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THIS BOOK IS ABOUT THE PEOPLE WHO DESIGNED, BUILT, serviced and flew the aircraft that were so crucial to Great Britain’s role in the Second World War. It seeks to see this war from their point of view, through their eyes, and in their words. It presents what they remember about the war in Europe and North Africa, and asks what they think of it all now. My interest in them and their war derives from the distant memories I have of the Second World War, which took place during my earliest years, and from the powerful and romantic picture that was presented to teenagers in the 1950s of the RAF’s achievements and heroism ten years before.

I was born at the end of 1941, in the small English country town of Daventry, in Northamptonshire. This was the third winter of the war, which wasn’t going well for Britain. Over two years of fighting had produced few results beyond defeats. A few days before I was born the British Army suffered a heavy reverse in North Africa and it looked for a time as though the whole of the Middle East might fall to Rommel’s Panzer Army. In Russia the Red Army was being thrown back by the Wehrmacht along a front of 2,000 miles. The capture of Moscow and Leningrad was expected at any time. The United States was still neutral but in a few days the Japanese would bomb Pearl Harbor. That attack followed by a series of defeats culminating in the fall of Singapore shattered the position of the Western powers in the Far East, and enabled Japan to threaten India, Australia and the Pacific shores of the USA.

Only in the air had the war gone at all successfully for the Allies. The RAF had defeated the Luftwaffe in the Battle of Britain, after a hard struggle. The Germans would not now risk an invasion of Britain. Indeed, the RAF was increasingly going on to the offensive, and Bomber Command had begun attacking German industrial centres. Huge British resources were diverted to the provision of planes, armaments, scientific and technological equipment, airfields, and so on. People drawn from a wide range of peacetime occupations – or none – joined the war effort, designing, building and servicing aircraft, the equipment that went into them, and the facilities that supported them. Many others flew war-planes, repaired them, or worked as administrative staff in the various headquarters and operational stations. Among this vast wartime army was my father.

Both my parents were Northerners, my father from Halifax in Yorkshire and my mother from Lancaster. They told me proudly as soon as I was old enough to appreciate the fact that their home towns were also the names of the two most famous British bombers of the Second World War. Among my earliest memories are the names of great German cities that were the targets of those bombers in the big aerial offensives during the later stages of the war. From news reports on the radio Berlin, Düsseldorf, Stuttgart, Essen, Hamburg, Dortmund, and others became familiar to me much earlier than the names of British towns of equivalent size.

My father, like many engineering apprentices of his generation, decided to get into a drawing office as soon as he could. This was the hub of most engineering factories where new products were designed, and where ambitious young men could attract the attention of their superiors. In the mid-1930s, one of the more promising industries was aircraft engineering.

In 1933 Hitler became Chancellor of Germany and soon embarked on a substantial programme of rearmament. The Luftwaffe was marked out for massive expansion. The British were reluctantly obliged to follow and began to build up the RAF and provide it with modern planes. In the 1920s the aircraft industry had barely survived, as it struggled desperately from meagre contract to meagre contract, too many firms competing for too little work. The Air Ministry doled out just enough orders to keep them alive. But after 1933 the aircraft industry was urgently needed. Orders began to flow and the industry to expand. Like many other young men, my father believed this was the industry of the future and he took jobs at several airframe and aero-engine firms: the Blackburn Aircraft Company at Brough, Rolls-Royce at Derby, and Bristol Aircraft, large and important concerns.

The outbreak of war provided new opportunities for ambitious young men: my father joined a recently established firm of subcontractors to the aircraft industry called Westbourne Engineering. This company, eventually based in Daventry, rapidly colonized the small town and its surrounding villages. Several hundred people were employed, many, if not most of them, women. The local economy, previously a mix of boot and shoe manufacture and unemployment, was transformed into one based on general aircraft engineering.

My father and mother moved into a house opposite the factory. I became aware of a world which seemed to be filled with huge blueprints – photographic prints, white upon blue – which had a peculiar chemical smell. They were the preliminary sketches or plans in the days before computers did this kind of work. They lay on tables and chairs, sometimes spread out, sometimes folded neatly into piles. You had to shove them out of the way to sit down. One was usually available for study in the lavatory and more littered the floor in the garage. Balsa-wood models of the interiors of wings and airframes, smelling strongly of glue, contested for place as ornaments with the metal models of the aircraft the firm was working on. I first became familiar with the shapes of the Swordfish and Mosquito, Lancaster and Wellington, from seeing these miniatures round the house.

The lightness and intricacy of the wooden wings was a marvel, you could hardly feel their weight when you held them in your hand. Masses of multicoloured discs, each representing some part of the work process, were piled up in boxes, and the ones not yet printed on made excellent tiddly-winks. Books and pamphlets, distributed by the Air Ministry and the Ministry of Information for propaganda purposes, filled the bookshelves. I was too young to read them, but the photographs fascinated me. They showed aircraft, their crews posed in front of the wheels, arms round one another, smiling at the camera. Aerial shots presented broken dams, smashed railway lines with trains lying on their sides, blasted factories, endless rows of streets with not a house or block of flats intact, stretching away it seemed for ever. And there was one booklet with photographs which I didn’t understand, showing what seemed to be vast heaps of broken dolls, lying still or being pushed by dumpers into huge craters.

Sometimes visitors stayed in the house, some from the world of show business, invited up to entertain the workers in the factory. Others were RAF pilots on morale-boosting tours, travelling round the country telling aircraft workers ‘to keep at it’, keep the planes moving, so we could smash the Third Reich. These dashing young men were a great draw and local girls would gather outside the house hoping to catch a glimpse, an autograph or even a date. Sometimes, a few weeks or months later, we’d get the news that the young hero had been killed, shot down over Germany or France, and gloom would settle on the factory and our household for a time.

Those war years made a deep impression on my parents. They felt that they were lived at a different pitch or level compared to the years before and after the war. They remembered it as a wonderful and terrible time, a period of great camaraderie, when class barriers for once seemed to fall, and everyone felt that they belonged to the national community. At the same time there was always the fear, even in a remote spot like Daventry, that you could lose your life, and that friends and relatives, especially those in the services, were in great danger.

Shortages were severe, discomfort general. But women could walk home at night, even in London itself, and not give a thought to the danger of assault. Girls would hitch lifts and arrive safely at their destinations. A new and better world was being fought for, one that would contrast completely with the bad old days of unemployment, poverty and futility. Jobs for all, good wages, equality: that was what they believed the future would be, both were quite convinced of it. They were also convinced, once the war was over and receding into the past, that somehow it had all ‘gone wrong’.

When my father talked of Westbourne Engineering during the war, he made it sound an unusual firm. A small nucleus of skilled workers had started production in Daventry and provided the basic engineering knowledge: they were supplemented by hundreds of local people, few of them skilled, many of them from agriculture, most of them women. Groups of workers arrived from Belgium, France and Holland, some of whom fled at the time of the defeat of France, others escaping later. One of the managers had slipped away from the Channel Islands in a boat with friends after they were occupied by the Germans.

The factory produced parts for a number of aircraft firms, and my father was particularly proud of the work they did on two aeroplanes. These were the superbly versatile Mosquito and the Lancaster, the best heavy bomber of the war. I have very distant memories of being taken into the factory when it was working at full stretch on these aircraft: the men in brown overalls setting the machine tools, the women working on lathes and drills, wearing turbans and pinafores, the peculiar smell of the slurry, the mess of swarf on the floor, and the deafening noise! Towards the end of the war parties of work people were taken to a nearby airfield to look at the planes they had helped to make, and were even taken up to sit in the controls. It was with the idea of finding out how accurate my distant memories were, and how typical the experience of Westbourne Engineering, that I began to trace people who had worked there and in other aircraft firms during the war. I soon found that many were anxious to talk about their memories: the feeling that the war had been an exceptional experience in their lives, and that the years after represented a period of anti-climax and disappointment, turned out to be very common. They put me in touch with their relatives and friends, some of whom had flown or serviced the aircraft they themselves had worked on.

I was very impressed by the great care and trouble people went to to prepare for our conversations. They invariably traced and brought out mementoes from the period: photographs of themselves and workmates on the shop floor, copies of works’ magazines, posters and newsletters. Aircrews and airmen showed me their log-books and medals. Often memorabilia were beautifully arranged in albums, put together for children and grandchildren. Pride in the achievement of parents is pronounced: I have heard from many sons and daughters wishing to tell me about the experiences of their fathers or mothers, in the air force perhaps, or the WAAF, the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force.

Their generation was particularly ‘air-minded’. Former workers in the aircraft industry frequently told me that they were attracted to it, even though it was not especially well paid, because their imaginations had been caught by the romance of flight. The air circuses of the time, the achievements of pioneers like Amy Johnson or Charles Lindbergh, films about the aerial battles of the First World War like Hell’s Angels, were formidable propagandists.

Several of the men I spoke to had worked in the aircraft industry for forty or fifty years, ‘from stringbags to Concorde’ they would say. They showed me photographs to illustrate how the technology of the industry had been transformed, and how primitive aircraft factories had been in pre-war days:

‘Short Brothers’ factory at Rochester – which built the first heavy bomber of the war, the Stirling – was built and extended in a rather hotch-potch system along the bank of the Medway. There was nothing uniform about it. They built shops as and when they could. Nothing was laid out from the production point of view. As the factory extended it spanned some of the small creeks that came in from the river. Old lighters were sunk in those creeks, filled up with chalk. Eventually the creeks were filled in, the factory floor built right across it, and that floor moved in the different conditions of the tide! It wasn’t any good trying to maintain accuracy under those conditions, if the floor’s floating about a bit.’ (Mr Chinery)

‘Handley Page’s was quite a small firm which was suddenly blossoming out into a big production. But they didn’t have the know-how at all. They didn’t have the labour to call on. There was very little control. If you got fed up, and it was boring, laborious, you put a bit of metal under your arm and walked briskly as though you were entitled to. The charge-hand was down the bottom of the section. Unless you were working under his nose he couldn’t see you. Handley Page didn’t have much organization. And it didn’t seem to get much better. I didn’t notice it getting any better.’ (Mr Dury)

Nor were workers treated well, even by firms with a good managerial reputation. Skilled workers, the core of the workforce of a successful firm, were hired and fired ruthlessly:

‘De Havilland’s was a happy place. We all knew each other so well. We were a happy family, the directors all knew us, called us by our names which was nice, wasn’t it? There were a lot of ups and downs. It was almost frightening in those days – shortage of work and so on.’

‘Redundancies?’

‘Didn’t use that word in those days, just used the word “sack”. Got the sack. Friends and neighbours were hit. It was awful there then, whole batches of people being put out. Almost every night they used to walk around the factory, you put your head down so they wouldn’t see you. We used to look out of the window and see old so-and-so walking along the road. My God, he’s got the sack, I wonder what he’s going to do.’ (Mr W. Phillips)

‘The manager at Vickers was a right bastard. He’d sack a man for eating, through the works’ time, just like that, go and get your cards. And then he had a particular friend, a half-crippled, very short bloke. Used to stand on a box to work. After sacking one bloke, he’d give him an apple.

‘You were allowed two minutes late, at the gate. After that you were stopped and they’d phone through to the foreman and say do you want so-and-so, and he’d say yes or no. Very often he’d say no. There were people waiting for jobs. It certainly had an effect on me – the fear of losing my job kept with me from then right through. I’m amazed even now at the levity with which people can treat their jobs.’ (Mr R. Phillips)

‘At Handley Page – Happy and Peaceful by the way – they used to come down with the money in boxes, money and cards, at four o’clock, or five o’clock and say, “Right, you’re leaving at six o’clock!” The chap had been working all day long and wouldn’t know until that time that he was going at the end of that day, or at the end of that shift. They would just do it.

‘In those days safety was not really a thing. Compensation was very small, if you managed to get it. You could tell a tradesman by the number of fingers that he’d lost, part of a finger or some fingers. If you’re on bonus you don’t use guards on machines or strictly to the letter, do you? You also had people who were favourites to the foreman and what-have-you. One foreman never bought a cigarette in his life! He would come out of his office, walk up to one of the chaps and say, “How are you doing?” The first thing the chap would do is take out his packet of cigarettes and say, “Have a cigarette.” He would have a couple of puffs of it, warm his hands by the fire, and walk back in the office. When he wanted another cigarette he’d come out and speak to somebody else. And you weren’t allowed to smoke! If you were caught, say, in the toilet smoking, you were fired.’ (Mr Moreton)

Photographs of pre-war aircraft factories usually show that only men were employed. The exception was the dope [varnish] shop. But after 1940 women arrived in all departments in large numbers. This was the most startling aspect that many men remembered about the war:

‘I was about the last one to have any female labour – I was very much against it. Wrongly so as it happened. In fact they were better on some jobs than men. They didn’t mind carrying on with the same job all the time, they got down to it. Most of them were very meticulous about it too, the women. Most of them. Very good. I couldn’t speak too highly of them. They did a very good job.’ (Mr Rayner, Hawker’s)

‘The women! We brought women in there, straight off the fields! You can’t imagine what some of them looked like! Oh raw, real raw they were! And you know, by the time the war ended and they were on the way out, they were like ladies of leisure – real ladies! Because they’d earned good money during the war and they could buy anything they wanted. It was something that never happened to them before. They came in and worked with the men – in fact I thought some of them worked better than the men!’ (Mr Patrick)

After the initial shock the wartime factory could be an enjoyable and even exciting place, especially for girls and women who had previously been in domestic service or had not worked at all. Many found engineering to their taste, and discovered unsuspected pleasures in an aircraft factory:

‘You really felt you were doing something better because it was to do with planes. I enjoyed the work. There’s lots of times I’ve been about places and I’ve thought, oh, look, there’s a centre lathe, I’d give anything to still have the know-how to work a lathe! In the beginning I used to think I’ll never be able to stand that noise but you grew to be able to switch it off, though I did lose my hearing a bit.

‘It was interesting because there was lots of perks on there – you had fun! You had more fun with a mixed community than with a whole class of women sitting icing cakes. There was an air of excitement, agitation, because I’m thrown in among a lot of men that are going to watch me, whereas when you’re with women you don’t have to be noticed. I used to walk around in the flight shed to see the men welding. I knew I was nice to look at, and all the old men wanted me.

‘You had to leave a note for your night-shift man to say what your machine was doing during the daytime, and he would leave one back. These little notes would go on from the machinery and gradually it was, will you meet me somewhere? Make a date with him. I remember this particular night there was a man rushed in on nights so he could see me before I went home, and I said cheerio to the inspector, then I walk out to the gates and have a kiss and cuddle with the one that’s on night shift, and I get on the bus and there’s another one there! We go to town and I kiss him good-night. I get on the trolleybus to go home and meet another one, and when I open the door my Mum says, “You seem happy after twelve hours’ work!” ’ (Mrs East)

Women with husbands or boy-friends in the forces found that work in an aircraft factory gave added purpose to their lives:

‘I heard that he’d been taken a prisoner of war, he got captured before Dunkirk. When the Belgians stopped he was one of the first to be caught. From 1940 to 1946 he was a prisoner of war. For nine months we didn’t know whether he was alive, dead, wounded, or otherwise, then he sent us a letter from Germany. We didn’t get them very often. They were all censored, you see. In between time I used to be making socks and balaclavas and helmets and all the rest of it. That’s why I loved my job. I’m helping my future husband get out a bit quicker, that was my way of looking at it. So I worked extremely hard.’ (Mrs Brown)

The men working in the factories were mostly in reserved occupations:

‘I’ll be quite candid about it, in common with every other able-bodied man at the time I had to go to the labour exchange to be recorded, and I was very relieved to find I was in a reserved occupation. Talking to some old soldiers from the war, I think that we were probably in as much danger and sometimes more danger than they were – with the exception of Dunkirk and things like that. They told me I was more important to the country working on the bench at de Havilland’s than I would be going overseas. So I was relieved – well, I was only just married anyway. I don’t particularly think it was cowardice – it was just I felt I would be more use . . .’ (Mr Orran)

‘I must admit I was lucky in not having to go and kill anybody or fight. We had to stop there and get on with our work. If we hadn’t none of our aeroplanes would have been produced. If you wanted to join the forces you had to disappear. You know, just not come in! Go and tell some story to the RAF and reappear at the end of the war. Which a number of people did but they were very unpopular.’ (Mr Snow)

‘We could all dance but there was one chap there who couldn’t, He used to say to me, “Would you come to a dance with me one night and teach me?” I turned round and said, “It’s a pity you weren’t in the war like my boy-friend!” He went up and told the foreman, and he came to me and said, “You want to watch your mouth saying things like that to the blokes in here because they’ve been exempt, they’re all doing their bit!” Yes, OK, just a slip of the tongue, nasty little bit of violent temper. But, but, a short while after he was called up and he was killed. And that stuck, and it stuck with the rest too. And I had to live with it.’ (Mrs East)

The photographs I was shown of servicemen surprised me. I had not realized how young the men who flew against the Axis powers were. Many were still teenagers when they flew fighters in action, or completed a tour of operations in bombers. A twenty-five-year-old in the RAF in 1943 or 1944 was an old man – often nicknamed ‘uncle’ or ‘grandad’!

‘Invariably you went out two crews to one truck, fourteen people sitting on each side, very rough old trucks, invariably driven by a Waaf, the last female face and figure one saw. I was sitting there and the guy opposite me, he’d done about twenty-three trips. I’d only done my first eight. He was a little bit older than me, not too much, but five or six years, and that was really old – I was twenty and he was twenty-five, twenty-six, and we called him grandad! I said, “What’s wrong, grandad?” I remember he had this beautiful dolly, soft dolly, sticking out of his Mae West flying suit. He said, “He’s on the booze! We’re gonna catch it, we’re gonna chop it, they’re gonna get us!” And that night they did. But that’s just one of these things, anyone on the booze would catch it. You didn’t drink and survive.’ (Mr Durran)

They were lucky to survive so long. The casualty rates were appalling. The dangers of combat and bombing are well known, those of training, air-tests and transport less so. Yet everyone I spoke to who had flown or worked as ground crew during the war had stories of crash-landings, balings out and narrow brushes with death to describe:

‘The aircraft had been tested for forty-five minutes by a test pilot, but it had no radio – it hadn’t been fitted. I asked for a weather report and I was told that the aerodrome was clear, and it would stay that way during the hour it would take me to get there.

‘It was deemed necessary always to take a fitter with you to check the aircraft and he had checked it and it was a hundred per cent. Off we went. The fitter was enjoying a very pleasant afternoon – I was flying above cloud. I knew the aerodrome like the back of my hand and when I got there I was above it but I was still in cloud, so I circled round knowing that they would hear this and sure enough up came the maroons from the ground. If they fire three reds in a row that means it’s down to ground level – there’s no chance. Three reds came up. So I pushed off, couldn’t find anything that was open at all, circled round the other way, and got back.

‘Still three reds so I thought that’s it. Run out of juice. This poor old fellow at the back, what the hell do I do with him? He’d never been in a plane in his life. So I told him the position. I said, “You’ll just have to trust me. We’ll roll the aircraft upside down, count three after you’ve left and pull the ring. But don’t touch it till you’re out of the aircraft!”

‘I rolled the aircraft over, hopefully somewhere over the aerodrome and out he went. I watched his chute open before he hit clouds. I circled round again. Pushed the stick forward, it’s working because I’m falling out. Well, there’s a lot of bullshit about how it’s just like jumping off a six-foot wall, it felt like a fifteen-foot wall. It’s a horrible feeling – I was buried by the parachute. I struggled out in my stockinged soles and the one good thing about it was I knew within a mile where the aircraft had gone down – I pointed it out to sea and it did eventually go in the drink. To my great delight there was a pub only three hundred yards away! Although it wasn’t opening time I knocked on the door, the chap took one look at me and said, “Come on in!”

‘By the time the blood company got there looking for me I was paralytic, but not with injuries!’ (Mr Landels)

‘It was a target in the Ruhr, Wuppertal I think. We went in without any problems, other than flak, dropped the bombs, but we were stragglers. We were coming back across Holland at about eighteen thousand feet. The rear gunner called up and said he could see a plane. He was firing at it and meanwhile the plane’s fired at us. A lot of the bullets and incendiaries went into the wings, but we thought we were quite safe. The pilot’s gone on for home.

‘Then the rear gunner called up and said he could see a lot of sparks flying past his turret. Me being the odd Joe, I had to investigate. I pulled back a curtain over one of the fuselage windows, looked out and the whole of the upper surface of the wing was on fire – the metal cover was peeling up and flying past. I said to the pilot, “We’re on fire, what you gonna do?”

‘ “Bale out!”

‘I’d got as far as the end of the bomb bay when there’s an almighty bang and next minute I’m flying through the air by myself. I just pulled the strap and floated down gracefully to earth! When I landed in the wheat field I broke my leg, broke it there, so I was lucky really. The pilot had his neck broken, he landed with a broken neck, but he was all right, he lived. The engineer was killed – he landed but he didn’t get a chance to open his parachute. Poor old Joe, the rear gunner, as he baled out he was smothered in petrol and he burned like a torch. This was three weeks after my twenty-first birthday.’ (Mr Towers)

RAF squadrons included men from all over the world. Crews were often made up of several nationalities:

‘My pilot was Canadian, we had a Canadian wireless operator, Rhodesian mid-upper gunner, and a Jamaican rear gunner, a Harvard man. Biggest man ever to fly in a rear turret – he was six foot three. We had to get him in and then shut the doors on him – he’d never have got out. This white Rhodesian – “I’m not going to fly with that black bastard!” But we solved it. The rear gunner put him in a static water tank, cooled him off! They agreed to fly after that. They were a remarkable bunch. Cat’s-eyes Lindsay in the rear turret, strange man who stammered like mad on the ground but never in the air.’ (Mr Power)

Photographs often show ground crew as well as aircrew, all mixed together, arms round one another, part of the same team. Affection between those who flew and those who kept the aircraft in good repair and armed was very strong:

‘We always had the same ground crew – the thing in the air force was that it was the ground crew’s aeroplane and we only borrowed it. “Bring it back in good condition, don’t bring it back full of holes!” Our lives depended on them. We thought far more of them than the air force apparently did. We knew that if the bloke had said, “Right, that engine’s good!”, then that engine was good. That was where the discipline was, in his skill in applying it when he could easily have stepped down and said, “Well, it’s bloody cold up here, let’s give it a rest.” They didn’t, they stayed there and they finished it.’ (Mr Pring)

Aircrew have huge affection for the planes they flew, even those that have questionable reputations, like the Stirling or the Beaufighter. Photographs or paintings of them – sometimes huge romanticized action scenes done by a professional, occasionally amateur labours of love with precise technical detail and questionable perspective, done by themselves or members of their families – adorn the walls of their homes. Wives seem to approve of this, though occasionally the enthusiasm for memorabilia goes a little too far. ‘We had part of a cockpit in the loo! That was just too much! I threw it out when he was at one of his reunions.’

‘I flew Spitfires and I was as happy as a sandboy! They are beautiful aircraft, absolutely beautiful. There’s nothing wrong with them at all. Our squadron life really was out of this world. Quite honestly, if we could have stayed at Biggin Hill doing sweeps, the war could have gone on for ever because it was ideal. You were doing a job you enjoyed, you had everything you wanted, nice little room, the food was excellent, you got time off and it was really absolute heaven! The Spitfire’s the plane for me! I was never worried about having holes shot in me, that never seemed to cross my mind. What used to worry the life out of me was the fact that I might get shot down and become a prisoner of war and then I couldn’t fly again. That was the big thing that used to worry most people.’ (Mr Robertson)

‘You’ve got to remember we were all young men and we were all flying mad, so most of our conversation was on what happened to him and how he coped with it, and it was very largely talk among each other. We’d all volunteered and for most of us this was all we ever wanted to do. Believe it or not we thought ourselves fairly fortunate to be doing it, and getting paid for doing it. As for the chop, it was never going to be me. Even now when I go flying if the aeroplane crashes I’m going to walk away from it.’ (Mr Pring)

Difficult and dangerous operations, on fighters in 1940 and 1941 in France and England, in Malta and North Africa, and in Italy, or during the bomber offensive against Germany, produced high casualties:

‘I’ve seen people arrive in the morning, go on ops that night, and they’d be gone! We used to go out to dispersal three crews to a coach. When we came back we’d be the only crew left. The rates of losses were terrible. The day we arrived on 35 Squadron they tried to put us on ops but fortunately we sent our kit by train so we had none. The previous night they’d been to Kassel, and they’d lost six aircraft out of eighteen! We wondered what we’d come to. How did they keep morale up? The thing was people expected it. It wasn’t a shock. You knew what your chances of survival were – very little. I think there was more a sense of relief if you came back – you knew you had to go anyway. I can’t recall any lack of morale.’ (Mr Gill)

‘Twenty-one of us went on this operation, and seven got back. The other two planes never came back. A lot of the chaps did four or five trips and then they were shot down. That was it. Four or five trips and finish! Oh, they’ll never get me! Never get me! You always thought that they’d never get you! I was twenty-one, I suppose. The blokes used to look at themselves, oh they couldn’t get me! That’s how it was, yet all around him – it was silly, because you just didn’t have any sense. I never realized how high the casualty rate was. You see, when you went to a squadron you met all the boys, then, oh! (a raid) and you’d lost two or three, just two or three, oh we’ve just lost two or three, and then another two or three, and then they were all gone! They were all passing through! And I never thought about it, never! What a silly fool I was!’ (Mr Jarvis)

A bad operation was doubly horrifying. If you survived, it was to know that you might have to go through the same trauma tomorrow night. You’d got away with it once, but would you be so fortunate a second time? The agonies suffered by many young men will never be known because they did not survive that next operation. The longer trips, to cities like Berlin and Leipzig, or to north Italy, could take up to eight hours, or even longer. Several in a week could produce a state of exhaustion. This situation was perhaps slightly easier for the pilot and navigator who had plenty to do and were kept busy. But the gunners, who were in effect extra eyes, watching out at the rear of the aircraft, staring into the night sky hour after hour, had a hard time of it.

The odds against them made many superstitious. Young men at the peak of their powers, who in peacetime could expect to have most of their lives in front of them, had to contemplate the possibility, even the probability, that they might be killed any day. Many became believers in premonitions, good-luck charms and ill omens:

‘I flew from the ninth of July 1943 until the second of December 1944, and in that time I did thirty-five operational trips over Germany with fourteen different crews! Fourteen! This chappie, Flying Officer Steele, said to me once, “Junior” – they used to call me Junior – “would you care to fly with me tonight?”

‘I said, “Oh yes, fair enough, anything to get an operation in!” Once you start a tour, you’re anxious to do the lot and say you’re finished. I suppose it’s nerves and everything. I flew with him twelve times, and on the thirteenth time that I was going to fly with him, just to test the aircraft, another pilot that I flew with said, “Junior, my wireless operator’s gone sick, would you care to fly with me?”

‘I said, “Yeah, too true!” So I yelled to Rusty Steele, “All right?”

‘He said, “All right!”

‘When I got back somebody told me Rusty had crashed! He’d gone into a hill and the whole lot was killed. That would have been my thirteenth trip with him. Right from that day I’ve always said thirteen was my lucky number!’ (Mr Emery)

‘This sounds stupid, and I’m not the least bit one who thinks of ghosts or psychics or anything like that but I had Mac’s shoebrush with me. It was on the shelf, you could see it. I woke up one morning after we’d done a trip and the shoebrush was missing, so I said who’s got the shoebrush? And this is where superstition comes in – Trevor said, “Wasn’t that Mac’s shoebrush?” Yes. “I wonder if he’s gone for a shit?” That’s what we used to say for shot down.

‘I went up to the flights and looked for the crews that were missing, and there’s Mac’s crew missing. About eight or nine weeks later the shoebrush is back on the shelf, nobody will admit to having taken it. I woke up, “The shoebrush is back!” Trevor said, “I wonder if Mac’s back?” I got a telegram from Mac that day. Apparently the rest of his crew were killed and he was the only survivor. I know for a fact that somebody brought the brush back but the coincidence is so strange. I often go to see him, and I said to him one day, “Look here, 1333453!”

‘He said, “What a memory you’ve got!” Little did he know that I’ve still got his brush and it’s inscribed 1333453! Every time I clean my shoes I see his number!’ (Mr Miller)

It required the strongest nerves, very considerable determination and great courage to go repeatedly on these eight-hour operations over Germany and occupied Europe, or to get back into a fighter after you had crash-landed. Many men were wounded, sometimes severely, managed to survive a bad crash, baled out, or saw friends killed right beside them. Yet they were expected to go on and finish their tour. Getting back into the aircraft knowing from experience what might happen put the greatest demands on them. Hardly surprisingly, the pressures proved to be too much for some, and their nerve went:

‘Everything lit up all of a sudden, searchlights and everything, like day, and there were these dots below. All of a sudden the ack-ack opened up! The astrodome vanished, holes all over us, but we got out of it. The next thing was we haven’t got much fuel. We just about got into Tangmere which was a fighter aerodrome, not really equipped for bombers. We came off the runway and even then got one wing-tip stuck in a tree. When I went down the fuselage to get out of the aircraft, sitting on the lavatory, just inside the main doors, sitting on there with his head in his hands was our wireless operator. I said, “Open the doors, Bob!”

‘He said, “I’m not opening them! A bloody German’ll poke his head in!”

‘I said, “No, we’re all right, we’re at Tangmere.”

‘ “I’ve had enough of this,” he said. And he never flew again. He was married. We used to come up to London when we weren’t flying and the next morning get the early train back from King’s Cross. He and his wife would be there with their arms wrapped round each other. He’d get back to Gravely often, the station, cross the platform and go back to London! They brought him back three times and he wouldn’t fly so they took his rank away. Lack of Moral Fibre. But as a lot of them said, he may have done the right thing. He may have been a live LAC as opposed to a dead flight sergeant.’ (Mr Gill)

The disgrace and punishment of people who could no longer fly still upsets many former aircrew:

‘I don’t remember any problems of LMF on the squadron. We met them before we got to the squadron oddly enough. One or two people found they couldn’t cope. You see, I found this very difficult. They were degraded and it was very tricky to get round it. Far better for a man to say, “Look I can’t cope with this!” than to go on and kill six other chaps.’ (Mr Power)

‘This crew I knew were hit over Germany and finished up in the English Channel. The dinghy was punctured but they got back to England and three of them refused to fly again. They were brought up for Lack of Moral Fibre, stripped and everything. One of them was shovelling coal among the coal dumps. We thought this was terrible because they’d done about sixteen ops. The strange thing about aircrew was that you volunteered for it, but it was a job to get out of it once you’d got in.’ (Mr Poulter)

Nevertheless, many people feel still that they had a ‘good war’, that they were lucky not to have missed it:

‘I crash-landed three times altogether. Well, I was lucky in that I always did it on our own airfield. I managed to get back that far. The odds were always against you, but of course being twenty years old it’s always the other fellow who’s going to get it. You’re immortal, aren’t you? It really was the high point of my life – it’s never going to get that intense – you’re never going to live on the edge like that again! I couldn’t do it now anyway, at this age, so there’s no point in trying to recapture it. You’ve had it, you were very lucky – you’ve had something that thousands and thousands of people would like and never will have. You’ve survived it and that’s it.’ (Mr Pring)

This book is a collection of some of the conversations I had with only a proportion of those people who were good enough to give me their time and tell me their memories. There were nearly three hundred in all, together with many more who wrote to me or answered my letters. I am greatly in their debt. I promised my correspondents anonymity and have in most cases used pseudonyms in the text. There is not space to acknowledge everyone who gave me their time, but I would like to thank the following without whom this book could not have been written:

Messrs T.J. Arbuthnot and L. Armandias, Mrs V. Arnold, Messrs S. Atkins, H. Banyard, A. Barton, W. Bentley, J. Bisdee and G. Blunt, Mr and Mrs S. Bostridge, Mr W. Bowens, Mrs D. Brown, Mr and Mrs L. Cardall, Messrs J. Carroll, H. Chaplin, H. Chapman, J. Chatfield and I. Clar, Mrs D. Cockle, Messrs M. Collis, E. Crosswell, R. Davey and S. David, Mrs M. Day, Mrs Doyle, Messrs E. Draper and H. Dury, Mrs B. East, Messrs B. Edwards, F. Emery, H. Evans, E. Fantle, E. Fawcett and S. Fincham, Mrs D. Fishwick, Miss P. Forbes, Messrs R. Gill and V. Grayston, Mrs A. Groom, Mr E. Handyside, Mrs W. Hart, Messrs H. Hawkins, G. Henderson, W. Herrington and G. Hill, Mrs I. Holmes and Mrs E. Humphries, Messrs M. Hyett, J. Jarvis, C. Jordan, R. Kelly, D. King, W. Landels, C. Leach, H. Lewis and G. Lord, Mr and Mrs E. Lovell-Cooper, Miss N. McVicar, Messrs J. Millard, G. Miller, E. Moreton, G. Munro, T. Ninam, J. Northrop and H. Old, Mr and Mrs R. Page, Messrs H. Park, H. Patrick, S. Pearce, M. Phillips, R. Phillips, W. Phillips, L. Port, A. Porter, L. Poulter and H. Powell, Mrs F. Quarry, Messrs W. Randle, D. Raynes, L. Rayner, R. Robertson and K. Schuck, Mrs M. Schuylemann, Messrs P. Sharpe, L. Skipper and D. Snow, Mr W. Spreadborough, Mrs V. Stagg, Mr A. Stephenson, Mrs E. Stevens, Mrs M. Stutter, Mrs J. Swale, Mrs R. Symons, Messrs A. Taylor, T. Thackray; R. Thew, R. Thirsk, W. Tomlinson, D. Towers and W. Toynbee, Miss J. Truman, Messrs P. Twist, L. Unwin, M. Van Cleemput, N. Waite and L. Watford, Mrs V. West, Mr R. Whitehorn, Miss E. Wilson, and Mr and Mrs L. York.

By its nature an oral history gives the personal experiences and opinions of individuals, their interpretation of their own lives; it cannot provide an overview of the war as a whole. Several excellent texts which do are available, such as: John Terraine, A Time for Courage: The Royal Air Force in the European War, 1939–1945 (1985); R.J. Overy, The Air War 1939–1945 (1980); Max Hastings, Bomber Command (1979); and on phases of the bombing war, Martin Middlebrook, The Battle of Hamburg (1980), and The Nuremberg Raid (1973).

I also owe a considerable obligation to the local newspapers, aircraft industry, air force and squadron associations who agreed to publicize my request for contacts and who often went to a great deal of trouble to put me in touch with participants in the air war. A work of this kind would not be possible without such generous and painstaking helpers.
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