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PAGE 2: The profitable de Havilland Heron Series 2, one of a series of excellent post-war British designs that it was hoped would attain ascendancy over the American commercial types enhanced by mass production during the recent war.


PAGE 3: The incomparable but unprofitable British-French supersonic Concorde airliner.
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Introduction



Since 1942, when my line drawings of aircraft first appeared in print in a war-time magazine, until the present day (2018) I have made a good living, firstly as an illustrator and after about 1973 as a fine art painter specializing in the marine field. There was no abrupt change of technique, rather of attitude, dealing with a West End picture gallery instead of commercial outlets. Much earlier I had struggled with colour renderings, first in gouache and then in oils, a gradual process over many years. As an old acquaintance used to say, where does illustration end and fine art begin? By 1973 my colour work was up to being displayed in a fine art gallery and I made the subtle transition, with hard work but few problems. It was just a different market, and to my mind offered increased prestige, possibly better rewards, and perhaps making a name for myself in my chosen area of historical marine painting. At a fair age now, looking back I have come a long way from those first line drawings, working first as a freelance commercial artist and then progressing as a painter, as will be seen, with an astonishing variety of work, from cutaways to oil paintings over a great choice of subject matter. ‘Never turn a job down’ was my motto, though I had my failures to work upon and improve.







Another fine British design, the 1,132mph Fairey FD 2 supersonic research machine with a delta wing and a drooping nose for a better view on take-off and landing, later adopted for the Concorde.










The super-performance rocket-powered North American X-15 reached 4,534mph in 1967.








Early Days








The young cadet Roy Cross in a newspaper photograph.





One reads about artists great and less so who were producing masterpieces at ﬁfteen or younger, like Picasso and Mozart. The few early crude sketches I still possess from my own teens are hardly worth reproducing here and show no evidence of potential genius. One is of a Spanish galleon however, and another of an aeroplane, a portent of things to come. At my senior school, my stay at which was halted early in 1940 after evacuation, because I was learning nothing and my father said I might as well come home and start earning a living, we did have an art class and I was surprised to learn in my leaving report that I was quite good at art.


Before World War II many periodicals were published for boys (also girls) especially, as I remember, featuring the railways, exploration, ocean liners and record breakers on land and sea and in the air, all ideal to appeal to youngsters. Pocket money was too scant for me to buy these regularly, but at our local market at the Elephant and Castle in south London where I lived, there was a stall covered with second-hand copies of a variety of magazines, including Modern Wonder, Boy’s Own Paper and many similar to feed a boy’s imagination in all branches of engineering wonders. I seem to remember a space magazine that sparked an interest in out-of-this-world adventures.


I mentioned my ﬁrst crude aeroplane drawing. My interest must have been aroused because of copies of aeroplane periodicals on the aforementioned stall and a similar shop at Camberwell Green, where we moved to later on. There I came across various aviation magazines, my favourites being Air Stories and Popular Flying. The American pulp publications like Flying Aces and War Birds were of inferior literary quality but had interesting photographic features, especially of World War I aviation, which I was interested in via Air Stories. Over past years I have bought back rare used copies of Air Stories and ﬁnd my original instinct was correct: therein are some good adult yarns, which at least one of our top World War II ﬂyers said inﬂuenced his ﬂying and air combat experiences; most, after all, were written by ex-Royal Flying Corps and RNAS – and later, RAF – pilots. I’m sure those English air magazines inﬂuenced countless recruits to our air services in World War II.


Another inﬂuence on my early art activities occurred as follows. We could not afford many holiday excursions, but were lucky enough to have a relation of my father’s living at Smallford, a tiny village midway between St Albans and Hatﬁeld in Hertfordshire. There we often heard and saw aeroplanes ﬂying from the new de Havilland aerodrome and works at Hatﬁeld, and my cousin Sidney took me on one occasion for a long walk to the boundary of the aerodrome where the annual garden party was in full swing with plenty of aeroplanes taking off and landing, a good treat for an air-minded boy.


Another facet of our long stays at Aunt Nell’s that had some inﬂuence in fostering an interest in the visual arts was poring on rainy days over several popular volumes, I believe published by Odhams Press at the time, featuring art in general and particularly the great late Victorian artists like Alma Tadema and Lord Leighton, with their almost photographic and romantic renderings of Roman and Greek scenes with voluptuous, languid women. I have always liked this sort of work because of its detail and sheer competence and verisimilitude, which seem out of kilter with the outlandish effects and sheer lack of artistic import obtaining in today’s premium art market.










The pre-war magazines that prompted me to scratch away at line rendering of aircraft in my spare time.
















The results of those scratchings as published in the Air Reserve Gazette in 1942–43. TOP: The Westland Lysander; MIDDLE: The Bristol Beaufighter; BOTTOM: The Bristol Blenheim I.





Yet another inﬂuence on my blossoming interest in aviation was several visits with my mother to the annual Royal Air Force displays, held at Hendon before World War II, where I witnessed the last years of the silver-winged biplanes, which appeal to me to this day. Hawker Furies and Demons, Gloster Gauntlets and Gladiators – some can still be seen ﬂying today at the Shuttleworth Collection’s air displays. The John Hamilton publication Popular Flying had a monthly photographic contest with some superb pictures of RAF planes that were ideal for copying, mostly in mapping pen and Indian ink rendering, but the cover often featured colourful paintings by an artist called Howard Leigh, which I found inspirational.


W.E. Johns was no mean artist, but this talent was outclassed by his prowess as a writer. Oddly enough, I never read Johns’ famous ‘Biggles’ books until, much later in life, I bought and read used copies and thoroughly enjoyed them. From somewhere I must have acquired the supreme self-conﬁdence to send a crude three-view drawing to Johns for possible publication. He sent a very nice reply saying he could not use it at the moment but keep trying, a letter I regret has been lost somewhere in my records. It proved to me however that, if you want interest and advice, it is best to start at the top and then work your way down if necessary, rather than the reverse.


As part of the rapid re-armament taking place in Great Britain in the late 1930s, a new organization was formed called the Air Defence Cadet Corps, as a prelude to entry for full training for the Royal Air Force. My mind was so full of the adventures that I read about so often in Air Stories that a career in the air force seemed ordained, especially since war with Germany again appeared increasingly likely. In 1941 the ADCC was integrated into the Air Training Corps and I joined the 343 Camberwell Squadron, based on Dog Kennel Hill in south London, and eventually became a flight sergeant and – incidentally – aircraft recognition lecturer. It turned out that my medical grade ruled out ﬂying duties (poor eyesight) and so I was relegated to ground staff as a radio mechanic (my Morse was good). My leaving report stated:


One of the Squadron’s outstanding members, promoted for general efﬁciency. He gained 96 per cent for signals in his Proﬁciency Test, and has acted as an instructor. He is recognized as a capable draughtsman and is engaged to draw ’plane sketches for publication in ATC Gazette.


I did not enter the Royal Air Force in the end. The Air Training Corps had their own magazine, the ATC Gazette, and my drawing had improved to the extent that I thought I might have another stab at getting into print, so I sent some drawings to the editor, Leonard Taylor. To my surprise, this letter came back:




Dear Flt Sgt Cross,


I like your drawing very much and shall certainly use it. If you can keep up this standard I should like you to do other work for me, and I should be obliged if you would telephone me as soon as possible. I think I could give you enough work to keep you fairly fully employed.


Yours truly,


L. Taylor


Editor










An early attempt at tone rendering, of the Auster/Taylorcraft Auster IV air observation (AOP) and communication aircraft. This was developed from earlier models, but had a more powerful 130hp Lycoming 0-290 flat-four motor and rearranged cabin accommodation. I well remember a post-war joy ride in a civilian version and the excellent all-round view from the rear cabin. This was one of my first ‘press visits’ and the drawings below were done from sketches produced on the spot in the works.
















Naturally, I popped up to Pall Mall to see the editor as soon as possible and the result was a centre-spread of six pen drawings, and several elsewhere, in the April 1942 issue, for which I was paid, if I remember correctly, one pound apiece, the ﬁrst of many subsequent contributions to the magazine and its post-war successor, Air Pictorial. At 17, I was a published artist.


Leonard Taylor was the ﬁrst of several people who have had a deep and beneﬁcial effect on my professional life. Another one, who I met later at the Gazette, was James Hay Stevens Jr. Stevens was a young and enterprising modeller who in the 1930s had started a thriving aero model business (SKYBIRDS) producing aircraft construction kits; he settled on the 1/72 scale for these, which became a modelling standard, particularly later on for Airﬁx and rival ﬁrms. Stevens was also a private pilot and a trained aeronautical engineer, who was then employed in the Ministry of Aircraft Production. Knowing that I was going into the RAF as ground staff, he suggested that my drawing talents might be of more use working in the aircraft industry. There was a growing demand for illustrations in the technical publications produced for service aircrew and maintenance personnel, the theory being that a picture speaks louder than a thousand words or a technical blueprint. I went down to the Bristol Aeroplane Company for an interview, but finally settled on Fairey Aviation Ltd at Hayes in Middlesex, which I could reach by bus, ‘tube’ and train every day while still doing a bit of illustration work at night for the Gazette.
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