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PROLOGUE – TEN FIGHTER BOYS



In September 1939 Britain declared war on Germany. By July the following year the fighting had begun in earnest. For four long months, the German Air Force, the Luftwaffe, sent hundreds of bombers and fighter planes to attack Britain’s shores to wipe out her air defences in preparation for a full-scale land invasion. Day after day hordes of enemy aircraft crossed the Channel in their quest to obliterate the RAF’s airbases and render them useless. But, it wasn’t to be. Although heavily outnumbered by the Luftwaffe, the Royal Air Force fought hard to prevent the Germans taking control of the air. By November 1940, the fighter-boys had triumphed and, unable to penetrate Britain’s air defences, the Germans shelved plans to invade the island. The Battle of Britain was over, but the war was just beginning.


It was against this backdrop that I was first asked to record my experiences as a young Spitfire pilot fighting in the Battle of Britain. But my brief dalliance with writing came about quite by chance.


It was a typically grey winter’s day and the Spitfire pilots of 66 Squadron, including myself, had safely returned from a sortie and were gathered in the dispersal room at Biggin Hill aerodrome. Conversation ebbed and flowed as it always did and turned rather optimistically towards what we would all do after the war had ended and we went our separate ways.


For me the dye was cast. As a trained teacher I would exchange the battlefields for the classroom, if I survived the war. One of the other pilots, I can’t recall who, spoke about his plans to take some Spitfires or ‘kites’ as we called them to the United States where he would stage mock dogfights for the paying public.


Squadron Leader (Sqn Ldr) Athol Forbes joined the conversation. He had always wanted to be a writer and he had decided that when the war finished he would record about his experiences of leading 66 Squadron during the Battle of Britain, just as many of the flying aces of the Great War had done 20 years previously.


Suddenly our skipper had a brainwave. Instead of waiting until war was over, he suggested that we should all write down then and there what it was like to be a Spitfire pilot living through one of the greatest aerial battles of all time. We all agreed because he was our commanding officer after all, but, in truth, I thought nothing more of it.


The following day Sqn Ldr Forbes put his ideas into action and selected a number of pilots to take part in the project. His choice included a disparate mix of pilot officers and sergeant pilots from all different backgrounds. There were dockhands, clerks, mechanics and teachers, but at that time we all shared the same profession – Spitfire pilot.


In between flying sorties against the Germans, the pilots began to scribble down their thoughts on what it was like to face the daily onslaught of the German air force in an aerial war that had possessed enough military significance for Winston Churchill to refer to it as the Battle of Britain. They wrote about what it was like to have a Messerschmitt Me109 locked onto your tail, what it was like to be shot down or to be forced to bale out. They wrote about what it felt like to shoot down your first enemy aircraft and watch it explode in front of you or spiral earthwards to its doom trailing a plume of black smoke.


The third chapter was written by me, Sergeant (Sgt) Jimmy Corbin, also known as Binder, which was RAF slang for someone who moans a lot – a charge I will counter later on in this book. I don’t know why Athol Forbes chose me. Maybe he decided that as a sergeant pilot (a third of the Battle of Britain pilots were sergeants) and not an officer, my experiences of the RAF and the Battle were different from those of the others.


Whatever the reason, in November 1940 when I was asked to contribute, I was just 23 years of age, old by pilot standards, and I was based along with the rest of 66 Squadron at Biggin Hill in Kent. Despite my mature years, I was still a sprog, as we were affectionately known in RAF circles, and I struggled to know what to write. My combat experience was limited, compared to the other pilots who had seen action over Dunkirk as well as the Battle of Britain. Many of them had already been decorated with the Distinguished Flying Cross for their heroic exploits. But for me the war had yet to fully unfold.


In the end my chapter waxed lyrical on what I knew, which at that stage were my experiences at flying training school, my early encounters with the enemy and my desire to ‘get up there’ with the others and shoot down some Hun. In truth, despite all the brave words, I just wanted to survive. We all did. I am not a religious man, but I prayed for good fortune and held on to the hope that a healthy dose of self-preservation would carry me safely through the dogfights, the convoy patrols, the unexpected encounters with a rogue Me109, enemy flak from escorting our own bombers and even the friendly fire.


The book was published in 1942 by Collins. By then luck had already run out for five of its original contributors who were killed before it even came off the printer’s press. How many copies it sold, I have no idea, but it certainly didn’t win any literary prize, that was for sure.


Anyway, that is the story of how Ten Fighter Boys got written. It should have been my first and last venture into the literary world until my family decided that too much of my own story remained untold. Now, at the age of 89, they have coaxed and cajoled me into putting pen to paper once again. So here, in an effort to silence them, is the next instalment, so to speak, of Sgt Jimmy Corbin, Spitfire pilot.


Last of the Ten Fighter Boys is intended to be both a prequel and a sequel to the chapter I supplied for Ten Fighter Boys. This book charts my early life before the outbreak of war in 1939 and the decisions that I made and those that were made for me that landed me in the thick of the action in the skies over Kent in the summer and autumn of 1940. I have tried to explain as best I can how an ordinary working-class boy from Maidstone was propelled into the most extraordinary of situations.


And, of course, it also concludes the story of that naive 23-yearold fighter pilot who wrote in November 1940: ‘Up to the present my flying experiences have been far from glorious, and the many hoped for victories seem far distant, but perhaps before long I shall be able to acquit myself satisfactorily.’


Whether I achieved my aim and did indeed ‘acquit myself satisfactorily’ is for you to decide.


W.J. Corbin


Maidstone, Kent


2007






PART ONE


THE


Battle of Britain







Chapter One


1929 – MAIDSTONE, KENT



I leaned against the deep sink and watched my mother studying thick slices of bread toasting under the grill. I wondered when would be the right time to ask.


It was early morning and a fire was already crackling in the concrete fireplace in the corner of the scullery, tasked with heating the huge copper saucepan with a wooden lid containing 5 gallons of water, suspended above it in readiness for my mother and sisters to begin washing the dirty laundry. This was the first stage of a lengthy and arduous process which as a boy I never had to endure. It took three days to complete, only for the whole tedious ritual to be repeated several days later. But I didn’t skip household chores entirely. The copper was the only supply of hot water in the house and on Sundays I would be called upon to help bale the water from the pan into a bucket and lug it upstairs to my bedroom which was also the bathroom. My father had rather cleverly constructed a rectangular wooden frame with metal springs with a thin mattress on top. This was attached to the wall above a cast iron bath, complete with claw feet, by two hinges. It meant my bed could be lifted and lowered depending on whether the bath was in use or not. Hauling buckets of water up the narrow staircase and through my sisters’ room into mine without spilling a drop was back-breaking work, but it was a far better arrangement than unhooking the lozenge tin bath that hung up in the back yard and dragging it into scullery like other families had to do.


Next to the copper, a row of cupboards occupied the wall of the small low-ceilinged scullery as we referred to it. One of these had a fine mesh tacked onto the front of it and acted as a meat safe where my mother would place the Sunday joint which, if we were lucky, would be 10lb of moist Argentinean sirloin steak purchased from Fletcher’s, the butcher’s at the bottom of the road. I had no idea where Argentina was, but my dad said it took three weeks for the meat to be shipped to England and by that time it was cured to perfection. And he was right, it was delicious, which is just as well as it would have to feed us for the next four days as my mother reinvented it into various different dishes before ending up on Wednesday as beef hash. Nothing went to waste.


In another corner of the room, on the coldest of the uneven patchwork of grey flagstones, and there were many to choose from, stood a jug of creamy thick milk full to brim. Sweet with freshness, the milk had been delivered shortly after dawn.


As I slept soundly in my bed, my mother’s alarm call came in the form of the clip-clopping of the horse’s hooves as it pulled the milk cart up our street. Within minutes of the cart stopping, an orderly queue of womenfolk wrapped tightly in their knitted shawls and clasping a range of large ceramic jugs would form behind it. Pleasantries would be exchanged as they shuffled forward until their turn came for the milkman to ladle the milk directly into the assortment of receptacles from the huge metal milk churns on the back of the cart, with not a drop split. The cold stone slab would ensure its freshness until well into the evening.


My mother removed the grill pan and turned the bread over. I waited impatiently for her response. Daisy Lizzie was her name and she was a local Kent girl from Yalding, just 8 miles from Maidstone where my family now lived. She left school at 12 and married my father in 1905 when she was 23 years old.


Dark, slightly wavy hair framed her face and bright, round eyes and she was quite tiny at just 5ft 1in. Her slight figure gave her an outward appearance of frailty, which belied an inner strength. She was a very kind and gentle lady who worked tirelessly to keep us altogether in what were difficult times for working-class families like ours.


I was always much closer to her than to my father, possibly because I was the youngest child and the only boy and so naturally spoilt for attention from her and, for that matter, my three sisters.


Twelve-year-old boys are not noted for their patience and I could wait no longer.


‘Well, can I go then?’ I enquired.


She looked at me and smiled.


‘Ask your father,’ came her reply.


I sloped off to the next room where my father and three sisters were finishing breakfast which I had already bolted down with my usual enthusiasm. I slipped back into my seat, next to my youngest sister Lily, and pondered my next move.


My father, who occupied the head of the table, was tucking into a pile of slab-like toast covered in a thick layer of shiny beef dripping much to the distaste of Daisy, my second sister, who was sitting to his left and constantly complained about her food, especially dripping, which was the mainstay of our diets. It was kept in a large pot, along with two others, on the sideboard in the kitchen. The other pots contained pork and mutton dripping and we would help ourselves to whichever one took our fancy, although we didn’t mix the three as they tasted quite different. It was normally accompanied by large chunks of hot fresh bread, which were also in ample supply as the first of three deliveries that day had already taken place. As a family of six we consumed a lot of bread.


Elsie was already discussing her plans for the day. At 22 she was the eldest of the Corbin children and worked at the Alabaster Passmore Printing firm, but, as it was Saturday, she would only be working until lunchtime and the afternoon would be her own. She was courting John, who had joined the navy as a boy sailor at 14, and was now based at the nearby Chatham docks and often visited our house where the couple were allowed to sit in the front parlour, reserved for special occasions, under the watchful eye of my parents.


‘I’ve invited John for tea. He’ll be here at 4. I finish work at 12 so I’ll get back in plenty of time.’


‘Just let your mother know,’ my father said before turning unexpectedly to me, ‘and what plans have you got today, Jimmy?’


Here was my chance. I wouldn’t ask for my father’s permission, less he say no, but simply tender a statement of intent. After all I was 12 and old enough to know my own mind.


‘I’m going to see Sir Alan Cobham’s Flying Circus today. He’s meant to be coming to Maidstone today.’


Sir Alan Cobham was a hero of mine. Although I had never met him I had read all about him and his daring air displays. He put on air-shows for a living and even took his flying circus as far afield as South Africa and now he was coming to Maidstone. It was an opportunity I was not prepared to pass up. There was no reason for my father to object to my decision, unless he had already allocated my free time to help him in his workshop at the bottom of the back yard.


‘Are you now?’ came my father’s reply and silence descended again as he ripped off a piece of bread and began to chew on it as he mulled the statement over.


It was my sister Elsie who spoke next.


‘Who’s Sir Alan Cobham when he’s at home, Jimmy?’


Everyone called me Jimmy, although my name is William, but an Aunt of mine insisted on shortening it and calling me Willie to which I objected so strongly because of its association with a certain appendage that I began to answer only to the name Jimmy. Stubbornness was a characteristic of mine, even then.


‘He’s a pilot, he flies aeroplanes,’ I replied. I could have gone on, but I sensed I was in the presence of a less than appreciative audience when it came to aviation.


Elsie smiled indulgently at me.


‘It sounds fun, Jimmy.’


I smiled at Elsie who winked back at me. I knew she would be on my side. My sisters were much older than me and while all three of them tended to indulge me with fondness and affection, Elsie was always my favourite. We were divided by a decade, but we got on immensely well and I admired her greatly. She was smart and possessed a lively mind, and her vocabulary was formidable, but she left school at 14 and entered a role more suited to the station of a young working-class woman in the 1920s rather than one that reflected her intellectual capacity. Had she been born in a different era, I have no doubt she would have gone on to university and achieved academic success. But this was 1929 and Elsie was just grateful to have found employment. So she took up a position at the local printers where she would fetch and carry for the other employees.


But now it was Daisy’s turn to chip into the conversation.


‘I don’t see what’s so interesting about an aeroplane.’


Daisy was seven years my senior. I didn’t get on quite so well with her as I did Elsie. Her fussiness over food always irked me. Dad and I often teased her about it. But Daisy was talented in her own way and such a brilliant seamstress that when she left school she was quickly apprenticed to an upmarket tailors’ in Maidstone where she worked as a skilled shirt maker. Her indifference towards my schoolboy passion for aeroplanes was shared by the family.


I looked to Lily for support, but she was absorbed in her breakfast. She was just three years older than me and a nice kid. On wet days, Lily was often my table-tennis partner.


I ignored Daisy’s comments and grabbed the opportunity created by Elsie to argue my case to attend the air show.


‘Yes, and it won’t cost anything. It’s free to just go and watch.’


I directed my comment to all those present, including my mother who had now rejoined us at the opposite end of the table from my father. She kept her counsel.


‘Where is it, Jimmy?’ Elsie continued.


‘Not far. Just off the Sutton Road. It will be starting soon.’


Still my father said nothing. At 5ft 9in, my father was also quite short, but he was broad-shouldered and thick set and what he lacked in stature he more than made up for in physical strength. He was reputed to be one of the strongest men in Maidstone, a reputation borne out of a series of wagers he and his friends devised between themselves over a pint in the pub. On one occasion, I listened in awe as he told me of the time, carrying a hundred and three-quarters weight of lead, he scaled the Style and Winch brewery in Maidstone which is 80ft high, using a series of ladders.


Although, he was the son of a butcher from Ramsgate, a seaside resort on the east coast of Kent 40 miles from Maidstone, Walter Corbin declined to enter the family butcher’s business, and became a contracting plumber instead. Formal education was a privilege my father was unable to enjoy, but he was a very clever man and a truly skilled craftsman. Later in 1937, he became the only plumber to be employed to work on the new Detling aerodrome in Kent. The aerodrome needed a number of sinks in their photographic laboratories and my father was the only man around who had the skill to beat sinks individually out of one sheet of lead.


He was good at what he did which meant that although money was tight, we were better off than most. My father worked hard and played hard, so we always had money, although it never seemed to last long. He always charged what he termed ‘London’ rates. He would charge anywhere from 1s 3d an hour to a top rate of 1s 6d an hour for his services. He was skilled enough to always be in demand and he would take on contracts for local estates as these were the most lucrative. In time he came to employ three other men.


With his strength and abilities he was an imposing presence in the household and I was more frightened of him than anyone else. He was terrifying when he was angry and, even in his calmer moments, he was a tough disciplinarian who ruled his household absolutely. Having said that, I can never recall being beaten by him, although he did chase me once and had he caught me I may well have received a thrashing, but I outran him and, thankfully, I never found out. As a result, my relationship with my father wasn’t a close one when I was young. It wasn’t until I was older that I grew to respect him and then to like him. But that was much later on. Right now I was a 12-year-old boy standing anxiously before him as he considered my request.


He swallowed the mouthful of bread and dripping and looked up at me and said simply, ‘What d’you want to go looking at aeroplanes for?’


I shrugged and look down at my empty plate. Words deserted me.


‘I just do.’


‘All right Jimmy. You can go. You might be needing this, though.’


He dug into his pocket and pulled out a threepenny bit and handed it to me.


‘Thanks Dad.’


And with that he returned to his meal. That summed up my father’s attitude to aviation. He couldn’t understand what all the fuss was about. Flying never held the same fascination for him as it did for me, but neither did he ever try and stop me from pursuing my own passion to become a pilot for which I am grateful. Back then he probably thought it was just youthful imagination, something that I would grow out of when age and reality overtook me and I came to realise that working-class boys from Maidstone didn’t fly aeroplanes for a living. But for the moment I didn’t care, those few words from my father were all the encouragement I needed to hear. I ran out of the dining room into the narrow hall and out through the front door before he could change his mind.


As I left my mother called out to me.


‘Don’t be late Jimmy, it’s soup for lunch,’ and with that my mother secured my prompt return with promises of her delicious marrowbone soup. She made this from the leg bones of various cattle which were stewed for hours on the gas grill my father constructed for her in his workshop at the end of the garden.


‘Okay,’ I shouted back at her as I stepped out into the street and walked down its sloping pavement towards the main road. Our house in Bower Street was one of a row of narrow terraced houses in Maidstone which were built at the end of the 19th century.


Few people owned their own property at that time and we were no exception. My father rented our house from Sharp’s, the sweet-makers, who owned the whole street. The Sharp’s toffee and sweet factory provided employment for many of those who lived in Bower Street and was situated on the bank of the River Medway in Maidstone. Every week a knock on the door announced the arrival of the rent man who would demand the sum of 9s 6d, until 1955 when I bought the house and the rent man came no more. Those who couldn’t scrape together the exact amount lost the right to remain in their home.


On the corner of Bower Street and the Tonbridge Road stood two shops, Fletcher’s and Ashby’s, the grocer’s, which supplied all our needs and gave our mothers little reason to venture beyond the street’s boundaries.


It was a fine morning and some doors to the houses were already standing open as neighbours wandered in and out of each other’s homes with impunity. Doorsteps were already being vigorously scrubbed or were filled with mothers taking time out from their chores to chat to a friend or to the frequent delivery men.


Several young children sat on the pavements clutching their knees, immersed in their own worlds. Girls in smocks skipped up and down the tarmac road.


It was a normal everyday scene which at the time we thought would last for ever. There were thousands of Bower Streets in Britain in the 1920s and 1930s. Community spirit was a phrase that hadn’t even been coined then, but it coursed through our veins.


As I tripped down the road, I looked to my left and saw a spirited game of football was already in play at the top of Bower Street. This had long since been identified as the best place for us to kick a ball around as a wall ran perpendicular to the street. It enclosed an orchard, the gates to which provided us with perfect goalposts. I glimpsed Ginger, our Manx cat, disappearing over the wall. Earlier in the week, he had turned up on our doorstep with a chicken in his mouth which we deduced must have come from the orchard. We did the decent thing and ate it.


One of the younger boys was positioned on the corner of Bower Street and Tonbridge Road with strict orders to watch out for the local copper who patrolled the area as often as four times a day. This was in the hope of catching us committing the heinous crime of playing football in the street which was illegal back then. But we were always too quick for him. When the look-out gave the signal we scattered in different directions and headed towards Cornwallis playground. He never caught us.


The boys on my street were an odd assortment. Those with fathers in employment, such as myself, were fairly well clad, but for others life was less kind and it showed. Football was played in shoes that had worn through. Their short trousers had been repaired so often they were threadbare and in some cases, boys’ arses literally hung out of the back of them.


One of the Craddock boys who lived a couple of doors away, spotted me and called out to me to join in their game. Normally I would gladly have done so, especially as Elsie had just bought me my first pair of football boots, but today was different. Today I was going to watch a person flying an aeroplane.


I hurried along the street, barely able to contain my excitement and my curiosity at seeing an aeroplane for the first time in my life. Once on the main road, I jumped onto the tramway, gave the conductor my threepenny bit and climbed the stairs to the top deck. The tram made its way towards Sutton Road where it would terminate at the Mangravet estate, just a short distance from the field where Sir Alan Cobham would set his flying machine down.


Like many boys of my age, I was fed on a rich diet of books and magazines detailing the exploits of the First World War flying aces. I knew them all. I revelled in men like Albert Ball who took on the German planes single-handedly. He would get beneath the enemy so he could tilt his wing-mounted Lewis gun upwards and shoot them down. By the time he died at 20 he had been awarded the Victoria Cross (VC), Military Cross (MC) and Croix de Guerre (CdeG).


Then there was Billy Bishop, a Canadian who had an outstanding ability to see the enemy before they saw him. His magnificent eyesight, the relevance of which I was only to appreciate fully much later in my life, enabled him to shoot down twenty-five planes in just twelve days. He was awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross (DFC) for his bravery. I didn’t know what a DFC was then, but it sounded impressive. In 1917, Bishop also bagged the VC when he single-handedly attacked a German aerodrome near Vimy Ridge in Northern France. Most famous of all was von Richtofen, the German pilot, otherwise known as the Red Baron or the ‘ace of aces’. He shot down an incredible eighty British aircraft before he was killed himself in 1918.


These pilots were bathed in bravery and glamour. They were few in number, but special in their achievements. Stories of their heroism easily captured the young mind of a working-class boy from Maidstone and helped nurture his ambition to become a pilot one day.


I got off the tramway and ran the last half mile to the field where the display was due to take place. I arrived breathless with anticipation and, to my surprise, a large crowd had already gathered in the field to await Sir Alan’s arrival. My family’s indifference to flying clearly was not replicated throughout Maidstone. I took my place on the edge of the group and waited.


We heard it long before we saw it. It began as a faint low buzz in the distant sky. A voice from the back dismissed it as an insect. But the drone grew louder and more insistent and we knew it was near.


Murmurs of excitement rippled through the crowd. We looked up and scoured the clear skies, eager to claim first sight of it. It occurred to me that we must have presented a strange sight ourselves. Eighty-odd people stood in the corner of a grassy field near Maidstone squinting up at the heavens.


Suddenly, the buzzing contraption broke cover and appeared over the hedges on the far side of the field.


‘There it is,’ a triumphant cry went up.


‘Where?’ shouted someone else.


‘There!’ came a chorus of replies.


‘That’s a crow.’


‘Not there, you fool, there.’


‘I see it! I see it!’


And sure enough, in the distance, several hundred feet up in the air was a small dot moving doggedly towards us. It was a glorious Gloster Gamecock, otherwise known as an aeroplane. The craft flew past the crowd at the great speed of 80mph. The pilot, clad in a brown leather helmet, gloves and goggles, leaned over the side of cockpit. He grinned and waved coolly to those of us assembled below. Then he turned around and whizzed over our heads once again, completing a second circuit for good measure before attempting to land. As the aeroplane approached the field, the machine seemed to suddenly lose speed and flop gracelessly onto the ground. Its wings bounced alarmingly as it bumped along the uneven surface of the field. The long grass whipped its wheels and frame until it came to a halt just in front of a cheering crowd and the propeller stopped turning.


It was my first encounter with an aeroplane and, as a keen student of aviation, I studied every inch of the aircraft’s neat, fragile wooden frame. The biplane was bright purple and about 20ft in length. It looked smaller and more strangely vulnerable on the ground than in the air. But what I really remember about the occasion, and what the books had never been able to convey, was the thick oily aroma of Castrol that emanated from the aircraft’s engine. It was a pungent, but not unpleasant odour that I had never experienced before. I decided that I quite liked it, which is just as well because it was a smell that my senses would become very accustomed to.


This first plane was joined by six or seven more aeroplanes, some of which pre-dated the Gamecock which was manufactured in 1925 and had probably seen action in the First World War before retiring to the relative safety of the air circus.


When they were all in position, the air show began. It was a revelation to me. I had never witnessed anything like it.


At one point a group of clowns drove across the field in a Model-T Ford motor car. They careered and swerved over the rough ground, trying to dodge the flour bombs that were being thrown at them from one of the aeroplanes that swooped down low above their heads. I watched agog as the pilot leaned out of his cockpit and lobbed the small bags at the car below him before climbing away again.


One of the other pilots who was stunting in a Gamecock performed what I now know was a very dangerous stunt. He dived down low in front of the crowd and, to my horror, he looked like he was going to crash straight into the ground, but he pulled up just in time and the aircraft levelled out. Then one of his wings tilted slightly to one side. On the wingtip was a piece of wire which the pilot used to hook a handkerchief that had been placed on the ground. The crowd gasped and clapped their appreciation. It was a phenomenal stunt that required incredible skill.


Nothing could rival Sir Alan’s show for its daring displays of aerobatics, wing-walking, diving and looping the loop. I had never seen anything like it before and it left a deep impression on me and many of my contemporaries. Years later, as pilots serving in the RAF, many of us would recall with affection the day we went to watch Sir Alan Cobham’s Flying Circus. For some, it was the day they decided to become a pilot.


I watched the display in awe. Maybe one day I would learn to fly like these men. I too would be good enough to perform aerobatics. Just like them, I would effortlessly loop the loop, turn my aeroplane upside down, dive and spin at will, while waving and smiling to the crowds below – man and machine perfectly fused.


The spectators formed an orderly queue. They now decided they also wanted a slice of the aerial action. I watched as two people handed over their 5s. They clambered onto the lower wing, taking care not to hit their heads on the upper wing, and squeezed themselves into the back seat of the cockpit. The pilot strapped them in, jumped into the front seat and took off for a twenty-minute spin over Maidstone.


I looked on with envy as I knew I couldn’t join them. It took my father a day of hard graft to earn 5s and he certainly couldn’t waste it on joyriding in Sir Alan’s flying contraptions. But that didn’t dampen my desire to fly.


The display ended and the crowd dispersed. I wandered slowly homewards, back to Bower Street and back to reality. Despite my stubborn desire to fly, my family circumstances meant that the chances of fulfilling my dream were slim, even I knew that. But it was the 1920s and I also knew that flying was a wealthy man’s hobby. People like me didn’t become pilots, we became builders or, if we were lucky, bank clerks. Thoughts of training to become a pilot were little more than a flight of fancy, as families like mine were too pre-occupied with the business of making sure there was food on the table, clothes on our backs and shoes on our feet. But I was as good as any rich kid. Being wealthy didn’t necessarily make you a good pilot. I had made up my mind. I would be a pilot whatever it took.


[image: images]


I sat in the RAF recruitment office in Chatham and waited patiently as the uniformed man in front of me scoured my application to join the RAF. He read out my details.


’Maidstone Technical School, eh? Impressive.’


‘Thanks.’


‘No previous experience of flying aircraft I see.’


‘No, but I’m a fast learner.’


‘And you’re 17? That’s very young even for a pilot.’


‘I’m waiting to matriculate. If I don’t get into the RAF, I’ll go to teacher- training college.’


‘I see, wait here.’


I knew I was in with a good chance of being accepted in the RAF. My school marks were excellent. I was a keen sportsman, better than most and not as good as some. In short, just the type the RAF was looking for, or so I thought.


It had been five years since that day in a field just off Sutton Road where the sight of Sir Alan’s Cobham’s incredible flying circus taught me that I wouldn’t be happy being anything other than a pilot.


But that day receded and although I never lost sight of my dream to fly, the reality was that few working-class children became pilots, including bright ones like me. I knew it would be prudent to have a back plan. In my case, this was teaching.


I turned my attention to my studies. I was one of the lucky few who enjoyed school, probably because I was quite good at it. By the time I went to school at the age of five, I could already read and write, for which I have my sisters to thank and which gave me a head start over the other pupils. From infant school I went to elementary school, or big boys’ school as we called it, although I wasn’t that big and I was by far the youngest boy in my class. In those days progression to the next year depended on ability and not on age. So at 11 years old I was in the top class with boys of 14 which was difficult at times as there is a lot of difference between boys of 11 and 14.


As I approached my teenage years, it became clear that my parents could no longer afford for me to remain in education. School became a luxury beyond the age of 13. Ordinarily I should have left school then, like my sisters had before me. However, as a bright working-class boy, there was another option for me. A scholarship to either Maidstone Grammar or Maidstone Technical School would pay for my tuition fees and my books. The only problem was I would have to pass the entrance exam. If I failed, I too would have to leave and find employment. It was 1930, the height of the general depression. Job prospects were poor.


At the age of 13 I sat the entrance exams and won a full scholarship to stay on at school. I was given the choice of attending either Maidstone Technical School or Maidstone Grammar School. I chose to go to the Technical School because I had always been practically minded and there I would be able to develop those skills. I had had my own lathe from the age of 12, which I inherited from my father along with his practical skills, I suspect. I used to make simple bowls and small dishes that you placed under the legs of furniture to protect the flooring. Passing the entrance exam catapulted me away from the traditional working-class route of leaving school at 14 and going out to work.


On my first day at technical school, my father called me out to the back yard. My mother and my three sisters were already there waiting for me.


‘Well don’t you look the smart one,’ Elsie eyed my red and blue uniform.


‘I’ve never seen you looking so clean, Jimmy,’ Lily teased.


My father disappeared into his workshop and re-emerged with a gleaming dark green Royal Enfield bicycle. It was brand new and cost £4 19s 6d, which was two weeks’ wages. I had never owned my own bike before. It was the best present I had ever had.


‘We thought this might make it easier for you to get to school and back,’ my father smiled and handed me the bike.


‘Good luck, Jimmy, enjoy your first day.’ My mother kissed me and my sisters each hugged me in turn.


I let myself out of the back yard, jumped on the bike and cycled towards my new school. On my way I passed the Maidstone Labour Exchange, which was situated at the bottom of the hill on London Road.


As I freewheeled towards the building I saw a group of people outside its main entrance. As I got closer I realised there must have been a line of up to 400 men, in their flat caps, many of them were drawing heavily on a Woodbine amid an air of defeat and dejection as they waited for the doors to open. The Labour Exchange was meant to provide them with work, but there wasn’t any, so they queued to collect their dole money instead. It was a grim reminder of the times. There was no hope of them finding employment. I passed by them every day and the queue never seemed to get any smaller. This was why my parents were so pleased that I had got myself into the technical school. It was really my only chance of avoiding joining that queue at least until things got better.


I remained at Maidstone Technical School until I was 16. It was a happy time for me. At school, I palled up with a boy called Ken Baker. I knew Ken from the Cub Scouts. He was even shorter than me, but very strong and athletic. He was a promising sportsman and we clicked straightaway. His house at 36 Tonbridge Road was a short hop from mine and became a second home, and his mum treated me like another son.


Ken was in ‘b’ form because his parents could afford to pay for his fees, whereas I was in ‘a’ form because I was a scholarship boy. This segregation, which was so much a part of pre-war life, didn’t make any difference to our friendship and we became great mates.


Unaware of my desires to become a pilot, the teachers at the school encouraged me to pursue a teaching career. But by the time I reached 16, my parents could no longer support my education and I had to get a job and start earning my keep. As a way around this, the school decided to give me the important post of laboratory assistant. This job was often given to one of the brighter boys and was a means of bringing much needed money into the house while still being able to prepare for the external matriculation examination. If I passed I could attend teacher-training college. I was paid the magnificent salary of £25 per year and my duties included preparing chemicals and experiments for classes.


After a year as a laboratory assistant, I was nearly 17 and ready to matriculate. My father paid 12s 6d for me to sit the entrance examination and I set off by train and travelled to South Kensington in London where the examinations took place. In order to reach the exam hall on time, I had to stay overnight in a local hostel. I shared a room with a Japanese lad. If I had known what was coming, I should have killed him there and then!


On my return from London, I awaited my results. The school had finished for the summer and so I had more time on my hands, which my father soon noticed and recruited me to help him on the building sites. There I spent the warm days of summer 1934 fetching and carrying for my dad.


England had also changed. Officially the talk was of peace, but war was in the air and unofficially countries were developing their military capability in anticipation that the appeasement of Hitler, Germany’s leader, might fail.


I had grown accustomed to aircraft flying overhead, especially in the south-east of England, which had its fair share of aerodromes by this time. Fighter planes and bombers would fly overhead with such frequency that some people no longer turned to watch in wonderment as they had in that field way back in the days of Sir Alan Cobham’s Flying Circus.


At 17, even though I was firmly on course to become a teacher, my own long-held desire to fly resurfaced and I began to develop a real yen to become a pilot. One day I decided to take myself off to the RAF recruitment office in Chatham, which is not far from Maidstone. I filled out endless forms of pointless questions, but if it meant I would be accepted as a pilot, it would all be worth it.


The RAF recruitment officer returned after sometime. I don’t know why, but I expected to be told there and then if I had been accepted. Instead he said briskly: ‘All right Mr Corbin. Thank you for your interest. The Ministry’ll be in touch.’
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