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IN 1909 the doctor warned Jessie Bader during her second pregnancy that the baby might not be born alive and that it would be risky for her to go ahead with it, but, rather imperiously, she resisted any interference. A tall and strikingly attractive girl of twenty with a cloud of black hair piled in thick Edwardian waves, Mrs. Bader was sometimes emotional and generally wilful.


Frederick Bader1 brought his young wife and the other baby, Frederick, or ’Derick, home to England from India on furlough for the birth and they took a house at St. John’s Wood. The doctor and midwife arrived on 21st February, 1910, and Frederick Bader walked restlessly round the house. Jessie’s sister, Hazel, and the German nursemaid waited hours outside the bedroom door until a thin but persistent cry broke the quiet; a little later the door opened and the doctor came out with the pleased look of a family G.P. who has seen his friends through a crisis.


“The little trouble-maker has arrived,” he said benignly. “It’s a boy.” The squalling kept sounding through the door and the doctor observed that the “little trouble-maker” seemed to have a talent for expressing himself forcibly. (The doctor is not alive now to marvel at the unwitting accuracy of his foresight.)


They christened the baby Douglas Robert Steuart; and the “Steuart,” from his maternal great-grandfather, was not all that the baby inherited from the intractable John Steuart Amos, who drove to the Liverpool docks in the family carriage one day in the 1840’s, got out pulling a kitbag after him. and told the coachman, “You may tell the family I will not be returning.” He walked on board a windjammer, talked himself into a job as ship’s carpenter (though he knew nothing about either ships or carpentry) and worked his passage to India.


Ambition fortified his unruly spirit and in a few years John Amos was an officer in the Indian Naval Service. A photograph shows his character: within a fringe of crisp, black beard, large eyes with a bold dominating stare, and thin, straight lips clamped together. Not the face of a compromiser. He married, and later appalled his family of daughters by telling them how he watched the ringleaders of the Mutiny lashed across the cannon’s mouth and blown out of this world. A detached hand flying through the air slapped him across the face and (he told the shuddering girls) dropped into his pocket.


His eldest daughter, Jessie, was least appalled by the story. She had her father’s bold eyes and tight mouth and was impervious to fear. In the eighties she married a gentle engineer in India called McKenzie, and they had two daughters, Jessie and Hazel. Mr. McKenzie died then, and his wife brought up the two girls with a resourceful hand. They lived at Kotri, in the troublesome north-west (now Pakistan), but having no man in the house did not daunt the formidable Mrs. McKenzie. One night she and the two little girls were woken by a sound downstairs. She handed each terrified child a golf club, shepherded each into a strategic point behind a door and said, “Stand there and if anyone comes past … hit him.” Then she strode through the house brandishing a niblick and shouting in a menacing voice, “Where are you? Come out at once.”


No one came out. The thief, if it was a thief, vanished into the night.


Another time a face appeared at a window in the middle of the night. Mrs. McKenzie swung out of bed and ran, not away, but at the window. The owner of the face ran the other way.


Hazel was not fond of the dark but her mother brushed such fears aside, saying boldly, “I’d walk through a graveyard at midnight.” Hazel shuddered. “Have no fear, God is near,” said her mother. Hazel wanted to say that that would be all very well if she could see God, but prudently left it unsaid. She was a pretty girl who had inherited her father’s gentleness, but it was becoming clear that her sister, Jessie, had inherited the mettle of John Steuart Amos and her mother. She had the large bold eyes, but this time long-lashed, darker and wide-set under arching brows. Her lips were full but had the same compressed look, and the jaw was substantial.


She was seventeen when she met Frederick Roberts Bader at the club which was the usual social centre for the district, and she was eighteen when she married him. He was twenty years older, a gruff, heavily moustached, almost confirmed bachelor captivated by the vital girl. Where Jessie was tall and slim, Frederick Bader was heavy-set, a civil engineer of note with thinning hair and a capacity for expressing himself forcefully (he and his temperamental bride had that in common.) They lived comfortably in the hot, dry plains around Sukkur and Kotri, and a year later the first baby was born. They christened him Frederick and called him ’Derick to distinguish him from his father. Both of them doted on ’Derick and within a year all three were on their way back to England for Jessie to have the second baby.


Three days after Douglas was born in St. John’s Wood, both mother and baby caught measles, and as soon as both were better Jessie had to have a major operation. From the start baby and mother were virtually separated. Jessie recovered, though she had no more children, and then the family was due back in India. Douglas was only a few months old; a little young, they thought, for India’s climate, so they left him with relatives on the Isle of Man.


He was almost two by the time he was taken out to join the family in Sukkur and that may have been the beginning of the loneliness that has been deep within him ever since. He was a stranger in India, like an affectionate puppy before he has been smacked for wetting the floor. ’Derick had been receiving the attention lavished on an only child and the new boy did not fit in. Their Aunt Hazel, visiting the Sukkur bungalow from Kotri one day, saw Douglas’s face covered in little sores. Jessie said ’Derick had been pinching bits of skin off his face. ’Derick at four had vitality from both parents. Douglas, two and a half, was sweet-tempered but subdued.


Six months later, servants were constantly on duty to keep them apart—Douglas had begun fighting back like a tiger. It seemed that he, too, had inherited a bold vigour. From then on he always fought his own battles and never cried if he lost. The only times he cried were when his father and mother and ’Derick went visiting in the car and left him behind, which they often did.


In 1913 his father resigned his job in India to study law, and the family left for England and took a house in Kew, breaking three generations of residence in India. In that twilight year before war came to write an ending and a new beginning to England’s ways, the Bader household was adjusting to a life where servants were not so plentiful. Jessie and Frederick still had their matrimonial differences which they aired with vigour, and the two boys, together in the care of one nanny instead of separated by servants, were a handful. Douglas could usually hold his own in scuffles, but when crises had to be resolved by parental judgment ’Derick had an advantage: in Jessie’s indulgent eyes he could do little wrong.


Then the war came and Frederick Bader was commissioned in the Royal Engineers and went to France. Douglas, now a spirited five-year-old, was ever ready to show his mother and ’Derick that he was no minor underling, and ’Derick, finding he would leap at any challenge, used to dare him to carry out hazardous or punishable exploits. Never refusing a dare, Douglas came to be considered as much the naughtier of the two. Soon he regarded punishment as an inevitable part of life and so was able to endure it stoically.


One hurtful incident was when a ball bounced over tall, spiked railings into a locked churchyard near Kew Bridge. Dared by ’Derick to climb over the railings, Douglas ran at them and pulled himself to the top, where his foot slipped and his behind was impaled on one of the sharp spikes. White-faced, he hung on with his hands, unable to move. At last the nanny arrived and prised him clear and he walked silently half a mile to the house, gripping her hand with pain. The doctor put eight stitches in his rump without the patient letting out a murmur.


Soon Douglas joined ’Derick at Colet Court, a nearby prep. school. Their Aunt Hazel was back from India and usually escorted them to and from school in the bus, a series of nightmare journeys which she still remembers vividly as they seldom stopped fighting in their struggle for supremacy. Though ’Derick was spirited, Douglas was even more so, and as he had never enjoyed the same attention, felt he had to assert himself. Yet he only became combative when affairs threatened his amour propre. Otherwise he bubbled with life, warm-hearted, impulsive, and insulated against rebuffs.


At Colet Court he had his first fights and they were always with bigger boys. Always the same story: bigger boys expect smaller boys to know their place and Douglas would not be forcibly put there. After a while there were not so many fights because he never lost one, though he fought several bloodstained draws: then the generosity showed because he had a tendency to stop fighting when he had hurt someone.


’Derick went on to prep. school at Temple Grove, near Eastbourne, and there was a little more peace in the house, except during the holidays when ’Derick was home and Douglas was relegated again to second place.


The boys seldom saw their father, who was in the thick of it in France. In 1917 shrapnel wounded Major Bader badly in the head. They could not get all the shrapnel out, but he recovered without home leave and went back into the fighting.


Douglas followed ’Derick to Temple Grove and fairly soon scored his first knock-out. A bigger boy twisted his arm and Douglas clouted him across the face with his free hand. Honour demanded a proper fight, in which the bigger boy rushed at him. Douglas stood his ground, ducked his head, thrust both fists out together, and the boy rammed his chin against them and went down, out cold for several seconds. Thinking he had killed him, Douglas knelt contritely by the body and was most relieved to see the eyelids flicker and open.


Temple Grove was a pleasant old school with plenty of playing fields. The regime quickly drew the new boy into organised games and overnight he seemed to flare up like a Roman candle with eagerness. It was the perfect outlet for his mercurial nature and he literally threw himself into rugger, a gritty and indestructible small boy bouncing up as fast as he was knocked down, which was often. Fast on his feet and fast-thinking, he shone as fly-half, and after the first few games was promoted to more senior teams, finding himself now, as in all his fights, matched against bigger boys. It only made him more determined to hold his own.


In the gym he limbered up on the parallel bars or the horizontal bar, the vaulting horse or in the boxing ring; he would try anything, not just once but till he had mastered it, hating to let anything beat him. Or anyone. People lost count of the times he fell off the parallel bars, but he learned to fall without hurting himself; in fact he lost all fear of falling, and that, as he later discovered, was one of the most important things that ever happened to him.


At home in the holidays without the outlet of sport, the favoured ’Derick talked his mother into buying them bows and arrows. They started shooting at each other first, and then as they became too accurate for comfort took to ambushing passers-by. A hedge ran along one side of the house just high enough for hats to bob invitingly over the top as men passed, and irate men with arrow-dented bowlers kept banging on the door-knocker.


Now the war was over but still they rarely saw their father, who was still in the Army, still on the Continent and busy helping repair war damage. Even after that he was retained in France on the War Graves Commission.


Meantime Hazel had married an R.A.F. flight lieutenant, Cyril Burge, who had flown most of the war in the Royal Flying Corps. He fascinated Douglas by the wings and ribbons on his tunic and his stories of the war. Burge was likewise attracted by the boy who seemed at times so vital as to be “almost on fire,” a good-looking youngster with large clear blue eyes and frank gaze, a mouth that grinned easily, crisp curly hair and a square jaw, an oddly commanding face for a small boy. ’Derick looked very like him, but without quite the same intensity in the face.


Back at school, Douglas shone at cricket too, being a reasonable bowler, miraculously quick as a fieldsman and a batsman who believed that the ball was there to be hit, not blocked.


By tradition at Temple Grove all boys carved their names on desks. Douglas tried but made a botch of it, and ’Derick was a shade scornful. They were walking near the garden where the headmaster grew huge vegetable marrows. “I bet I could do a corker carving on that,” Douglas said, not very seriously, eyeing the largest marrow.


“Bet you’re not game,” said ’Derick provocatively. “I dare you.” Douglas carved “D. Bader” in large and immature print on the headmaster’s prize marrow. He deserved no sympathy. Nor did he get any.


Though he always tried to the limit at games he never tried hard in the classroom. He did not really have to because his mind was quick and receptive; he picked up Latin and Greek with ease and was often top of his form, but never worked harder than just enough. Academically, he was lazy because he was not interested. Maths and other modem subjects he detested and did the barest minimum of work on them so that his reports usually said, “Very good, but could do better if he tried.” He was turning out to be impregnably obstinate about things he did not want to do, having, like his mother, a will of his own.


The P.T. instructor, Crease, a retired chief petty officer with a beard, who looked like the man on a Player’s cigarette packet, taught him to shoot. Crease drilled it into him to get his bead and shoot quickly before the sight became blurred with concentration, and he became accurate and fast in shooting (which years later cost men their lives).


Once they put him in a hockey team against some girls from a neighbouring school, and he played robustly, scorning chivalry. One of his shots missed either the goal or girl at which it was aimed and bounced off a slow-moving master’s skull with a satisfying thud which brought Bader Minor some hero-worship. He was barred from playing against girls any more and that delighted him.


In 1922 a War Office telegram came to the house in Kew regretting that Major Bader had died of his wounds in St. Omer—the shrapnel which had wounded him in the head in 1917. Though the boys had seen little of their father, it did not make Douglas feel any more secure. Later, a more practical effect had to be faced. ’Derick had already gone on to King’s School at Canterbury. Now there was doubt whether funds were enough to send Douglas to public school too. The one solution was a scholarship, and a very loath boy began studying, in the galling position of having to prove his reports: “could do better if he tried.”


Not for a moment did he slacken his sporting activity. Not Bader Minor. In that last year he was captain of cricket, captain of rugger, captain of soccer, and in the school sports in the final term won every senior race he could enter for, the 100 yards, 220, quarter mile, half mile and hurdles, then set a new school record for throwing the cricket ball. At term’s end the headmaster, with real pleasure, told him he had also won a scholarship to St. Edward’s School, Oxford.


About this time Jessie Bader, dark and vividly good-looking at thirty-two, remarried. The boys’ step-father was the vicar of Sprotborough (Yorkshire), the Reverend Ernest William Hobbs, who had been a gentle bachelor of thirty-seven before his life was so radically stirred up. Jessie was devoted to him but still had her outspoken wilfulness, while the two boys resented going up to Yorkshire to live in the rambling rectory with its eight bedrooms, two kitchens, servants’ quarters (mostly empty), pump (no running water), lamps (no electricity) and all-pervading cold in winter. Acres of garden and elm-studded grass spread between the house and the handsome church that dated back to the eleventh century and, like the rectory, was too big for the small village of scattered cottages near Doncaster.


The vicar was too mild for his intransigent new family. He suggested that ’Derick and Douglas might like to mow some of the grass but they flatly refused, and that was that. Jessie was firmer, insisting that the two boys take it in turns to pump the water in the kitchen, and they did so. The vicar tried to institute family prayers after breakfast, but Douglas and ’Derick scuffled and fidgeted and giggled so much that he gave it up. Jessie was inclined to blame Douglas, and he began to feel more at home out of doors.


That summer he was packed off for a week with Cyril and Hazel Burge at Cranwell, where Cyril was adjutant of the Royal Air Force College (in fact, he was Cranwell’s first adjutant, having helped open the R.A.F.’s equivalent of Sandhurst in 1919). It was not then the grand place it is now: no fine white façades planted four-square in tailored acres but a few weedy buildings and barrack huts straggling along the side of a large field which was the aerodrome.


From Hazel and Cyril the welcome was warm. Only just thirteen, Douglas had never been near aeroplanes before, and when the quiet, good-humoured Cyril sat him in the cockpit of an Avro 504 trainer the thick hair almost vanished as the boy bent over the controls and dials like a terrier. Later he stood for hours in Cyril’s garden watching the bellowing Avros taking off over his head as the cadets practised “circuits and bumps.” Every morning at 6.30 he joined the cadets in training runs, doggedly trying to keep up. He admired them enormously; they seemed so fit, and after a couple of days, he spent less time watching the flying and more time with the cadets at cricket and athletics.


When Hazel and Cyril were putting him in the train for Sprotborough he said with what sounded like a catch in his voice (though it was probably only the voice breaking), “Crumbs, I want to come back to Cranwell as a cadet.” Cyril thought he had a convert then but he was a little premature. The flying bug was not in Douglas as yet. Interest—yes, as a boy likes dogs and catapults: but it was the games that drew him. Soon he forgot even that because he went to St. Edward’s, and there was all the sport he wanted.


 


 


 


 





1 Pronounced Bahder.
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A MILE OR TWO along the Woodstock Road outside Oxford, St. Edward’s School lay behind a high stone wall, a little world of its own. The boys seldom saw much of Oxford. If they went outside the gates in the stone wall it was usually to cross the road to the playing fields, acres and acres of rugger fields and cricket pitches, fives courts and a swimming pool. Behind the wall the school buildings stood around the quad with its clipped lawns and gravel paths, the Warden’s house, School House, Big Hall, Big School, and the other houses. And a little apart, away from the road, Cowell’s House, into which the new boy, Bader, in new blue suit and new bowler hat, walked on a late summer morning in 1923. The new boys always arrived a day before the school reassembled. A dozen or so were allotted to Cowell’s and for a while they and Douglas stood meekly in the lower hall, lonely and strange, waiting for their next directions. Upstairs, the housemaster had some guests for sherry before lunch. The matron was bustling around, too busy to be motherly. Douglas dropped his new bowler hat, which was part of the school uniform. He did not like it very much. He gave it a kick to express what he felt. Very satisfying. He kicked it again. And again. That was better. He kicked it round the hall, his shoes scraping and clumping on the stone.


A voice above said crisply: “Boy!”


He looked up. A lean face peered over the landing balustrade, cold eyes behind spectacles.


“Stop kicking your hat about. Pick it up and be quiet.”


“Yes, sir,” said the boy, abashed.


The face vanished. For seconds the hall was quiet. Then Douglas dropped his hat and kicked it once more to establish independent self-respect.


Above, the voice rasped louder: “Boy!”


In the hall the new boys froze. The face of the housemaster, wise in the ways of boys, peered again over the balustrade where he had lingered a few seconds with unerring suspicion. “Come here, boy!” he said.


The sherry guests were impressed to see the housemaster return, excuse himself briefly, draw a cane from behind the grandfather clock and make his resolute exit. They did not witness the six strokes on the tightened trousers seat. Nor for that matter did they hear anything. Douglas never yelped. It was not in his character, though his first day at public school certainly was.


He lost any shyness at school within a couple of days. People liked his zest and transparent honesty, and he, feeling he was liked, responded warmly as always. With a willingness that might have surprised his mother he submitted to the rules, even to that mark of inferior status inflicted on all new boys of always having the three jacket buttons done up for the first term.


Games instantly claimed his interest and absorbed excess energy. He played house cricket down on the canal fields, clouted a punching ball in the gym and swam in the pool, screened by shrubs and hedges, where everyone splashed about naked. School became his real life, not only the playing fields but the little things in the background—the red blankets on the iron beds in the dormitories, the overgrown patch in the middle of the quad known as “The Jungle,” the “San,” the “Crystal Palace” (main lavatories), “Hell” (the mysterious basement room where the text-books were stored), and Hall, where they clattered in to the long refectory tables and ate and chattered like sparrows till the gavel rapped on the wooden block, and everyone stood while the Warden intoned a Latin prayer.


He had to “fag” for a prefect, which was a bore, but there was not much more to it than running messages or polishing a pair of shoes occasionally, and that left plenty of times for games. Or even for study? As winner of a scholarship he was expected to shine in the classroom but, as at Temple Grove, he did no more work than the minimum required to avoid trouble. His darting mind picked up lessons easily, and at prep., half-hidden from prefectorial eyes in the battered “horse-boxes” of the day-room, his mind wandered to more sporting matters.


In his second term things were better in two ways—he could leave one button of his jacket undone and the rugger season was in. As fly-half in the House second team, he showed such dash that they promoted him to the House first team, though it meant playing against boys much bigger and older.


Back home for the holidays, ’Derick and Douglas bought air-guns, and a reign of terror began in Sprotborough until the day Douglas saw through a bathroom window the pale form of a noted local lady about to step into the bath. Someone dared him, and a moment later the pellet smashed through the splintering glass, followed by a squeal. The sharpshooter vanished and later had a heated argument with ’Derick about the suffering inflicted by an air-gun pellet. ’Derick demonstrated by shooting Douglas in the shoulder at point-blank range, and that started a scuffle which ended with Jessie confiscating the guns.


Douglas simply could not resist a challenge, even daring himself to do anything that seemed to daunt him. With the air-guns locked away, poaching attracted him, but night in the woods was alarming for a small boy, so he dared himself to enter them at night and forced himself to walk slowly through without turning or jumping at noises or shadows.


The year 1924 was trouble-free at St. Edward’s because he was busy on the playing fields. At Christmas time the boys put on a Shakespearian play in Big School and a youngster called Laurence Olivier outshone the others so much that he came in for a little deprecating comment for ostentatious acting.


In 1925 Douglas was more games-mad than ever, and, as a corollary, more fidgety in class. It was not easy to pin charges on him because with no effort he still shone at Latin and Greek, showed interest in history and absorbed pages of poetry with obvious pleasure. (Shakespeare, however, he was inclined to resist because he felt it was forced down his throat; he preferred the astringent Swinburne.) Maths was his weakness; he still hated them and refused to bother, so that several times he was “carpeted” by his new housemaster, A. F. Yorke.


“Bader, you aren’t doing any work in class.”


“I’m awfully sorry, sir. I’ll try and do better next week.”


“That’s exactly what you told me last week.”


The boy used to become disarming then, confessing his sins with engaging simplicity and suggesting that Mr. Yorke cane him to teach him a lesson. Yorke could rarely beat him after that. (“I hardly ever caned him. It wouldn’t have had any effect if I had. He had a very thick hide.”) Yorke finally accepted that Bader had an incisive and sensitive brain and would never bother to exercise it hard academically.


Simple misdemeanours such as indoor rugger and debagging, combining with his academic reluctance, brought him occasionally to the attention of the Warden (headmaster), the Rev. H. E. Kendall, a ruddy-faced, brisk and cheerful cleric who tolerantly believed that boys have a right to be reasonably naughty. Punishments were minor matters of a hundred lines here and there because Kendall considered that Douglas, whatever his peccadilloes, was generally “on the side of the angels,” an increasingly strong-willed boy who could only be reasoned into the mould, never pressed into it.


In the summer holidays ’Derick persuaded Jessie to let them have the air-guns again, and the boys used them for poaching, keeping a sharp eye open for Scott, the gamekeeper. An accurate snapshooter, Douglas once got a partridge on the wing, a rare feat with an air-gun. They were never actually caught red-handed, though Franklin, the village constable, and Scott were often on the rectory doorstep with suspicion. Jessie confiscated the guns again and scolded bitterly that their behaviour was undermining her authority as vicar’s wife. That amused Douglas, which infuriated his mother all the more. The two boys were good friends now, making common cause against authority, though they were beginning to have affection for “Bill” Hobbs, the gentle vicar, who tolerated their peccadilloes with resignation and was not above taking off his clerical collar and going off to the races for the day.


Back at school, Douglas was “capped” for cricket, aged only fifteen and the youngest boy in the team. He finished the season top of both batting and bowling averages for the First Eleven (batting 34, bowling 41 wickets for 8.63 runs) and set up a new school record for throwing the cricket ball. For the first time he really had status in the hierarchy of his world behind the stone wall on the Woodstock Road.


But it was winter he was waiting for. He liked the aggressive rough and tumble of rugger above everything. On the Thursday before the first game the captain pinned the names of the First Fifteen on the board under the cloisters of Big School, and Douglas, looking over the heads of the huddle round it, saw his own name scrawled there as fly-half. He did not shout or make any outward show, but a glow flushed right through him and he walked away soaked with quiet, fulfilled happiness. It was the warmest moment of life. Now there was no mad hurry for the game. The list was up and he was on it. Barring some appalling accident he was going to play on Saturday, and for the next couple of days he kept passing by the board, taking a little peek at his name. On the Saturday he played, almost broke his nose in a tackle, had blood drawn from a gashed lip, scored a try and thoroughly distinguished himself by his fiery vigour. He was still only fifteen, again the youngest in the school team, and thereafter was never dropped except through illness.


A report in the School Chronicle of a match not long after said, “Bader did as he chose and scored seven tries.” (No question now of him being second to ’Derick, or second to anyone else.) The Warden clearly remembers his jaunty figure striding around the quad, hands in pockets, “absolutely full of beans.”


Pride cometh before a fall. In the charabanc returning from an away match he fell and hit his head on the edge of a seat. It was rumoured he gave cheek to an older boy, who then pushed him, but Bader insisted that it was his own fault; that he had merely tripped. He was six weeks in the San recovering from concussion before he took the field again. The boys he played against, the seniors of other schools, were older and invariably bigger so that he took more hard bumps, but that only seemed to increase his ardour.


At Easter his mother told him she did not think they would be able to keep him on at St. Edward’s after the next term. On a parson’s stipend they could not afford the fees. ’Derick was leaving King’s School and though Douglas’s scholarship had helped so much, it still cost an extra £100 a year to keep him at St. Edward’s. Though school was the only thing he cared about, Bader was not greatly upset. He was showing a peculiar capacity for shutting his mind to disagreeable things until he had to face them (maths was another example). He was clearly too fond of enjoying the present and ignoring the future.


Half-way through the next term, Walter Dingwall, a reserved young history master who also acted as bursar for the school, sent for him and said, “I’m very sorry, Bader, but we’ve just had a letter from your mother to say that she does not think you will be able to return here next term.”


For a few minutes the words brought the reality unpleasantly close.


“Don’t worry,” Dingwall said. “I feel it would be a pity if you had to leave. We’ll see what we can do about it.”


A week later Bader had put it right out of his mind. He was playing for the First Eleven again, boxing and running for his House, and Yorke had just made him a House prefect. At the end of term he went home for the holidays, but no one said anything about leaving school and after the holidays he went back to St. Edward’s again. By this time he had filled out and was giving as many bumps at rugger as he received.


The Warden made him a school prefect with the privilege of wielding a cane and of possessing a study in the “Beehive,” a quaint little octagonal building where the rooms were tiny triangles just big enough for a boy, a desk and chair and a trunk covered with cushions. One or two thought Bader was getting bumptious, but the Warden felt it was mostly that he was too full of vitality to sit in the background. Underneath, Kendall detected a sense of responsibility that should be fostered. Other boys all respected him greatly, an acid test, and Kendall liked his spontaneous friendliness and the way he could talk to a master without being “on guard.”


The authority in Bader’s character developed fast. He seldom had to use his cane as a prefect; his mere presence in a day-room doorway compelled instant quiet in a scuffling crowd of boys. Sometimes his eagerness at rugger led him into individualism that amounted to selfishness: he would try to run through the whole of the opposition. Arthur Tilley, the sportsmaster, partly cured him of that by saying tartly, “You might get through five people, Bader, but the sixth will usually get you if you don’t pass the ball out.” Now he was also playing fives for the school. Without a glove, of course. That would not have been in character.


Early in summer he went to the San one day and said he thought he was getting ’flu. They found he had a temperature and put him to bed, and as he lay there he began to feel light-headed and then his heart began to pound. It got worse, every beat seemed to hammer through him, the blows coming faster and faster, vibrating in his ears till his body seemed to be thumping like a compression engine. He was drifting away from the room and reality, withdrawing into himself; vague illusions chased nightmarishly through his mind. The nurse found him delirious with rheumatic fever.


For several days he wandered in delirium, close to death. They sent for his mother and she came down from Sprotborough and stayed nearby. In the chapel the whole school prayed for him. Then the fever broke one night and the crisis passed. His memory of new consciousness starts when the Warden stood by his bed and told him that the school had prayed for him. A glow spread through him; there was something deeply warming in knowing that so many people had cared enough about him to do that. He had never had that before, unless one counted the occasional resented voice asking (as though it were hopeless) that God forgive him for his many sins.


The doctor told him as gently as he could that rheumatic fever affected the heart and that he must lie quietly for a long time and try to repair some of the damage, but the boy declined to accept that, insisting that he was perfectly well already and was going to play rugger in the coming season. It was a trying time in the San; Bader, feeling fit and confined to bed, was not tractable. The crisis came one hot night when the nurse found his bed empty. People rushed everywhere looking for him and finally saw him sleeping peacefully on the lawn, where he had dragged his mattress. It was cooler there, he said.


Out of the San he quietly began training again, swimming at first, then gym and running. Soon after the rugger season started the doctor examined him and, a little surprised, found he was fit enough to play. So fit, as it happened, that Arthur Tilley made him captain of the First Fifteen.


This was Bader’s first real taste of leadership, and he seemed to blossom instantly. He lived for the team, full of a breezy, non-stop enthusiasm both on the field and off that infected everyone else. Some captains had been known to hold themselves a little aloof, especially from the lesser members of the team. Not Bader. Every player was a brother (slightly junior) to be exhorted and coached and fired with enthusiasm from dawn till lights out. Douglas lived for them—with one proviso: they must also live for the team, dedicated, tireless and fearless. If a boy did not, he was no longer on the team. It was as simple as that. Tilley noticed that Bader’s paternal concern for his team was overshadowing his own ego; he was not so selfish with the ball now—only rarely when his exuberance carried him away. Being captain obviously nourished his sense of responsibility.


He sat near the Warden at lunch in Hall, and Kendall watched with interest how his will and generosity combined with his vigour to make a commanding personality. Here was no doubting Hamlet, but a young chieftain who evoked co-operation as well as obedience. At lunch one day the Warden asked him what he was going to do when he left school, and Bader said simply that he did not know. Lately he had begun asking himself the same question. Go on to Oxford? He could probably win a scholarship, but that would mean hard study, which was repulsive. Besides, what would he read at Oxford? Classics? History? Neither appealed. Certainly not maths. Anyway, too many undergraduates had long hair. ’Derick was talking of going out to South Africa in engineering but that did not appeal either. As he did so often with tedious things like text-books, he put the problem out of his mind and lived on in the agreeable present.


Shortly before Christmas an old boy, Roy Bartlett, now at Cranwell, visited the school, and Bader remembered his own visit there five years earlier, especially the games. Flying might be fun. That night he wrote to Uncle Cyril asking what his chances were of getting into Cranwell as a cadet.


Cyril Burge had left Cranwell and was now personal assistant to Air Chief Marshal Sir Hugh Trenchard, Chief of the Air Staff. With the satisfaction of a match-maker, Cyril wrote back saying that Douglas was just the type they wanted and he would do everything he could to help (which, from the p.a. to the C.A.S., sounded considerable). There was one catch—Cyril pointed out that it would cost Jessie and the vicar about £150 a year1 to send him to Cranwell, and the course lasted two years. Could they afford it?


Douglas took the question home and Jessie quickly settled it. (a) She did not like flying, (b) she did not think Douglas should go into the Air Force, and (c) they could not possibly afford £150 a year.


She added, “You wouldn’t even be at St. Edward’s now but for the kindness of Mr. Dingwall.”


“What d’you mean?” He was puzzled.


“I didn’t want you to know yet,” his mother said, “but Mr. Dingwall has been paying the rest of your fees since 1926.”


The news staggered him, more so as he knew his mother had never met Dingwall, who was such a reserved person that he himself hardly knew Dingwall. He had never been in one of Dingwall’s classes and had seldom encountered him.


Back at school he went to thank Dingwall, and the master, looking very embarrassed, shrugged it off with a deprecating laugh and got off the subject by asking him what he was going to do when he left. Embarrassed himself, Bader mentioned that he had hoped to get into the R.A.F.


“Something might be arranged,” Dingwall said thoughtfully.


Shortly another letter came from Burge saying that six prize cadetships were given every year to Cranwell, which meant virtual free entry. Several hundred boys fancied them, there was a stiff eliminating examination and the academic standard was high. Did Douglas really think it worth trying? (It was tantamount to a dare—as Burge knew.)


Bader tapped on the housemaster’s door. Did Mr. Yorke think he was good enough to win a prize cadetship?


“I think you could get one, Bader,” Yorke said, a little meaningly.


“But I’m no good at maths, sir.”


“You’re darned lazy at maths, I know that.”


“If I worked hard, sir, and you coached, d’you think I could catch up?”


“If you worked hard,” said Yorke, “I know you could do it. But I’m not going to waste time coaching you unless you will work. Are you prepared to?”


Bader took a breath and said, “Yes, sir, I’ll have a shot.”


He joined the small circle of boys, sometimes known as “the Army Sixth,” whom Yorke coached in maths. They were all trying for the Services. After his day’s work, duties and games, Bader spent a couple of hours every night “cramming” maths, hating it but sticking to it. By day he still exhorted and captained the rugger team, dispensed prefectorial justice, boxed, exercised as an under-officer with the O.T.C., shot with the school rifle team, played fives and even found time to be a leading member of the school debating society. He did not regard debating as a mental fag; it stimulated him because the element of contest was in it. In debate his mind had a habit of cutting through irrelevancies to the heart of the matter, sometimes imperiously, sometimes with a sudden charm that glowed out of him with compelling vitality, and always plausibly. In his face one could see signs of evolving character, a hint of pleased yet defiant pride, and in the bearing an amiable swagger. If beneath there was insecurity, it was well hidden, or well compensated; only if he were challenged did it flash out and make him combative. Whether, after schooldays, the mould would sufficiently curb the sparkling nature no one knew, though it was felt that the mould would have to stretch a little now and then.


That spring (1928) he became captain of cricket, then early in June a letter called him to London for R.A.F. examination, interview and medical. Another letter came from Cyril telling him what sort of answers the selection board usually liked to hear.


He sat for the exam in a comfortless room in Burlington Place, glad to find the papers were not difficult but knowing that scores of other boys were likewise rejoicing. The maths paper, happily, was almost a replica of those that Mr. Yorke had been setting for him, and he finished on time, reasonably content. After lunch he stood to attention in front of a long table while five elderly men in civilian clothes gazed steadily at him. Some of the questions seemed foolishly irrelevant: “How often do you brush your teeth?”—“What is the capital of Sweden?”—but all the time the eyes were on him. Some questions he was ready for (thanks to Cyril):


“Why do you want to join the Air Force?”


“I think it would suit my temperament, sir … and so does my housemaster.”


(Satisfied nods.)


“What do you do in your holidays?”


“Oh, games, sir. Team games usually. Cricket or rugger. I like rugger best.”


(True up to a point, but he had a sudden quaking fear that they might have inquired about him at Sprotborough and heard lurid tales about the poaching and the air-guns. Apparently they hadn’t. They beamed.)


He came out knowing he had done well. (Out of a maximum of 250 points for the interview he had, in fact, scored 235, a figure which is seldom approached.)


Then to the doctors. They looked down his throat, into his eyes and ears, tapped his knees for reflexes, tapped him all over, made him blow a column of mercury up a fuse and hold it, holding his breath, listened to his heart and took his blood pressure. When it was over, the man in the white coat looked thoughtfully at the papers on his desk. “I see you’ve had rheumatic fever,” he said. “I’m afraid it’s left your blood pressure a little high.”


Bader asked in dismay, “Does that mean I’m turned down?”


The doctor said, “Not necessarily, but high blood pressure is not very good for high flying. Come back in a few weeks and we’ll see how it is then. I suggest you keep fairly quiet in the meantime.”


He went back to school and for a while was almost sedate. Then back to London, where the doctor wrapped the cloth round his arm and pumped it up three times. He felt his heart beating with anxiety. The doctor scratched his chin. The seconds dragged. “I’m a bit keyed up,” Bader said. “That might have affected it.”


“Yes.” The doctor closed the lid of his blood pressure gadget with a detached professional air. “It’s still up a bit, you know, but we’ll pass you.”


It was a good moment, till he remembered he still had to win selection.


About a week later another letter came from Air Ministry and he made himself open it slowly. The unemotional, numbered paragraphs told him he had come fifth in the examinations, had won a prize cadetship and would be required to present himself at Cranwell in September with a change of underclothes, bowler hat and toilet articles. Stilted prose has seldom had such an electrifying effect. Mr. Yorke, very pleased, said:


“I’m delighted for you, Bader, but remember you have another two years of academic work to do now.”


He was proud when he told Dingwall.


“From what I know of Cranwell, all the chaps there have motor-bikes,” Dingwall observed. “I think you’d better have one, too, as a reward for your work.”


He pressed the point over the boy’s reluctance with discreet insistence, and soon Bader had a second-hand, flat-twin Douglas motor-cycle for which Dingwall had paid £30 and fended off any thanks with his usual deprecating laugh.


A day or two later the school broke up for the summer holidays and Bader said good-bye to St. Edward’s. The Warden had him to tea before he left and observed: “Don’t become over-confident. Keep a hold on those high spirits of yours,”


At Sprotborough his mother, though proud of him, was still dubious about the Air Force as a career. As ’Derick had gone off to South Africa, Douglas got more attention than usual and responded warmly to it.


In the second week in September, Douglas, boisterously cheerful, strapped two small suitcases to the pillion of the motor-cycle, rammed a new bowler hat rakishly over the headlight, kissed his mother, shook the vicar’s hand, and pelted with exhaust blaring down the highway towards Cranwell. Two hours later, roaring down the Ancaster straight four miles from Cranwell, he saw a cow wander across the road ahead and swerved; his front wheel hit the grass verge and the motor-cycle kicked over the steep bank and cartwheeled on the other side. Thrown clear on the grass, he got groggily to his feet, shaken and bruised but otherwise, surprisingly, unhurt. Watched vacantly by the idiot cow, he hauled the motor-cycle upright, wheeled it back to the road and kicked the self-starter. The engine blurted healthily and everything seemed all right till he noticed the headlamp sticking through the top of the bowler hat where the crown had burst and a flap at the top gaped open like a tin lid. Instead of dismay he felt a wicked satisfaction, flung a leg over the saddle and roared off again. Eight minutes later he rode through the gates of Cranwell and into the Royal Air Force.


A confused couple of hours then, waiting, coming to attention and saying “Sir,” filling in forms, saying a few brief and guarded words to other new boys, trying to size them up, and then a corporal led four of them like sheep to a hut, into an end room where four iron cots covered with khaki blankets stood thin-legged against the wooden wall. Rough bedside tables, four lockers—an impression of bareness.


“Like school, isn’t it,” said one.


They talked till well after Lights Out, and in the morning went on parade for the first time. Wearing bowler hats. Bader was not so happy about his hat now. He tried to tuck the loose flap inside the crown, but when they were snapped to attention on the gravelled square he had a feeling (later confirmed) that the torn flap was sticking up like a lid again. A warrant officer with a red and bony face walked down the line, inspecting each face. In front of Douglas he stopped and stared and the arid voice said, “And what is your name, sir?”


“Bader, sir.”


The voice crunched again, “And what do you think you are, Mr. Bader? … A comedian?”


“I had an accident on the way yesterday,” he started. … After five seconds or so the warrant officer cut him short. “I don’t think I wish to hear any more.” He gazed once more at the hat, once more into the young man’s eyes, turned and walked frigidly down the ranks.


Bader stayed rigid and poker-faced, remembering his other bowler hat on his first day at St. Edward’s and the six weals that it produced. But now they were not boys. They were gentlemen on probation spending hours every day on parade having discipline drilled into them by straight-backed N.C.O.s who called them “Sir” and “Gentlemen” and blistered their ears with invective. Cranwell had grown a little but still looked much as he remembered it; still with the cavernous hangars squatting beside the two landing grounds that straddled the camp of long wooden huts.


On parade the N.C.O.s took it in turn to comment raucously on Bader’s bowler hat. He considered gumming the lid down with sticky paper and then stubbornly decided to leave it as it was, until, after a week when the joke had worn thin, they got their uniforms, rough serge tunics (as still worn), breeches worn with puttees and a cap with shiny peak and the white cadet band round it. They paraded again to draw flying kit and a new excitement stirred as he stood in the Q.M. store and a sergeant slapped a Sidcot flying suit on the counter in front of him, stood a pair of flying boots beside them, added a scarf and gauntlets, slapped a pair of goggles on the pile and handed over a helmet to try on. It fitted snugly and suddenly he wanted urgently to try this flying which was to be his career. He had never been in the air yet.


A couple of days later—a sunny afternoon late in September with the trees still in summer leaf—he reported to the flight hangar with flying kit. A chunky little man came into the cadet pilots’ room and introduced himself in a quiet voice as Flying Officer Pearson. Bader was to be his pupil. They went out on the tarmac and Pearson led him, self-conscious in his new flying kit, to a flimsy-looking biplane, fabric-covered wings harnessed together with struts and wires. It was an Avro 504, the same type he had sat in at Cranwell five years earlier.


“We’re going up for half an hour,” Pearson said. “You won’t touch the controls this time. It’s just to get you used to the idea of flying.” He explained briefly why and how the machine flew, pointed out the controls, strapped him in the rear cockpit (all open in those days) and slipped into the front cockpit himself. The propeller spun into noisy life, and in a little while they were bouncing across the field. Gently the grass sank below, wing-tips tilted, and Douglas, leaning over the leather-padded rim of the cockpit, wind whipping at his face, looked down on green country, exhilaration bubbling in him. Soon they dipped towards the landing ground, and the Avro, swaying a little in the afternoon thermals, slid down the glide-slope to check, check, touch the grass and rumble.


“How did you like it?” Pearson asked, and found his answer in gleaming eyes.


Next afternoon Flight Cadet D. R. S. Bader took the control column in the air for the first time, gingerly at first, then too tightly, till Pearson’s voice nudged at him to relax. Stick gently forward and the nose dipped; gently back and it rose; stick to each side and it tilted. Then feet on the rudder bar and the first co-ordinated turns. Taut concentration for a few minutes: it was strange; one had to think before one could tentatively act. Then the athlete’s eye, mind and muscle began to combine in harmony and he had the feel of it. Pearson himself was a classically smooth pilot who never showed off to his pupil like some other instructors. He kept quietly drilling into Bader: “Never be brutal with your aeroplane. Guide it. Don’t shove it.” And another time: “I never want to hear you call it a plane or a kite. The word is aeroplane or aircraft.” (Never since that day has it ever been anything else from Bader’s lips. Pearson taught him to look on an aeroplane as a man might regard his favourite horse.)


After a landing in October, when the pupil had had only six and a half hours’ dual instruction, Pearson got out and said: “D’you think you could take it around on your own?” Douglas grinned and nodded, and Pearson casually waved him off, saying: “All right. Don’t bend it.” It is always done like that, before a pupil has time to start worrying. Bader did not worry; he opened the throttle and eased the Avro into the air, revelling to be up alone and guiding the vibrating thing round the perimeter. Gently he turned upwind, slanted her down towards the field and now memory and tension faded from the rapt and lonely moments as he jockeyed her down, flattening, holding off, off, as the tail sank until the little aeroplane settled in a velvety and somewhat flukey three-pointer, giving him the same stab of joy a man has at the click of his first perfectly hit golf ball.


“Pretty smooth,” said Pearson tolerantly when he had taxied in. “I bet you don’t do another one as good for a couple of months.”


Pearson nearly took his words back because his pupil was consistently smooth in his flying, landings as well, and the instructor fairly soon realised that he had the eye and timing of a natural pilot. Perhaps too much exuberance? But under that lay a disciplined zeal to shine at the things that stirred him—in this case to fly with delicate accuracy. Some day rashness might for a few moments overrule the discipline. It happens among pilots trained for war who are not recruited for their caution; usually it happens only once to each—he lives and learns or, if they can reassemble enough of him, is buried.


Now he had gone solo, Flight Cadet Bader wanted to be a fighter pilot, and flying vied with rugger for his devotion. He liked Cranwell exceedingly. It was like school but even better because, in spite of the discipline, they were treated more as adults and did not have to behave responsibly like prefects. Sometimes they could stay out until midnight, they could ride motor-bikes (though cars were strongly forbidden), smoke and be men of the world. After a couple of puffs at a cigarette he had tossed it away with distaste. Besides, it was not good for one’s fitness. He tried a pipe, liked it, decided it would not clog his lungs if he did not inhale, and soon was an addict, seldom seen (at permissible times) without a stub pipe between his teeth.


The only catch was the schoolroom part. Theory of flight, engines, signals, armaments and such things were reasonably interesting, but the maths! He ignored them. Besides, the rugger season had arrived. He was picked for the First Fifteen, and for the first time Cranwell beat both Sandhurst and the Woolwich Military Academy.


The flight cadets were paid £4 a month pocket money, but every twelve weeks the post brought Bader cheques for a further £12 from Walter Dingwall, with a brief note when the first cheque arrived saying that there was no reason why Bader should have less than the others. He wrote several letters of thanks, deeply touched and amazed at Dingwall’s generosity, and got pleasant little notes back, but Dingwall always stayed remotely in the background. One never seemed to know what he was thinking, but he seemed to find pleasure in quiet altruism. Bader never saw him after leaving St. Edward’s, but he did discover that Dingwall had intended to pay his fees at Cranwell had he failed to win his prize cadetship.


He found a new pleasure in the schoolroom side of the course—reading the stories of the Great War “aces”—McCudden, Bishop, Ball and others. Their accounts of air fighting fired him more than ever with the ambition to be a fighter pilot, and his spirit thoroughly approved of their tenets—get up close as you can and let him have the lot.


In the air Pearson was initiating him into aerobatics, teaching him not to throw the Avro about but to coax her immaculately through every antic in the book. As well as the thrill, Bader began to find the joy of an artist, in a slow roll, for instance, of revolving her evenly about her axis without losing height. Yet not all his flying was copybook. An enterprising fellow-cadet named Hank More (who later won a D.F.C. and was killed in the Far East) evolved a hair-raising trick of climbing out of his rear cockpit in mid-air and crawling forward to tie a handkerchief about the joystick in the empty front cockpit, then getting back into the rear cockpit. One had to take one’s parachute off to do it. A crony of Bader’s, an old Etonian called John Chance, did it then. On his next solo flight, of course, Cadet Bader did it too, finding it diverting to be straddled across the fuselage like a bare-back rider, holding on with the heels while the hands were busy tying the handkerchief. Naturally then nearly every other cadet did it. One could not do it while an instructor was in the front cockpit because the instructor would (a) get in the way, and (b) have the cadet thrown out of the college. The riskiest part was considered to lie in the chances of being found out.


As well as flying and rugger, he was playing hockey now and also boxing. His first fight he won by a knock-out in the first round. A sergeant instructor had told him that if you hit a man on the chin very hard at the beginning of a fight, when he is cold, he would go “out” far more easily than later when he had warmed up and was sweating, when his body could absorb a punch better. Next fight Bader lunged out of his corner at the gong, bashed through the other man’s guard with a storm of punches and knocked him out within a minute. His fights were on the same pattern after that, and word of his toughness spread. He had just the body and temperament for a middleweight fighter. By his twentieth birthday he had filled out to a muscular 5 feet 10 inches, with strong-fingered, square hands, ruggedly handsome with an arresting vitality in the eyes that seemed to glow vividly blue in large clear whites under the dark brow. Some of the other cadets were beginning to look upon him as a super-youth and some of the Cranwell staff as an enfant terrible.


The fact is that discipline alone was never enough to curb him. He needed responsibility or some positive purpose to harness him, but he lacked both and enjoyed the sport of flouting minor regulations. They “gated” him for roaring round the district at high speed on his motor-bike, and when he was freed from barracks he did it again, more culpably, by having John Chance or his particular friend, the dark, slight Geoffrey Stephenson, on the pillion (pillion riding was strictly forbidden). Chance bought an old Morris car for £50, and the three of them kept this banned luxury hidden in an old barn about a mile from the camp. Often they got back from Grantham after their midnight passes had expired, and climbed back to bed over the seven-foot spiked fence. More than once they were caught, but that only made the sport more attractive. It was all a game.


After a year they sat for exams. He struggled with his maths, hoped for the best, and afterwards, with Chance, Stephenson and Denys Field,2 rattled off to a dance at Grantham in the old Morris. They arrived back at the barn with three minutes to sign in at the guardroom a mile away. Bader alone had his motor-cycle there, but that was a detail; all four festooned themselves on it, and two minutes later, after a crazy ride, he was pulling up a hundred yards from the guardhouse to let the others off to walk the rest when suddenly a torch shone on them, held by an advancing policeman. It was a fair cop. Service police came down from the guardhouse and there was a solemn period of name and note-taking.


In the morning the four of them had a menacing interview with the squadron commander. In the afternoon Bader was fined £2 for being in improper control of his motor-cycle, and next morning the four of them went out in the car again. As they returned to the barn a hawk-eyed instructor coming in to land just overhead, spotted them. At this trying moment the results of the exams came out and Cadet Bader, scholarship winner, was nineteenth out of twenty-one.


This time he stood alone on the carpet in front of the desk, and after a crisp homily the squadron commander concluded by saying: “I’m fed up with you. If you don’t change considerably I shall take steps to have you and your friends removed from the college.”


There was no doubt he meant it. Bader emerged a disturbed young man and received a message to report to the commandant immediately. Unhappily he went.


Air Vice Marshal Halahan was a square-faced, grey-haired former heavyweight boxing champion who spoke in a quiet voice. Bader, rigidly at attention, listened to a dispassionate review of his misdemeanours and winced at the end when Halahan said, almost laconically: “You’re young. I can understand your trouble, but the Air Force won’t go on understanding. They don’t want schoolboys here. They want men.”


He almost crept out, feeling he had shrunk to about half size. To have his manhood challenged! And even worse, to know that Halahan was right! He was honest enough to face that. After a couple of days’ heavy thinking Flight Cadet Bader was a different young man, with radically changed views of Cranwell and a potent desire to justify his place there. He even began studying maths.


Some of the staff regarded the transformation suspiciously at first, but eventually even they recognised that a permanent change had occurred. Like any convert, he steered a rigidly straight path, his maths kept improving and his flying, as always, was deft and accurate.


Now the course was flying single-seater Siskins, biplane fighters odd to modern eyes, but they made Bader keener than ever to be a fighter pilot. (Not much doubt that he would be. Fighter pilots are picked from individualists, and Cranwell knew an individualist when they saw one.)


He stuck to his studies, but without missing a moment from games, and in both his years at Cranwell got his “blues” for cricket, rugger, hockey and boxing. (Rupert Leigh, a cadet on the junior course, gave this appraisal of him: “To us he was a sort of god who played every conceivable game and was the best player on every team.”)


Young tyros in the R.A.F. have not always been noted for temperance, but Bader was. Once he tried beer, and once each sherry and whisky, but never finished any of them. He did not like them; therefore he ignored them. In any case, at a party he had his own spirits to exhilarate him, and any temptations liquor might have held were easily repelled by the thought that abstinence would keep him fitter.


Everyone knew how fit he was. When the Sandhurst boxing team came to joust with them again the visiting middleweight climbed into the ring looking pale and ill-at-ease. Bader ducked through the ropes a few seconds later looking sure of himself and obviously relishing the coming fight. The gong sounded and in seven seconds the Sandhurst man was unconscious on the canvas. He spent the next two weeks in hospital with concussion. Rupert Leigh remembers Bader having about twenty fights at Cranwell, of which he won all on knock-outs but the last one. This last bout was against a man called Jock McLean, Inter-Services light-heavyweight champion and somewhat heavier than Bader. At the gong Bader rushed out in his usual way and within a minute McLean was down. But not out. He got up again and a fierce mutual slogging went on. At the gong for round two Bader tore out again, ran smack into a rigid fist on the chin and went down, out cold. When he came to he wanted to fight McLean again but it was too late. Playing rugger a few days later he tore a cartilage in his knee and that put a stop to more boxing. He has mourned ever since that he did not have a second try against the only man who ever beat him.


The damaged cartilage was a curb that helped him focus on less robust affairs, even maths, and early in 1930 his persistent new virtue was rewarded when he and another outstanding cadet, Paddy Coote, were appointed under-officers of “A” and “B” Training Squadrons. Once again he was a leader with responsibilities and once again he rose to it, tending his cadets with a firm and friendly hand and setting an example even in studies.


In June they sat for their final exams and this time he had no qualms about his work. A couple of days later, while waiting for the results, he led “A” Squadron in the last cricket match against “B” Squadron (whose team had nine of the Cranwell First Eleven). “B” Squadron scored 238. Bader took five of their wickets and opened the batting for his own team. On a sodden pitch, wickets fell fast: soon 4 for 23. Bader began lambasting the bowling and in less than an hour it was six for 126—Bader’s share being 97 not out. Three “ducks” followed, and the last man, Reed, came in with the score at 135. The first ball shaved Reed’s off-stump. The next shaved his leg-stump. He never received another ball. Bader kept jumping down the pitch slamming at everything, hitting fours and sixes during the overs, and singles or threes off the last balls. The 200 came up with Reed not out, o, and Bader not out, 171. Excitement was mounting continuously. Soon Bader clouted a ball to the square leg boundary, bringing the total to 227. Two more sixes would do it. Next ball, he jumped out of his crease and drove it like a bullet knee-high to short mid-off, where Paddy Coote held a brilliant catch.


The score-sheet read:








	Emson

	..

	..

	..

	8






	Morrison

	..

	..

	..

	5






	Cleland

	..

	..

	..

	0






	Bader ..

	..

	..

	..

	194






	Doran

	..

	..

	..

	0






	Moore

	..

	..

	..

	8






	More ..

	..

	..

	..

	8






	Andrews

	..

	..

	..

	0






	Widdows

	..

	..

	..

	0






	Edwards

	..

	..

	..

	0






	Reed ..

	..

	..

	..

	0






	Extras

	..

	..

	..

	4









Next day the exam results came out, and Paddy Coote just beat him for the Sword of Honour. No one could mind being second to a man like Coote.


In reticent official terms the report on Bader summed him up neatly: “Plucky, capable, headstrong.” His flying rating was “above average,” which is R.A.F. understatement for a natural pilot (the only higher rating is “exceptional,” which is such a rarity as to be almost a myth.) Then the postings:


“P/O Bader, D. R. S., to 23 Squadron, Kenley.”


He rode his motor-cycle to London and traded it in for his first car, a second-hand Austin Seven that looked like a lacquered biscuit box on pram wheels. In this, on an August morning in 1930, he drove to Kenley, brimming with content. No. 23 Squadron flew Gloster Gamecock fighters.




 


 


 


 





1 In those days Cranwell was like a public school in that it charged fees, Now the system is different and no fees are charged; in fact, modern cadets are even paid properly.


2 A big, excitable young man who could break evens for the 100 yards and became a scratch golfer before being killed over Hamburg in 1941.
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BEFORE THE age of runways Kenley was a large, grass field and behind the hangars on the rim lay the graces of a station built in peace for an Air Force that was small and select, like a club whose members in the red-brick officers’ messes scattered across the land (and outposts) more often than not knew one another. Less encrusted by years than the Navy or Army, the R.A.F. accent was on youth: even the core, the 1914–18 veterans who had made its first traditions, were still young enough to play rugger. A mess waiter, with the deference reserved for qualified officers, showed Bader to his own room, an austere enough affair with an iron bed, leather chair and simple furniture which he viewed with pleasure. It was home: the life he wanted lay before him and down the corridor lived his friend Geoffrey Stephenson, posted to the same squadron.


In the morning B Flight commander sat him in a Gamecock and showed him “the taps”; not much to show, no brakes, no retractable undercart lever, no flaps, no variable pitch propeller, no gyro instruments, no trimming tabs. She was a tubby little thing and from the cockpit he felt he could almost touch the tips of the two braced and strutted wings. Top speed was 156 m.p.h., but the stumpy fuselage made her the most agile little aeroplane in the R.A.F. He took her up that morning, rolled and tumbled her about the sky for half an hour and joyfully agreed with that. For the past two years two of 23 Squadron’s Gamecocks had been picked to do the combined aerobatics at Hendon pageant. Bader decided he wanted to be one of those two pilots next time.


He slid effortlessly into squadron life, perhaps a shade too confident for a new boy, but too friendly and vital to irk anyone. On “dining-in” nights when, immaculate in mess kit, they passed the port decanter, Douglas, strictly sober, joined as wildly and hilariously as anyone in the subsequent games of rugger in the ante-room with a waste-paper basket for a ball; or highcockalorum; or “desert warfare,” when they grabbed assegais off the wall and stalked their fellow-men through oases of aspidistras on the floor while others beat tom-tom rhythms on the table-top. Life was idyllic, with flying, games and fellowship, buttressed by the tangible prestige and comfort of a permanent commission from Cranwell. Most of all he liked aerobatics in the Gamecock. That same August he arrived at Kenley he was picked for the R.A.F. cricket team.


A month later, when cricket was finished, the Harlequins, famous amateur rugger club, asked him to play in a trial game. The knee cartilage stood up to it well, and so the Harlequins acquired a new centre-threequarter. Thereafter in The Times one not infrequently read little headlines such as “Bader Brilliant,” “Bader Excels,” often with the remark that he was the best player on the field. A few weeks later he was picked for the R.A.F. Fifteen, and again as fly-half he was in both senses head and shoulders above the ruck. By his twenty-first birthday in February, 1931, his name was becoming widely identified with a sinewy, beautifully-tuned human machine that weighed eleven stone six pounds stripped, and had the temperament of a dynamo. His present to himself was to trade in his little Austin biscuit-box for an M.G. sports car, which he cherished.


All other fighter squadrons now had the Bristol Bulldog or the Siskin; only 23 Squadron was left with Gamecocks, and that was partly why they were chosen again to do the combined aerobatics at Hendon that year. Woollett picked C Flight Commander, Harry Day, to lead the team, and all the other pilots started training hard for selection. One man killed himself flying upside down, and slowly the selection narrowed. In April Woollett told Douglas that he was to be second man in the team, with the inseparable Geoffrey Stephenson as number three, in reserve. Harry Day was a lean, glint-eyed man who had fought as a youngster in the Great War, and now, a hawk-faced thirty, commanded instant obedience. Prone to occasional turbulence, he thought it was time to change Hendon’s traditional aerobatics, so he invented five new routines of “synchronised aerobatics.” The first was typical of the other four—two aircraft would dive together, then pull out in two consecutive loops, wing-tip to wing-tip (three feet between, Day said), then up again, stall-turn away on each side into a vertical dive, aileron turn inwards so that they faced and crossed each other, wing-tip to wing-tip again, then up, up and roll off the top of a loop together (going different ways) to dive to each side of the airfield, turn back and race at each other head-on to start a new routine which included some upside down formation. It was safe enough provided no one made a mistake and provided the wind stayed kind. Day would not have tried it with pilots less cool and accurate than Bader and Stephenson.


Strict orders said they were not to go below 500 feet, though Bader made a nuisance of himself wanting to go lower. Typically, one of his favoured occupations was to do slow rolls “on the deck” at about fifty feet. One tends to lose height in a slow roll and the engine tended to cut upside down. The trick was not to fly into the ground, and part of the charm was that to try this trick was a court-martial offence.


During practice one day Stephenson fell out of a slow roll but luckily was just beyond the end of the Kenley escarpment and had enough space to recover. Another day his engine failed and he made a neat forced landing in the grounds of a large country house. Bader drove over to pick him up and met there the daughter of the house, a dark and vividly pretty girl whom we shall call Patricia. The attraction was prompt and mutual and they began to meet after that.


Day tolerated Bader’s “press-on” spirit good humouredly. Other pilots might do bone-headed things on the spur of the moment, but he felt that Bader, even in his wilder moments, was always practical, would always know in advance exactly what he was going to do and would then do it with judgment.


There were still other activities—cricket, for instance. Early in June, Bader was picked to play for the Air Force again and soon there was a picture of him in the paper hitting a six almost out of the ground at the Oval. In that innings he hit 65 in thirty minutes—a six, a five and twelve fours made up 59 of that. Later that month Day confirmed that he was to be his number two at Hendon.


The Times said that 175,000 were inside Hendon Aerodrome on the day of the display and that “hundreds of thousands of others crowded hillsides and fields outside.” In bright sunshine they saw what The Times also declared was “the event of the day” as Day and Bader in the Gamecocks “provided the most thrilling spectacle ever seen in exhibition flying … ten minutes full of the cleanest trick flying, synchronised to a fraction of a second … the most successful of the Hendon displays yet held.”


Pilot Officer Bader was an object for youthful hero-worship—dashing airman, brilliant rugger player and cricketer, and vitally handsome, especially at a Service dance in the tight blue trousers and the short mess jacket with blue silk lapels and gilt buttons. Many young women sighed over him and made what decorous advances convention allowed. From time to time he played escort to several: Patricia, of course, and there was a quiet, blue-eyed girl with classic features called Hilda, a pert little blonde called June and a giggly blonde as well. His main interests were still flying and games, but he did enjoy the adulation and the Press notices—all very stimulating to the self-confidence of a young man who was once the somewhat rejected Bader Minor.


The aerobatics team flew north to Cramlington for a display, and on the way back, strictly against orders, Bader dropped out of the formation to spend an hour skimming over the hedges and along the floors of the valleys. When they landed, Day read him an angry lecture on flying discipline, though Bader turned on his usual disarming charm and averted the worst of the wrath.


A couple of weeks later he heard through the orderly room that he was on the “A List,” a roster of young officers due for posting overseas. That had nothing to do with the low flying; it was routine that after a year on a squadron a young permanent officer would go overseas. He seemed slated for Iraq in the autumn, and late in summer, sitting in the pavilion at Aldershot with the pads on waiting to bat, he mentioned a little sadly to Squadron Leader Brian Baker,1
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