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The first page of the regulations for entry into the RNAS which the Admiralty sent to Leslie. Paragraph 7 appears discriminatory to modern eyes but would not have done so to the eyes of those drafting the regulations in 1916. See Chapter Two.
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Note

    1.    The phrase was originally Sir Robert Ensor’s, author of England 1870-1914 OUP, 1936.



Preface

My father was obliged to retire early because he was losing his memory. He lived for another ten years and spent his time gardening and watching television, but he had little to say. He died in 1971 and it fell to me to go through his papers, which were stored, out of sight and out of mind, in the loft. It was a great surprise. One large cardboard box contained bundles of letters, a scrapbook full of newspaper cuttings and old documents, and four photograph albums. Most important of all was an oilcloth-bound diary of 350 pages detailing his life between July 1917 and April 1919. The contents of that box, and other documents to which they directed me, are the subject of this book. Busy with my own career at the time, I did not commence a detailed study of the contents of the cardboard box until I retired myself, and so this book appears exactly ninety years after the diary was written and the photographs taken. It is a pity that I didn’t write it in 1971. In 2007, only one of my father’s RNAS contemporaries survives, Henry Allingham, and he is the oldest man in the country.

Leslie took many photos, sometimes when it was forbidden, and he squirreled away, in his scrap book, documents of every sort, from a newspaper article on the shameless behaviour of ‘good time girls’ in the West End in 1918, to a diary entry about the kindness of a German family with whom he was billeted as part of the Army of Occupation of the Rhine in 1919. He filled four photograph albums, which begin at the Royal Naval College in Greenwich in 1917 and end in Athens in 1920. The diary is not well balanced and ignores many major events which affected his destiny. He was, after all, barely eighteen when he enlisted and only twenty when demobilized.

It is interesting to see how easy censorship made it for the government to delude youngsters like Leslie about what the future had in store. His diary entry in which he records that a lecturer at the Royal Naval College at Greenwich has told them that flying is ‘about as safe as infantry’ says it all and nearly provided the title for this book. What the lecturer meant was ‘one in five of you will be killed’. For most of the war the newspapers were mouthpieces of the Establishment, but just occasionally the truth was revealed. The actual numbers killed were concealed until six years after the war.

Another social trend, which the diary illustrates, is the decline in the influence of religion on Leslie’s life. He had been brought up as a regular churchgoer and, with his brother, was a choirboy at Christ Church, Highbury Barn, Islington. But he, and many others, saw so much that led them to conclude that trust in a well-meaning God was just wishful thinking. At the start of the diary Leslie is obviously scared of being killed and he prays frequently. Even a year later he records the gist of a padré’s sermon in France. During that first year he frequently records, in his diary, days in the religious calendar, but the last of these is 9 June 1918, ‘Second Sunday after Trinity’. After that religion barely gets a mention and he does not even bother to thank God for safe deliverance from his last crash.

On a lighter note are Leslie’s views on the merger of the Royal Flying Corps and the Royal Naval Air Service to form an independent air force. The War Office and the Admiralty were barely on speaking terms in the autumn of 1917, when the merger was decided, and this animosity seeped down to humble Flight Sub-Lieutenants RNAS such as Leslie. But Leslie’s disapproval of the merger was based on the trivial and ill-informed opinions that are to be expected of a boy of eighteen. The politics and military thinking of the War Cabinet, the War Office and the Admiralty were much more complicated than Leslie could possibly have known. They included outright opposition to the formation of an Air Ministry and an Air Force from the Commander-in-Chief, Field Marshal Haig, and from Major-General H.M. Trenchard, then commanding the Royal Flying Corps in France.

This book did not set out to be a serious academic work, but I have spent seven fascinating years researching the background to the contents of my father’s box. More than 150 photographs and 50 documents have come out of it that have not seen the light of day since 1919. Half of the remaining photographs, although from other sources, have probably never been published before and have been selected to illustrate episodes in the diary.

Some hitherto unreported or unregarded information has come to light, which illuminates ‘behind the scenes’ aspects of the war. One example is the account of the RNAS training aerodrome at Vendôme in central France which seems to have received little attention before, and another is an explanation of the ‘lighthouse’ system by which night bomber pilots found their way to their target and back to their base. By inserting into the narrative some explanations, news and contemporary history, I have tried to shine a brighter light on events which are only just beyond living memory and yet reveal a world immensely different from the one we know today. For my grandchildren the events described here are as distant as the Charge of the Light Brigade and Florence Nightingale were for me when I was their age. Another personal link with aviation’s past is provided by the fact that, when I was my grandchildren’s age in 1933, I was photographed on Jaywick Sands by James Jarché, the professional photographer who photographed Blériot’s landing at Dover in 1909.

A useful source of information has been the newspapers of the time and among the documents filed in the scrapbook are cuttings from the Daily Mail. The paper aimed at the expanding middle class and, along with The Times, dominated the media. There was of course no television, and regular broadcasting, by a consortium of wireless manufacturers, did not begin until 1922. The newspaper cuttings that Leslie made reflected closely his own experience and, in checking these to date them, I have found many more which illuminate what appears in the diary.

At the time the Daily Mail encouraged servicemen to contribute stories, and their articles were published regularly on the editorial page. The newspaper printed notices stating that the articles wanted should be written from personal experience and be about four hundred words long. The minimum price paid was three guineas – far above prices paid by anyone else and equivalent to two weeks’ wages for some people. These articles have been particularly useful when describing the experience of learning to fly. Flying was new and exciting to read about and, in the Daily Mail, articles on flying appeared more often than on any other military subject. Most appear here verbatim.






Author’s Note

Leslie Semple’s diary and photograph albums provide the chronological backbone to this book. Where his diary entries appear in this book they are in italics and preceded by an underlined date. No other quotations have this feature and it is important to remember this because the diary is the skeleton on which the rest of the book hangs. Quotations from other sources are endnoted.

Some items of Public Record Office information have come from more than one file, in which case all the file references are given. These references mostly begin ‘Air 1’ or ‘Air 2’. All illustrations are attributed. Those from Leslie Semple’s collection are marked LGS, but a word of caution is needed. According to his diary, he did not have a camera of his own until the spring of 1918, but his albums contain some photos from earlier dates and they are identical with ones in two albums in the RAF Museum. There must have been some sharing of prints. Twenty-five of Leslie’s later photographs are now in the Imperial War Museum and, if they appear in this book, they are marked LGS as well as having their IWM references.

A few of the photographs in the book are taken from postcards that he bought at the time. These are marked LGS with the suffix PC, but he was not the only person who bought these cards in France and Belgium at the end of the war and no known people own the copyrights. There are also a handful of photographs for which I have been unable to trace copyright owners. I apologise for this and would welcome information to complete the record.

Readers may notice some variety in the description of people’s ranks. Army ranks were used in the Royal Flying Corps, whilst the Royal Navy introduced specialized ranks for the Royal Naval Air Service in 1914. Army ranks were subsequently adopted as an interim measure by the Royal Air Force on its formation in April 1918 and continued in use until the new Air Force rank titles and insignia were introduced in August 1919. An appendix of equivalent officer ranks appears at the end of the book.

Detailed identification of individual aeroplanes by their serial numbers and sometimes their eventual fate is for the benefit of aviation historians. Their interests are catered for, but the book was not written primarily for them. It was written for the general reader who should find it easy to imagine the day-to-day life of an eighteen-year-old learning to fly an aeroplane hardly more sophisticated than the Wright Flyer of 1908, and yet only a year later piloting a bomber as big as a Flying Fortress on night raids over enemy territory. It was exciting, amusing, frightening, shocking, saddening and boring by turns.



Some photographs reproduced are of poor quality. Most of them were taken with a cheap camera ninety years ago and the actual size of the print is only 6 x 4 cms. We ask for the reader’s understanding concerning this limitation.





CHAPTER 1

Beforehand

For some, the First World War was not a disaster at all. It was a great opportunity. It allowed them to snip their way through the class barrier and go over the top into the privileged world of officers and gentlemen. To make it worthwhile, they had to survive and many of Leslie’s friends and colleagues did not. But he was lucky.

Leslie Semple was born on 11 June 1899 at 43 Sotheby Road, Highbury, north London. His grandfather, Gustavus, had married a prosperous farmer’s daughter and established a chain of butchers’ shops in London and the south-east.

Gustavus aided population growth by having ten healthy children of his own. Nine behaved circumspectly. They were well educated and the boys went into business or the professions, while the girls made good marriages. Boys and girls alike became comfortable members of the Edwardian middle class at a time when class mattered, perhaps more than ever before or since.

But Leslie was born in unpromising circumstances. His father, George Edwin, the eldest of Gustavus’ ten children, was, by repute within the family, a womaniser, a drinker and a gambler. The only known fact is that, in 1890, this errant son was obliged to marry Elizabeth, the daughter of the landlord of the Crown, a public house in Grey Eagle Street, Spitalfields. Their son (christened John Edward and known as ‘Teddy’ by the family) was born seven months later.

Gustavus passed his butchers’ shops to his sons before he died and all his children were left comfortably off. But, sadly, George Edwin, the black sheep of the family, frittered away his share of the business before his death in 1901, aged only thirty-nine. He left no will and no money and when he died John Edward was ten years old and Leslie George, the youngest, was just eighteen months.2

After George Edwin’s death the family moved a short distance from their house in Sotheby Road in leafy Highbury to a lesser terraced house – 121 Petherton Road. This move was probably to save on rent in their reduced circumstances. However, Leslie and Teddy were still able to go to Dame Alice Owen’s School, which was a mile and a half from their house. In today’s terms the school would be regarded as a grammar school. It was governed and financed by the Worshipful Company of Brewers and, since the boys’ maternal grandfather had been lessee of the Crown in Grey Eagle Street and the Victory in Fournier Street, both in Spitalfields, it is probable that they went as scholars or on reduced fees.

Teddy maintained good relations with his Uncle Will, one of his father’s younger brothers, and when he left school, became an apprentice and later a junior partner in one of Will’s butchers’ shops at 69 Battersea Bridge Road, as Will had no sons of his own. Leslie’s family lived frugally from Teddy’s earnings while Doris and Leslie completed their education.

Uncle Will did particularly well. He moved out of butchers’ shops and into cinemas just as the ‘talkies’ were introduced. By the 1930s he owned a chain of cinemas in Derbyshire and Yorkshire. Unlike Teddy however, Leslie decided that he would keep clear of Uncle Will, despite his obvious business talents. Here is a diary entry that he made a few days after the Armistice when he began to think seriously about the future:



I must think of something to do after leaving the service, but shall not work for anyone else but start off on my own. I do not intend working for other people and making fortunes for them but would sooner earn a little for myself and be my own master.



This entry is significant, knowing the cool relations between Leslie and his Uncle Will, which persisted, on Leslie’s side, to the end of Will’s life in 1953. It affords a clue as to what Leslie did in the year between leaving school and receiving his call-up papers in July 1917. Leslie never mentioned the matter, but both his final school report and his headmaster’s recommendation of him for a commission in the artillery make it clear that he left school in July 1916. So what did he do in the missing year?

It cannot be proved but it seems likely, that Uncle Will got a year’s unwilling work out of him in one of the butchers’ shops, probably 69 Battersea Bridge Road. This was only a stone’s throw from Will’s smart double-fronted house on the rise up to Clapham Common, so he could have trained Leslie himself. That is what Will did with Teddy, and Teddy’s daughter, Sheila, confirms that Will gave Teddy a hard time in those early years. Certainly Teddy had to live with Uncle Will during his apprenticeship because of the long hours of work and that was probably also true for Leslie. Leslie’s lifetime silence on the subject suggests his sensitivity. He never said a word about his childhood or his schooldays and no photographs survive. His children knew him as a civil servant in a Homburg hat and a long black coat. Not a butcher’s apron to be seen.



* * *



To avoid the smoke from coal fires in houses and factories which enveloped Islington as well as the rest of London in this period, Owen’s School bought land at Oakleigh Park, Whetstone, well north of the London smoke, where it established playing fields and additional classrooms to which boys commuted on the new electric trams.
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Boys watching a flying display at Hendon in 1913. Hulton Getty



Oakleigh Park was less than five miles from the aerodrome at Hendon that Claude Grahame-White established just as Leslie started his lessons in the fresh air. There was an underground service from Finsbury Park, near his home, so Leslie and his schoolfriends could easily have gone to Hendon to watch the aeroplanes in the years just before the war. It would have made a big impression on boys of his age.

Development of flying was a good ten years behind motoring, but the rapid expansion of flying, particularly around London, left no-one in doubt about the future. The pre-war air displays at Hendon attracted ever increasing crowds. There were fifty-one displays in 1913 with a record attendance at August Bank Holiday of 65,000. London Underground advertised the air shows and must have done well out of them. (See colour section.)

Leslie expressed the feeling of the time when he wrote in his diary, three weeks after he reported for duty in 1917:



After all, flying is not so very dangerous and it will be a great thing in the future, rather like the present day motor car.



* * *



By the time Leslie enlisted, Sir John French had been sacked as Commander of British Forces on the Western Front, Field Marshal Kitchener, Secretary of State for War, had been drowned on his way to Russia, Herbert Asquith had been succeeded as Prime Minister by Lloyd George and Winston Churchill had succeeded Lloyd George as Minister of Munitions. Commenting later on the transfer of power from Asquith to Lloyd George, the Clerk to the Privy Council, Sir Almeric Fitzroy said:



The effects of the change in direction may be compared to the substitution of dynamite for a damp squib.3



Two and a half million men were persuaded to enlist before conscription was introduced in March 1916. While recruitment was voluntary, women carried white feathers which they presented to men of fighting age who were not in uniform. Later, when conscription began, men in reserved occupations were issued with badges to protect them from this indignity.

Sir Douglas Haig now commanded British forces in France. For him it was a war of attrition, but it can at least be said in his favour that his belated defensive strategy in 1918 stopped the dangerous German breakthrough in the spring and helped the Allies to hold on until American troops came to their rescue. In the early summer of 1918 defeat was very close. The United States joined the war on 6 April 1917, but at that time the US Army was only 107,000 strong and US troops did not go into action until April of the following year. Only then did the balance of power and, more importantly, the balance of morale, tip decisively in the Allies’ favour. Leslie’s diary entry for 4 July 1918 – American Independence Day – shows just how dramatic was the effect on morale. By the end of the war two million Americans were in Europe and a quarter of those were in action, or ready for it. Leslie flew with some of them.



* * *



Back in Britain men in uniform were feted and, as we shall see, enjoyed the pick of the good-time girls in London’s West End. There was plenty of good time to be had. Shops, clubs, restaurants and theatres continued as if nothing had happened. German submarine attacks caused food shortages and rationing was eventually introduced in early 1918. But that did not hurt those with money. Leslie Semple, in nine weeks of basic training at Crystal Palace and Greenwich and a further nine weekends of training or leave in London, managed seventeen visits to the theatre or music hall and eighteen dinners out in the West End as well as half a dozen trips to the cinema and three to night clubs – all at the age of eighteen. He was paid about £22 a month, the first real money that he had earned in his life and about the same as a munitions worker on overtime. Most of it must have gone on enjoying himself. The best theatre tickets cost about fifteen shillings, the cheapest – up in the gallery – two shillings. He was having a wonderful time at the taxpayer’s expense and life as a butcher’s boy was quickly forgotten.

But he was also learning to fly and that was dangerous. For many, like him but not so lucky, it was a short life but a merry one. Virtually all men who flew were commissioned and nearly one in five was killed before the war ended. The same proportion died in the trenches on the Western Front, but in less comfortable circumstances. For their officers, the cavalry and the infantry looked for breeding and this meant at least one generation of public-school grooming, competent horsemanship and family means to match. The artillery and the engineers looked for technically trained boys, who could be found in grammar schools. Pilots needed similar technical skills so they could also be found there. Here it was brains not means that mattered. The Royal Flying Corps and the Royal Naval Air Service went out of their way to attract boys like Leslie who had obtained their Senior School Certificate in mathematics, physics and mechanics because they could be taught how an aeroplane worked as well as how to fly it.4



* * *

When the diary begins, in July 1917, Leslie had just reached the age of eighteen. Conscription was in force and he had to join the Army or the Navy. As yet there was no independent air force. Teddy had been exempted as he was engaged in food distribution and the shop would have closed without him, leaving the family without an income. It probably did not seem so at the time, but Leslie was the lucky one.

Leslie had joined the school’s Army Cadet Corps in October 1914 and risen to be a cadet sergeant before he left school two years later, so he was at least familiar with parade ground drill. His headmaster recommended him for a commission in the Royal Artillery but Leslie said, in later years, that he decided to apply for flying because he knew that there was a fair chance of getting killed, whichever he chose. He preferred the thought of dying quickly in an air crash to dying slowly in the Flanders mud. It was a wise decision although, as a diary entry for 1 June 1918 shows, not every airman who was killed had the good fortune to die quickly. But Leslie never experienced, or even witnessed, the horrors of trench warfare and he was appalled when he saw the evidence of it when the war ended.
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The earliest photo in Leslie’s collection. On the back he has written the one word ‘Cody’. The legs of the pilot can just be seen. LGS

The proximity of the air displays at Hendon must have been an obvious influence in favour of learning to fly instead of joining the Army. In Leslie’s album there is a tiny photo of an early biplane (opposite, below), with the elevator projecting in front of the pilot. It appears to be flying over a built-up area (cropped from the photo here) which could easily be Hendon or even Petherton Road in Highbury where Leslie lived. On the back of the photo there is the one word ‘Cody’. The photo must have been taken about the time of Leslie’s fourteenth birthday since Cody was killed, flying on Cove Common near Farnborough, two months later and his machine was wrecked. Perhaps Teddy had a Kodak Brownie box camera. The print is of the tiny size that negatives from these cameras produced and is similar to most of the later photos in Leslie’s albums. The plane is probably a Bristol Box Kite.

Claude Grahame-White established the aerodrome at Hendon in 1911. He had been paid $50,000 for taking part in air displays in New York and Washington and earlier he had taken part in the Daily Mail contest for the first flight from London to Manchester. He did much to encourage the development of flying in Britain before the war, as did Lord Northcliffe of the Daily Mail. Grahame-White’s airfield was taken over by the Royal Naval Air Service in 1914 and the RAF Museum, which is now on the site, incorporates some of the hangars erected during the First World War. The photo on page 17 shows that energetic and resourceful youngsters could see what was going on without paying for the privilege.

Everyone in north London must have been excited by flying. There is another photograph in the Hulton Getty Collection, which shows a machine of Bleriot design stranded on the roof of a semi-detached house in Palmer’s Green in December 1912 (overleaf). Teddy and Leslie may well have walked or cycled there to see it. It would not have been in the newspaper until next day, by which time the bits might have been taken away and the tiles on the roof put straight. All that was needed to dismantle the machine was a handsaw and a pair of wire cutters. Even the engine, in one piece, could have been let down from the roof by two men with a rope. It is a fact that only two roof tiles were broken.
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The aeroplane which crashed on a rooftop in Palmer’s Green in December 1912 dislodging two roof tiles. Hulton Getty
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A cutting from a North London local newspaper which Leslie pasted in his scrap book.

For Leslie the choice between the Army and the Navy was made easy. His school had a reputation to maintain. A year after Leslie left, Dame Alice Owen’s School, Islington, was visited by its very own hero ‘Gyles of HMS Broke’. HMS Broke was part of the Dover Patrol whose task was to keep German submarines and minelayers hemmed in at Ostend and Zeebrugge. In an action on 20 April 1917, HMS Broke and HMS Swift encountered two German destroyers in the Channel. HMS Broke rammed one of them and while they were locked together, hand to hand fighting ensued. Both German destroyers were sunk. The hero of the day was Midshipman Donald Gyles RN who was David to a Hun Goliath in the fighting on deck. He was hit in the head, arm and leg by shrapnel but made a full recovery and was awarded the Distinguished Service Cross.

The account is in a local newspaper cutting in Leslie’s scrap-book but it is undated and the paper is not named. It must have been in July 1917, after Gyles had recovered from his wounds. We may speculate that Leslie attended as an old boy of the school. For the headmaster it must have been an emotional occasion. His own son had been killed in France in 1915 – one of 170 Old Owenians who died in the war.5

Having made up his mind to learn to fly, Leslie set about applying to the RNAS. He had to be quick because three weeks after his eighteenth birthday, on 11 June, he received his army call-up papers.
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An air display at Hendon in 1913. Hulton Getty



Notes

    2.    A sister, Doris, was born between Teddy and Leslie. She married an Australian soldier and emigrated to Queensland in 1919.

    3.    A.J.P. Taylor – English History 1914-1945 OUP 1965.

    4.    Air/2/85/B6453, Air/2/129/B11782.

    5.    R.A.Dare – A History of Owen’s School Carwal Ltd., 1963.







CHAPTER 2

‘About As Safe As Infantry’

Leslie made his first contact with the Royal Naval Air Service on the day that his army call-up papers arrived. The diary begins:



July 5th 1917 Go to Hotel Cecil to see Lieut.Cole about getting into Air Service. He gives me an address to which to write: Director of Air Services, Hotel Cecil WC. asking for necessary forms etc. Write same evening.



The Hotel Cecil, facing the Strand and close to Whitehall, had been taken over by the Government in January 1917, as the headquarters of the Royal Naval Air Service and as a home for the new Air Board. The Air Board had been established in May 1916 to mediate between the Army’s Royal Flying Corps and the Navy’s Royal Air Service, which were competing for scarce aircraft and disagreeing about design. Despite re-organisation with wider powers in 1917, the Air Board was not a success and after much political heartache, the Royal Air Force with its own dedicated Air Ministry was formed. Leslie deals with this in his diary when the time comes.

At the Hotel Cecil five hundred hotel guests were given 48 hours’ notice to quit. The Government enjoyed powers to do such things under the Defence of the Realm Act but the hotel owners received compensation. When built in 1896, the Cecil was the largest and most luxurious hotel in Europe. Only the Savoy next door was in the same class. The Admiralty chose it because it was in keeping with their Lordships’ view of their own importance. As the Air Services expanded, temporary offices were built on the Embankment Gardens between the Hotel Cecil and the Thames. After the war the temporary buildings were pulled down and the Embankment Gardens were reinstated. Both hotels were refurbished in the 1930s and the Hotel Cecil became the Shell Mex building with a 1930s facade. It has recently been re-modelled again.



July 10th Receive forms from Air Board which I fill in. Occupy next few days in finding references and birth certificate etc. Post them. On July 2nd I had received a calling up notice for the army for August 1st.



July 30th Hear from Hotel Cecil, told to report on Thursday for medical examination.



July 31st Go to Holloway Recruiting Office and have army calling up notice cancelled.



August 2nd Go before selection committee & medical examination at Cecil & Admiralty – Told to receive dental attention and report again.



August 10th Report to Cecil but told must report on Tuesday again.



August 11th Receive telegram to report at 11a.m. today at Hotel Cecil. Pass medical examination & told to report at Crystal Palace at 4p.m. tomorrow afternoon.



He was passed A4. His medical certificate gives his height as five feet, eight and a half inches, so he still had more than two inches to grow to his full height. There is also an anomaly in that the medical certificate is dated 14 July, whereas his first letter from Hotel Cecil inviting him for interview is dated 28 July and this fits in with the diary entries. One can speculate that the Medical Officer backdated the certificate to allow some regulation interval to appear to have elapsed between passing the medical examination and being posted to Crystal Palace. To be posted next day was indeed short notice.

Leslie gives no details of the interview and medical examination but the diary of Observer Sub-Lieutenant Martin Press who joined the RNAS a few months earlier records:



The RNAS had devised a rapid method of recruiting suitable material to train as flying officers. It was called the Selection Board at the Hotel Cecil in the Strand. The first qualification was a Public School education with a view to obtaining healthy young men who already had the right sort of training suitable for Naval intake. I went before the Board – a mass of gold braid. Their idea seemed to be to bark out questions at random with great rapidity. ‘Why do you want to fly?’ ‘Can you ride a motor cycle?’ ‘What was your favourite subject at school?’ But the medical examination at the Admiralty, in a room over the Arch, was very thorough indeed. Climbing a rope in the nude (tricky, try it), a test for colour blindness made by having to sort out rather worn out coloured beads.6 
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Leslie’s own copy of his letter of application to the Director of Air Services, which he later stuck in his scrap book. See page 6 for the first page of regulations for special entry of officers into the RNAS. ‘As a general rule candidates for admission must not be more than 25 nor less than 18 years of age on date of application.’
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Leslie’s reply from the Director of Air Services. ‘B.C. Retd. Noted’. Indicates that his birth certificate has been noted and is returned. Leslie kept all his subsequent posting notices but they have not been included in this book.
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Girl clerks at work in the Hotel Cecil after the RNAS had taken it over. The view from the windows would have been of the Embankment Gardens, if they were still there, but they were not. Air 1/680
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Instead they saw temporary offices sprawling all along the Embankment. They were removed after the war. The single storey building in the bottom left hand corner survives as a tea room. IWM Q 2869
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The front of Leslie’s medical certificate. He passed A4 and his height was given on the back of the certificate as 5ft 8½ inches so he still had two inches to grow, but strangely, his weight was not recorded.



Apart from the medical examination, the interviews lasted about 15 minutes. A group of largely ex-public school men interviewed candidates seeking what they considered to be qualities of leadership and discovering them, as a rule, in people very much like themselves.

Leslie owed much to Mr Easterbrook, the headmaster of his school at the turn of the century. If he had not obtained recognition of Owen’s School as a member of an institution called The Headmasters’ Conference, Leslie would not even have been invited for interview as a prospective officer. Membership of the Headmasters’ Conference meant that the school was classified as a ‘public school’. His subsequent career hinged on his having been a commissioned officer who saw service in the war.

The interviewing panel decided that Leslie was the keen sort of schoolboy that they were looking for, so on 11 August he was instructed to report at the Crystal Palace at 4p.m. next day.



Sunday August 12th Report at Crystal Palace for duty at 4p.m. Signed on and then have evening to myself. Go back to Uncle Alban’s where all the family is for the day. Return to the depot at 10.30p.m.



On the first page of his diary Leslie gives his address as Bed 3, Room 11, Ashurst, Crystal Palace S.E.19. The Palace also rejoiced in the name HMS President because, trapped in tradition, the Navy could not bring itself to do away with the fiction that all naval premises were ships or were attached to ships. An HMS President did in fact exist; it was a salvage barge, moored on the Medway.

In June 1916 the Crystal Palace at Sydenham in south London had become the Royal Navy recruit reception centre. The palace had originally been erected in Hyde Park for the 1851 Great Exhibition. It was moved to high ground at Sydenham in 1852 and nearly doubled in size. It became a popular amusement centre rather like the Vauxhall Pleasure Gardens had been. From 1920–1924 it was the home of the Imperial War Museum but it was mostly destroyed by fire in 1936 and the surviving tower was pulled down in 1941 because German bombers were thought to be using it as a landmark.


[image: images]

RNAS recruits assembling for parade after reporting at Crystal Palace for the first time. IWM Q 33738
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RNAS cadets in the aero-engine shop. IWM Q 33726
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Officer cadets in workshop training. At least one is wearing a starched wing collar. IWM Q 33743
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Cadets at Crystal Palace. In the foreground they are working on a Sopwith Schneider seaplane scout and, in the background, on an F.B.A. Type A flying boat. IWM Q 33725




August 13th Medically examined by doctor for venereal disease and given a very straight talk.



We can guess the gist of what was said to him but not the climate of opinion that surrounded it. The climate varied enormously. Diehard males such as Lord Northcliffe of the Daily Mail campaigned for all the women of the streets to be locked up because of the threat they posed to the nation’s health, whereas men were to be excused on the grounds that what they did was merely ‘a temporary lapse, incidental to a useful career as a soldier citizen’.7

Leslie was the sort of young man that Lord Northcliffe was concerned about. He was just eighteen and would soon have his first significant wages in his pocket. With his smart officer cadet’s uniform and with evenings for walking out in the West End, he was naive and, like most adolescents, very interested in the opposite sex. He was just what an acquisitive girl would be looking for.

Leslie’s account of his first week in the Navy was very limited:




August 14th The usual routine at the Crystal Palace is:








	6.00a.m.

	Reveille. Shower, cup of tea and biscuit.






	6.40

	Physical training.






	7.40

	Breakfast.






	8.40

	12.0 Squad drill or lectures.






	12.0

	Lunch.






	1.20–6.00

	Squad drill or lectures.






	6.00p.m.

	Free.






	7.25–9.00

	Dinner or supper.






	9.00

	Free.






	11.00

	Bed.






	11.15

	Lights out.











Leslie had no more to say about it than this but Martin Press, who described the interview at the Hotel Cecil, mentioned earlier, said that dinner at the Crystal Palace was quite a splendid affair and Flight Sub Lieut Francis Bridges, who was there at more or less the same time as Leslie, said a little more:



Each squad was under the control of a Royal Marine Sergeant who marched us everywhere we had to go. At dinner we Probationary Flight Officers had to wait outside a door at one end of the dining room until the CO and some of his staff came in at the other. After grace we sat down and the waiters (who were RN stewards) brought in the soup. I have always looked back with admiration for those who could carry five or six plates of clear soup on one arm ... One evening after dinner we were entertained by the cast of a London theatre. I think it was ‘The Bing Boys On Broadway’.8



* * *



August 20th Receive orders to go to Greenwich tomorrow to be tested for cerebral meningitis. As I was inoculated last Saturday morning during the first week here it means I shall be transferred to Vendome in France in 5 weeks time. Well it is a fine aerodrome and certainly has a better name than the Chingford one. Write several letters home. After all flying is not so very dangerous and it is almost certain that it will be a great thing in the future like the present day motor car. Must now go to bed as it is getting very late. May God grant that I shall be safe and Mother, Teddy and Doris also from all dangers and perils of this world. Amen and may God grant that I shall come out of this war safely – for Mother’s sake. Amen.



This is the first time that he wrote a prayer in the diary. His faith appears to have lasted for about another year.



* * *



For landplanes the RNAS, in 1917, had four flying training schools in England and one at Vendôme. The medical tests that he mentions indicated a posting abroad, so he knew that he was going to Vendôme. There was good reason for his preference for Vendôme which was in the middle of the vast central plain of France, about 100 miles south-west of Paris. Chingford aerodrome, on the other hand, was on Chingford Marsh, immediately to the south of King George’s Reservoir on the Lea Valley catchment system, north of London. The reservoir was on one side of the airfield with high tension electric cables on the other and the large area of water usually meant air turbulence when taking off or landing.9 Chingford remained in use until 1919 and is now the site of the William Girling Reservoir. The other RNAS flying schools were at Eastbourne, Eastchurch and Redcar.10

The aerodrome at Chingford was opened by the RNAS in April 1915 and Leslie and his schoolfriends would have known about it, just as they knew about Hendon, because RNAS Chingford was only six miles from their open air school at Whetstone. The boys must have seen the planes flying and heard of forced landings and crashes.

Just before Leslie left school, a B.E. (Bleriot Experimental) 2c from Chingford came down at Muddle’s Farm on Edgewarebury Lane, only four miles away. The Chingford station, like others that we shall come across, was strong on amateur entertainment. Corporal Ivor Novello wrote ‘Keep the Home Fires Burning’ for a concert there. Chingford may well have been large because, like Hendon, it was popular. Take-off and landing may not have been easy, but when bad weather prevented flying, it was within reach of London’s bright lights. For Ivor Novello, Tommy Handley and others like them, that was an important consideration.



August 21st Go to Greenwich in morning to be tested for spotted fever. Hurts a bit when doctor takes flesh out of throat. Back to Palace in afternoon. Usual routine. Mother comes to see me in evening. Go to pictures.



Spotted fever was the old name for meningitis. There was an outbreak amongst recruits at Crystal Palace in January 1918 – five months after Leslie was there.11



August 22nd In evening go up to Gieves to see about uniform. Told it has been sent on. Have received British Warm = £6.



Officer cadets received an initial uniform allowance of £20, but it was not enough to cover everything required and his mother lent him some of the money. An RNAS officer’s uniform from Gamages cost between £5 and £6 10s with an extra 17s 6d for a cap with embroidered badge. An airman’s flying helmet cost 30s. Gamages also sold ‘trench coats’ for 63 shillings and confirmed the arrival of a new phrase into the language. On completion of their elementary and advanced flying training, about six months later, they received a further £20.



August 23rd Receive Uniform at last. Mother, Doris, Kitty, Grans and Gertie Thistle come down to see me. Show them round and then to pictures.



He probably writes ‘at last’ because he was one of the last in his intake to get into uniform. Some boys, who were in the know and had the money, did not need to wait for their uniform allowance. They went out and bought their uniforms, at Gamages or Gieves, as soon as they knew that they had passed the Hotel Cecil interview. Uniform was a tremendous boost to morale.




[image: images]

Officer cadets parade at Crystal Palace before transfer to the RN College at Greenwich. The white covers on their caps show that it is summertime and it can only be 1917. Is the right marker Leslie? Behind the Royal Marine sergeant’s head is the entrance to the aero engine shop. IWM Q 33730



August 24th Parade to be sent to Greenwich. Pack our boxes and change into blues. Have lunch and then go home on leave.



His uniform, which he now puts on for the first time in public, makes him ready to move on from the recruit reception depot at Crystal Palace to three weeks of technical training at the Royal Naval College at Greenwich. It also makes him a much more attractive prospect, from the girls’ point of view, when strolling in the West End. There will be no white feathers for him.



August 25th Go with Doris to Hazlitt House to see some of the Prudential girls. See Elsie Steel. Some girl. In the afternoon we all go to the Corner House, have ices etc. then go to 3rd house Palladium. Very good performance.



Surely part of the reason for going to Hazlitt House must have been to let some of the Prudential girls see him in his new uniform. His sister, Doris, was working for the Prudential Insurance Company at the time and was already engaged to an Australian soldier.

But now, after the glamour of being admired in his new naval uniform, reality dawns on him:



August 27th Report at Greenwich Royal Naval College at 10a.m. Drilling all day. Fine quarters. Inoculated against typhoid. Awfully painful this second time. Feel giddy. The RNAS is quite alright about as safe as infantry. Keep a cool head and don’t worry and all will be well. Must try and get in seaplanes. All my books and papers are kept together and when I shift will be packed in my box. Must give Mother one key. All books at home are kept together.



1) In bookcase

2) In bedroom



Must now enjoy myself and not worry otherwise I shall get nerves and that won’t do. Hope Mother is not worrying. May God grant that I may return safely from the war for Mother’s sake – Amen. My chest giving me jingo. Will go to bed.


[image: images]

The entry in Leslie’s diary for 27 August 1917. LGS
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The Front Line as Punch saw it. That Punch thought this cartoon acceptable illustrates just how ignorant the public was about the realities of the Western Front. “Tommy: And to think there’s a music-hall comedian at home getting three hundred quid a week for singing “The Army of today’s all right”!’ 
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Passchendaele as it really was. IWM Q 11562
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