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AGE OF INNOCENCE

























CHAPTER ONE


FIRST WINGS





I must have caused my parents a great deal of worry. The earliest recollection I have of shock was on my mother’s face when a policeman came to the door with a summons for Alexander Adolphus Dumfries Henshaw. I think I was nine at the time. I was petrified and immediately thought of my poaching efforts on the railway cutting with my double-barrelled .410, but from the injured and ashamed look on my mother’s face, I guessed it must be something more serious. I had forgotten that two weeks before I had cycled to the cinema in Lincoln, and when I came to ride home in the dark, my lights failed. As it was five miles or more, I couldn’t walk, so I took a chance. Unfortunately for me, just when I thought I was in the clear an enormous figure loomed out of the night and grabbed my handlebars, and although I explained to the policeman that my dynamo had failed, he said I ought to know better and wrote things down in a little book. I now looked at this very official document with my name in clear print and wondered what my father would say. In fact he said very little, although he was not at all pleased. ‘You want to learn the eleventh commandment,’ he said. ‘It’s one of my own: Thou shall not get caught.’


I suffered days of anguish whilst my parents discussed who was to take me to court. Then quite suddenly the position came to me very clearly: no one was going to take me; I had got myself into this mess and I would get myself out of it. My mother would not hear of it, but my father, who I think really appreciated my stand, said ‘OK, if that’s how you feel about it.’ I knew the ancient Roman Stonebow very well, but I had not known it was also a Magistrates Court. I sneaked in and hid behind a chair.


Then suddenly huge lumbering policemen seemed to be everywhere and they were calling ‘Henshaw, Henshaw’. When I moved out of my hiding place, a policeman nearly fell over me and said, ‘What are you doing there, sonny? This is no place for you.’ ‘My name is Henshaw,’ I said. The magistrates were somewhat nonplussed and in reply to their query as to who was defending me, I said I didn’t understand what they meant. Then one of the elderly gentlemen on the bench asked me if I had any money. When I said I hadn’t, he asked, with a loud guffaw, if I knew the prison sentence for non-payment of fines. Before I could reply, a lady magistrate spoke up sharply and rebuked him for frightening the child. There was a hushed conversation between the Chairman, the Clerk, the policeman who booked me and a senior police officer. I guessed the police were getting it in the neck for having brought me there, as the constable, to my glee, back-tracked from the bench, very red in the face, and the lady magistrate said in a very kindly voice, ‘If you promise never to do it again, you can go.’


A few years later my mother looked out the window, exclaimed and said, ‘There’s a policeman coming up the drive!’ I couldn’t think of anything really bad I had done recently, so I was not unduly worried, but when he said in a loud voice he had a document for Alexander Adolphus Dumfries Henshaw I wanted to die. If only the floor would open up and swallow me. I was so shaken that I did not hear my mother’s gasp of joy, or the policeman saying what pleasure it gave him to request, on behalf of the Lincoln County Magistrates, if I could attend an official ceremony to be presented with the Royal Humane Society’s award for saving a boy’s life in the River Witham the summer before. I remembered the incident well, but was embarrassed to read the citation and the press reports, and thought they grossly exaggerated the true situation. Inwardly I wanted to say it was not strictly true and there were others involved as well as myself, but I hadn’t the courage. The press reports said I dived fully clothed into the river and saved the boy as he was going down for the third time. The true story is that I heard the boy yell whilst I was dressing on the bank. I rushed on to the wooden ferry moored near the edge of the water, and paused to take off my trousers and shoes as they were new, and mother had said she would tan me if I messed them up. When I dived in the boy had panicked and I had a job to hold him up, but did so as I trod water frantically; whilst I was working slowly towards the bank, other boys rushed in and grabbed us both, The most gratifying part of the whole incident to me was when I went again to the Lincoln Magistrates Court and heard, not ‘Henshaw’ called, but, ‘Would Master Henshaw kindly step forward, please?’


During that period of my life, water and I seemed to go together, for the next summer I was at Trusthorpe, on the East Coast, when someone rushed up to me one evening and said, ‘There’s a dog in the Grift Drain, drowning.’ I ran on to the beach right away, and saw a small crowd watching a little Yorkshire terrier being swept back and forth as the tide surged up and down the Grift sea defence drain-run, really a large wooden open-faced tunnel on the seaward side, disappearing into the sandhills as a tunnel to link up with the land on the other side, from which it drained all the water. I knew the tunnel well, for in my more daring moments, and when the tide was going out, I had paddled a canvas canoe down it and out to sea. I realised at once that unless the dog was brought out it would be plunged into the tunnel with a large wave and that would be the end. Everyone was making suggestions how to reach the dog, but no one was doing anything, and the old lady who owned it was crying bitterly. I stood it so long, and then without really being able to help myself I slipped off my shirt and boots before anyone could stop me and jumped into the racing drain. I grabbed the small dog in my hands, waited for a wave to surge me upwards and as I did so held the dog up so that those on the side could reach it. Now I was in trouble, but whereas no one had been doing anything for the dog, several men rushed into action when they saw me in difficulties. By the time I was too near the tunnel entrance for comfort and I was a very relieved boy when two men were able to lean over the drain wall and grab me before another wave surged me under. My father played hell over this incident when he heard, but I could see he didn’t mean a word of it, and in any case the pathetic little letter I received from the old lady made it all worthwhile.


My father was a great adventurer. He was one of a very large family, and at the age of sixteen ran away to America, landing with thirty shillings in his pocket. The first winter he spent in a lumber camp, but as the company owning the camp went bankrupt and the weather was bitterly cold, he had to stay there living on bad flour, bilberries and pork. It was not often he spoke of his early days, but when he did I hung on to every word. He trekked off into the Hudson Bay territory and at one time was alone on snowshoes with only a rifle and a little food, and the nearest white man was nearly a hundred miles away. Once he had a huge Scandinavian draw a knife on him, and as he lunged with the knife, my father hit him with all his strength, knocking him out; he took the knife from the inert body and kept it as a souvenir. After a long and often distressing period in which my father said he had never suffered nor worked so hard in all his life, he met by chance an old prospector who took a liking to him. They had the unbelievable luck to discover a silver mine which enlarged considerably the original thirty shillings he had landed with in America, enabling him to return to England a richer and more experienced man.


I loved to get into an escapade with my father, who sometimes had bright ideas which went wrong. He once thought that a fleet of barges would solve some of the transport problems in his business, so he hired a sea captain to tow three barges on to the Frieston Marshes near Boston. The calibre of the sea captain may be judged by the fact that with a heavy-gauge hemp rope he tied one of the barges tight up to the Boston wharf at high tide and left it; when the tide dropped at least fifteen feet the barge dangled from the wharf with one end under the water like a black sausage on a butcher’s hook. We eventually started down the River Witham in the tug, towing all the barges in a string aiming to reach the marshes at high tide, where the tug would run the barges as near to the shoreline as possible; then we would return with the tug to Boston. Unfortunately it didn’t work out that way. We got rid of one of the barges, but then as we were going full blast with the next one the tug gave a sudden lurch which flung all of us on the deck into a heap, and we came to a sudden but definite stop. We were aground and there was nothing we could do about it until the next tide. We all went below, but as the boat was at an acute angle the quarters were very uncomfortable; the fire also smoked badly and we began to feel rather like badly packed kippers. My father suggested that we try to walk over the marshes and reach Frieston on foot, but the tug captain said it would be dangerous and wellnigh impossible. We stuck it out for an hour or so, but I could see my father was getting restless and working up to something. Finally he said, ‘You stay here, Alex, I’ll see if we can reach the shore on foot.’ I said I could swim and jump, and where he went I would go. I shall never forget that walk over the marshes, with the tide running out of the almost foll creeks and each of us walking over the samphire in the dim light, searching for a firm spot where we hoped we could jump across. If one of us had fallen in I don’t know what would have happened, as the creek water was surging out really fast However, eventually we saw the Frieston bank loom out of the darkness, and with a little more probing we found the local pub and soon had some transport to take us in a very bedraggled state to Boston.


Somewhere between the age of ten and twelve I was burning to do something, and finally persuaded my parents to allow me to take a canvas canoe, with a friend of my own age, from Lincoln to Boston for a week’s camping along the River Witham. We couldn’t afford a real tent but took along a sheet of canvas, which we aimed to prop up on sticks. We had a sail but found that every time we put it up we capsized. We had enough food on board for a week, supplemented by helping ourselves to the odd meal of potatoes growing in the fields near the river, and I had my faithful .410 for rabbits and ducks.


The first day was wonderful. The river was like a black mirror, the only ripples were those made by our paddles and the canoe. The only sounds, a skylark high in the sky, or the occasional waterhen disturbed in the reeds as we went silently by.


The first night was fun and we enjoyed our meal, even if we did forget to salt the potatoes. The ground was not as soft as our comfortable beds at home and I do not think either of us slept very much.


The next day dawned fine and warm, but later on an ominous change took place and the blue sky suddenly developed dark, heavy clouds. By the afternoon it had started to rain, so we looked for a suitable place to erect our tent. We found a good spot underneath a large overhanging hedge: at first we were sheltered and no rain fell on to our makeshift tent, so we were quite happy; but as the rain continued it started dropping from the hedge on to our canvas and to our dismay leaked on to us and our blankets. Soon we were so wet that it did not matter whether we were inside the tent or outside in the pouring rain. We decided to strike camp and paddle down the river in the hope of finding a better shelter. As luck would have it, we came upon an old houseboat half submerged and heeling over at an alarming angle. Part of the roof was still on, and if we clung to the deck rail, we could lie on the wooden deck sheltered from most of the rain; but if we let go we fell into the river. Both of us were feeling very wretched, cold and miserable and only our pride kept us from striking for home. The night was for both of us the worst we had ever experienced. We couldn’t sleep, and if we dozed off we slid into the water, which we did several times. It rained steadily all night and our canoe, tied up to the wreck of the boathouse, was well down in the water with our blankets gently floating in the bottom.


As dawn broke we were pretty demoralised. We couldn’t talk for the wet and cold, we couldn’t make a fire, and our food was ruined. Just when things seemed at their worst, the clouds suddenly started to break up, the rain stopped, and within an hour we were warming ourselves in glorious sunshine. From then on we organised ourselves somewhat better. We replenished our stocks at a nearby shop, dried out all our wet equipment, and then discovered that our canvas kept out the water if we did not touch it from the inside. We reached Boston and found a good spot to camp and prepare for our return. That night we made a large bonfire, and we were enjoying the dying embers before turning in when we heard movements in the tall grass some distance away. As it was dark and we could not see, I whispered to Eric, my friend, ‘What shall we do?’ I quickly loaded my .410 and sat in the entrance of the tent with the gun covered by a blanket. The rustling in the grass came nearer, and then stopped. We shouted out, ‘Who’s there?’ and out of the blackness shuffled a tramp with long hair and a beard which covered his whole face. I cocked the triggers of my .410 and held it under the blanket pointed towards him. After asking if we would heat some water for him in his tin can, he warmed himself for a few moments in front of the dying fire and then went on his way. We ourselves turned in, but I am afraid neither of us slept much that night.


The time was approaching when I would soon have to make up my mind what I was going to do with my life. I was no great scholar. I hated school, but I loved the wide open spaces. My headmaster’s reports left me somewhat deflated when read by my father; one of them said I was inclined to be pugnacious. I thought at the time that this was a little unfair; I always felt that I didn’t go looking for trouble, but somehow it seemed to find me. I was small for my age, and when an argument started I should have backed down. Unfortunately, I never seemed to be able to do this. As the other boys were almost always bigger than me, I was fair game and I soon realised that unless I could win I was on a hiding to nothing all the time. What I lacked in size I had to make up in speed, agility and hitting power, and this I did. Amongst boys that knew me I was soon treated with a respect uncalled for by a boy of my age and size, and I think we all got on well together.


At heart I wanted to be an engineer; I always loved engines and could strip an Austin 7, under my father’s guidance, from the age of ten. I also had a great feeling for the Services, but doubted whether I was temperamentally suited for such a life. This is not to say that I was unpatriotic, in fact all my life I have felt intense emotions towards our Royal Family and the land of my birth. I have never been able to analyse these emotions to any real degree of satisfaction. It is true that both my father and my mother were always loyal and patriotic, but certainly not in a demonstrative way. It may well be that the seed was sown when as a boy of seven or eight, I sat at the very desk and in the same room that Shakespeare once used, and listened as the form-master recounted details of our struggles in Flanders, the Somme and elsewhere. When from my father’s shoulders, I saw the first Lord Mayor’s show after the 1914–18 war, it was a sight that was to live in my memory for ever. To me it seemed that the Empire of that day was a large family, with typical family troubles, difficulties and quarrels; but like any good family, when a member is in serious trouble everyone else rallies round. When I saw the parade with the Australians, who did the impossible at St Quentin; the New Zealanders, probably the best infantrymen in two World Wars; the Canadians, who took Vimy Ridge at enormous cost; and so many others from Gurkhas to Senegalese, from submariners to airmen, all of whom came to our aid when in dire need, it left me so filled with emotion I was unable to see or talk.


My father was a businessman with an astute mind, and as such he saw no great future in the professions, so my future hung in the balance for a long time. Eventually it was agreed that I should be an engineer. I was to be apprenticed to Rolls-Royce at Derby and would try to take a degree at Loughborough University. I was now at an age when life was a great adventure, full of enormous expectations. I had no real responsibilities, I loved sport and was naïve enough to think all my heroes were made of carat gold and that in the world there were only two types of people, the good and the bad. My great loves at this time were my labrador dog, Jock, and my gun, and I would march or sit for hours in any weather after duck, geese, partridge and pheasant When I was told there was a waiting list of two years at Rolls-Royce, I was not unduly disturbed. I don’t think that my father thought the same way. He had varied business interests in those days, so that I did the rounds to determine if I showed any particular aptitude. First I went into his radio business, which was booming with crystal sets being made and sold in large numbers. I didn’t like that and have never really understood the mysteries of what was then a comparatively new science. I then went into my father’s new garage enterprise. This I liked, but as a future business career it did not appeal.


I then moved over the coast, where my father had a small holiday building concern. I liked this because it gave me a wide variety of practical experience, I wasn’t covered with oil and grease all the time, and I had ample opportunity to shoot the moment the season opened. There was one big snag, however. I didn’t earn much money. I did not expect my father to give me more than he would other boys of my age, but my expenses were rising, so were my day-to-day requirements. I decided to open up a small business of my own, making concrete slabs, posts, etc. As I stubbornly insisted upon putting in my normal working hours for my father, it meant getting up early in the morning, sometimes at four o’clock, and working late in the evening. I made some money, but it was terribly hard work. My father soon got upset at this way of life and suggested for my last year before going to Rolls, that I should go on to the sales department of his fertiliser business. The area chosen was Wisbech, and my father generously gave me one of the recently designed little two-seater MGs to send me on my way very proudly, with Jock in the passenger seat. I liked the work at once. I met nice people, made good friends and could indulge in my favourite pastime, shooting.


The only part that marred those early days was the depression in agriculture. It saddened me beyond words to see how honest, hardworking people could fail and lose their farms through no fault of their own. At the same time it did a great deal to toughen me up from the business point of view. My job was to sell but at the same time to get paid for what we had sold the year before. In a depressed market that is not always easy to do. About that time one of my father’s chief salesmen got himself into trouble and did a moonlight flit. I asked if I could take over his job on the same terms given to him and my father agreed to this arrangement as a temporary measure until I went away to Rolls-Royce. The new arrangement stirred me into action. I think I had always pulled my weight, and in any case I loved the job, but now I had the smell of success in my nostrils and a responsibility to which I had never before been accustomed. I also had other plans of my own.


Dad had taken me to the Isle of Man IT races for years, and among my heroes were Alex Bennett, Stanley Woods, Graham Walker, and Wal Handley. I admired Bennett’s quiet, competent manner and the remarkable results he achieved, but I disliked the flamboyancy of some of the riders like Freddie Dixon. I longed to get my hands on a really fast motorcycle and find out what I could do. My father knew this, and argued strongly against it.


One morning I was taking Jock for a walk along the riverbank. The day was perfect, not a breath of wind and not a cloud in the sky. From out of the blue I heard the sound of an aircraft, and then quite suddenly, and for no reason that I could guess other than the pilot being filled with the joys of spring, the aeroplane wheeled in the sky and dived down to the river, flattening out a few feet above the water. I think it was a Bristol Bulldog fighter. It looked marvellous as the slipstream disturbed the calm water of the river and then pulled up into a climbing turn to disappear into the sunshine. I sat down on the rough bank with Jock and began to think, I wondered if my father would let me fly.


Up until that moment I had not given flying any thought at all. Once during a visit to the Brooklands JCC race meeting, Dad had treated me to a joy flight, but this was of such short duration, so cold and windy and noisy that the impression was a poor one. I think it must have been a DH9 and the pilot may have been Captain Barnard. But on this beautiful summer morning as I watched, spellbound, the ripples made by the slipstream died away on the glassy surface of the water, and silence returned broken only by the shrill call of a high-flying lark, I felt a tight burning inside me. It precluded all thoughts of anything else. I must get into the clear blue sky above and explore those enormous white billowy clouds. I knew at that moment I had only one aim, only one desire; I just had to fly.


I had to be very careful in my approach to my father, who was unusually perceptive, so I said to him during my next week-end at home, ‘Dad, I have saved up some money and would like to spend it either on a 350 TT motorcycle, or go somewhere and learn to fly.’ He paused a moment, and then said, ‘I wouldn’t spend money on either, but if you must, you will probably find flying safer.’ This was all I needed.


The following morning, Dad and I drove to Skegness, where I had seen a flying club advertised. We met M.D.L. Scott and Captain G. A. Pennington, the two principals of the club. Scott was a likeable personality who spent nearly all his time flying. Pennington as a pilot was a product of the tail-end of World War 1. There always seemed to be girls about I shudder to think what my own reactions would have been if my son had suggested he went to such a ‘school’, but astonishingly my father did not put his foot down to stop me. Basically, it was organised for joy-riding. Tim Scott did much of the instructing, but this was of a most elementary nature, and beyond the solo stage there was nothing very encouraging. A boy could, however, learn many things, if he stayed there, quite unconnected with flying. As there were continual financial crises there was always plenty of excitement around, especially when someone from London was sent up to collect a machine for arrears of hire-purchase monies. However this was the nearest and in fact the only flying club I knew, and I dearly wanted to fly. Rather than pay for my instruction by the hour, I suggested I pay them a lump sum for my flying licence. This rather shook them, but after a trial lesson they were so keen to do business that it was agreed that I should be taught to A-licence standards for £35. The machine was a Gipsy I wooden Moth, G-AAKM, and I started right away. After six hours I was pronounced ready for solo, due, I think, more to the economics of the deal than to my proficiency as a pilot.


As Skegness was not licensed for first solo flights, we had to fly over to be approved by Captain H. Love at Hedon, near Hull. We chose a suitable day and went over in convoy with the other club Moth and another local soloist, Eric Longstaff. Dad had gone over by car and was already celebrating with Captain Norman Blackburn, from the nearby Blackburn aircraft factory, when we arrived. The oral examination prior to solo was always a bit of a joke among pilots at that time, so it presented no difficulty. Eric Longstaff went off solo first and made a nice landing. I followed, but in the meantime the wind had increased and I had to work hard to get in my figure-of-eights over the aerodrome, doing steep turns to keep inside the boundaries. The result was that Captain Love said I was OK, but in his opinion, overconfident I didn’t want to argue, but I felt far from that.


Before we returned, a disturbing thing happened. While we were all in the clubhouse, a National Flying School black and yellow Moth landed. Love and Blackburn knew the pilot, who had a passenger with him. They were on a day’s pleasure-flying in the hired machine and they took off to return to London minutes before us. After we had crossed the Humber, I looked down at the outskirts of Grimsby and noticed masses of people moving like ants to some objective. I pointed this out to Scott over the intercom and after a brief pause I heard him say, ‘My God, it’s the N.F.S. machine.’ I looked again, and what I had taken to be a fairground was the scattered remains of the Moth with hundreds of people milling around it. Apparently, an inter-plane strut had broken, and the aircraft had disintegrated in the air, to fall near what is now Waltham aerodrome.


Tim Scott turned in the cockpit to look at me with a grim face. I felt sick in the stomach and wondered if this flying lark was such a good idea after all. When everyone had returned to the little semi-detached on the Roman Bank that served us as a club-house, the accident which had shaken everyone was pushed to one side. As the two solos were celebrated, mine in tomato juice, and most of the others in something stronger, Pennington said to my father, ‘You ought to buy your boy a Moth.’ To my astonishment my father said, ‘Yes, I think you’re right.’ In less than half an hour Scott rang a friend he knew, who had a Gipsy I Moth for sale, and he said he would bring it up the next day for us to inspect. The outcome of that conversation was that the owner came up and went back with my father’s cheque for £300 – an enormous amount to me in those days – and I was to collect the machine from Hanworth at the weekend.


I shall never forget the day we went down to Hanworth for the first time. I picked Pennington up at Skegness at six in the morning and we rushed down by road. Hanworth was a beautiful spot in the spring sunshine. It had the unusual feature of having the club and living quarters placed in the middle of the airfield, and set out in lovely surroundings of shrubs and flowers. It was a thriving centre of the aviation social life of the southern counties. Pennington navigated, and, as the proud owner of G-AALN, I flew back to Skegness.


I spent a great deal of time at the aerodrome, in fact every moment I could spare. Several pupils came to take their commercial licences, and I felt rather sorry for them with the limited facilities and the restricted atmosphere that prevailed. Scott and Pennington would do the most outrageous acts. I remember when a man Scott knew came up to hire the club’s recently acquired Puss Moth. He arrived in a shining sports-saloon Lagonda, but before flying off in the Puss Moth, he went to great pains to obtain an assurance that his car would be safe in the hangar, and he then carefully locked every door. When he had gone, the sight of the ignition key still in the dashboard of the sparkling Lagonda was too much for Scott and Pennington, so they set about finding out how to open it up. Eventually they were able to ease open one of the windows, and, by manipulating with a piece of wire, release the inside door catch. They then disconnected the speedometer, and were soon on the road to show off their new acquisition to some promising girlfriends. They used the car for three days and then carefully cleaned it up and put it back in its original position. The owner arrived back in the Puss Moth and collected his car, oblivious that it had been put to good use during his absence.


Several of the pupils left before they reached the B-licence stage. One however, whom I shall call Harry, persisted, although I think everyone had given him up as a ‘no-hoper’. His grandmother was paying the fees, as his grandfather’s dying wish was that Harry should become a commercial pilot. To say the least he did not impress. After solo at some indeterminate stage that was not discussed, his first adventure was to get lost and be forced to land in a ploughed field a few miles inland. Why he had not flown eastwards until he struck the coast was not explained. The next, but more serious incident, was to take up a passenger and in turning over the sea at Skegness to dig in a wingtip, killing the passenger and writing off the aircraft There were many other escapades, but as we moved from Skegness about that period I lost touch with him. The greatest surprise of all was to come many years later in World War II, when a friend of mine said, ‘Do you remember Harry? I met him the other day; he is a group captain and in Bennett’s Pathfinder Group.’


I wanted to learn aerobatics, but, other than the loop and spins, neither Pennington nor Scott could help. I also wanted to become proficient at navigation, but again, other than a map, compass and the triangle of velocities, my knowledge was nil. I think Scott and Pennington must have got browned off with me, as Pennington told me one day that I should gain experience at high altitudes, and suggested I should see how high I could get. I see in my log-book that I made 15,500 ft To be fair to Scott, he was furious when he heard what Pennington had foolishly told a novice pilot to do.


Whilst I was struggling to coax a few more feet out of the Moth, unbeknown to me Scott and Lewis Tindall, an instructor at the club, were fighting for their lives on a sandbank in the Wash. Apparently, Scott was in the habit of flying off with a passenger to a lonely sandbank or beach on the Norfolk side, but this time Tindall and Scott said they were looking for seals. Anyhow, the unexpected happened to their Gipsy engine when it exploded with a con rod through the side. As the sun was going down they could see the lights of Skegness but thought they would have a better chance of force-landing on a dry sandbank, which appeared to be very near the Skegness foreshore. They landed safely and waited expectantly for someone to come out in a boat. When no one did so and as the town seemed close, they took off their clothes and started to swim for the shore. After nearly an hour they looked back and saw that instead of reaching Skegness they were still no distance at all from the Puss Moth and were being carried southwards by the tide. They struggled back to the sandbank to find their clothes had been washed away, and that the sea was gradually creeping towards the aircraft. In desperation, they had to act quickly and decided to set the machine on fire to attract attention. As their clothes had gone, and also their cigarettes and matches, they dipped a rag in the petrol tank, and disconnecting a plug lead, tried to set fire to the rag by turning over the airscrew and shorting the lead to ignite it. They did this until the water was up to their waists and they were both exhausted, with raw and bleeding hands. Then, just when they were about to give up, the rag fired and they flung it into the opened petrol tank. The resulting blaze lit up the sky, and, as luck would have it, a trawler, the Lizzie Anne, was operating nearby. Those on board saw the flames and in the nick of time picked up both the pilots, now extremely the worse for wear and nearly dead from exposure.


Although I did not appreciate it at the time, I was becoming bored with the limited type of flying I was able to do. One wet and dreary day I landed on the airfield and the engine of the Moth stopped as I came to a standstill. I knew full well that I should not attempt to start it unless someone was handling the throttle, or I had chocks under the wheels, but as I saw no one was coming out to me, and it was a long wet walk to the hangar, I decided to swing the engine myself. I swung the prop, and the engine started and then stopped. I went back to the cockpit and eased the throttle open a little, then gave it another swing and it stopped again. More throttle. This time as I swung the engine burst into life and the aircraft started to move rapidly forward. I leapt to one side, stumbling on the wet grass, as the whirling blades whistled over my head. I clutched at the leading edge of the port wing as it passed over me, but my hands were wet and muddy from my fall so that I could not get a good hold and it slipped from my grasp. I thought I had lost it altogether, but made a desperate grab at the tailplane and got a more secure hold. I think, but for the wet state of the field, which was covered with pools of water, and the very heavy, now saturated leather coat, I could have hung on until the boy who was now picking his way from the hangar arrived to my rescue. It was not to be, however. As we careered round the field I was almost drowned as we plunged through pool after pool of water, my hands becoming frozen with the cold, and I was mortified to feel myself slowly slipping from the tailplane. The Moth surged away from me in a particularly bad patch of water, when at the same time out of the corner of my eye I could see the boy had missed clutching the starboard wing by seconds. I watched the machine gather speed and to my speechless astonishment it hit a patch of water, turned completely round, and then hurtled back towards us. The boy started to run away, but I got ready to tackle it, rather like a matador crouching for a charging bull. Just when I was poised for my leap to clutch at anything I could hold the aircraft again struck a puddle of water and veered off at right angles. To onlookers, it must have been like a pantomime. Each time the machine struck water it would turn. One minute I would be crouched to leap and the next I would be chasing and slithering over the mud to intercept it. The bizarre comedy came to an abrupt finish when the aircraft weathercocked into wind, ready I thought for the take-off, and then ran into the dyke at the northern boundary of the airfield with a resounding crunch. I was wet, cold and thoroughly dejected, and also filled with remorse.


Many times I have looked back at this incident, and although at the time I thought it was the end of the world, I have since felt it was the best lesson I have ever learnt I do not think I have ever been casual about flying since that day. I learnt to appreciate my good luck in those few moments of torture, and from then on my one aim was to strive for perfection in whatever I was doing. In spite of any shortcomings the Skegness Aero Club may have had – and at the time there were probably many other clubs as casual – I am quite sure my basic training was as sound as could be obtained at that time.


Dad was very good when he saw what had happened. Scott and Pennington thought it was a huge joke, but quickly got Blackburns to collect the Moth for repairs, and Lewis Tindall, who had his own Spartan three-seater, said I could fly with him any time. Lewis, in fact, did a great deal to help my remorse. He insisted he wanted someone to help him find a suitable place to establish an aero club at Grimsby, so I spent many hours flying with him over various sites, until we found what is now Waltham aerodrome.


It was some time before my machine was ready to collect, but on 17 July 1932 Lewis landed me at Brough to the sound of sirens and fire-engine bells as a Bluebird spun into one of the Blackburn hangars. I felt sick as we watched the bodies being taken away. Lewis said, ‘Just like a bloody Bluebird; a brick would fly better.’ Not a statement to inspire confidence in a young pilot. Naturally, I was not allowed to take my Moth away until I had paid for the repairs. This came to £30 more than I had been quoted. I objected to Captain Norman Blackburn, one of the directors, and in his jovial, back-slapping Yorkshire way he asked why didn’t I swop my machine for a brand-new Bluebird: and he wouldn’t charge me a penny. I had enough humour left in me to say that I didn’t think my father would like the funeral expenses. I was then taken to the main office to see Charles Blackburn, his brother, who appeared to be very upset at my dissatisfaction with the account. He said they had never had a disgruntled client before, and made quite a ceremony of recording my views in the company ledger. But I still had to pay the full amount. Lewis Tindall waited for me so that we could return in loose formation: he had asked me to tea, and I was to follow him into a field on the outskirts of Grimsby near his house. When he had landed I thought the field was too damned small, and it was next to a cemetery; as I touched down in what Lewis said was a ‘spot-on-landing’, I thought what a hell of a day to start flying again.



















CHAPTER TWO


DAD TAKES TO THE AIR





That year Scott and Pennington organised an air-display and race I meeting. It was a great success and I saw for the first time some of the aviation personalities invited to attend. I also entered my first race. I was to take off at the same time as another Moth flown by Tommy Lipton. At the moment of take-off the wind changed to broadside and I saw Fred Rowarth, the starter and handicapper, looking a little apprehensive; but the race had started and he flagged us off. As I gathered speed I couldn’t control the crosswind, the airfield was small, and I had the first four-storey Royal Oak Hotel to climb over near the airfield boundary. The wind was forcing me to starboard, and as I glanced over my right shoulder I looked right into Tommy Lipton’s cockpit: it was the first time I had ever been able to read the ASI of one machine whilst flying in another. (Unbeknown to me, Lipton had done about the same amount of flying as I had, and when we discussed the incident years later it was to find that he had cursed me just as I had him.) I came last in the race and my engine was losing power. The next day the ground engineer spent hours on checking it over, but could find nothing wrong. It so happened that the club had recently engaged Jack Humphreys, a well-known ground engineer, who had flown with Amy Johnson on her flight to Japan, and he arrived as I was pondering what to do about my engine. Jack and I got on well from the very start He quickly checked things over, ran the engine on full throttle, and said, ‘Take the exhaust pipe off.’ We did so, and found the muffler inside had corroded and collapsed, almost blocking the exhaust pipe itself. We cut the muffler out and from then on I had no more trouble with loss of power.


My father had by now become enthusiastic about flying and wanted to take instruction. It was agreed that I should give him primary dual instruction in our own machine, and then he would take a final course with the club. This worked out very well, but once nearly ended in disaster. Dad had got to the circuit and landing stage, and we had been using a long and narrow field near the aerodrome, because there was no traffic and it was dead into wind and the ground was a little smoother. One day we had carried out about four landings and take-offs with Dad in the pilot’s cockpit and me in the front passenger seat with dual controls. Dad’s flying had been all right until the last circuit, when he was yawing about all over the place. I said over the intercom, ‘Keep the bloody thing straight’ He was about to reply when I glanced back and saw the sternpost and rudder leaning over at an alarming angle, and moving slightly as the rudder bar was used. Dry in the mouth, I said as quietly and as calmly as I could, I’ll take over, Dad.’ Dad thought I was fed up with his flying, and was blaming the machine. I said nothing, but concentrated on going down as evenly and smoothly as I knew how without turning. Fortunately the air was calm and I went in to land from where we were, down wind, switching off the engine as the wheels touched ground. ‘What the hell did you want to do that for?’ my father shouted. I said, ‘Take a look behind you.’ The rudder had collapsed at the longeron supports, and the only thing that kept it from leaving the machine altogether were the steel control cables to the rudder bar. My father looked at the crumpled tail and then at me and after a pause said, ‘My God.’ It was late in the summer, when the clay soil of Lincolnshire was badly cracked and as hard as concrete and we had a tail skid on the Moth as opposed to a tail wheel. The combination of all these factors must have contributed to the structural failure.


Dad was forty-five when he went solo, and it was a very good effort on his part as it was unusual for anyone of his age to learn to fly. He hated flying on a compass course, particularly on a sluggish northerly bearing. Even years later he found difficulty, as I well remember from a flight back from Heston. Dad had wanted to take the controls of the Leopard Moth, so I sat in the back seat and read a book. When I saw Ely Cathedral go past on the starboard side I knew we were nearly home, and closed my eyes for a nap. About twenty minutes later I opened them again to see if our airfield was in sight I could recognise nothing, and as it was near dusk and getting a little hazy I thought we might have flown west of course over country with which I was not familiar. To my astonishment, the next moment I saw Ely Cathedral being passed on the port side. I tapped Dad on the shoulder and said, ‘Why are you going back to Heston?’ He replied, ‘Don’t talk so bloody silly; I’m dead on course. There’s Ely Cathedral.’ I leaned forward, tapped the compass, and said, ‘You’re on a direct reciprocal.’ He said, ‘It’s this bloody compass. It never was any good.’ Dad’s memory and knowledge of the British Isles was really fantastic. Many times, particularly in bad weather, when we would be groping our way to some aerodrome or other, and I would be uncertain of my exact position, he would lean over and say ‘You’re all right, son, I know that pub down there. If you turn right at the next crossroads, that will bring you right on to the aerodrome.’


I still had my hankering for a fast motorcycle. I borrowed one of Tyrell-Smith’s old TT bikes from a local amateur TT rider, Austin Monks, and during the summer used it to get out at dawn and chase all over the countryside at racing speeds. In those days it was rare to see anyone on the road at that hour in the morning: I used to hide the bike in our stables, and push it away from the house for starting, so that my father would not hear. I was caught out, however, when going down Keal hill at well over 100 mph; the engine seized up and I was lucky to grab the clutch in split seconds to save me from a nasty spill. Even so, we left a deep black tyre-mark 40 yards long down the middle of the road before I was able to throw it out of gear. As I was now stranded, I had to ring up my father to collect me. Needless to say he was not very pleased.


I was now working hard and achieving such results that neither Dad nor I mentioned the Rolls apprenticeship. I had gone cold on it because I was now earning more in a month than I would in years at Derby or Loughborough; I was also ambitious and flying was expensive.


At the Skegness race meeting I had met Nick Comper,1 managing director of the Comper Aircraft Company, and admired his little single-seater Comper Swift. I suggested to my father that I could put some money towards one if he would loan me the balance. To my surprise he willingly agreed and I went down to Heston to see Eady, the sales director, and place the order in time for the 1933 King’s Cup Air Race. The basic price was £550, but I had the machine specially faired and cleaned up for racing so that it cost me a little more. The idea was that Dad should use the Moth now he had gone solo, whilst I would fly the Swift in various races. It did not however work out quite like that


I took delivery of my Swift, G-ACGL, on 6 June 1933, the day of the Hendon Air Display. It rained solidly all day with low cloud and bad visibility. I was anxious to get home in my bright new red machine, and get in some flying practice. I was able to do this only much later in the day, but not before nearly flying into Harrow church as I groped through the murk. I loved the Swift: it was like putting a pair of wings on to your back. The only doubtful part was the Pobjoy 75 ‘R’ engine, a beautifully designed and constructed piece of machinery, but a little fragile in the sense that it was not always reliable, as I soon found out. After familiarising myself thoroughly with the flying characteristics of the Swift I flew over the whole length of the King’s Cup course, noting points for navigation. My engine had started to use oil and was smoking badly, so I went back to the Comper works at Heston. They were not very helpful: other than changing the oil pump, which did nothing to cure the trouble, they said I would have to leave the machine with them for a few days. As the King’s Cup race was only two days away, I was dejected and demoralised. Nick Comper was sympathetic and sorry about the engine, but blamed Pobjoy’s, and it was obvious that as I was a nonentity it was no great loss if I did not fly in the race. He did however ring Pobjoy’s Hooton works and they said they were sending their chief engineer down to Hatfield the next day especially for the race.


I flew from Heston to Hatfield in a cloud of smoke, oil streaming down my beautifully polished fuselage. When Jack Knowles, the chief engineer of Pobjoy’s, arrived from Hooton he swung the engine over and said laconically, ‘Scraper rings and we can’t strip and assemble in time for the race.’ My father, who was standing by, said, ‘There’s no such word as can’t,’ and started to galvanise people into action. De Havillands let us use their workshops; I rushed off in the Moth for spare parts; and Knowles and his mechanics worked through the night to dismantle the engine. Early the following morning the Swift was pushed out for an engine run; it gave full power without a trace of smoke, but Knowles was not too happy. ‘They smother these engines with inhibitor all over the place when they pack them in crates and I shall also have to check the valves after every lap,’ he said. I was happier – the Swift was at least on the starting line – and I spent every minute I had to spare cleaning the machine so that it sparkled like the jewel I thought it was.
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King’s Cup 1933: total 830.80 miles, 4th lap was two circuits








In those days it was a little unusual for a race pilot to work on his own machine, and as I was taken for a mechanic I overheard many snatches of conversation, not all of them complimentary. The most biting were from the schoolboys: ‘Look at this smashing Swift,’ I heard a group shout ‘Number 6,’ another one said, ‘Henshaw. Never heard of him, he’s no good. Let’s find Wally Hope’s machine; that’s the one that’s going to win.’


As I polished the chromium exhausts with a mixture of chalk and liquid ammonia, an elderly gentleman was peering closely into my cockpit, and I asked what he wanted to know. He said he did not know much about aircraft, but he was having to learn. I asked him why, and he replied, ‘I have just entered three Tomtits in today’s race; do you think they will do any good?’ I said ‘You must be Sir William Morris. I am afraid this is my first big race, so I am not the best person to ask.’


At that time I was confused and bewildered by all the tremendous activity around me. I was unknown, so that although I was not involved in social commitments, I was terrified of making a fool of myself and putting up a bad show in the race ahead. I concerned myself with the pilots against whom I had to compete and who had great reputations. I watched in particular Flight-Lieutenant E.C.T. Edwards, who had a similar Swift to my own, but who had several minutes start on me in handicap because of my machine being specially cleaned up and faired for racing. Both the Edwards boys, Spinks and Jumbo, were excellent pilots, and in later years I was to race against them many, many times. I often think back to them now, especially as I watch Jumbo Edwards train the Oxford Boat Race crew on the Thames. W.L. Hope was also to be watched, having won the race more times than anyone. It was rumoured that de Havilland could pull something off as they had two new designs in the race. The Leopard, a replacement for the Puss Moth, which had had a very good record but which was structurally a little unsound, was to be flown by Captain Geoffrey de Havilland himself. The other, the Dragon, a twin-engined biplane, was to be flown by the DH test pilot Hubert Broad. My own instructor, Tim Scott, was racing the club Puss Moth. There were in fact seven Swifts in the race, so that my chances didn’t look very good from any point of view.


Suddenly the atmosphere became feverish with excitement, and I found myself taxying the Swift on to the starting line with Mr Reynolds holding the red starting flag in his hands. I was to go off on this lap at the same time as Angus Irwin in a Puss Moth. Seeing the tense look on my face, Irwin had kindly, and probably wisely, asked me if I would take the inside position; we had a 90-degree turn soon after the take-off and I had in fact been wondering how we were going to get round without colliding.


The flag went down with Dad on one wingtip and Jack Knowles on the other. Being on the inside, I ignored the Puss Moth as we rose for the turn and pushed the nose down on to course. With a slight beam wind I decided to stay low down and aim at the church spire of a village I knew was dead on course. I was distracted, however, as Irwin’s Puss Moth was almost in formation with me on the starboard side, and his passenger kept up a running commentary with his hands and face, which I found most disconcerting. I knew I must not rely on the Puss Moth’s navigation, and it needed iron discipline to ignore it completely. Also, we were so close I had to keep an eye open all the time in case we collided. The strange thing is that we held this position all the way to Felixstowe. Then my plan was to climb to 1000 ft to take advantage of the slight tail wind. I did this on a fairly sharp turn and suddenly found myself on my own. Irwin was just as puzzled as I was when I discussed this with him later. As he said, ‘Nothing altered in my machine, but from the turn onwards you slowly but surely pulled away from me.’


I saw no one else on the run to Bircham Newton, and, as I pushed the nose down into the upwind leg back to Hatfield, I saw away in the distance the Dragon with Broad and eight passengers on board. It seemed an age before I caught up with him but having Ely Cathedral as an excellent course marker I really got down to some low, concentrated flying. The excitement was great in the Dragon as I came alongside almost underneath the cumbersome twin. Again I forced myself not to look at the passengers gesticulating to me, and slowly pulled ahead as Hatfield began to draw near. Dad and Knowles and a few others who had taken a mild interest in me were elated when I landed: I was fourth in my heat, but there was still a long way to go. One of the Swifts, ACBY, flown by Johnnie Walker, had already crashed without serious injury to the pilot, but according to the experts on the ground the race was still open. My next heat went without incident, except that I was nearly misled by another Swift. I saw this machine miles ahead, but some distance off my own course. I was convinced it was Edwards, and, knowing how much better pilot and navigator he was than I, nearly convinced myself that I was off track and should follow him. Fortunately, I had followed the route almost field for field and hesitated as I did so, and then I suddenly saw the other Swift turn and come back to the course on which I was flying. As I passed him easily I saw it was ABJR, flown by Bannister, who later that year was to be lost in the Channel in a DH Dragon. This time, when I landed at Hatfield, I had a job to get out of the machine for the people crowding around me. It was rumoured that I was going to be up with the winners and there was wild betting on the next heat prior to the final. Tim Scott had run out of petrol and had landed near the Clock Hotel; I mildly wondered who the pretty barmaid was.


The next heat was the eliminator for the final and I was tensed up. Again, on this heat, I saw and passed another Swift. I noticed it as we approached Desford and had a few jittery moments when I realised that unless I reduced speed we were going to hit the turn together. As reducing speed was quite unthinkable, I came beneath the other Swift and inside. I looked up to see it was ABWE flown by Neville Stack. I never saw him again, but Stack complained to Nick Comper later on that I had left him standing. I really got down to it on the way back, and with my wheels touching the leaves on some tall trees near Northampton I gave myself a lecture for being so stupid. When I landed, however, there was jubilation; I was first in the heat, a certain for the final, and a possibility as a new King’s Cup winner.


Waiting for the final was excruciating. I only wanted to think about my engine and my navigation, but I couldn’t get a moment to myself. People I had never seen before came up as old friends, pressmen and photographers were all over me, and of course Dad was having a ball. Everyone was asking him where I had come from, where I had been trained. Dad loved to tell one story of a pilot who said, ‘I don’t care where he comes from, but the b … passed me as if he was on rails.’ When I did find time to work things out, I reckoned the only way I could win was if one or two of the others got lost or had engine trouble, and as there were seven left, this was unlikely.


And so it turned out The finish was close, but it was a clear-cut victory for Geoffrey de Havilland in the Leopard Moth. I had, however, won the coveted Siddeley Trophy, having covered 830.8 miles at a speed of 127.78 mph, some ten miles or so slower than the winner. It was an overwhelming day for me. I couldn’t get away from the press people and the photographers. C.G. Grey, the king of the aviation press in those days, and also Editor of The Aeroplane, was very kind. He said, ‘You are the youngest pilot ever to win the Siddeley Trophy. We have never heard of you, and it is not often we see a King’s Cup pilot working on and cleaning his own machine.’ C.G. Grey was to give me a great deal more moral support over the many years until his death in the 1950s.


Nick Comper came up to me breathless saying, ‘Magnificent, a really splendid show.’ All his indifference had disappeared, and as an older pilot he knew that my Swift had been so near winning the race that a little more effort on his part, a little more assistance on such things as airscrews, spinners, or even a different tailskid or tyres could have won the day.


My name was called over the aerodrome loudspeakers to come to the rostrum for the presentation. I squeezed my way over, through the milling crowd, but the police, seeing a boy in overalls, not too clean, would not let me through. Commander Harold Perrin, the Royal Aero Club secretary, saw me and barked at the police to stand aside. I was then greeted by Sir Francis MacLean, Lord Gorell, Captain Geoffrey de Havilland and Bill Styran, runner-up in the race. From the comments one would have thought I had won the King’s Cup, and not Captain de Havilland. It was all very heady stuff for a young boy, and perhaps I may be forgiven if I became a little drunk on it.


I never forgot the friends I made on that day, however. Joe Scholes, the National Benzole aviation manager, was the only petrol rep to have bothered with me before the race, and I never used any other petrol until 1938, when I had to go to a higher-octane fuel which National Benzole were unable to produce. The same applied to Leonard Morgan, the KLG plug manager: I never used any other brand of sparking plug. A gratifying side issue of the race, but important, quite apart from the huge trophy, was the prize money and various perks from advertising which I turned over to my father, and I was soon well on the way to clearing my debt. I could now think of nothing else but racing.


To my surprise I had in some small way become a local exhibit, and all sorts of people looked me up as if they had known me all my life. I was working on both the Swift and the Moth at Skegness one afternoon, when one of the mechanics brought around a motorcycle to show me. ‘Timed at over 100 mph at Brooklands,’ he said. ‘The Ariel has never been made that could do a hundred,’ I retorted. ‘I’ll bet you a pound it will. Try it,’ the mechanic replied. I took the motorcycle on to the Roman Bank road, a straight run which went beside the airfield, and to my surprise on the first run I nearly touched the hundred before I had to brake for a corner. I made the return run, this time accelerating more fiercely, and was just building up to a maximum speed without a soul on the road except a car coming towards me on the correct side – one second I had a clear run, the next I was horrified to see the car turn broadside on the road, completely blocking my path.


There was one terrifying moment before I could even touch a brake or swerve, then I hit the car amidships. I have a hazy recollection of trying to crawl up off the tarmac road with one arm limp, which I thought at the time was broken, to hear in a misty background Lewis Tindall fighting with the man who had been driving the car. Apparently, he had not seen me, and I had knocked his car off the road some thirty feet or so into the adjoining gardens. The motorcycle, a tangled mass of metal, could easily have been placed inside a small dustbin. One of the club members took me along to the hospital and a nurse patched me up at various places from top to toe, but as no bones appeared to be broken I refused to stay. I was very angry with myself, and was determined to make light of the matter. Friends helped me to put the machine away in the hangar and I then insisted on driving myself home alone. I shall never forget that drive; it was only fifteen miles but I had to hang on with everything I had; I never knew until then why people ask for water. Near the village of Mumby I knew I was going to pass out unless I had a cold drink. I lurched to a stop, staggered up to a cottage and sank on to the doorstep until a kind old lady brought me a glass of water. Revived a little, I crawled back the last few miles in the car to my father, who had been told over the telephone and was waiting for me with the doctor.


For the remainder of the summer there was a race meeting at some place or other each weekend. I entered for every race and my luck continued. life had become very pleasant, and Dad and I enjoyed the new environment in which we found ourselves. As a newcomer, and only a boy, the reputation I had suddenly inherited as a result of the King’s Cup race was constantly on trial, although it did pave the way for us very smoothly. I found myself among good friends most of the time, but became conscious there were others waiting the opportunity to crack me down.


Aviation attracts a wider and more varied cross-section of humanity than any other sport in which I had yet participated. I think I know, or have known, some of the finest and most remarkable personalities it is possible to meet, and yet at the same time there have been others who could only be described as the dregs of humanity. I found that at each meeting those with mutual interests soon established a common bond and drifted into small groups, because they genuinely liked one another or were interested in what they had to say or do. I was no exception, and even after forty years those who are still alive are my firm friends.


My next big race was the London to Cardiff, and I was pipped at the post by Bill Styran in his Leopard Moth, the same machine that he had used in the King’s Cup. I was learning many tricks of the trade, but at times was over-keen. I won the Round the Ridings race, only to be told I was disqualified for missing a turn. I certainly had not missed the turn, which was the centre of Brough aerodrome, but I did admit that my wings might have been the centre of the turning circle and not on the outside rim. It was a bitter and expensive lesson, but I learned it well.


The next day was the Round the Houses race, a short triangular circuit with church spires as the turning points. In the heat I came second, and had adopted an Immelmann type of turn as the circuit was so short and this meant approaching the turns at a low level, pulling up into a vertical climb, and then peeling off to rocket down on to course. It was exciting and one had to be alert as there were five other competitors, and on the final lap we were all bunched up together so that it was every man for himself.


I was on the starting line for the final when Fred Rowarth, the official starter and handicapper, came over to me and said in a fatherly manner, ‘Alex, I shouldn’t go in for those turns if I were you; we tried them out very thoroughly for the last Schneider Trophy race, and we found they were slower than the orthodox turn.’ I thanked him and followed his advice. I thought I couldn’t possibly win anyway, as a Miles Hawk, which had beaten me in the heat, was now in the final without any change of handicap. To my surprise, when we bunched on the final turn, I was a few yards ahead of the Hawk and was almost line abreast with two Moths in an exciting last-minute mêlée as the airfield came in sight I crossed the finishing line first, but with only yards to spare. Elated, I landed and taxied over to Dad, who had a box of cleaning materials I’d given him to take care of. I then set about polishing the Swift, with my father helping, in time to enter the machine for the Concours d’Élégance. The Swift won second prize, so that all-in-all Dad and I could say we had had a very good weekend.


As race after race continued throughout the summer, all at full throttle and maximum revs, I was very happy with my little Pobjoy ‘R’ engine and began to be a little sceptical about all the doubting Thomases who had offered so much free advice and warnings. My complacency was shattered during the London to Newcastle race. I had been flagged off from Brooklands aerodrome into a head-wind to Newcastle, the weather was good, and I was clipping across the downs near Dunstable when it happened: the engine with many protesting bangs and explosions lapsed into a rather frightening silence. I had never done a dead-stick landing over strange country before, and I frantically twisted around in the cockpit looking for the most likely place to put down. I had little choice and less time as I glided towards what appeared to be a level piece of grass on a hillside. My approach speed was normal but I had not calculated for the gradient I judged the approach all right but when I flattened out without any power there was insufficient speed to lift the nose up the hillside. The result was a fairly heavy landing and an abrupt stop. Fortunately, the only damage was to one of the balsawood axle fairings. After a long walk to a post office near Tring, I was able to telephone Brooklands Aviation, and they promised to send someone out right away. Not long after I had returned to the machine I heard the sound of a Moth and it landed fairly close to where I had been standing waving my arms to indicate the best spot. The pilot was Bill Thorne, and the ground engineer Chris Bancroft. Thorne had to use a lot of engine to put his machine down and still had to keep the power on to stop running backwards down the hill until he had taxied to a more level spot near my Swift Bancroft knew his stuff on the Pobjoy: the ignition timing had slipped, and it was not long before he had the engine running and I was able to do a somewhat unorthodox downwind, downhill take-off.


As the summer came to an end; so did the various race meetings. I had had a wonderful run, far beyond my greatest expectations, but it had created one big problem. My father was not really able to join in most of the time, as he came by car and left the Moth in the hangar. We both thought the answer was a fast two-to four-seater of some sort, with an eye to the racing side, but at the same time suitable for travel abroad.


I was very keen to get overseas experience. I had made only one trip abroad, in April before taking delivery of the Swift. It had been a short, sharp experience, but well worthwhile. I had made Lyon in the first day, which was considered quite good in a Gipsy I Moth, but was dismayed to find out how quickly my money was evaporating on fuel, food and incidentals. In fact, although I had intended to go as far as Milan, I soon realised that unless I returned without any more night stops, I should be out of money. The weather was wonderful, with the freshness of spring in the air – that is, until I reached the English Channel, when it turned out to be cold and foggy. I made two attempts to reach Lympne but in the end was forced to turn and land at St Inglevert. I was now in an embarrassing situation; I had only ten shillings left in my wallet St Inglevert was cold, lonely, and just a large grass field, a relic of World War I days. The most I could get out of the solitary attendant was that Calais was 20 km away, and that there was a small hotel down the lane from the aerodrome, at the point where it joined the main road. A smart walk down the country lane soon brought me to a decrepit-looking building and I hesitated before going inside. The feel of my thin wallet however made up my mind for me. I entered and faced a well-built man talking to a filthy-looking peasant, and I couldn’t decide if it was the cow-dung on his rubber boots or the man himself who exuded such an unpleasant odour. In my schoolboy French I asked if there was accommodation available and out of the corner of his mouth the man said to the peasant, ‘Le petit Parisien.’ I didn’t like the jibe, but let it pass, and then to my astonishment he said, ‘Well, cock, what can I do for you?’ I told him my difficulties and rather lamely said, ‘I can only give you ten shillings in English money.’ As it turned out, I had the best meal since I had left home, a clean and comfortable bed and a firm handshake when I left, with the words, ‘Pedlar Palmer will always welcome a Britisher. You come and see me next time you are this way, you’ll always be welcome.’ When I got home and described the man and the incident, Dad said, ‘Well I’m damned. That must be Pedlar Palmer, the boxer. He killed a man in a contest and left the country.’




Notes


1 Nick Comper was a quietly spoken, gentlemanly ex-RAF officer with a flair for aircraft design as well as being a first-class pilot. The most famous of his designs was the Pobjoy Swift, and from that he went on to design and produce the Mouse, the Streak and the Kite before his company closed down in 1934. I always thought that Nick would have a tremendous future in aviation, as certainly the little Swift was one of the most delightful aircraft I have ever flown. Inconceivably, however, Nick died at the early age of forty-two in June 1939 as the result of a tragic misfortune.










OEBPS/a002_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/9781847974082_cover_epub.jpg
THE FLIGHT
OF THE

MEW






OEBPS/a002_2_online.jpg





OEBPS/title_page_1_online.jpg
ALEX HENSHAW






OEBPS/a027_1_online.jpg
1 2
o B






