, Grandpa gets up each day, puts on a shirt and tie, and sits in the chair by his hospital bed. He is old-fashioned in every way. He was born during the First World War, and his own grandfather served in the Metropolitan Police during the 1800s, once making the cover of the Illustrated Police News after helping to solve a murder in Fulham. His father was wounded in the trenches of the Great War. Grandpa is from a different era and has always seemed it.

Each night I head to the hospital for a chat. Sometimes he asks if we can leave to go and grab a pint. Sometimes he asks when he’ll be going home. Sometimes he asks me who I am. One evening a nurse explains to my dad and me that my grandfather had been refusing treatment.

‘Whenever we come over to give him his medicine, he tells us that he doesn’t want it. He says that he fought in the war and doesn’t have to do anything he doesn’t want to do.’

It seems odd. I know that he served in the Second World War as an RAF airframe fitter, but he has rarely spoken about it. I have a recollection of him mentioning seeing a few of his friends die, but I never knew how. I know very little about that time period, but try the next evening to ask what I can.

‘Where were you during the war?’

‘North Africa. Then we landed in Sicily and chased them right up into Italy,’ he says, slowly motioning with his shaking hands across an imaginary map of the Mediterranean. ‘I got malaria. They flew me in a Dakota to Tunisia. I still wake up sweating in the night.’

I nod along, unsure how to reply. I don’t know enough about the Second World War to ask any more.

He dies the next day; a rapid descent into senility and then gone. For months I can’t shake the thought of that miserable ward and the sad, anticlimactic ending to a long life. At the funeral, a relative I’d never met before spoke of witnessing my grandfather’s return from the war. He burst into the village pub and drunkenly sang ‘Danny Boy’ on top of the piano. It’s such a different image to the old-fashioned grandfather I grew up with.

The guilt of knowing that I’ve become yet another person who has failed to ask his grandfather about the war is immediate. My dad never asked much about it either, nor did he ask his own grandfather about the First World War. I decide to learn what I can, reading book after book about campaigns right across the world. I take trips to French battlefields. The first time I step foot on the Somme, I find bits of rusty barbed wire, grenades and soldiers’ boots sticking out of the ploughed ground. It’s eye-opening to see such a tangible link to history right there by my feet. Like so many children, I was fascinated by archaeology. Finding those artefacts brings that love straight back.

Preserving the stories of past wars for future generations becomes my passion. I gain a new sense of purpose in meeting increasingly ageing veterans to record their stories, often for the first time and, more often than not, the last. A year later, I begin a degree in archaeology. Trips to Normandy and the Somme fill my downtime. I kayak solo along the River Kwai in Thailand, retracing the steps of my great-uncle who was captured by the Japanese and forced to build the infamous Death Railway. After graduation, I start work as a professional archaeologist. It is a childhood dream achieved. Guilt and sadness underline everything I do in my career, but that only makes me more determined.

After meeting Patrick in Normandy, I return to England and go back to work. It’s deflating after such an incredible experience. The next six months are spent working on a cliff that overlooks the North Sea. It’s a nightmare of a job; a large-scale, laborious slog of an excavation, bogged down with over-the-top health-and-safety precautions, horrific weather and less than thrilling archaeology. Arriving before sunrise, our first task each day is to chip the ice away from whatever needs excavating, and then we start digging in the dark. As the months go by, I grow tired of the situation. This version of archaeology is not what I ever imagined myself doing.

My eyes always find the sea. It is an escape from the monotonous days of dirt and exhaustion. With every lift of my mattock, I glance out at the water and slam the blade down into the rock-solid ground at my feet. The sea has never really gripped me before. I had always associated it with tame but enjoyable days at the seaside rather than a great horizon to explore, but the more I look out across my colleagues over the cliff towards the water, the more the view begins to mean something else entirely. Container ships, sail boats and fishing vessels all slowly drift by as I imagine myself dropping tools, swimming out to climb aboard and sailing away. The sea, from my clifftop lookout, becomes a way of escape.

Since hearing Patrick’s story, I’ve been unable to shake it. The tale is so melancholic, a story of death on a scale far greater than I’ve heard from the mouths of other veterans. Drowning is an unimaginably horrific end to a life. It’s impossible to fathom such horror. In all the time I have spent learning about the Second World War, those at sea have never really crossed my mind. Perhaps the battles on land are easier to follow. Certainly, the archaeology is much easier to uncover. Ships in the war have for me been exactly that. They are ships, great hunks of metal floating on the ocean. The individual men occupying those ships are something that I’ve never really thought about. It’s naive of me to have overlooked it, because when a ship went down, it wasn’t just a vessel. People went down with it. Real people with hopes and dreams, parents, partners and children. Those left behind were scarred deeply and rarely had a place to mourn. To look into the crying, vulnerable eyes of an old sailor still suffering each day with a tragedy long assigned to the history books is enough to not only change my view, but make me want to do something about it.

While the excavation lingers on, my fascination with the sea moves from the ships above to what might be found below. As my mind wanders, I picture myself learning to dive and exploring the seabed. Down there, I’m discovering new worlds in my head far away from the workplace. Patrick and LCH 185 are in my thoughts often as I stare out at the water. Somewhere between this muddy corner of England and the end of that shimmering horizon must be Patrick’s shipwreck. I occasionally asked Patrick what he thought might have happened to the craft after the sinking. He thinks that it was simply lost and that no one has ever attempted to find it. After all, 185 went down during a war. Vessels were dropping like flies. It would be so different if a ship sank today and most of the crew were never seen again. The loss would make the news across the globe, but in 1944 it was merely another statistic.

Not long after Germany and Japan surrendered, the world moved on. The story of 185 was known only in the minds of those few that either survived or witnessed the sinking. They returned to normal life, to civilian jobs and a world in which every person had their own war story. Few wanted to talk about it and even fewer wanted to listen. In my childhood fifty years later, one of the country’s most popular sitcoms – Only Fools and Horses – had a running joke about an old naval veteran boring his relatives with tales from the war. The change came with the passing of time. When once there were millions of veterans the world over, it was only as they dwindled to a small handful that their stories became unique and rare. It has since become a desperate and necessary race to record the last memories of those that survived. Stories like Patrick’s, once unremarkable, are now incredibly important to those who care enough to try to preserve the memory of that time in history.

I read books on shipwrecks during my evenings after work and watch Jacques Cousteau documentaries on my phone during lunch breaks. My fascination with the world beneath the waves grows daily. It gets to be such an interest that I buy a dive watch, an old-school and outdated means to time dives underwater. I wear it to work, but whenever I check the time, I’m confronted with a constant question. Am I a fraud? How can I wear a watch built to go to the bottom of the world’s oceans, but not be able to dive? It doesn’t sit well with me. As foam from the North Sea curls my hair, I wonder whether or not the wreck of LCH 185 can actually be discovered.

In December 2016, I travel down to Portsmouth to join Patrick for a Christmas dinner. The same charity that organised the trip on which we met has brought the veterans together for a festive celebration. It’s wonderful to see Patrick. He has grown an enormous beard since we last parted ways, making him look every bit the old sailor he is. We pick up exactly where we left off in France. There is plenty of laughter and alcohol. Songs are sung, war stories are exchanged, crackers are pulled over the delicately balanced glasses of wine and port clustered together on cluttered white tablecloths. Most of all, there is great relief in my heart to still have all of the ageing veterans here with us. I never experienced as much joy with my grandfather, mostly because I was a child when he was still active. We did share a few laughs in his final years, but he was reserved by then; an inaccessible soul from an unrecognisable time. My friendship with Patrick is youthful and energetic. He is old but modern, and not just because an iPad never seems to leave his side. We stay late into the night, huddled by the hotel bar, half-cut and sharing stories as torn party hats slowly fall down our foreheads.

The following June I find myself back in Normandy. This time I’ve gone on my own. The plan is to enjoy the wonderful atmosphere of the annual event and catch up with the friends I made last year. Patrick is still alive, thankfully, and the two of us have chatted frequently. His telegraphy experience has seamlessly been reapplied to the excellent use of his iPad. We’ve been exchanging countless emails, sharing photographs of our lives, of his days out and what I’ve been excavating at work. I’ve learned of his time in the Far East after Normandy, frying eggs on submarine hulls, and having his entire body covered in ringworm. But no matter how much we speak about his time after France, his thoughts always return to 25 June 1944. Patrick had kept the story to himself until his nineties, assuming that no one cared, but when the seventieth anniversary of D-Day came around in 2014, his perception began to change. It was time to open up.

On the morning of the anniversary of D-Day, I attend a remembrance service at Bayeux Cathedral. Patrick is seated at the front. As the service concludes, he is wheeled down the aisle towards the door.

‘John!’ he calls out, almost dropping his walking stick from his lap in the frantic race to shake my hand.

‘Patrick!’ I shout. ‘I’ll catch up with you later.’

‘Good on you, blue!’ he says. It’s another one of his wartime phrases, this time picked up somewhere in Australia towards the end of the conflict.

After leaving the cathedral, I drive to Lion-sur-Mer, a town located in the Sword Beach sector where Patrick had been on D-Day. This is also the town that Patrick associates with the sinking of 185 because the craft never seemed to stray too far from its initial destination. Most veterans have a town that they think of when remembering the war. For Patrick, it is Lion-sur-Mer. Walking along the seafront, my eyes find the roofs of the stunning houses lining the promenade. They are beautiful in their grandiosity and charming in their fragility. There is something a bit different about this town. It is more real. Lion-sur-Mer was a seaside resort before the war and quickly returned to its tourist origins afterwards. The locals wanted to rebuild and quickly get back to their pre-war economy. As a result, the town hasn’t become such a huge part of the business that is D-Day tourism. First-time visitors will often visit Omaha Beach or Sainte-Mère-Église, the US areas seen in television shows and Hollywood movies. For that reason, there are fewer memorials here; aside from the occasional information panel, a visitor might struggle to even know that the first British troops to step foot in Normandy did so in this town.

Before reaching the beach, I spot a small triangle of grass overlooking the water. It looks like the perfect spot for a memorial to be placed. I’m amazed no one has put one up here. As my boots pass over the sand, families play with their dogs and a group of women enjoy an exercise class. In the very water where soldiers had once been mowed down is now a group of windsurfers. Seeing the beach used for leisure seems fitting. This is freedom, the joie de vivre. Down at the water’s edge children are playing with a frisbee. I take off my shoes and curl my toes into the sinking sand. Removing a red paper poppy from the lapel of my jacket, I kneel down to place it on to the water, watching as the delicate flower drifts out to sea. My eyes look to home. LCH 185 can’t be far away from where I’m standing.

In the afternoon, the weather is appalling. I find Patrick among the busy streets of Arromanches. The rain is relentless and the annual veterans’ parade has been postponed. We’re sitting in the conservatory bar of Hôtel de Normandie, struggling to keep warm and dry. Patrick is disappointed, having waited all day for the parade to take place. This is a highlight of the trip and all of the veterans feel similarly, but, after an hour of boredom, word begins to spread that much like on D-Day, with a brief gap in the weather, the parade will take place after all.

I quickly rush into position, taking my spot behind Patrick’s wheelchair. He finds being pushed degrading, but the long walks are becoming increasingly difficult with old age. The brass band kicks into song as we slowly march through the town square. The awful weather has kept the usual audience away. Instead, there is only a scattered handful of people watching. It’s a sorry sight. The veterans deserve more than this. We defiantly walk the short route before taking our seats for the ceremony. The weather immediately worsens as rain starts to pour down harder than ever. Huddled beneath stretched-out ponchos or battling umbrellas in the wind, we listen as a local dignitary speaks of the town’s determination to keep the memory of the war alive. Everyone here, from local children to the veterans themselves, knows that time is running out on these moments. With the speeches finished, a singer dressed in 1940s clothing takes the microphone and begins to sing Vera Lynn’s ‘We’ll Meet Again’. The assembly stands up, joins hands and sings together. It’s a cheerful moment, but one filled with an undercurrent of upset. In 365 days’ time, when the parade rolls around once more, some of these proud veterans will no longer be here.

Patrick and I hang around for a short while as the crowd leaves, placing some flowers at the Landing Craft Association memorial while we wait. Patrick explains that the association recently shut down due to a lack of veterans still alive. That must be a common story. He gets back into his wheelchair, and I begin to push him towards the street. Upon turning the corner, we’re both left speechless to discover that the previously deserted roads are now filled with hundreds of people. Despite the storm, the locals have come out to ensure that every last veteran is applauded back through the town. Patrick places his hands on the side of his wheelchair and slowly but firmly pushes his fragile body up and on to his feet.

‘I want to walk,’ he says.

Seeing how much this means to him, I take a few steps back and watch with tears in my eyes as this lone, elderly man hobbles down the road, drenched in the cheers of the enormous crowd. Women blow kisses and men shake his hand. Children are waving flags and holding signs that read ‘Merci!’ People hang out of upstairs windows to shout phrases of gratitude. It is a moment in time that I know can never be replicated.

We head to Arromanches town hall that evening to watch a few of our friends receive their Légion d’honneur medals. I’m still filled with pride from the parade and happy to have been reunited with Patrick. We watch the presentation, then head outside to mingle. The storm has passed, leaving in its wake a perfect French evening. The ostentatious town hall is made of stone, reflecting the sun on to the street. I look at Patrick, who appears small and frail in his wheelchair.

‘You deserve a memorial, Patrick,’ I blurt out.

‘What do you mean?’ he asks.

‘LCH 185. It’s a tragedy. What happened to you and your friends is so awful. There should be a memorial to remember your shipmates. What if I build one?’

‘I’d like that,’ he says with a nod of his head.

We both fall silent. How hard can building a memorial be? I think of the sea, back to those long days spent staring out at the water. My eyes move down to my wrist, where I see my dive watch poking out from beneath my shirt.

‘What if the wreck of LCH 185 could be found?’ I ask.

Patrick doesn’t hesitate with his answer.

‘That would be amazing, John. To know where my friends are resting after all these years.’

Carried away with the emotion of the day and slightly fuelled by champagne, I utter words that shock not only Patrick, but myself.

‘Then I’ll do it. I’ll find the wreck for you.’

‘I would be delighted,’ he says gently. He doesn’t think I really mean it, but I do.

I have no idea how to search for a shipwreck. I can’t dive and I’ve never run my own expedition before. On the other hand, I am a professional archaeologist. Uncovering artefacts is my bread and butter. Perhaps most importantly, I care enough to try. It is no doubt a cliché, but true nonetheless, to say that we get one chance in life to live the way we want to live. So few opportunities appear that allow us to make any sort of difference. I haven’t known Patrick for long, but the impact that our friendship has already had on my life is immense. I feel like I owe it to him to at least try to bring some closure to his story. Patrick, my grandfather and the rest of their generation have been forgotten in the fast-moving modern world. One by one they die, taking with them a life of untold tales, but Patrick is still here for a little while longer. With my own grandfather gone and his war stories taken to the grave, I have a shot at redemption.
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