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Eric Brown is in the Guinness Book of Records for having flown more aircraft types (487) than any other pilot in the world. His record is unlikely ever to be broken. Now 88, Captain Brown CBE , DSC, AFC, KCVSA, became a test pilot during the Second World War and commanded the RAE Aerodynamics Flight at Farnborough. He played a key role in the design of an entire generation of aircraft. No other man alive today can claim to have interviewed the top Nazis, flown their jet aircraft or tested so many experimental machines. Today he remains a consultant for the Royal Navy’s latest aircraft carrier design.
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Foreword

By the late Sir Morien Morgan CB MA FRAeS 
Head of Aero Flight Section at RAE (1944-48) 
President of The Royal Aeronautical Society (1967-68) 
Director of RAE Farnborough (1969-78)

 
 
THIS IS THE STORY of a truly remarkable pilot. He has been called the greatest test pilot that Britain ever produced, and also the greatest naval aviator of all time. The facts do not belie these claims. He was decorated more times than any other British test pilot and Fleet Air Arm pilot, receiving the MBE, OBE, CBE, DSC, AFC, and King’s Commendation for Valuable Service in the Air.

Landing a conventional military aeroplane on an aircraft carrier is generally accepted as the supreme test of piloting skill. Captain Brown has a world record of 2,407 deck landings to his credit, including many world ‘firsts’. He has also recorded more catapult launches than any other pilot.

Extensive research indicates that he has flown more types of aircraft than any other pilot in the world, and certainly the most astonishing assortment, ranging through gliders, fighters, bombers, airliners, amphibians, flying boats and helicopters as well as prone and supine position aircraft, and aircraft propelled by virtually every known type of power plant.

He was Chief Naval Test Pilot at RAE Farnborough, and became the first naval officer to command the world renowned Aerodynamics Flight, which was regarded as the top post in experimental research test flying. He lived through the highly dangerous days when attempts to break the sound barrier cost many lives. He himself led a charmed life, not because of luck but by virtue of supreme flying skill, a skill which was recognized by his first Flying Instructor, who classified him as ‘Exceptional’ - an accolade not lightly given.

To those who have witnessed his superb aerobatic displays or flown as his test observer, there can be no gainsaying that assessment. His operational record only emphasizes the point.

This is the story of a man who has lived more fully in the air than any other pilot of his generation, and at the same time it is an important contribution to the history of the Fleet Air Arm and of test flying in Britain.
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Graduation day.




Chapter 1

I WAS BORN IN EDINBURGH of parents from the Scottish Borders, and from my early days was fascinated by the portrait that hung in our lounge of my father in RFC uniform during World War I. He had been a balloon observer, spotting beyond enemy lines and also being a prime target for German fighter aircraft. Although it was also a high-risk game being a pilot in the RFC, he apparently felt that this would be his preferred option and so he found himself posted to flying training, which he barely completed before the Armistice was signed. I was born in January 1919, so was a product of the RFC, and somehow I felt flying was in my blood.

As a schoolboy I won a scholarship from my local primary school to Edinburgh’s historic Royal High School, with its classical Greek temple buildings set in the heart of the Scottish capital. There I had a most happy schooling with academic honours (runner-up to Dux of School) and sporting successes in rugby (1st XV) and gymnastics (school champion).

About half-way through my school life my mother died, and I moved with my father to the Borders, so that I now had to commute by train to school every day. In 1936 my father took me to the Olympic Games in Berlin, and as an ex-RFC pilot he was invited to welcoming events by former World War I German pilots now serving in the newly-resurfaced Luftwaffe. There I met Ernst Udet, the top scoring fighter ace after Richthofen, and also the aviatrix Hanna Reitsch, who was giving a sailplane aerobatic display at a venue close to the Olympic stadium. These two very different characters were to have a considerable impact on my life. Udet was a complete extrovert, who had become a world-famous stunt pilot after World War I, and had been persuaded, rather against his will, by Goering to join the new Luftwaffe as Colonel in charge of the Technical Department of the Air Ministry. Hanna Reitsch, on the other hand, was the top female sailplane pilot in the world, an intense, strong-minded woman, filled with ambition and determination. Both were mad keen aviators, courageous and skilful, and were to play key roles in the aviation history of Hitler’s Third Reich.
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Bücker Jungmann trainers which were standard in the pre-World War II Luftwaffe. It was a flight in a Jungmann as a young schoolboy, with Colonel Ernst Udet, a World War I ace and famous aerobatic pilot, in Berlin that determined the author to become a fighter pilot.

Udet seemed impressed by my youthful enthusiasm for aviation and offered to take me for a flight at Halle, south of Berlin. There we drove up to a Bücker Jungmann two-seat trainer, where he put me in the front cockpit and took particular care to see I was securely strapped in - the reason for this solicitude becoming obvious to me later. It was a glorious day and Udet proceeded to put this jaunty little trainer through its aerobatic paces, and at the same time checking in his broken English that my stomach and nerves were still in good shape. After about half an hour we rejoined the airfield circuit, and on the final approach he suddenly rolled the Jungmann on to its back and we glided inverted to within what I estimated was my approaching demise - but was actually some 50ft up - when he rolled it right way up and then held off to land. I was speechless but he roared with laughter, hit me smartly between the shoulder blades with a great yell of ‘Hals und Beinbruch’, the German fighter-pilots’ greeting. From that moment I was unswervingly dedicated to achieving that goal.

From the Royal High School I progressed to Edinburgh University in 1937 to read for an honours degree in modern languages, with German as my primary subject. Also in 1937 I joined the University Air Unit, which was the beginning of the University Air Squadron, and flew from Turnhouse airfield, under the auspices of 603 Royal Auxiliary Air Force Squadron, whose CO was Squadron Leader ‘Count’ Ernie Stevens, a great friend of my father.

About this time the Foreign Office was approaching modern languages students to see if they were interested in a career in the Diplomatic Corps, and I indicated my interest at that stage. As a result such students were to be sent abroad in the penultimate year of their four-year degree course as exchange student teachers for six months in  Germany and six in France. I was allocated Salem internat (boarding school) on Lake Constance and the Lycée at Metz in northern France.

In 1938 I took the opportunity to visit Berlin again for a few days in February and called on Udet, by then a Major-General. He greeted me warmly and as a special treat took me to the Deutschlandhalle where Hanna Reitsch was to give a helicopter flying demonstration with the Fw 61. It was a weird contraption which looked like an aeroplane but instead of wings had two rotors on outriggers. All had gone well at rehearsal, but on the night in a packed stadium the helicopter could barely rise off the ground. This perplexing situation was saved when some bright spark realised that the helicopter’s normally aspirated engine was being starved of fresh air by the mass breathing of the audience. The remedy was to open the large hangar-type doors leading to the arena, and this allowed Hanna to lift the helicopter to near roof-height. That evening Hanna and some of Udet’s Luftwaffe friends joined us in a celebration at his apartment. Part of the celebration was Udet’s favourite party game, which involved having a dartboard-like target on one wall and a mirror  on the opposite one. Each participant then faced the mirror and with a small calibre pistol shot over his shoulder at the target. Heady stuff but quite crazy and typical of the mood pervading Nazi Berlin.
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Hanna Reitsch demonstrates the weird Fw 61 helicopter at the 1938 International Automobile Exhibition inside the stadium of the Deutschlandhalle, Berlin.

Pilot Officer Eric Brown in RAF uniform after obtaining his wings in the Edinburgh University Air Squadron.
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While at Salem, in the summer of 1939, I had my open MG Magnette car with me and spent as much time as possible exploring the surrounding countryside. One of my favourite outings was to the popular city of Munich, and there I was staying in a small inn during that fateful first weekend of September 1939.

On that September Sunday morning I was asleep when there was a bang at the door. I stumbled over and opened it and saw two SS men standing there.

There was a woman interpreter with them. She said, ‘Mr Eric Brown?’

‘Yes …’

‘Our countries are at war.’

I was shaken. I had been living in Germany for some months and never once felt any real likelihood of war.

‘You will come with us.’ I got some things together and followed them out.

A car was waiting and I was ushered into it. One of the SS men took my own MG and followed us to the SS barracks.

There I was interrogated for three days, though no threat of violence was ever made. When I was not being questioned I played chess or talked politics with the guards.

They knew everything about me, that I was twenty, that I had been teaching in Germany on an exchange scheme, that I was fresh from Edinburgh University, where I had learned to fly with a group of enthusiastic students, that I was sightseeing in Munich for the week-end.

At last I was pushed abruptly into another car and driven off, thinking that I was bound for a Gestapo cell or a firing squad, though I was puzzled to see that my MG was following along behind. To my astonishment we drove straight to the Swiss frontier. We got out and my guard said, ‘There you are. You are free to go’.

I couldn’t believe it. I thought that if I started to walk I would get a bullet in the back.

He said ‘You can take your car with you’.

I gaped. ‘Why are you letting me take that?’

‘Because we have no spares.’

I got in and drove away. There was no bullet in the back. A few hours later I was racing across France for the Channel ports, afraid that the war would be over before I could get into uniform.

The RAF was not in quite the same state of flap. When I reported back to the RAFVR there was no rush for my services. But I was told that there was a very urgent demand for pilots by the Fleet Air Arm, the flying branch of the Navy.

I had no connexions whatsoever with the Navy. But I suddenly remembered a lecture at school by an Old Boy who had been a pilot in the Fleet Air Arm, flying from aircraft carriers at sea, and how exciting he had made it sound. And if it would get me into the air right away … I took about five minutes to make up my mind. I said ‘I’ll join’.

I had to go to the multi-services recruiting centre at Edinburgh. I filled in some forms and waited in a long queue.

‘So you can already fly?’

‘Yes.’ Now we were getting somewhere. ‘I’ve got a hundred and twenty hours. I flew Gauntlets.’

‘Well, you’ll have to start all over again with the Navy.’

I didn’t believe it. They wanted pilots badly, didn’t they? When I got through to the real flying types they’d find the right niche for me.

But at HMS St Vincent at Gosport they confirmed that I would be  starting the whole thing from scratch. And even before that we had to be turned into sailors. We spent a month learning naval routine before we were graded into potential fighter or torpedo-bomber pilots. We were asked our preference and given co-ordination tests. The class was a wide cross-section. The older and steadier ones went for bombers, the suicidal types like me for fighters.
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A Gloster Gauntlet. The author flew Gauntlets with the Royal Auxiliary Air Force and felt for sheer enjoyment the Gauntlet had the edge on other vintage biplanes.
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Training to be a fighter pilot on a single-wing Miles Magister in Belfast.

It turned out to be a clever move, because we fighters went to Belfast to train, and while I was there I met my future wife. We began on Miles Magisters, and we single-wing men immediately assumed a definite air of superiority over the torpedo bombers who were puttering about in Tiger Moths down at Castle Bromwich near Birmingham. I found myself picking it up quickly and I was given extra time in advanced aerobatics while those who had not had my previous experience caught up. I came out of the course with good grades and top of the ground school. I had already found out that it was not just the actual piloting that interested me, but what went on under the bonnet as well.

It was June 1940, now. Norway was draining away air crews. The shortage in the Fleet Air Arm was desperate. We were rushed to Netheravon for advanced training.

Here we had a sobering shock. While one of our class was meandering along in a Hawker Hart a Messerschmitt Me 110 came out of the sun and ranged up alongside him. The German rear gunner swung his gun,  took casual aim, and shot the Hart down in flames for us all to see. It was a terrible warning. A fighter pilot has to have a swivel neck.

Norway fell, the blitz on Europe began. The Italians declared war. The Navy sent us to Greenwich for a month to become gentlemen. We spent every night in the air-raid shelters.

We left at the end of August and I joined the new naval fighter training station at Yeovilton in Somerset on the day it opened, when it was nothing but three runways in an ocean of mud. Anyone who went off the runway went on to his nose, and there were plenty who did that. I had my first accident there. Every time we wanted to fly workmen had to be cleared off the unfinished runways. When I went off I hit a pile of rubble one of them had dumped in his haste and had to do a belly landing when I came down, with a bent undercarriage.

The Battle of Britain started and we pupils flying Gloster Gladiators always went up armed in case we met any Germans. The Gladiator was the last of the biplane fighters, an outmoded but still handy little fabric-covered plane. She had only four .303 machine guns and a top speed of about 250 miles an hour, but great things had been done with her in Norway and the Mediterranean and she could very often manoeuvre her way out of trouble.

Two of us were up in Gladiators cruising over Somerset when we spotted two Heinkel IIIs. We came up on them from behind. I was just flipping my gun button getting ready to fire when they both blew up. We were blinded by the explosion. The Gladiators bucked wildly in the blast and bits of debris rained at us like bullets. One of the Heinkels had caught an ack-ack shell in his bomb load. Two stunned pupils returned to base and for the first time poked their fingers through torn fabric. Our German instructors made our graduation as naval fighter pilots real.

I was sent to join 802 Squadron at Donibristle in Fife. No sooner had I arrived than the squadron got an SOS from 810 Squadron in the Orkneys asking for urgent replacements to make up their terrible losses. I was one of the three pilots loaned to the squadron. I did one operation with them, a raid in Skua dive bombers on oil tanks in Norway. It was a long, long haul across the sea on weak mixture at very slow speed, a flurry of blurred action over the target, and another anxious groping for home. We should have been flying from a carrier, but Glorious and Courageous  had gone by then, and there were none to spare.

I went back to Donibristle and we waited for our aircraft to arrive. There was great excitement in the air, because we were going to be among the first pilots in the Fleet Air Arm to receive something very special. We were going to get some good aircraft.

Never in its history had the air branch of the Navy enjoyed planes of the quality given to the RAF. Since the war began we had been making do with the old Gladiators and the bumbling Rocs, when the RAF had Hurricanes and Spitfires. We had had to fight Me 109s and Reggianis with our old weapons, and we had lost far too many good men. But now America was sending Britain the sinews of war in Lend-Lease agreement, and we in 802 were licking our lips in anticipation of a new fighter built especially for high-performance carrier flying by the excellent firm of Grumman. She was called the Wildcat in America and the Martlet in Britain. She was a monoplane, she was fast, and she had big .5 machine guns. We just couldn’t wait.

The first ones arrived and the CO, Lieutenant Commander John Wintour, rushed off to collect the first one to be assembled. We were all sitting in the squadron office, not an aeroplane amongst us, when we heard a loud whining scream in the air. The whine turned into a thunderclap overhead. We rushed to the window and saw the splendid machine screeching uphill. She was blunt-nosed, square-tipped, and looked like an angry bee.

When we came to try her for ourselves she turned out to be a tough, fiery, beautiful little aeroplane. There was a very fierce swing on take-off and landing which needed some handling. And the machines we got had been built for other European countries. Mine had a French accent and her oil pressure was in kilos. Then they were modified and given higher tail wheels, which brought the rudder into the slipstream and cured the swing.

Under John Wintour we began to get used to them and approach the very high standard he set us. The CO, tall, handsome, laconic, was a splendid leader and teacher. He kept hard discipline, he supervised each of us personally in the air until we could do a fair imitation of his own immaculate flying. With most of us raw RNVRs, with a field as small as Donibristle, and with our fierce mounts, this was quite an achievement.

We were doing well when tragedy hit us. Three of our pilots went off in the dead of winter to Abbotsinch to collect more Martlets freshly  assembled there. On their way back with them they ran into a howling snowstorm. One got through. Another, with one of our most experienced flight leaders, crashed into the top of Ben Lomond. The other ditched in Loch Lomond. We had lost one pilot and two machines. Both were irreplaceable at this point. So precious were the Martlets that this loss forced us to cut the squadron down from twelve to ten. Then I had to put mine down in Burnt Island reservoir with a dead engine as a result of a massive oil leak. But the Martlet, bred to the sea, had special immersion switches which tripped in the water and operated flotation bags in the wings. My switches worked and we salvaged the plane.

Our newly grown skill was severely tested when Winston Churchill came up to see us. The CO worked up a special display for him, and I of course chose the occasion to put my Martlet into the Firth of Forth.

My party piece was to do a roll on take-off. It started well. I took off towards the sea, furiously cranked up the undercarriage, rolled, got over on my back, and there was a tremendous, frightening bang and a flash. The airscrew stopped dead. I pushed the stick hard forward and the Martlet flopped on her back into the sea. But again the flotation bags worked, swelling up so that my cockpit was clear of the water. I broke my nose on the gunsight and had a nasty crack on the arm, but I was able to swim clear. I thought it was generous of Mr Churchill to single the CO out in the mess later on and send me his condolences.

We naturally imagined that he had come to have a look at us because we were only the second Martlet squadron to form up. We could not know that we had been chosen to put one of his own very special brainwaves into action, and that we were to make history doing it.

The Martlets we were equipped with had only a lap strap and no shoulder straps as safety harness, so each pilot was instructed to fly his aircraft to Croydon for the modification to full safety harness to be fitted.

I left Donibristle on 14th May and headed south, but ran into very bad weather in Lincolnshire and was lucky to scrape into the RAF station at Cranwell. For my overnight stay I was roomed with a Flight Lieutenant Geoffrey Bone. Since there seemed to be an unusual number of civilians on the Station I asked him what was going on, but he was very evasive, and talked me into accompanying him to the Station cinema, probably to avoid further questioning.

Next day there was still bad weather and I asked the Control Tower  if I could do a weather test, and reported the cloud base was below 500ft with poor visibility. I noticed as I made a landing circuit that there was considerable activity round one particular hangar, which was roped off, but I could not see what was inside.

In the late afternoon the Control Tower asked me if I would do another weather test, and this showed a slight improvement with some sign of the cloud lifting and visibility slowly improving. At about 7pm I noticed the closed hangar’s doors opening and a small propellerless aeroplane with a tricycle undercarriage being pushed out. About half an hour later this weird machine started up its engine and began taxiing out to the runway, propelled by I knew not what. It took off to a screaming note of some power source unknown to me, climbed away smoothly and then seventeen minutes later returned to land. Up to that point there was nothing to indicate that this was the historic occasion of the first flight of Britain’s first jet aircraft, the Gloster E.28/39, flown by Gloster Chief Test Pilot P. E. G. Sayer. My room mate, Geoffrey Bone, had been the flight engine installation engineer, but had kept this secret intact from me. Little was I to know that three years later I was to fly the E.28/39 at RAE Farnborough and that Geoffrey and I were to become firm friends.




Chapter 2

WE FIRST LEARNED that the Admiralty had something unusual in store for us when three of our own pilots were told off to train as batsmen1 for our first operation. Where we were going we were not going to be able to have any fully professional ones. Nobody wanted the job, but eventually three sub-lieutenants, Patterson, Hutchison and Morris, were selected and told to get on with it.

Then we were sent to Arbroath to land into a set of arrester wires. These were only normally used to taxi into, but we apparently were going to have to miss out the usual breaking-in on a training carrier. Curiouser and curiouser. Whatever it was, it looked like something urgent.

Then came the big news. The CO said, ‘You’re going to a ship called the Empire Audacity’. We stared at him. Those who had been on carriers before racked their brains. ‘What is she, sir?’

‘She’s called an auxiliary carrier. And now you’re as wise as I am.’

It was a new one on all of us. The CO went away to be briefed on her.

When he came back he called us all together right away.

‘Well, I know where we’re going now. This job is going to be a hard one. We’re going to a carrier, but she’s different from any other that ever sailed before. Those of you who have deck-landed before are in for a rude shock. Those who have never deck-landed won’t know any better. It isn’t going to be easy for anybody.

‘I daresay you know that we’re desperately short of carriers. We’re so short that the few we do have must be kept with the fleet, and there aren’t any left for convoy escort. As a result Focke-Wulf Kuriers have been operating from Bordeaux-Merignac against our convoys, bombing and spotting for U-boats, at ranges well outside the reach of Coastal Command and having things practically all their own way. The fighter catapult ships are one answer thought up by the PM. The escort carrier is an improvement on it - or so we hope - from the same stable. Your new ship will be the first of these to go into action. You will carry a big responsibility. 

‘The ship herself used to be, ironically, a German merchantman, a banana boat. She was captured in February last year off St Domingo by the cruiser Dunedin and the Canadian destroyer Assiniboine and towed to Jamaica. Her arrival in the UK more or less coincided with the birth of this new idea, which was to cut down a merchant ship and build up a flight deck on her so she could operate a few fighters and go out as a convoy escort. As the Hannover - that was her German name - had already been damaged when her crew tried to set fire to her and would have to be repaired anyway, the Admiralty thought that as she was suitable otherwise she would be just the thing. So they cut her down by a couple of decks and stuck a flight deck on top of her.’

He moved to the blackboard and started to sketch with the chalk. ‘It’s not a very big flight deck. In fact it’s only four hundred and twenty feet long and sixty in beam …’

It was a shock, particularly for those of the squadron who had been in the Ark Royal. She had a flight deck just about twice as long.

‘… She’ll carry six Martlets. When they’re all ranged aft, the first one will have about three hundred feet of deck for take-off … For landing there are only two arrester wires. There’s a barrier up for’ard, and just aft of it - about here - there’s another wire. That’s what I call the For-Christ’s-Sake wire. If you miss the main two this one’ll bring you up if you catch it - though you’ll probably break the aircraft and quite likely your neck as well … and there’s just one more thing. There’s no hangar. The aircraft will have to be parked out on the flight deck all the time. All maintenance and everything else will have to be done there.’

He finished his nonchalant speech and watched our reaction with a cynical smile. We sat speechless and aghast.

‘There is one relieving feature. You will have the most wonderful quarters any warship ever had. These banana boats used to carry about a dozen passengers in luxurious accommodation. It’ll be yours now.’

We tried to cheer ourselves up with that chill, small ray of comfort. Shortly after this we got a message from the newly appointed Captain of the Empire Audacity, an old Swordfish pilot, Commander D. W. McKendrick, who had had a big share in developing the idea of the escort carrier after Mr Churchill had produced the original inspiration, to say that the ship was going out on trials in the Western approaches and that all pilots were recommended to come out and have a good look at her. 

We picked her up and circled her at about 300 feet above the ship. My main reaction, apart from her terrifying smallness, was her unfinished, naked look. Most of the big fleet carriers had the big island to starboard on the flight deck. It was a homing beacon, a lighthouse, a promise of security in the treacherous wet expanse of bare, heaving deck and cold grey sea. But the Empire Audacity, with a displacement of only 5,537 tons did not have an island, only two little steel matchboxes level with the flight deck, one on either side, about a quarter of the way aft from the bows. Landing on this narrow strip of runway would be like perching on a cliff ledge in a blizzard.

I thought along these lines the night before we were due to fly on board for the first time. We were at Campbeltown on the Clyde, a desolate, cheerless place to start with. The morrow was going to be a big experience in our lives. The mess was very quiet that night, and even the normal amount of drinking, never heavy, shrank to practically nothing. One by one, we all went off quietly to an early bed. I simply did not know what to expect. The whole thing was something on paper to me. I had never even set foot on a flight deck before. I weighed up what I would do if I went over the side, trying to comfort myself with the thought that I had twice been in the water in a Martlet, and knew that it floated.

We were to do six deck landings in all. Each flight of two would go out in turn, the flight leader and his wingman taking it in turns to make three landings apiece, before returning to base to refuel for the second batch.

The CO went off first alone. When he had made his three landings he came back to give us some tips and moral encouragement before he went back to watch his own number two do his landings.

He said, ‘Don’t worry about there being only two wires in place of the  usual six. You only had two at Arbroath after all and none of you missed them. There’s just one other thing. The barrier isn’t rigged yet. So if you miss the wires you can open up and barge round again’.
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HMS Audacity, Britain’s first escort carrier. A terrifyingly short flight deck had been built up on this captured German banana boat and she carried six Martlets.

It was a mild day towards the end of autumn. My flight leader ‘Sheepy’ Lamb and I were the third pair to go off. First we had to do a circuit and dummy deck landing on the airfield. I didn’t want to bother about that. I was impatient. I wanted to get out there and get it over with.

It took about a quarter of an hour to pick up the ship, which was steaming up and down south of Arran. She was heading into wind all ready to receive us, affirmative and carrier flags flying. She looked like a tiny bathtub toy as she moved slowly through the solid sea, pushing her arrow of white ahead of her.

I had to circle the ship and watch Sheepy make the first approach. Worse than ever I wanted to get down and make my pass at the deck.

I saw Sheepy turn and head for the stern. He had been in the Ark Royal. It must have looked fearfully small to him just then. From my aery view he seemed to float in with incredible slowness, feather-light. There was no impression of his being snatched out of the air, which is what it seems like at deck level. I saw him touch, catch the second wire, and roll to a stop. The flight-deck crew pushed him back, unhooked him, he was ranged aft, and went off down the deck. It was my turn.

I always have the same experience when I do any kind of test with an aeroplane. Whatever I feel beforehand, I suddenly get filled with the calm of intense concentration. When I came to make my approach to the Empire Audacity’s deck that day, when I was committed, I certainly was not scared any more, though I have learned to be a lot more patient since then.

We could come in any way we chose. Some had decided to make an exploratory pass first without putting their hook down. They would watch the batsman’s directions, take a wave-off, and come in again, either for their landing or for another wave-off or any number of wave-offs if they wanted. But I could not wait. I lowered my wheels and hook right away, flew round until I was between three and four hundred feet dead astern of the ship, and came straight in.

I throttled back. When we were doing seventy knots - the Martlet’s deck-landing airspeed - I held her in a constant rate of descent towards the looming deck. There was Pat Patterson guiding me in with the bats, a familiar, reassuring figure. I was over the roundown. He gave me the  cut. I pulled back the throttle lever. There was a bump. I was down. I had caught the first wire.

Elation surged through me. Pat jumped up on the wing. He shouted at me:

‘That wasn’t bad. A bit off the centre line.’

I was trundled back till my tail was right over the roundown, and the test of take-off down that tiny deck faced me. I opened up against the brakes. The signal flag fell. I let the brakes go. We surged down the deck at full power. Wheels still firmly on the deck, we were airborne over the bows without losing an inch in height.

They say that your first landing is either your best or your worst. I was lucky with mine. After that it seemed easy. As I went through my remaining six training approaches, I became more and more able to concentrate on the finer details of what I was doing, and I found myself striving to study and perfect the technique of it, to do it with some finesse. I felt the potential artistry of it.

Now we were carrier-borne. The Empire Audacity was certainly a most extraordinary ship, quite unlike any other warship ever built. The ‘bridge’ was simply a little metal tray stuck on the ship’s side level with the flight deck on the starboard side about a quarter of the way back from the bows. Here the Captain, who doubled as Commander (Air), directed all take-offs and landings by direct hand signals to the pilot, acting as batsman. There was a similar position on the port side, where the Captain would sometimes station one of the pilots not on duty.

The deck below the flight deck we called the promenade deck. On this deck aft were the original passenger state rooms, lounge, and dining rooms. The latter two became the ante-room and wardroom respectively. They were adjacent and athwartships, about halfway along the ship’s length. The wardroom sat about thirty-two round two tables running fore and aft. The ante-room had the inevitable small bar.

Aft of the wardroom were the state rooms, two single and six double. At the insistence of the Captain the pilots occupied these state rooms, each flight section of two being in a double room, while the CO and first lieutenant had the single rooms. Our rooms had their original furnishings, with two single beds, adjoining bathroom, and square ports, which we RNVRs shocked the RN contingent by deliberately referring to as windows. The Fighter Direction Officer and the CO’s wingman, David  Hutchison, were in one of the remaining doubles, and two engineers in the other.

Round the state rooms ran a promenade walk, and aft of this, one deck down, was our single four-inch gun, right astern.

On the same level as the state rooms, but for’ard next to the bridge, were the business quarters. Two steps took you down from the bridge into a narrow corridor, about eight paces brought you to the crew ready room, opening off it to the left. In the crew room there was an interconnecting door to the fighter control room, which was practically filled with its plotting table and radar screen. It was a handy arrangement, and promised swift liaison in action.

As a ship’s company we were a strange assortment. To begin with, we were half Royal Navy, half Merchant Service. All the squadron personnel were of course RN as well as the deck officers and key technicians. Most of the seamen and all the engine-room staff were Merchant Navy men. It threatened to be an impossible mixture, oil and water, for Commander McKendrick to make into a team.

What made it worse for him was the greenness of most of his pilots. I was one of those who had very little acquaintance with the sea at all, let alone of carriers. But we had a good stiffening of experienced hands. There was the CO. He was a brilliant aerobatic pilot, and he was determined to shape us all in the same mould. In fact he was ruthless in keeping us at peak efficiency, driving us all the time to produce our best. If he caught you lounging in one of the two very popular armchairs in the tiny ready room and you were reading something other than a run-down on enemy aircraft or similar page of shop, you suffered his wrath and wished that the deck would open up and swallow you. He was forever quizzing us on the enemy machines we were likely to meet, and I got caught so many times that I prepared a special dossier on the Focke-Wulf Kurier and got it all off by heart. He was a Dartmouth man and had been a regular navy lieutenant, but had retired to go into civil aviation as an instructor. He had far more of a worldly air than most service-bound RN professionals and was considerably older than most of us. He dominated us completely.

Several of the others were regulars too. There were John Carden and Jimmy Sleigh, our two flight leaders. John was ex-Dartmouth, and had served in cruisers. Jimmy was an ex-Merchant Navy officer turned RN. A  South African, he was the only married officer in the squadron, apart from the CO, and had joined us after recuperating from a terrifying air crash in which he had fractured his skull. Hutch, a veteran of the Battle of Britain, always wore the most dissipated expression possible. Sheepy Lamb, my flight leader, was a Colonial Scot educated in Edinburgh, and like so many colonials had a particularly cheerful outlook on life. His round face and rotund figure just radiated good spirits, and he was never seen in angry mood. Sheepy was a brilliant air tactician, who had seen action operating Gladiators from the Orkneys and from the Glorious. Norris ‘Pat’ Patterson, another South African, was even taller than the CO, and his main interest in life seemed to be classical music. I clashed with him there, being a swing fan. He had the only gramophone in the squadron, and used to put up with a lot of abuse from me in his amiable way. He would put on my wild music and laugh at my jitterbugging antics.

At these times my very good friend Graham Fletcher, another VR like myself, was always required to sing ‘Flat Foot Floogie’, which was a show stopper because of his terrible stammer. Fletch was as English as the hop, with his fair hair, clean-cut face, and whooping horse laugh. He had come straight from St Paul’s School into the Service, having spent his schoolboy savings in learning to fly. His enthusiasm for the air was refreshing.

Of the other VRs, Bertie Williams had been an office clerk in Manchester, and had given up his job at once on the outbreak of war to fly; Phil Morris was a tall, handsome Cambridge undergraduate, who acted the playboy but was a fine natural pilot, with a love of good living and a strange flair for statistics; George was an Aberdonian who had been studying for the ministry before war came, and was a fine golfer in the best Scots traditions.

Besides being broken up into two flights, the squadron was further subdivided into sections for combat purposes, each section being named after a colour. The CO and Hutch made up Blue Section, Sheepy and I - Red Section, John and Phil - Green Section, Jimmy and Bertie - Yellow Section, Pat and Fletch - Black Section, with George as spare pilot.

We were an odd assortment, but we worked and played in perfect harmony. The CO worked on us as if we were his life’s mission. He knew we were boys with very little time in which to learn a man’s job. When we joined convoy OG 74 on 13th September 1941, bound for Gibraltar,   we were a good unit, though we were not fielding the full team. Yellow Section had been detached to Argus to act as fighter protection with two Martlets when she delivered a load of Hurricanes to the Russians, and George had dropped out after a couple of deck-landing accidents during our work-up.
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Two of the flight-deck crew and four 802 Squadron pilots - Sheepy, Fletch, Bertie and Pat (in cockpit).
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In the cockpit of an 802 Squadron Grumman Wildcat, renamed the Martlet in Britain.

Leading Fletch and Bertie into bad habits.
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Just before Empire Audacity sailed on its first operation, the Admiralty changed the name of this tiny escort carrier to the full-blown HMS Audacity.




Chapter 3

WE LEFT THE CLYDE EARLY IN SEPTEMBER, taking badly needed ammunition to Gibraltar, to be sent on to besieged Malta and the 9th Army.

On our first day out a lame duck slowed the whole convoy down to her own bumbling seven knots. The offender was an ancient collier with a huge EIRE in white letters along her rusty side. The ship was built in the eighteen-nineties, the skipper was seventy-four. On the sixth day out she suddenly foundered from sheer old age, after being nudged by a Dutch tug. With her crew safe, we gave her three hearty cheers of relief as she settled. Our speed was immediately increased to ten knots.

On that first grey, windy dawn we started flying, beginning our regular routine. We normally flew patrols in section pairs. At dawn the first pair of the day took off. Once airborne the pair split up, one flying clockwise, the other anti-clockwise round the convoy, on the lookout for U-BOATS or Focke-Wulfs, maintaining a height of 1,000 feet at visibility distance from the ships. We orbited in radio silence, which could only be broken if a plane sighted the enemy or the carrier had an urgent signal for us. The first patrols were lonely and dull. We sat up there like small planets in space, getting pins and needles in the bottom.

While the first pair was up a second two pilots sat in their cockpits below on the deck, at ‘Immediate Readiness’. A third pair was at ‘Standby’ in the ready room, and had to man their machines immediately the alarm sounded. They either took off with the ‘Immediate Readiness’ section or remained in their cockpits as the new ‘Immediate Readiness’ section, according to the needs of the moment. The fourth pair was at five minutes notice, or ‘Available’. After the dawn patrol landed from its one hour flight, the two pilots went to ‘Stand Down’, which meant that they could get their heads down. All the other three sections stayed at their respective states of readiness for another hour, and thereafter the four sections rotated on an hourly cycle. Later, when we had five sections, one of them was ‘Released’ every twenty-four hours.

One hour before dusk another anti-submarine patrol was flown,  either by the ‘Released’ or ‘Stand Down’ pair. The dawn and dusk patrols were the most basically difficult ones of the day. Briefing for these always took at least half an hour, and both the Captain and the Navigating Officer were always present.

The latter would give us a situation report after the events of the previous twelve hours, including an account of any actions, losses, stragglers, enemy sightings, or asdic contacts, and finish by showing us the present disposition of the convoy and escorts. The meteorological rating - we were not big enough to rate an officer - gave a weather report, the Fighter Direction Officer the serviceability state of the radio and radar, allocate aircraft call signs and tell us the Very signal code colours for the period - pilots collected the cartridges from the duty armourer of the squadron as they manned their aircraft.

The Squadron CO or Duty Flight Leader reported to the Captain the serviceability state of the aircraft. Then the Captain took over for his final instructions to the pilots - what time he intended to turn into wind for take-off, the direction and height to be patrolled, with the inevitable reminder to keep radio silence except in emergency, and details of any especially dangerous sector to be reconnoitred or stragglers to be rounded up.

Finally the navigator gave us the ship’s position at the estimated time of take-off and the subsequent mean line of advance of the convoy and its speed, which we had to plot on our small mercator charts. He also gave us the direction of, and distance from, the nearest friendly territory, but it was usually, of course, well out of range of our Martlets. The Captain always ended the briefing by saying to his pilots, ‘Good luck and God bless you’.

For landing-on, any machines left on the deck had always to be taxied right for’ard down the deck, then the barrier and arrester wires raised into position, as there was no hangar. This was infuriating and time wasting. There seemed to be a lesson to be learned there for future escort carriers, if there were to be any.

This was our most vulnerable moment. The carrier had to leave the convoy to steam into wind, with no possibility of flying off any other planes for protection for at least ten minutes. With frantic practice and the use of every willing hand who happened to be on deck at the time we managed to cut this down to eight minutes. It still seemed like eight hours.

With all the constant patrol activity cluttering up the flight deck and nowhere else to do it, all maintenance had to be done in the hours of darkness after the dusk patrol had landed.

You can imagine the bare, open deck, rolling steadily through the darkness. Around us loom dimly our nearest neighbours in three great lines of ships, of which we are in the centre of the middle line, four ships ahead, four astern. You watch with some uneasiness the tell-tale bright phosphorescence of their bow waves.

Aft you can just make out the aircraft, hunched silent, like wing-folded gulls asleep. What you cannot see are the mechanics crouched all over them, at engines, gun ports, wheel wells, radio compartments, in cockpits. They are working with stumbling speed and urgency to bring the machines to readiness for the oncoming day, the first pale streaks of which are already lighting the eastern horizon.

All the light they are allowed to see by comes from little pocket torches hooded by bits of blue paper. These they can only show inside a compartment in the plane or shielded by a coat or by the body. The duty officer walks round to make sure of the total blackout. They are impossible conditions. But the work is done and there are never any mistakes. We owe our lives to these men.

We could hardly expect to reach Gibraltar without trouble. It came first on the 15th, when Sheepy Lamb and I were in the air.

Sheepy saw it first, the swirl of foam, but not before the U-boat had seen us. She was submerging fast.

He shouted, calling the ship, ‘Tally-ho! U-boat submerging on the starboard side!’

We swung towards her. The foam was subsiding. We dived at her. We were fifty yards apart, the U-boat dead ahead of me. But she had got right under now, except for the tip of her periscope. Her shape was quite clear under the surface.

I fired 400 rounds at her. My little bullets would not dent her pressure hull, but at least we had made a sighting, we knew now that U-boats were watching us. We could prepare with certainty for attack.

The next night two torpedoes were fired at the starboard wing escort and missed. Then we were treated to a firework display as the escorts groped for the U-boat.

Again on the evening of the 20th my dusk patrol was enlivened by  sighting another U-boat in the act of diving some twelve miles west of  Audacity. My report put the convoy into a series of evading turns.

[image: 012]

The formidable Focke-Wulf Kurier; its defensive capabilities were to be treated with the greatest of respect. As Squadron Armament Officer, Eric Brown briefed pilots to attack from head on, aiming at the most vulnerable items - the pilots.

The alarm went shortly after dark. When we got up on deck the first U-boat victim had already gone. We saw a great flash of flame and fire slightly abaft our beam, another well astern on the port side. Two ships were lost.

We had with us the rescue ship Walmar Castle. Relying on her very obvious red cross identification she remained on the scene of the sinkings with the rescue tug Thames to pick up and care for survivors. It was a clear morning when a Focke-Wulf attacked her, straddling her with a stick of bombs and setting her on fire.

The Focke-Wulf had been sighted, we had been alerted. The two Martlets sent to intercept her arrived just after she had dropped her last bomb on Walmar Castle. Pat and Fletch caught her as she was heading for her next victim, the Thames.

Pat came in from the quarter raking the Kurier all the way as he slid into the astern position. He had just broken away to avoid colliding with her when Fletch let blast with a full deflection shot from dead abeam. Only thirty-five rounds were fired from each of his four guns, but the Kurier’s entire tail unit fell off. The only thing picked up from her was a pair of flying overalls.

The Walmar Castle was ablaze everywhere. Some who had been spared drowning the night before were now to die of fire.

Pat and Fletch returned to Audacity with our first scalp. The squadron mechanics showed their appreciation by producing tots of grog for the pilots. This mysterious but unfailing source of liquor, which sailors always seem to have, was often to be tapped again in the Audacity.

At noon we were off once more. A Junkers 88 bombed Thames and set her on fire. Our fighters spotted the 88 just as she was going for a second ship, a straggler which Thames had been rounding up. The Martlets cut off the bomber’s path as she was running in on her helpless target, but she turned smartly into the nearest cloud cover just before they could nail her.

This attack happened 900 miles due west of Brest, at the very limit of the Junkers 88’s range. The Germans were obviously going all out to get us. They would be back.

That night three more ships in OG 74 were torpedoed. Next morning the Martlets were out again like sheep dogs searching to round up the stragglers - the usual aftermath of a night U-boat attack on a convoy.

In the afternoon Audacity embarked eighty-six survivors, Royal Navy and Merchant Navy officers and men, and five Army gunners from lost ships. Our two RNVR doctors had a grim evening’s work on their hands. One was sent to a destroyer carrying men too badly wounded to be moved. The other operated far into the night in our small sick bay and I went down to lend a hand as an amateur anaesthetist. I was reckoned to have a strong stomach, and I needed to have. When I left the sick bay what I had seen of those surgeons’ skill made my importance as a pilot seem very small.

On the 27th September four aircraft were flown off to Gibraltar just before the Audacity reached the Straits. We were home and dry. Five days in port were spent fraternizing with our escort corvettes and destroyers. Over glasses of gin we laid our plans to improve the ship and aircraft co-operation. We all knew the full value of team work.

On the evening of 2nd October Audacity sailed to pick up our new convoy next morning. HG 74 comprised seventy ships from the Mediterranean and Freetown. We soon ploughed into heavy seas and met the Bay of Biscay at its winter worst.

There were frequent scrambles against unidentified aircraft. These often blazed merrily away at our Martlets, although we could sometimes see that they were RAF as well as German before they popped into cloud. However, we could appreciate that this was no place to linger and sort out the finer points of identification. Only a handful of RAF men could have seen a Martlet before.

On one sortie like this Red Section was boring its way up to a large four-engined aircraft which was already firing. We were still well out of range. Suddenly my little side windscreen shattered and I felt a searing pain in my mouth and tasted blood. We did not have oxygen masks in the Martlet and used a hand microphone for radio work, so our faces were quite exposed.

The shock more than the pain dazed me, and as our quarry had now made into cloud we headed for home. I had to work at it to keep my wits about me on the way back to the ship, which was heaving like a mad thing in a boiling sea below.

My landing was rough. I sailed over the first two wires but caught the For-Christ’s-Sake wire and was jerked violently to a standstill. My head smashed forward into the gunsight and I passed out.

I awoke and made out a little blue light in a sea of darkness. I began to panic. I put one hand up to my face and felt nothing but bandages. It seemed a long time before my old friend the doc arrived to tell me where I was.

I had collected a mouthful of Perspex splinters in the air, but this damage was lost in what the gunsight had done for my looks. I had only myself to blame for flying with my safety harness shoulder straps unfastened. These had just been added to our aircraft, as they had originally been fitted with lap straps only. I had picked up one bad American custom, but I would definitely be going British from now on.

I was out of action for the rest of that trip and bitterly annoyed lest I miss some of the show going on around me. However, the next days offered no more than fruitless bogey chases, and we reached the Clyde on 17th October without loss to the convoy.

The U-boats were having things very much their own way at this time, and the Gibraltar convoys were taking very heavy punishment. But now some of them could take their own guardian fighters along with them. On their first trip our Martlets had paid their passage. They had given the convoy warning of the U-boat pack and shot down one Focke-Wulf besides scaring off other marauders.

They used us again on another Gibraltar run starting on 29th October. This time we took eight Martlets and ten pilots. Somebody must have been looking into a very reliable crystal ball when this decision was made.
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