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Foreword


Only those who experienced life during those dramatic early years of conflict can appreciate the heartache, the pain and the trauma suffered by almost every family in this tiny island of ours. We had been kicked out of Norway, experienced almost total disaster at Dunkirk and desperate retreats from North Africa, were shamed and overrun by the Japanese – both the Prince of Wales and the Repulse were sunk – and we faced an invasion that all knew would be a gruesome final effort.


Churchill spoke to the nation as only he could. With dramatic rhetoric, he told the world where we stood and how we should respond. This united us as never before.


If we were going to be defeated, then we would go down fighting.


Peter was typical of the splendid young men who were to meet the massive assault as it crossed the Channel and, in spite of being outnumbered, gave the enemy a painful taste of what to expect. Peter was also to make a contribution not always recognised by those on the ground.


Having been in the RAF since 1938, he was an experienced and competent pilot who was able to impart confidence and assistance to those young boys, many of whom had never sat in a Spitfire until they were posted to their first squadron.


Peter was selected for duty as assistant test pilot in 1945 and was the youngest of my group of RAF bomber and fighter production test pilots at Castle Bromwich.


Each pilot was chosen not only because he was above average in flying ability but also because he had the experience and intellect to understand engineering and aerodynamic problems, as well as being articulate enough to express problems related to his work with which the technicians and ground staff could deal.


The pressure of this type of flying was very different to that demanded in the RAF. Without radio or navigational and landing aids, pilots were expected to test aircraft up to heights of over 40,000ft each and every day. The location of Castle Bromwich in low marshland and in the heart of the Black Country, meant that winter and summer conditions were worse than in other parts of the country. It required unusual skill and ability day in and day out to deal with 320 Spitfires each month, as well as Avro Lancaster bombers and those at dispersal units.


This narration of Peter’s life in Spirit of the Blue will give a greater insight into both his work with the RAF and also that more exclusive field of flying and testing the weapons of war that could mean our defeat or victory.


I would commend this excellent story to young and old if they wish to have an accurate and truthful account of someone whose knowledge, experience and integrity will convey, particularly to younger readers, the courage and qualities that were the making of the free world as we enjoy it today.


Alex Henshaw


Chief Test Pilot, Vickers-Armstrong





Introduction


Peter Ayerst is not your average fighter pilot. Most fighter pilots have one logbook to record their flights. Peter Ayerst has six.


His life is the stuff of a combination of Biggles and Frederick Forsyth – official fighter pilot ace, Vickers test pilot, NATO Action Man, senior Air Ministry staff officer – his tale is quite unlike any other.


Peter flew more than three operational campaigns during the Second World War – including the Battle of France, the Battle of Britain, El Alamein, Normandy landings and Arnhem, Ruhr offensive sweeps – from the outbreak to the close of the war. Many fighter pilots were killed on their first operational flight. Those who survived flew a further tour. Thereafter they were considered to be ‘time-expired’, taken off operational flying completely.


The odds of survival for a fighter pilot returning from a campaign were low. But what were the odds of survival for the entire war? Despite being shot down, hit by flak and chased by more than two squadrons of enemy aircraft and flying secret missions behind enemy lines, incredibly, Peter survived six intense years, continuing his love of flying as a Vickers-Armstrong test pilot, working with the legendary Alex Henshaw.


In a flying career that spanned thirty-five years, Peter Ayerst’s story is unique for two reasons. His flying is significant historically but there is also the human side: a pilot’s love of life, people, partying and enjoyment. What made this pilot tick and how did he manage to survive the war? Can it be explained rationally by luck and fate or is there perhaps a more spiritual account, where unseen and divine forces were responsible for the protection and endurance of certain pilots battling in the skies?


With contributions from friends, family and Peter himself, here is an unusual and exceptional story of an incredible man who holds a unique place in aviation history.





ONE


Spirit of Youth


26 APRIL 1973


The thin rubber tyres of English Electric Lightning XS 459 touched down on the cold, grey tarmac runway at RAF Wattisham. The scream from the two Rolls-Royce Avon engines, which were burning fiercely, dulled to a throaty whine as the throttles were pulled back. The aircraft taxied in and slowly, very slowly, it came to a halt. The two pilots looked ahead for a second, catching their breath, then looked at each other. Sitting on the left was the station commander, Gp Capt Ken Goodwin.


‘Congratulations’, he muttered.


‘Hmm,’ the other pilot in the right-hand seat grunted in acknowledgement. ‘Well, I suppose that’s it. The last time.’ A slight melancholy crept into his voice. As the tyres met the Suffolk runway, Wg Cdr Peter Ayerst DFC had just flown his last sortie with the Royal Air Force.


It had been the stuff of Biggles; a life of flying that even the best adventure authors would have had trouble writing. Over the past thirty-five years he had battled with enemy aircraft, fighting in numerous dogfights in skies over the green fields of France to the breathtaking golden expanse of the Libyan desert; been hit by flak, narrowly avoiding a minefield; flown a vast array of aircraft and seen the transition from piston to jet aircraft; he had been one of a handful of elite pilots test-flying Spitfires for Vickers-Armstrong under Alex Henshaw. During those years, he had felt every emotion: anticipation, alarm, elation, desperation, exhilaration, distress, panic. But what years! What flying! An array of characters in the guise of pilots had flown with him; their ghosts had come and gone. Now, at fifty-three, his own flying career high up in the blue had come to an end. Ken Goodwin turned in the cockpit. ‘So, Pete, what have you got lined up? Pipe and slippers? Reading the papers and a bit of pruning in the garden? A long and graceful retirement?’


The chin jutted forward, the blue eyes were suddenly alert and there was the flash of a wry smile. The indefatigable spirit, the restless determination that had been ever-present in his life, especially throughout six years of wartime flying, came to the surface. The spirit of the blue . . . ‘Not bloody likely . . .!’


In the third decade of the twentieth century, a new dawn began to break in Britain; an era dedicated to harmony and peace slowly emerged from a war-torn and ravaged country that was still trying to make sense of it all. The dust and debris that had ripped through families and damaged towns and villages for four long and horrific years was beginning to settle. Those four years from 1914 to 1918 had seen the highest death-toll of casualties in the history of mankind. Perceptions about warfare, life and death had changed for good. Although the scars of those four years ran deep for soldiers, sailors, pilots and their families alike, entering the 1920s was a time to leave the nightmare of the First World War well and truly in the past. Society had changed for ever. Mothers and daughters, wives and fiancées now strove for an opportunity to work for a living as they had done by making shells in the munitions factories, constructing aeroplanes with canvas stretched over wooden wings made of spruce. There was an increasing interest in spiritualism as mothers, fathers and fiancées tried to contact their loved ones in the afterlife. There was a new outlook in Britain and the old guard had been consigned to the last post. Above all, society wanted fun with plenty of dancing, living and loving. It was for time for the ‘twenties’ to roar.


Samuel and Hazel Ayerst lived in the seaside resort of Westcliff-on-Sea. In the 1920s it was a rural backwater on the Essex coast. The pair had met on the pier at nearby Southend, a popular place to encounter a potential spouse in pre-war England. Friendship blossomed into romance and thence to marriage soon after in 1914. Now thirty-two, Samuel Ayerst commuted each weekday into the City of London where he worked as a claims assessor for Red Star, an insurance company with a highly profitable and relatively new product: motor insurance. It was a far cry from his work as an orderly in the Medical Corps during the war when, on leave, he would take Hazel along the promenade at Southend.


With a young family to look after, Samuel kept to the daily journey to London, remaining with the company until his retirement. Gentle and jovial, he was big and tall with a cigarette permanently attached to one hand. Happy-go-lucky in character, he was a firm believer in letting things be.


His one joy in life was his cigarettes, much to the annoyance of Hazel. As soon as he returned home, he would sit down at his desk, light up and begin to flick the ash into his turn-ups, using them as an impromptu ashtray which he thought Hazel wouldn’t notice. In terms of character, Hazel was very much the opposite. It was Hazel who took hold of the reins of the family and was directly responsible for the shaping and moulding of the children’s attitudes.


Before she had met Samuel, Hazel Maud Sloman had worked as a teacher in Norfolk at Methwold primary school in the tranquil, sleepy backwaters of the fenlands, to the north-east of Newmarket. Hazel’s intelligence and determination were evident from an early age and she was keen to make the most of women’s new-found independence, catching the train from Westcliff to Brandon, the nearest station to the school. Once she had arrived at Brandon, she would cycle the remaining 5 miles through the fenlands and forest of Thetford to reach the school. It was a journey of some distance, so Hazel arranged digs with the local vicar during the week, returning each weekend. She was a woman of her time. It was this drive and spirit of independence, as well as a joy in cycling, that Hazel passed to Peter.


In the middle of the war in 1916 Hazel gave birth to Tom, the first of their four children. Being the first-born, Tom had his parents’ undivided attention during this time, particularly from Hazel.


It may also have been due to her background in teaching, combined with her characteristic drive and determination, that explains why Hazel was extremely keen for Tom to spend much of his time with books.


He was considered to be bright academically, especially at French and German, but his brother and sister, twins Jack and Patricia, suggest that he never had the opportunity to enjoy his child-hood as they did because Hazel taught him to concentrate on his studies, almost to the point where she overwhelmed him. The 1920s began with a perfect answer. On 4 November 1920 Hazel gave birth to their second son, Peter. Throughout his childhood he was to encapsulate the very essence of the twenties, a love for life.


The Ayerst family was completed by the birth of Jack and Patricia in January 1923. Jack took after his father, matching Samuel in physical stature. Patricia shared her name with the family dog. There were now two Pats in the household, and to avoid any further confusion in the future, it was felt that they should use her middle name, Margaret, which in turn was abbreviated to Peggy. Over the years, the name stuck. To this day, Tom, Peter and Jack know Pat as Peg.


The children grew up in a house called Newenden, a smart semi-detached villa in Southbourne Grove, Westcliff. The name of the house was taken from the village of Newenden in Kent from where many ancestors of the Ayerst family had originated and were now buried, around Newenden and the village of Hawkhurst: a Kentish house-name for a Kentish family living in Essex. For centuries, the family name was linked with the church. One particular ancestor in the eighteenth century, William Ayerst, had been buried in Canterbury cathedral, and had held the eminent title of Doctor of Divinity to Queen Anne. Direct links to the Ayerst family tree can still be traced back and connected to other members around the world. Ayersts have emigrated to far-flung parts of the globe and have been responsible for coordinating large corporate pharmaceutical companies in Canada, the States, Australia and New Zealand. Samuel’s mother had originally come from Ireland. Before she married an Ayerst her surname was Vigne. The name itself originates from France, as did her father. Samuel and Hazel continued the name at Peter’s christening, when he was duly named Peter Vigne Ayerst.


Southbourne Grove ran for about a mile where Chalkwell Park lay adjacent to the London Road, which was one of the main thoroughfares leading to the centre of Westcliff. Most of Southbourne Grove had been filled with tarmac except for the last 400yds at the bottom, which was where the family lived. As a consequence, the road became exceptionally muddy, particularly with the onset of winter when it filled up quickly with rain, and it did not take very long for the Grove to turn into a quagmire. Peter felt particularly sorry for the delivery people; one of his first memories is of the horses dragging milk-wagons behind them, making their deliveries while wading through the mud.


All the children remember Samuel as a kind, affectionate, jovial father who always had a joke to tell. Unfortunately, his big problem was telling them. He’d start to laugh before he got anywhere near the end, which rather ruined the punchline. He was in many ways quite unconventional in his laissez-faire approach to parenting, letting his children do pretty much what they wanted and leaving them – and Hazel – to get on with the small matter of their education. He never really took control if the children, especially Peter, got out of hand. By the standards of the day, Samuel would have been deemed somewhat relaxed in his parental duties, and raising Tom, Peter, Jack and Peg was really left to Hazel. Although he cared for his children passionately, it was Hazel who was to be the main driving force in the children’s life; it was down to her to make sure that her three sons and daughter did the best they possibly could.


Hazel was the boss; she wore the trousers. Reflecting the spirit of women’s emancipation, Hazel was the first lady to drive a car in Southend. Reliable and intellectual, she put absolutely everything into bringing up her children. Peg says that they have many things to thank her for, not least her patience in bringing up Peter. Jack and Peg say that he was a bit of a rebel and remember Hazel chasing him around the garden. The restless spirit that was to become an integral part of his character had started early.


It is true to say that Hazel had plenty of family support in raising the children. Nurse Tether, a middle-aged lady who had been a friend of the family for many years, gave invaluable advice and assistance. In addition Hazel had the confidence to bring up her children through their formative years because she knew her parents would assist in providing additional support and cooperation. Her mother and father, Agnes and Tom Sloman, lived 400yds away at the bottom of Southbourne Grove, in a large house called Haslemere.


Tom, a little man who habitually wore a pair of pince-nez, had taken over the running of the family business, managing a large property development firm which was involved in the construction and development of residential properties. The company, established by his father, specialised in procuring and developing properties with 99-year leases, which produced a significant amount of profit. One project, for example, consisted of the construction of up to 360 houses and shops, and Tom bought land in Camberwell and the Old Kent Road, where he had an office situated in the Walworth Road. Tom gave much of the profit from this business to his children: Hazel was one of seven beneficiaries, along with Arthur, Hedley, Nelly, Rene, Eric and Doris. Growth and development was taking place in the suburbs, where towns and cities expanded at an incredible rate. However, the business was not centred exclusively on projects in London, and Sloman’s company also built properties as far north as Ely. Peter remembers that his grandfather had built and developed houses in Westcliff:




My grandfather’s firm built properties locally on the esplanade at Westcliff, as well as in Southend. We were living fairly close to them, in a row of houses that he had built. There was a large detached house, followed by two bungalows where one of my uncles lived. Adjoining these was Newenden, a semi-detached house that I grew up in. In the other half lived one of my aunts who stayed while her husband was alive but when he died, she let the property out. A bungalow followed Newenden, tacked on to the end.





When Samuel and Hazel were married, Tom had given each of his children a house that he had built – together with a piano. So about seven houses at the bottom of Southbourne Grove had been built by Sloman and now belonged to members of the family.


Having retreated from the hubbub of London for the weekend, Sloman enjoyed the peace and surroundings that were afforded to him by Haslemere. It must have been impressive: a large detached house that required six members of staff to run it successfully. Peter remembers that there were three housemaids and perhaps three gardeners, necessary to maintain the manicured five-acre garden.


For the children, Haslemere was an Aladdin’s Cave: a cornucopia of rooms to explore, lawns to play on and places to act in. There were the huge greenhouses where the whole family spent much of their time together, with croquet and bowls played on the lawn. It really was a wonderful house for the children and all of them retain happy memories of their time there.


Sloman had a penchant for cars, so much so that he acquired three, an indication of how profitable his company had become in an age when most families could just about afford one. His favourite was a maroon Sunbeam with a black sunroof. Peter remembers that Sunbeam cars ranked alongside Rolls-Royce as the first choice in opulence and elegance. His next car, an Austin, was used by Doris, Hazel’s youngest sister who lived with her parents, while his third was a little Austin Seven which his aunt used as a runabout, whistling into and around town. Sloman’s wife Agnes, the children’s grandmother, was kind, generous and benevolent. She helped voluntary organisations, including the WI, contributing whatever she could, whenever she could. An example of her charitable nature was her support in assisting a small group of Belgians who had arrived in Britain during the First World War. Perhaps they had fled from persecution, but whatever the reason, Agnes made sure that they well catered for with provisions and accommodation.


By all accounts, Sloman was indeed a busy man. In addition to the running of his business, he was a Freemason, connected to a variety of lodges, including the Royal Lodge, but because of his various activities there were compromises. He was frequently away from Agnes, living in London during the week and returning to Westcliff for the weekends. As the years wore on, the visits to Westcliff became less frequent: he lived with Agnes’s niece in Wimbledon. This was something which Agnes never truly came to terms with, but she eventually grew to tolerate her husband’s absence. She was not the sort of lady to let the grass grow under her feet, however. It would be fair to say that she made the most out of life, putting her focus into helping voluntary organisations; she became a woman Freemason and she took cruises, regularly travelling abroad. She made sure that her husband looked after her financially and she found a companion who cared for her and drove her everywhere. Right up to her death in 1939 Agnes resented the fact that her husband had been duplicitous. Tom married Agnes’s niece but died a year later.


Every Sunday teatime, the entire Sloman family, including aunts and uncles, descended upon Haslemere on the corner of Southbourne Grove to the delight of their grandparents. It was a family ritual that, despite the modernity of the age, seems rather Victorian. After tea, the men retired to the billiard room, where there was a full-sized table with benches along the side, and they remained there for the rest of the evening. As Tom, Peter and Jack grew older, they made good use of the table. Agnes was a great card-player and especially fond of patience. She was also very good at needlework, and Peter remembers her creating some marvellous patterns. Everyone took it in turns to provide a little entertainment at these family gatherings, but he recalls his uncle and aunt, Arthur and Rene, being excellent singers who often took part in Westcliff amateur operatic society shows. Arthur had a pleasant tenor voice which he put to good use by singing arias and popular songs at various public functions, trying to amuse the rest of the family as he stood with Hazel who accompanied him on the pianola. Peter, Jack and Peg would all try and hammer out something on this pianola, squabbling and arguing. Consequently, it took quite a battering. Eventually, Agnes got fed up with them and told them to do something else.


One of Peter’s earliest recollections is also an indication of his spirited childhood. His twin brother and sister were then eighteen months old and Peter was about three or four, on a visit to their grandparents one Sunday afternoon. Samuel and Hazel had a huge pram that had two hoods, one at either end. Jack had been positioned under one hood, Peg at the other and Peter had been plonked in the middle. Peter has often been reminded about this incident when Jack and Peg were screaming their heads off and, as he says, he was getting an earful from each side. In due course, he got fed up with this and decided to put an end to it. ‘Shaddup!’ he bellowed, and suddenly a fist flashed out towards each side of the hood. He can’t remember whether that was enough to stop them, but it was an early indication that he could diffuse a situation with his fists if provoked. It was not to be the last time. Early recollections of his siblings are understandably sketchy, but Peter remembers that Tom was a model child – seen but never heard. Peter says Tom was far more academic than he and sailed through his matriculation, school exams and sixth form before joining the National Provincial bank in the City. He can never recall Jack and Peg misbehaving either, probably because they were too young to take him on.


In bringing up four children, Hazel must have looked back to her days of teaching at Methwold with great satisfaction, drawing upon her experience in teaching. She subsequently employed at home the same invaluable techniques as she had used in the classroom.


The atmosphere at Newenden was consequently less that of a home on occasions and more that of a school. Hazel was a matriarchal figure, insisting on absolute perfect manners when it came to the dinner table. Peter can testify that it was very hard to pull the wool over her eyes, especially when things became rowdy. In his words, he used to ‘bugger about a bit’. He was quite fiery, constantly restless – the spirit of youth – wanting to get up and go exploring somewhere.


The Ayersts had a huge dining table at home, where their mother sat at the top and Samuel at the other end, with the children on each side. Peter was always placed next to Hazel so that she could keep a beady eye on him, and he was within striking distance if he did decide to misbehave. Behind her seat was an old-fashioned bookcase where a small penny cane hung. Hazel could easily reach behind and grab the cane, if she needed to. Peter thinks he must have been ‘buggering about’ when he heard the familiar, stern schoolteacher-voice of his mother and knew what to expect. The cane had been removed from the bookcase. ‘Hands, Peter!’ He lifted his hands slowly, gingerly, in front of him, so that the backs rested on the edge of the table. Before he knew it, there was an almighty WHACK! A little chastened, with his fingers smarting, he would try to pick up his knife and fork. ‘Now you behave yourself!’ Hazel said. And Peter did – for ten minutes.


Hazel was the eldest of seven children. Her second brother, Hedley, married his Irish bride Esther in 1924, and the Ayersts were naturally invited to their wedding. Peter was given the role of pageboy. The ceremony had come and gone, and everyone was now attending the reception, a well-to-do affair where the guests sat respectfully at their respective tables. The main course had come and gone and the dessert, consisting of ice-cream, had just been served. There was a contented, quiet, civil atmosphere as Hedley, Esther and assorted guests consumed the latter part of the meal.


The official role and function of a pageboy is described as a youth in attendance at official functions or ceremonies, employed to run errands or carry messages. Quite conscientiously as a pageboy, Peter warmed to his task. He had a message of his own to carry. Shattering the atmosphere, he broke the silence by proclaiming in a loud voice from his seat: ‘I like my ice-cream hot!’ Quite where he got the notion of warm ice-cream no one really discovered, but aunts in particular took a shine to him – possibly because of his notions concerning warm ice-cream, but more probably owing to the fact that he had so much energy and vitality; he was the Ayerst with bags of character. It was his unique drive, determination and independent spirit that set him apart. Whereas Tom was academically diligent and the twins were still finding their own way in life, Peter was filling the role of the wild one. He was evidence that the second child in many families tends to have a little more personality and character.


Tom, Peter and Jack were sent to Chalkwell Hall School, Westcliff. Here, for the first time, they came across elements of life that were far from happy. Some of the boys were pretty rough, their clothes matching their surly, dishevelled characters. It was all a far cry from Peter’s happy childhood, but the brothers took an entrance exam and all of them went to the grammar school. He met a lifelong friend, Alan ‘Beefy’ Byfield, who lived just around the corner from Southbourne Grove. Alan recalls Peter spending many hours at the Byfields’ house in Cardigan Avenue, where Alan’s mother treated him like a second son. He thinks Peter often visited Cardigan Avenue because it provided a welcome relief from Hazel’s strict regimen of discipline. On their way to school together, Alan and Peter used to meet a third friend, Jim Crowe, who would wait for them at the bottom of the road; but Peter and Alan complemented each other. Alan remembers that Peter was the type of bloke he wanted to be with; Peter had the character he wanted to be: independent and aggressive. In Alan’s words, he was a milder version of Peter. He could be aggressive too but he lacked the ruthless drive. The pair joined the local Cub pack; their reputation began to spread. Alan recalls a Girl Guide camp taking place one summer on the Isle of Wight. Two Cubs could join the girls’ camp but only if they were under twelve years old, limiting the possibility of any ‘interest’ between the girls and boys. Peter and Alan immediately put their hands up. ‘No, not you two!’ said Brown Owl.


In 1931, Peter and Alan passed their eleven plus exams and went to Westcliff High School for Boys, following in Tom’s footsteps. The building was in the form of two quadrangles, with the headmaster’s study, gym and classrooms overlooking a small grass courtyard. Here Peter had the opportunity to channel his temperament positively, developing his character and his interests. In keeping with many of the best fighter pilots of the Second World War, Peter excelled in activities that took place outside the classroom. In his words, he did not set the academic world alight: ‘I just couldn’t stand some lessons that seemed to go on endlessly. Another example I suppose, of not being able to sit still. I hated Latin; I could never get on with that. I didn’t mind straight maths or trigonometry or, for that matter, French.’ As he says, you can’t win ’em all! But he loved PE. Tom recalls he was very good at sport. The gym and the field were where Peter grasped the chance to use his restlessness constructively, exhausting his tireless reserves of energy.


In many ways, Westcliff was just right for him. He got his school colours at both rugby as a centre three-quarter and athletics. Much of Peter’s achievement must be due to the influence of the headmaster, Billy Williams, who himself had been a rugby international player for Wales.


Peter always thought Westcliff had the edge over Southend High School; in fact, Southend wasn’t a patch on Westcliff. Southend played soccer but Westcliff played rugby.


It wasn’t only Billy Williams who influenced Peter on the rugby field. The gym master, Harry Crabtree, was also an excellent all-rounder at sport. He played rugby for Richmond, then one of the largest and best rugby clubs in the country, and for the Eastern Counties as well as the Barbarians and a trial for England. He was also a fantastic gymnast, having trained in Denmark which, in the 1930s, was considered the home of gymnastics.


However, the gymnastics at Westcliff High fared somewhat differently. Lessons could best be euphemistically described as ‘character-building.’ When the boys were in the gym at Westcliff, they wore shorts and plimsoles but never tops.


Harry also kept a cricket bat. In addition to rugby and gymnastics he was also a good cricketer, having played for Essex and the MCC at Lords. Harry used this bat to good effect on the pupils if they were slow or had done something stupid around the gym.


Peter remembers one incident in the gym:




I must have been slow, or done something stupid on one occasion. I knew what was going to happen. First, there would be the summons. ‘Come here, Ayerst!’ The slow humiliation of having to traipse over to him in front of all the others had begun, followed by the anticipation as he’d tell you to bend over and finally the pain emanating from your cheeks as the bat made sound contact. It certainly made you try harder the next time. Harry wouldn’t have got away with it today, of course.





Alan also remembers Crabtree brandishing the cricket bat, especially on Mondays: ‘Now boys, who played for the Junior XV on Saturday?’ A few hands went up. ‘What was the score?’


‘Oh Sir, we lost, 15–3.’


‘What’s three from fifteen?’


‘Twelve, Sir.’


‘Right! Bend over!’


It had the desired effect. Alan says the team never lost a game afterwards.


For all his questionable methods of motivation, however, Crabtree was a great rugby coach, and Westcliff built a solid reputation when it came to playing other schools. He wasn’t present at his team’s victories as he was busy playing for Richmond, but Peter and the others in the team travelled to London on the school bus on Saturday afternoons, playing various sides – and, as he says, beat everyone along the way. Colchester Royal Grammar School, who were supposed to be good themselves, were ‘stuffed’. The list of losers grew, as did the reputation of Peter’s team: Chelmsford, Wanstead County High, Tottenham High – they beat them all. Peter was also good at athletics, especially the 100-yard sprints and the 220 yards, becoming school junior champion at fourteen, winning the cup for the high jump, long jump, putting the weight, javelin and sprints as well as the 440 yards.


Peter’s prowess at sports must have been particularly difficult for Hazel. Having sent Peg to St Bernard’s Convent, and with her strict teaching background, she thought Peter should have done better at his studies and follow in the steps of his elder brother. The boundless energy that Peter possessed was still in abundance once the school day had finished. Hazel had hoped that he would spend his evenings studying hard indoors, but Peter found it monotonous with three, perhaps four, hours of homework each night. All he wanted to do – and often did – was get out and about. Almost always, he’d bump into his mother when he returned from some extracurricular excursion. If Hazel guessed where he had been, she never let on:


‘Where have you been today?’


‘Oh, 15 miles away. Cycling on the river, by the coast.’


‘You’ve been WHERE?’ Hazel said in surprise. ‘Oh Peter, you really must learn to concentrate on your studies.’


He had a bicycle which he used to good effect by travelling for miles, north of Westcliff through Rochford and the village of Ballards Gore, heading for a little creek that met the River Crouch, opposite Burnham-on-Crouch. It was known then as Creeksea, and it was here that he would go exploring to his heart’s content. Sometimes he headed eastwards towards Foulness Island, where his grandfather owned land on which a large shoot would be organised. Eventually this land was to be requisitioned by the Army for a very different and much larger shooting party! When Peter was allowed to attend Sloman’s shoots, he collected rabbits and the odd game bird and carried these home, where his mother made a stew. Out of all of the children, Peter admits that he was probably the one who caused Hazel more than a few headaches.


Hazel was also academically intellectual. In addition to making sure that the children were brought up well, she tried to help them all with their homework. Jack says that he was terrible with his, especially maths. He just couldn’t understand algebra and geometry so he was quite happy to write down the first thing that came to him, as any pupil would. Hazel, on the other hand, knowing and understanding the intricacies of algebra and geometry, got to grips with his homework and insisted that he fill in the correct answers. Jack often gave up, leaving Hazel to complete his homework for him. Hazel’s commitment to her children’s homework is borne out when during one Easter term at Westcliff the maths master, Jasper Woods, having marked the class’s papers, noticed that Jack had done especially well; normally he was to be found in the bottom two. ‘Ayerst,’ he roared, ‘your mother’s come third this term!’ Incidentally, Woods was also responsible for giving Alan his nickname of ‘Beefy’ on his second day in form 2A. Woods looked at Alan, who was especially large for his size, and the name has stuck ever since.


Alan says if you wanted to find Peter, he was often standing outside the headmaster’s study, waiting to be punished for some misdemeanour. His streak of independence flourished. One day Peter was told by Billy Williams to hold out his hand flat and wait for the cane. Just as Williams brought down the cane, Peter whipped his hand away and the cane crashed downwards, hitting the headmaster on the thigh. Alan also remembers that they only ever had one fight. Peter was a good boxer and reached out towards Alan with his fists. Alan knew nothing about boxing and dived towards Peter’s legs, preferring to bite his ankle, another indication that Peter could defend himself if necessary.


Much of Peter’s energy and time was diverted from the track and rugby field by a neighbour, Tony Bunker, who became his friend. The Bunker family had six children – Roger, Joan, Peter, Pauline, John and finally Tony. Mr Bunker, who reminded Jack of Charlie Chaplin because he was small with a moustache, ran a printing firm in Southend. Mrs Bunker was a big, fat, jovial, kind lady. The eldest son, Roger, ran a successful stamp shop in an arcade in Southend. Eventually, he joined the RAF to fly Hurricanes. He was posted to Norway in 1940 as a member of No. 46 Squadron, where he was to join HMS Glorious. It may have been coincidence but Peter was to become closely involved with the same squadron and the Glorious a few years later . . .


Tom dated Joan Bunker for a while. Alan refers to Tony as crazy because he loved to ride his bike into the sea. Peter and Tony cycled everywhere, often heading for the Essex coastline, anywhere outside Westcliff.


Peter, Alan and Tony also showed their resourceful streak in a more cerebral form of Knockdown Ginger. Why knock on one house door when you can go for two, they thought? They tied a piece of string to the knocker of one door in Southbourne Grove, then marched across the street where they tied the other end of the string to a knocker of a house on the other side. Standing in the middle of the road, they pulled the centre of the string so that both knockers were raised. Poised in readiness, they let go so that both knockers firmly and loudly rapped on each door. Hurriedly, they made their escape – to see both homeowners standing at each respective front door trying to work out what had happened. Trying to work out who had perpetrated the incident was often much easier! Soon girls began to play a part. Alan says that his friend could never be described as a womaniser but he did see a young lady, Bobbie Fellowes, for a short time. Before long, her father called him in and told him to stop it. Whatever ‘it’ was, we don’t know, but Alan is certain it wasn’t much because Peter was more interested in sports.


There used to be a huge orchard full of apples and plums between Haslemere and the Ayersts’ house, acres and acres with a long hedge surrounding it. When evening fell, Peter, Jack and Peg crept out of the house and stole into the orchard, where they proceeded to make themselves sick by eating too many plums. Tony and Peter bored their way through the hedge and often went scrumping – carefully putting their trophies inside their shirts – and came back by the same hole in the hedge. Because the hedge was so vast, the pair had been resourceful – they had made a nookery, a hideaway where no one would find them, and they used to spend the rest of the day eating the sweet apples and donating the sour ones to the birds! They were chased by someone one day but didn’t get caught. Perhaps it was Harry Crabtree with his cricket bat! Peter has his athletics to thank for their swift escape.


For about six weeks during the years leading up to the war the family rented two huts on the beach at Thorpe Bay. Their Uncle Hedley and Auntie Esther rented a hut a couple of doors further along, where Esther made and brought wonderful apple pies. Aunt Doris, who was now dating Ron Cockburn, a relation of the Port shipping family, lived not far away. The children, now late adolescents, spent all day every day on the beach. Twenty, maybe thirty, people took part in huge cricket and rounders parties held on the sand that caught the attention of passers-by on the promenade, who cheered when the tennis ball was hit high into the air. Jack and Peg, then sixteen, had great fun at these parties.


Uncle Hedley helped Peter to build a canoe. The restless spirit of his youth was now turning into stubborn impatience and aggression, with a strong, deeply independent trait, which was borne out when Tom was swimming in the bay, head down, unable to see who or what was coming. Paddling in his canoe, Peter was unaware of Tom in the water, with the result that swimmer and canoe collided. Tom cut his eye and was promptly rushed to hospital.


All good things come to an end, and so it was for Peter at Westcliff High School. He had failed his matriculation and had not pursued taking his higher qualifications, knowing it was all rather futile. He knew he was not cut out to be an academic like his brother Tom. To him, there was little point struggling for his Highers. The realities of work were calling, and at seventeen he followed his elder brother, who was already working in the City, and went to work for a shipping company. He had a very junior role at W.A. Sparrow & Sons, 14 St Mary Axe, right in the heart of the City, and commuted for about eighteen months. The company consisted of about forty people dealing with the export of goods to Britain’s Empire countries – Africa, Rhodesia, South Africa, Australia and New Zealand. Peter started by producing invoices, and it was here that he learnt his two-finger typing. He spent some time in the shipping department dealing with matters concerning shipping insurance, looking after bills of lading. Mr Ellis, the managing director, was kind to him – probably, Peter thinks, because the eldest of his two sons, Stuart, was the same age and Mr Ellis realised Peter might be a good friend for his son. As Peter says, the two got on like a house on fire. Working for W.A. Sparrow was to stand Peter in good stead later on in his flying career because it gave him a taste of the real world. According to Peter, ‘I had had some work experience, so I was more worldly than some who had joined the Air Force straight out of school. At least when I joined, I wasn’t totally bloody green.’


When asked what got them interested in flying, most fighter pilots of the Second World War state that once they witnessed the beauty, majesty and sheer power of an aeroplane in flight for the first time, they didn’t want to do anything else; for them, there was only one thing in the world to do and that was to fly. Unusually for an up-and-coming fighter pilot ace, although he was interested in watching the aircraft take off and land from Southend aerodrome, Peter at this stage certainly hadn’t thought about flying as a career. The change in Peter’s life was due to a family friend, Don Wallace, who, with his older brother, visited the Ayersts’ house regularly on Sunday mornings. It was a lively affair: darts were thrown and beers consumed. Wallace was a private pilot and he had learned to fly at Southend in the mid- to late thirties. Having acquired a private pilot’s licence, he decided to continue his flying training with a B licence, which entitled him to fly commercially. Wallace was a couple of years older than Peter. They got talking over a game of darts: ‘Come flying with me, Pete. Come down to Southend.’ Peter’s first-ever flight was in an old Avro biplane with a radial engine. After fifteen minutes, Wallace shouted to Peter via the intercom tube: ‘Right! Let’s do a loop!’ The ancient Avro aeroplane circled over the Essex countryside. The flight lasted no more than thirty minutes, but in that time Peter was hooked. After that, Peter flew with Wallace as often as he could, usually at weekends. His interest in flying developed.


Holding a commercial licence, Wallace took passengers up on pleasure flights at nearby Romford. Peter assisted him by taking their money, helping them into the spare seat and strapping them in securely and he became a regular fixture at Romford aerodrome when the weather was fine. He loved it. This, he says, was when he first got the bug for flying. What was it that hooked him? In his words, it was the whole thing – the exhilaration, anticipation and sheer thrill of flying. It was a unique experience and it enveloped him to the extent that he knew this was what he wanted to do with his life.


He realised that neither he nor his parents had the revenue to pay for flights privately – as Wallace had done – but he came to the conclusion that one door was open to him: fly with the Royal Air Force. If he was commissioned into the service, they would pay for his training. He therefore applied for a short-service commission, in June 1938, and was asked to attend an Air Ministry interview at Adastral House in Kingsway. He arrived for his initial medical; only those candidates who passed their medical went on to the next stage of the interview. Those who suffered from colour blindness, bad eyesight or high blood pressure would fail the medical and be told they would not be required to attend the interview. Peter went before a formidable-looking board of five men in civilian suits who asked him a number of direct and intimidating questions which he answered as best he could. Two weeks later he received a letter informing him that he had been accepted. He was asked to report to No. 19 Elementary and Reserve Flying Training School at Gatwick.


Britain’s young men and women were being called up to join the services. It was time to fight for their country. Among hundreds of thousands of others, the Ayerst family did their bit. Tom had originally joined the Territorial Army before war had been declared but subsequently joined the RAF, ending up in the Fleet Air Arm, where he got a commission to Airfield Control. Later on, Jack joined the army and Peg joined the WAAF.


The twins agree that during their early days it was Peter who had the drive in the family – a determined, restless, independent spirit of youth that spurred him on. Much of this spirit was an influence from Hazel, who was broadly similar in character – firm, strong-minded and unwavering. It was a spirit that was to serve him well throughout his life.





TWO


Best Days of Your Life


6 OCTOBER 1938


Autumn had arrived. The air was clean and crisp with a biting snap. The leaves were turning to various shades of brown, russet and scarlet red. The seasons were changing once more and the onset of a cold, dark winter loomed. It threatened to be cold, dark and long in more ways than one. These were times during which the Royal Air Force had been forced to modernise because of the storm clouds of war that had been ever-present for the past three years. In accordance with the preparations pioneered by the soon-to-be Commander-in-Chief of Fighter Command, Hugh Dowding, who had pushed ahead the plans adopted hastily by the Air Defence of Great Britain in 1936, a grim acceptance and subsequent alacrity had been adopted by the RAF. Everything concerning the logistics, support and welfare of the Air Force was quickly stepped up in preparation for any German threat. The increase in aircraft production, radio direction finding (or radar as it became known) and airfields was rushed ahead. Plans to increase personnel, both ground- and aircrew, for fighters were essential to Dowding’s plans. Elementary and advanced courses at training schools were no exception. Such aircrew courses were implemented hastily throughout 1938 and 1939, and this in turn required more resources, the building of more accommodation and the addition of new airfields around the country.


The date of 6 October 1938 was Peter’s first day of his ab initio elementary pilot training course at one of the civil airfields that had recently been requisitioned by the RAF. The grass airfield, located on the county border between Surrey and Sussex, had been known as Gatwick; it was now known as RAF Gatwick. Peter was one of twenty-two other young, green aviators about to embark on a brand-new RAF training course, which was held at a new location, flying brand-new aircraft. No. 19 Elementary and Reserve Flying Training School (E&RFTS) was the first course ever to be established at this new location. When he first arrived there on that autumnal day, Gatwick was anything but a bustling hive of activity; there had been just three scheduled flights operated by civil airlines per week. During his time there, the RAF shared flying facilties with the civil aviation authorities. A few ancient training aircraft with RAF markings were scattered about: several Hawker Harts belonging to the RAF Volunteer Reserve along with a few de Havilland Tiger Moths that were particularly popular at the weekend. The Volunteer Reserve had already stamped their authority on this quiet, civil aerodrome by flying would-be part-time pilots at the weekends. This was enough for the RAF authorities to establish a full-time elementary course for regular pilots.

OEBPS/images/pub.png
SPIRIT OF
THE BLUE

PETER AYERST — A FIGHTER PILOT'S STORY

HUGH THOMAS

FOREWORD BY
ALEX HENSHAW

The
History
Press o





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
HUGH THOMAS

SPIRITE@IR
THE DR

A FIGHTER PILOT'S*STORY:
S "






