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To the thousands, upon thousands, of men and women who deserve our thanks and remembrance, as much as those who have told their stories for this book.


To all who gave us our freedom.
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ENDORSEMENTS


JOANNA LUMLEY OBE, Actress and Campaigner


History is made up of billions of shards of experiences, each valuable and essential to make up the larger picture, each tiny yet all-important at the same time. In this fascinating and touching book we hear from survivors of the Second World War in their own words. Their very personal accounts of this huge and terrible period of history show courage, humour, pity and horror, splinters of memory, glittering and vital to our understanding of war, and its effects on those who lived through it.


TERRY WAITE CBE, Former Beirut Hostage and Humanitarian Campaigner


I happen to be one of the diminishing number of those who were born just before the outbreak of the Second World War. I still have vivid memories of a fighter plane crash-landing in the road beside our house and of soldiers marching in formation along the road towards their barracks. At night my mother was careful to cover all the windows with blackout material so that we would not be spotted by enemy aircraft.


Those men and women who actually took an active part in combat are increasingly few in number and they have even more vivid memories.


Victoria has performed a valuable service in recording their experiences in this book. Not only has she provided the reader with a fascinating account of those years, but she has given us a unique insight into the lives of some of those who left their homes and occupations and entered a strange new world. She covers a wide territory from the Home Guard to Burma to Bomber Command and Auschwitz.


There is little glamour in warfare. It is brutal, frightening and horrible. It is important that we remember those years not only to pay tribute to those who gave their lives but also to remind ourselves that we owe it to future generations to do all in our power to promote peace and harmony in this world.


JONATHAN DIMBLEBY, Broadcaster and Historian


This collection of the Second World War memories is a gem. The front-line stories are humane, modest and compassionate – inspiring admiration to the point of awe.


SIMON PEARSON, Author and Obituaries Editor of The Times



People sometimes forget that war is not about cold metal – aircraft, battleships and tanks. It is about the pain and suffering of human beings, their courage and anxieties, and the relationships that generate hope and fear. In Remarkable Journeys of the Second World War, Victoria Panton Bacon captures the vulnerability of the human spirit – at sea, on land and in the air, from the Lancaster navigator watching the stars; to the wine waiter on the high seas; the young Hungarian Jew who made a life after Auschwitz; and the warrior historian seeking truth. Her book is full of remarkable testimony, a series of remarkable journeys.


JOSHUA LEVINE, Second World War Author and Historian


As the Second World War passes from living memory, Victoria presents an extraordinary cast of characters who reveal what it was like to take part in the fight for freedom. From cavalrymen to rear gunners to merchant seamen, this book reveals the participants as human beings with recognisable passions and emotions. Their stories are exciting, heart-breaking and vitally important.


TED WILSON, Author and Veteran of the Vietnam War


Victoria Panton Bacon has woven together voices with historical context to create the Bayeux Tapestry of the Second World War. An important part of her book is her own perspective as someone who is two generations separated from those who lived through the trauma. For those of my own generation, Baby Boomers born in the 1940s, the men and women who experienced the war were parents, teachers and work colleagues. We often sat next to them in staff rooms and saw them on a daily basis. In some ways, we took them for granted and did not fully appreciate what they had experienced. Victoria is from the grandchild generation and the freshness of her perspective is a vital part of this book. If anything, she has taught us that we should love these extraordinary men and women even more than we do.


Remarkable Journeys of the Second World War is an outstanding book which deserves to become a classic of the period. Victoria’s narrative gets up close and personal to her truly remarkable interviewees. Her sympathy for and interaction with these individuals creates honest and gripping revelations. The voices in this book reflect a wide range of war experience. There are pilots, sailors, Home Guard soldiers, POWs – and the harrowing recollections of a Bergen-Belsen survivor (an account that should be read in history lessons in every school).


Although much has been written about this period, Victoria constantly turns over new leaves. Far from the Dad’s Army image of popular imagination, the Home Guard suffered 1,206 killed. In addition to the horrors of the gas ovens, there was also the sadistic twist of having family photos confiscated by concentration camp guards – sadism that becomes emotional as well as physical.


I must also praise the writing skill and professionalism with which this book has been woven together. Each voice is unique and utterly memorable. At times tragic, at times humorous, but always gripping, Remarkable Journeys of the Second World War is a book that will reverberate in the reader’s mind long after the final page.









FOREWORD BY ELIZABETH HALLS


(Author of her Father’s Second World War Diary, Flying Blind: The Story of a Second World War Night Fighter Pilot)


When I looked it up to check, I was surprised to find that the last surviving service veteran of the First World War was not ‘the last fighting Tommy’, Harry Patch (1898–2009) as I had thought: he was the last surviving veteran to have fought in the trenches; nor was it Claude Choules (1901–2011), a British Australian who was the last surviving combatant, and who served in the Royal Navy in both world wars. It was, in fact, a lady called Florence Green, who joined the Women’s Royal Air Force when she was just 17, in the summer of 1918.


The WRAF had been formed a few months earlier, so that women could do jobs such as mechanics, cooks and clerks, thus freeing up more men for active service. Florence never saw combat. Her wartime memories were of the base at RAF Marham, where she waited at tables as a mess steward, and the pilots she met, admired and sometimes dated. When she died in Norfolk in 2012, aged 110, it was the humble Florence who represented the ending of her era.


I mention this because it so clearly highlights the fact that the two world wars involved not only, and not even mainly, professional combatants, but volunteers and ‘ordinary’ people, both men and women, and directly affected people of all ages, including children, in all walks of life.


Victoria’s collection of memories from the Second World War reflects this fact. It is not so much a memoir of a war as the recording of another disappearing era by those who still survive. This book does not concentrate on the battles, the manoeuvres, the aircraft, the ships and the tanks: the progress of the conflict. Instead, it looks at individual lives and lets them be the lens through which we gain an understanding not principally of the war itself, or how it was won, but of what it was like to live it. And in the process, as we see the individual spirit, courage and resilience of each person’s tale, set against the sadness and the struggle from which they rose, we realise something profound about why the winning happened, against all the odds.


We are also invited, as we read, to accompany Victoria on her own remarkable journey as she interviews her subjects. Unusually, for a series of memoirs, Victoria herself appears in the pages in relation to the veterans and their unfolding stories. We are sometimes there with her in the room, and she becomes for us an ‘Everyman’ of our own age, as she reaches back to try and understand what it was like for them to live their own life in wartime. In this, the book is a journey for all of us.


I embarked on my own remarkable journey in 2012 when, after my father, ex-Flight Lieutenant Bryan Wild died aged 90, I discovered his diaries, photographs and unfinished memoirs of his time as a fighter pilot during the Second World War. Like Victoria with her grandfather’s writings, I had the joy and privilege of compiling and editing my father’s memoirs, published as Flying Blind: The Story of a Second World War Night Fighter Pilot in 2014, by Fonthill Media. The researching and writing of that book took me on my own emotional journey into my father’s memory, connecting me deeply with the young man he was then – not a part of him I ever knew in life – and immersing me in a knowledge of that wartime period I never thought to have. The next year, on a crazy impulse, I sold my modern 4 x 4 in order to buy a 1936 Singer Le Mans sports car of the same make, model and colour as my father’s favourite car, one he bought in 1944 from a fellow pilot. In 2015, raising funds and profile for the RAF Benevolent Fund, I took it to all sixty airfields on the British mainland where he landed during the war, a remarkable journey indeed that was more amazing to me than words can say – I met relatives of my father’s wartime friends.


I discovered that every airfield had its own surprise and gift. And in Norfolk, one of those was meeting Victoria, with whom a warm correspondence had grown around a shared experience of connection with that wartime era and a sense of duty to record and remember what was handed to us. The five short stories written by her grandfather, which are included in this book, are part of her own family inheritance.


Why is it important to remember? Because, like Victoria’s grandfather and my father, the war history is made up of individual lives; ordinary men and women like us, who lived and served and, in so many cases, died under the burden of conflict, each in their own allotted place and in their own unique way.


We live in their legacy. So, before the last one of them passes away, we listen, and remember to say, ‘Thank you’.


That is what this book is all about.


Elizabeth Halls









FOREWORD BY LIEUTENANT GENERAL JAMES BASHALL




Come Together


Join Together


Remember Together





These words encapsulate the spirit of the work of the Royal British Legion, for which I am so proud and honoured to be president. We provide lifelong support to serving, and ex-serving, personnel and their families. We have been here since 1921 and we will be here as long as we are needed.


In 2020, the year in which Remarkable Journeys of the Second World War is published, we have been paying a special tribute to the men and women who served during the Second World War. Although our remembrance activities will be much reduced by the impact of Covid-19, we wish to celebrate the lives of those veterans still with us, and remember once more the freedoms and peace they secured for us.


The Second World War is important for many reasons. It was a conflict involving most of the world, and was partly born of the unsettled issues facing our global society since the Great War, now known as the First World War. Lasting from 1939 to 1945 and responsible for the horrors of the Holocaust, and the deaths of somewhere between 40 and 50 million people. Those who served in those years are now mostly in their late 90s. Soon, we’ll have no living witnesses to the terrifying and triumphant events of a war that changed the world forever. The people who lived through those times – both military and civilian – deserve our recognition and to be remembered.


Victoria’s book is therefore extremely important. These are real stories of real people from a range of backgrounds from across the globe, all of whom were caught up in the kaleidoscope of a war of national survival. We can learn so much from these stories. They remind us particularly of the human nature of conflict and its impact on ordinary lives; and as a veteran myself, the remarkable military journeys stand to inspire the next generation. It is in everyone’s best interest to understand the events of the Second World War so we can prevent it happening again, and we need to cherish the memories of those who lived through those years – while we still can.


Victoria has written up these vital memories in a matter of fact manner, almost as if they are not real stories. But they are, and the chapters include stories from events that are little documented or known about. It is a remarkable book about a remarkable group of men and women, whose stories needed to be told.


We will remember them.









PREFACE


Every year, on 11 November, the pain of war is thrust into the forefront of our thinking. Through the wearing of poppies, laying of wreaths and singing of military hymns, we are encouraged to remember those who have suffered – and are still suffering – through conflict; those who have helped deliver the peace we have today.


I think it is absolutely right we are asked to ‘remember them’, and in doing so, acknowledge the physical and emotional pain of so many. However, in order to give this act of remembrance justice, we do need to understand. For a human being to empathise with the pain of another without having experienced that pain is challenging; some would argue, impossible. But, if we take the trouble to listen to or read of the experience we want to comprehend, our understanding of that situation can be deepened.


Therefore, I urge anyone who yearns for an appreciation of the Second World War, beyond knowledge of facts and figures, to read the testimonies in this book. Each chapter is a previously untold memory of the Second World War which shines a bright light on these six, dark years; illuminating the courage, actions and sentiments of thousands – millions – whose wartime experience changed the course of history.


The veterans who have recalled their memories for Remarkable Journeys have had to be brave, yet again, to cast their minds back over seventy years; but they have done so because they want to. Not only for themselves, but far more so, I am sure, for their friends and comrades who have not – or simply could not – do what they have done.


There is much sadness in this book, which you would expect of course, such as the awfulness that Piers de Bernière-Smart describes when being sent into battle (as a member of the Household Cavalry) after reconnaissance had been done that predicted horrifying loss, and the shock experienced by John Ottewell who cleared up carnage after the bombing of a Sunday school that killed, among others, twenty-six children.


However, there are surprises too – for example, Bill Carter told me how his love of music helped him through the war; Pat Rorke explained how Rudyard Kipling’s poem ‘If’ aided her sanity in coping with the secrecy rules she was bound to obey while working in the unit handling Enigma code messages, and Douglas Huke, as a member of the Merchant Navy, who travelled all the way to Australia, told me he returned not with prisoners or soldiers, but only with a cargo of skinned rabbits.


When I read all of these chapters, which I am so privileged to have had the opportunity to write, I think how extraordinary they would be if they were fiction. But they are not fiction. They are fact. They illustrate the reality of war; nothing can better help us understand the Second World War than personal testimonies such as these.


Writing up these memories has been a ‘remarkable journey’ for me. I have been warmly welcomed into the homes of each veteran; there have been tears (sometimes mine) and laughs, but above all a searing honesty that has opened my eyes and deepened my understanding.


My journey began in 2012, after I came across my grandfather’s handwritten memoir of the Second World War; the words of which – for fear of sounding trite – when I deciphered them, leapt off the page. His words transported me to France, as it was falling into occupation, in 1940.


My grandfather, Alastair Panton’s, story is called Six Weeks of Blenheim Summer. It is his account of flying a Bristol Blenheim aircraft during the Battle of France in 1940. This was published two years after I found it, and has since been reprinted1. Many who have read it have thanked me for bringing it to fruition as the clarity of his writing has deepened their understanding of what it was to be part of the war, at a time when we were staring defeat in the face. It has also – to my delight – given many pause for thought about what their own family members possibly went through.


Finding the handwritten manuscript of Blenheim Summer, which was totally unexpected, among my own father’s model aircraft after he died, marked the start of my own ‘remarkable journey’. So, Remarkable Journeys of the Second World War is a sequel to Blenheim Summer; it is the continuation of my quest to deliver a deeper understanding of the Second World War to others through the writing up of true, personal testimonies which I have been so privileged to be given.


I hope by turning the pages of this book, you will have a ‘remarkable journey’ of your own.


Finally, in the words of Fred Howard, a friend of Peter Blackburn (Chapter 9):


We must all be grateful to the people who gave us this rich gift of their memories. They take us into a period of British history that those who lived in those dark days hoped never to have to go through again – but they were revolutionary times that altered the culture of rural England and the destiny of the nation.


Victoria Panton Bacon


____________________


1 Published by Biteback and Penguin respectively, 2014 and 2018.









1


NAVIGATION BY THE STARS – JOHN OTTEWELL


John was a navigator on Lancaster bombers. Here, he tells about the complexity of navigation, and of some of the humanitarian operations he took part in.
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John Alan Ottewell, c. 1944. This shows Dad ‘ready for action’. (Chris Ottewell)
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Lancaster Crew, 1944. (Chris Ottewell)





John Ottewell wanted to fly for as long as he could remember. One of his earliest memories was of being caught jumping off his parents’ porch roof, holding an umbrella to use as a parachute. Upon learning this, I conjured up an image of a slightly naughty, gung-ho young boy doing something rather unadvisable. Landing in the uncomfortable heap that he did after his exploit with the umbrella could have put him off flying for good – but it didn’t. That ‘flight’ might have been reckless, but he learned what it was like to be up high, look down and – fleetingly – be in the air rather than on the ground. It took courage to jump off that roof and, in spite of the pain of landing, his determination to be an airman was not diminished.


It was this enthusiasm that led him – and thousands like him – to the recruiting office of the Royal Air Force. John’s memories made me think about how these young men must have felt as they signed up to be part of the Second World War. How nervous they must have been, but excited too – lives suddenly full of purpose and meaning, knowing that they were doing this for their country, and for the king.


[image: Illustration]

‘Pathfinder Crew’ is a genuine period shot taken by an unknown person using Dad’s Kodak camera. (Chris Ottewell)





Suddenly, in uniform, from what I have gleaned from the veterans to whom I have spoken for this book, upon joining their unit – be it army, RAF or navy – new recruits were so proud that the risks and dangers that war presented were secondary to the thrill of being accepted as part of the team. It was an enormous team, all with the same aim – at all costs, to win the war. I have to think at this point, though, of those they left behind. As they marched forward, those who remained could only stand still and wait. Every day as the war progressed, new recruits were nervously waved off to begin their journey by mothers, fathers, grandparents, brothers, sisters, cousins, friends and lovers.


Those left behind stood tall with pride, but it almost hurts as I write this to think of the fear of loss that their hearts must have also been pierced with. Of course, we can be certain of nothing, such is human nature, but war creates a level of vulnerability that is hard perhaps to comprehend, unless we have been there. It creates a situation where life can be snatched away at any moment, and every day when it isn’t, is a gift. This is true, of course, for all of us, all of the time, but the consciousness of that must be heightened in war. The vulnerability felt by those fighting and those who remain behind can create inner strength that may be empowering, but at the same time, such vulnerability could be overwhelming if one allowed a fear of dying to prevail.


[image: Illustration]

The occasion when John met his tail gunner in January 2018 (appropriately, he really was called Charlie!) for the first time since 1945. (Chris Ottewell)





Flying Officer John Ottewell began his basic training with the RAF after signing up when he reached the minimum age of 18. Once into his training the painful reality of war soon hit him, hard. Two bombs fell dangerously close to him, wreaking the carnage the enemy had planned for them. It happened while he was doing physical training on a beach at Babbacombe in Devon, on 30 May in 1943. While drilling, he and his fellow trainees – around twenty young men – suddenly heard a roaring noise. They looked out towards the direction of the sound and saw a German FW (Focke Wulf) 190 fighter aircraft flying low towards them, so as to be under the radar. Within moments it had dropped both of the bombs it was carrying.


[image: Illustration]

John as a cheeky 6-year-old (approx.). (Chris Ottewell)





The first bomb, said John, tore through the top of the hotel where they were billeted. It went from ‘front to back’, he recalled, causing a lot of damage and destroying the personal kit he had just been issued. This same bomb eventually went through the house behind the hotel and was dealt with by bomb-disposal experts.


It was the second bomb, however, that resulted in the havoc and suffering. It took the lives of thirty people that afternoon – twenty-six of them children. It landed on a village hall in nearby St Marychurch, while Sunday school was taking place. It was ‘terrible’, said John. ‘It all happened in a matter of moments. We heard the bomb and it was soon followed by clouds of paper floating down, onto the beach.’ These were the pages of hymn books, John said, ironically revealing words of praise, forgiveness and courage. John and his comrades went as soon as they could to the scene of the devastation.


Words from the Gospel of Matthew are inscribed on the memorial stone that has been erected near the site of the bombing, to remember those who died, ‘Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God [Matthew 5.8]’. I hope their suffering was short and their last few moments peaceful. It is those who are left behind who subsequently suffer the most.


John Ottewell’s description of what happened that day was very vivid. Since our conversation, an image has been imprinted in my mind of a group of young men on a beach, on a warm sunny day, quietly marching and enjoying the camaraderie – the reality of war still far away. Then suddenly, their peace was shattered. In an instant they were vulnerable, the war had become real. Drilling, marching, teamwork skills – what they were learning probably took on a whole new meaning. There was sudden reasoning behind the orders they were under pressure to obey, and a sense of urgency would, I think, have gripped them. A realisation that the job for which they were being trained was the most important in the world. Lives depended upon their diligence, dedication and – most of all – success. Witnessing the hideous killing and maiming of human beings – particularly those so young, with their lives ahead of them – was not something that could be tolerated.


The Babbacombe bombing took place in May 1943, almost seventy-five years before John Ottewell spoke to me about it. The years may have dulled the initial shock of what he witnessed, but the sadness has clearly remained with him. It was quite exhausting for him to describe this to me. Indeed, it was draining for me even to take it in.


This was the beginning of the Second World War for John Ottewell. It was important that he told me this – and it is why it matters for veterans to tell us their memories because there are, tragically, many accounts such as this; a huge number of significant life-changing battles and happenings that have gone virtually unrecorded, and if not spoken of, are forgotten.


However, after moving on from the sadness of Babbacombe, John lifted the mood with much talk about his job in the war, that of being a navigator on the mighty Lancaster bomber. It was with justifiable pride that he described the skills required and the instruments used. For his abilities and recorded successes, he is the recipient of not only a Distinguished Flying Medal (DFM), but also a Légion d’honneur.


Again, John’s words put pictures in my head. Throughout this part of our conversation I felt almost transported to the cockpit of the Lancaster, sitting, slightly squashed, maps askew, on a stool facing buttons, levers and knobs on a panel displaying numbers and needle gauges which were swinging from left to right. It would have been a cockpit choked with courage, conscientiousness and responsibility. Each and every sortie they undertook was a perilous operation. One of a seven-man crew, John was seated in the cockpit behind the pilot – he was the guide, while the pilot was the driver. The others, with equally important roles to play, were in their hands.


After training, John Ottewell joined 115 Squadron, a main-force Lancaster squadron, which took him to such places as Normandy and the Ruhr. During the Second World War, 115 Squadron’s base moved five times, but always remained in East Anglia.


John was particularly friendly with the rear gunner, their own ‘Tail End Charlie’, who was appropriately called Charlie (Sargeant), and the mid-upper gunner, also called Charlie (Shepherd.) When not on operations, John and ‘the Charlies’ would often cycle to the nearest town for a break and to recharge their batteries. Sometimes they would have a flutter in a betting shop, and in 1944 this resulted in them nicknaming their own Lancaster ‘Tehran’ after successfully betting that a horse of that name would win the famous St Leger horse race, which to this day still takes place annually in Doncaster. Such was his fondness for the Lancaster and crew that, at the time, John made a model of it, decorating it with the names of the crew.


Respect for aeroplanes was a common thread, I discovered, through my conversations with all the RAF veterans. Perhaps for them to feel their plane was the safest, strongest and most robust was a wonderful thing – a sort of emotional security blanket. John Ottewell was clearly very thankful that he had been able to go through the war in a Lancaster – it was probably the aircraft that most RAF trainees ultimately hoped they would fly in and many of them did because it was the RAF’s principal heavy bomber, at least during the latter half of the war. It was also one of the largest aircraft. Powered by four engines that drove four sets of propellers, it was capable of flying even if two of its engines were lost, and its size and durability meant it carried the largest bombs – some weighing up to 12,000lb (5,400kg) – in addition to other, smaller incendiaries.


John’s pride in being in a Lancaster crew was matched by my grandfather, Alastair Panton who flew Bristol Blenheims at the beginning of the war. Even though Alastair’s battle days were cut short with his capture by the Germans in July 1940 after crash-landing his aircraft, he nonetheless had a deep respect for it. He wrote, ‘The affection and trust I had developed for my Blenheim under normal conditions became wondering admiration throughout the six week campaign of the Battle of France.’ Such affection was matched by Colin Bell, who piloted the ‘Wooden Wonder’ – a de Havilland Mosquito – fifty times over Germany, evading many determined attacks of the enemy (Colin’s story is in Chapter 7).


Having survived his first tour of duty, during which he was awarded the Distinguished Flying Medal (DFM), John Ottewell and most of his crew volunteered to go directly on to a second tour, this time in the elite Pathfinder Force. They joined 7 Squadron, and he was promoted from the position of Flight Sergeant to Flying Officer.


Pathfinders were tasked with the responsibility of dropping coloured makers on targets for the following main-force bombers, indicating where they should drop their bombs if the targets were obscured by cloud. They did this by releasing flares which ignited and burned under parachutes as they slowly descended from about 1,000ft above the clouds. The main bomber aircraft then used these as an aiming point, correcting for wind and altitude, in order to try and hit a target they couldn’t see.


The Pathfinders’ job was to drop the flares as accurately as possible, and in all raids there would have been a ‘Master Bomber’ whose job it was to keep an eye on the markers (which might drift quite rapidly in the wind) and call for new markers as required, while informing the main-force bombers which markers to use and which to ignore. It was a technique called ‘Wanganui’ – it was very difficult, particularly in the wind. John knew that misplaced flares would have led to misplaced bombs, and misplaced bombs could lead to civilian lives destroyed. They did their best, but of course the scene was already set. This was war.


So, to navigation. There is no doubt, and John certainly did not pretend otherwise, that the task of guiding huge aircraft from A to B, often in darkness, in skies busy with the enemy, was extremely challenging. Even with the introduction of radar, which arrived in the early part of the war, intense levels of concentration and attention to detail were continually required.


Accuracy was essential in the meeting of objectives on the first occasion as failure could not only result in the loss of civilian life but also, for John and his crew, in having to return to the same target to finish the job. John explained to me how, without today’s radio aids and GPS systems, navigators had to rely on their charts, two watches, their compass and a sextant to navigate across the dark skies of Europe to find a target that might well be camouflaged or disguised by the use of a ‘clever’ dummy target nearby. But, said John, ‘German decoy flares and markers never quite matched those dropped by the Allies’ red, green and orange markers.’


He explained to me:


The sextant was very similar to the type that sailors have used for centuries; but because aircraft move much faster than ships it was difficult to take an accurate star altitude, by that I mean taking an angle with the horizon. It had a bubble like a spirit level, and a little clockwork mechanism which gave an average of six shots, resulting in the altitude appearing on the counter, and a hook on the top that hung in a dome.


John told me that ‘later versions had a more complicated averaging mechanism’.


From the way John described the sextant, it was clearly an ingenious and essential piece of kit, but not at all easy to use, and I wasn’t surprised when he said that sometimes it felt that he was only able to navigate and find his way at all by the stars. How much easier it must have been when the sky was clear. John said that even though they did have good maps, often they simply did not know with any degree of accuracy where anywhere was and, ‘sometimes’, he told me with a twinkle in his eye, ‘the instruction was to fly somewhere, with even the starting point not well mapped. Tricky! Not something we can appreciate today with so many ridiculously easy to use sat nav kits.’


Seated in front of the radio operator, John was one of the Lancaster’s crew of seven. The bomb aimer sat at the front of the plane, in its nose, the pilot and flight engineer sat behind and just above him. Behind them were the navigator and radio operator and towards the middle and back of the plane were the mid-upper and rear gunners. Teamwork was paramount – each had a vital role to play to keep the others safe. They were all able to talk to each other through their communication kit, able to quickly alert each other to potential dangers. And in a Lancaster, John said, at least they could feel relatively safe, because of the altitude and speed at which she could fly.


With a wingspan of 102ft (31m) and equipped with four 1,280 horsepower Merlin engines, she was comparatively fast for a heavy bomber, but with a cruising speed of 180 knots could not outrun an enemy fighter. The crew relied on their well-trained gunners to alert them to enemy fighters and instruct the pilot to take the appropriate evasive action. ‘Corkscrew port skipper – now!’ might be the instruction that would initiate a series of violent manoeuvres until the attacker had either been shaken off, given up, or run out of ammunition.


But, even in the comparative safety of the Lancaster, the best performing of the RAF’s heavy bomber fleet, there wasn’t a single moment that John and the rest of the crew weren’t aware of their vulnerability. The German 88mm flak guns were a continual menace. Earlier, while serving with 115 Squadron, John’s aircraft had been severely damaged by a near miss from one of these which sent shrapnel through the fuselage just under the mid-upper gunner’s seat – an inch or so higher and the gunner would have spent the rest of his days speaking with a much higher voice. Worse still, on that occasion, John said, the rudder had been partly shot away and it was only through well-practiced teamwork and the flying skill of the pilot that they were able to make it home to base using the throttles to steer instead of the rudders, which had become useless.


***


When I first met Flying Officer John Ottewell in the summer of 2017 at a gathering of RAF aircrew veterans, he was deep in conversation with Flight Engineer Dick Raymond, also a Lancaster crew member. They were discussing Operation Exodus, the return home of former RAF Prisoners of War (POWs) from Belgium to England. Dick had been a POW and John was one of a crew tasked with bringing the exhausted men home. They were trying to establish if they had met during this chaotic but somewhat celebratory repatriation period, in April 1945. Not surprisingly perhaps, given the passing of seventy-two years in between, they were unable to reach a definite conclusion. But, nonetheless, it was undoubtedly a conversation that they were delighted to be having.


Dick Raymond was one of hundreds of POWs who had not only spent weeks or months (or for some, almost all of the war) incarcerated in camps, but who had also been forced to endure the atrocious, now infamous ‘Long March’. This was a ‘march’ that had begun almost five months prior to their eventual arrival in Belgium.


In the middle of a freezing night in mid-January 1945, German officers simply told their captives to leave the camps. They were instructed to head off into the silent cold of winter, pushed out because the Russian Army was on the move, westwards, towards them. The POWs were completely ill-equipped and unprepared for the horror of the march. For days they had to walk in temperatures well below zero, with very little to eat, becoming weaker by the day. Even though the German officers in charge of the marching prisoners must have been aware that the war was lost to them, they did nothing to ease the plight of the exhausted, hungry, cold captives – pushing them on as fast as they could, fearing the Russians behind. Perhaps, too, in making this walk ‘home’ as horrific as they could, they were exacting an act of revenge. The Germans knew they were defeated, so why not punish the Allies by inflicting suffering on this group of captive servicemen, already weak and vulnerable because of their time in captivity?


For some POWs it did prove to be a death march. Not all of them completed the journey. It was an agonising trek, described in more detail in Chapter 5 by Fred Hooker, a veteran with the courage to recall the painful memories for the sake of those who didn’t make it, so their story is not forgotten. Dick Raymond – by virtue of his presence, of course – also came through the adversity the march threw at them and, together with Fred, eventually arrived in Brussels.


Operation Exodus began on 3 April 1945. It continued for around seven weeks, returning over 354,000 former prisoners to the United Kingdom via several receiving stations including Cosford in Shropshire, Dunsfold in Surrey and Wing in Buckinghamshire. It was an enormously complex operation, John told me, which had to be conducted as carefully as possible because so many of the prisoners were extremely weak and ill as a result of the conditions to which they had been subjected.


A number of different wartime bombers were used for the flights – Handley Page Halifaxes, Stirlings, even a B-17 Flying Fortress – but most of the POWs were brought home on the trusty Lancaster. It was on a Lancaster that John Ottewell accompanied some of the survivors home. He took them to Wing, ‘We were able to squeeze 24 men into each flight,’ he said. ‘Not a very comfortable journey either, because they were quite squashed along either side of the fuselage with no proper seats’. I expect they didn’t mind at this point. They knew they were going home.


In addition to their physical weakness, it was what many of the returnees chose to do with their chocolate that also stuck in John’s mind. On arrival in the plane, each of the men was given a box with such goodies as cigarettes, biscuits and chocolate. Their hunger by this point might have been slightly eased with food in Brussels, but nevertheless chocolate would still have been a huge treat, a distant dream during the hardship of captivity. However, ‘most of the men wouldn’t eat it,’ John said, ‘they were saving it for their families back home.’ Many of them, John told me, were of the understanding that swathes of the British population were also suffering from starvation and so they were more worried about their loved ones than themselves. It wasn’t true, of course. There had been rationing, but the German officers accompanying them on the march had perpetuated this myth to further trouble the prisoners.


***


This, however, was not the only time during the Second World War that John Ottewell’s service led him to help those suffering because of a lack of food. Starvation was a weapon that Germany inflicted upon thousands of the Dutch in the Netherlands – especially in the north and west. In the last year of the war, a German blockade cut off food and fuel shipments to farms and towns, resulting in a devastating famine known as ‘Hongerwinter’ (‘Hunger Winter’) that led to the deaths of some 20,000 civilians (predominantly elderly men). Thousands more were affected and by the end of the war some 4.5 million Dutch were dangerously malnourished.


The Allies had been able to liberate parts of the south in the autumn of 1944, but the loss at the Battle of Arnhem in September of that year led to continued occupation in other areas. The failure of the Allies to secure a crossing over the Rhine during this battle marked a significant victory for Germany, who capitalised upon it with the infliction of the blockade. The conditions for the Dutch were also exacerbated by an unusually harsh winter which led to canals freezing over, thus cutting off further potential supplies.


Rotterdam, in the west, was an important industrial town whose people suffered terribly, not only during the famine but throughout the whole of the war – it was in May 1940 that it first fell into German hands. Hans Van Rij, now in his early eighties and living in Norfolk, was a war child who grew up here. Some of his earliest memories are those of the devastation the war caused, but he also remembers with equal clarity the Allied operation to relieve the suffering of the famine, in the closing days of the Second World War.


‘The Hongerwinter was awful,’ Hans told me, recalling the many emaciated people he saw collapsing in the streets. He and his family struggled, but staved off starvation by eating lots of eggs provided by his grandparents, and blackbird pie, made from blackbirds caught in a trap his father made. ‘The trap,’ said Hans, ‘was about 1.5m x 1.5m. When a bird came in, I pulled the rope and the bird was caught. Father did the rest, Mother did the cooking …’ He went on to say, ‘It wasn’t particularly delicious, but these were desperate times. People would kill and eat whatever they could and try and grow whatever they could; I remember potatoes being planted in parks in the city, but,’ he said, somewhat wistfully, ‘it was rather hopeless. We were so hungry that tiny potatoes were eaten before they had a chance to get bigger.’


He remembered that after the initial bombing of Rotterdam he stood on a chair in his parents’ kitchen, which enabled him to see the ‘whole town’ because the bombing left behind so much rubble. It was devastating – but, he said, ‘Amazingly and probably because they were built so well, even after the bombing the library still stood, along with the church and the town hall.’ However, his parents quickly concluded that central Rotterdam was too dangerous, too prone to repeated attacks for Hans to live with them there and he was sent to live with his grandparents in Zuid Holland (a province in the south that comprised a lot of small islands).


Hans’ grandfather was a blacksmith and, even in the war years, managed to carve out a small income for himself and his family. However, even here there was no escaping the harm the Germans wanted to inflict and the destruction was achieved through flooding. The Germans deliberately flooded the islands with saltwater, not so much to cause drowning but to create chaos and devastation that ruined property and crops. Hans recalled dead hedges and trees everywhere and oilseed rape was about the only plant that grew well in the months that followed. The floods also made defensive flying very difficult because runways and airfields covered in water were invisible from the sky.


‘The people living in villages near Rotterdam were slightly more fortunate, at least they could grow vegetables,’ Hans said. ‘But they were still hungry, and the legacy of the deprivation has – for many – never gone away.’ Hans, for example, has lived with brittle bones throughout his whole life. ‘It was just a horrible time,’ he said. ‘Horrible for everyone,’ including – he was anxious to point out – the Germans, who, particularly in the closing weeks of the war, he knew simply wanted to go home. ‘By the end of the war they had damaged our town enough. I think even they were sick and tired about the damage they caused,’ he said.


However, it was when his father said to him at the end of April 1945, ‘Tomorrow, Hans, you can watch the planes,’ that he realised something was about to change. It was a strange thing for a young boy to hear (he was only 8 years old) when most of his childhood had been spent under German occupation and he had seen planes flying hundreds of times – mostly up high, of course, or too far away for him to take much notice.


The aeroplanes his father was referring to were very different. These were British and American bombers crewed by people like John Ottewell who were coming to the rescue of the hungry Dutch, in operations called Manna and Chowhound. These were extensive humanitarian operations during which food parcels were dropped from the aircraft. Operation Manna (named after the Bible story in the book of Exodus in which food miraculously appeared for the Israelites) was led by the RAF, assisted by squadrons from the Australian, Canadian and Polish air forces. Between 29 April and 7 May 1945 they dropped chocolate, biscuits and tinned food over the beleaguered towns during over 3,300 sorties.


Chowhound was the American operation – it began and ended a day later than Manna, delivering over 11,000 tonnes of nourishment. However, while both these operations alleviated much of the suffering, it still wasn’t quite enough and a ground-based operation, Operation Faust, was launched on 2 May, bringing relief to the starving in the city of Rhenen, while it was still behind German lines.


All these operations were challenging, not least of all because the planes had to fly very low to deliver the parcels safely. Flying so low, of course, meant they were vulnerable to attack – after all, these were bombers that in ‘normal’ circumstances flew at heights of around 20,000ft (6,000m). For these operations, they had to fly lower than 500ft (150m). They were actually only able to do it in any form of safety after a truce was agreed with the German commander-in-chief that participating aircraft would not be fired upon within specified air corridors. But the dangers of flying at only 500ft were ever present.


Hans Van Rij spoke to me of the gratitude the people had for all the Allies who took part in these operations. ‘Even in our weakness,’ he said, ‘we were aware of the risks men such as John Ottewell were taking for us.’ He told me he will never forget seeing the planes flying so low, being clearly able to see the faces of the crew members on board. ‘As soon as the parcels began to arrive, we knew this was the beginning of the end of the war. These tins – about 10” by 15” – were little miracles, each one gave us so much hope.’


John Ottewell supported the operation still as a navigator on Lancasters, but how different a mission it was for him – he was able to see the very people they were there to defend and care for – and of course the substance of what they were dropping was so completely different. His navigation skills for these flights were absolutely put to the test. They dropped their tins of supplies in double sacks, without parachutes, at the designated points:




It was difficult, and very important we were precise in those targets, because if we had deviated even slightly off course, we would have found ourselves sitting ducks, flying low and slowly over some of the most well defended areas in Europe. We wouldn’t have lived to tell the tale.


But it only took a moment to look down and see the excruciating suffering of those who needed our help. The people were so thin, they were staring death in the face. Sometimes they were so desperate for the food parcels they would rush to the designated points, and we would run the risk of hitting them with the tins and sacks.





Some years later, John Ottewell returned to the Netherlands for a holiday. In a conversation with a Dutchman, he mentioned Operation Manna and was delighted when his new friend said, ‘Yes I was there too, a child on the ground and very thankful for that food drop which saved my life!’
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