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If—


If you can keep your head when all about you


Are losing theirs and blaming it on you,


If you can trust yourself when all men doubt you,


But make allowance for their doubting too;


If you can wait and not be tired by waiting,


Or being lied about, don’t deal in lies,


Or being hated, don’t give way to hating,


And yet don’t look too good, nor talk too wise:


If you can dream – and not make dreams your master;


If you can think – and not make thoughts your aim;


If you can meet with Triumph and Disaster


And treat those two impostors just the same;


If you can bear to hear the truth you’ve spoken


Twisted by knaves to make a trap for fools,


Or watch the things you gave your life to, broken,


And stoop and build ’em up with worn-out tools:


If you can make one heap of all your winnings


And risk it on one turn of pitch-and-toss,


And lose, and start again at your beginnings


And never breathe a word about your loss;


If you can force your heart and nerve and sinew


To serve your turn long after they are gone,


And so hold on when there is nothing in you


Except the Will which says to them: ‘Hold on!’


If you can talk with crowds and keep your virtue,


Or walk with Kings – nor lose the common touch,


If neither foes nor loving friends can hurt you,


If all men count with you, but none too much;


If you can fill the unforgiving minute


With sixty seconds’ worth of distance run,


Yours is the Earth and everything that’s in it,


And – which is more – you’ll be a Man, my son!


Rudyard Kipling


This wonderful poem has been an inspiration to me ever since I first read it as a boy.









By Way of Introduction


‘That wasn’t so bad,’ I say, relieved.


It is around 2 a.m. and still pitch black. We are heading home with an hour to run and are just approaching the coast. I am beginning to think this job might not be so terrible after all. Our first raid, our first taste of the war in the air, and there had been hardly any anti-aircraft fire over the target in Hannover. Initially unable to identify the target, we’d gone round once but, on the second pass, we’d delivered our bombs in the right place, on time and in good order. Now all we have to do is hope that the Germans don’t have a squadron of night-fighters out looking for us.


‘Not too bad . . . but wait. Did you see that?’ Doug Redmond, my navigator, perched on his seat beside me, is a man of few words. There is alarm in his voice.


Of course I can see perfectly well what he sees. Searchlights are raking the sky and shells are exploding directly in front of us, about half a mile away.


‘I wonder who they’re shooting at?’ he says.


A moment later, the cockpit fills with light. Blinding light. Like falling over a cliff, my lingering anxiety pitches into terror. Sheer terror, as I realise we have been coned – picked up by searchlight. They’re onto us.


Christ!


And those shells are aimed at no one but Messrs Bell and Redmond. It turns out, subsequently, that we had inadvertently entered the airspace above the Kriegsmarine base at Emden.


For several seconds, I can see nothing. The light robs me of any vision outside the cockpit. I am forced to fly on instruments.


This is hell. Actual hell. These bastards are intent on one thing and one thing alone. Our destruction


The aeroplane shudders as a shell explodes nearby. Still unseeing, I slam the throttle open and throw the Mosquito into a vertical dive. This is an error. But at least the searchlight loses us and I get my sight back. We had been at 25,000 feet, but now the earth is hurtling towards us at a colossal speed.


Closing the throttle, I ease back on the control column.


It does not move.


Our speed and rate of descent are increasing.


I pull hard on the stick. Still nothing.


I pull with all my strength.


Nothing.


Now it’s a question of which comes first. Does the aeroplane break up? Or do we hit the ground? The roar of the slipstream fills the cockpit.


Instinctively – no time to think this one through – I reach for the trim wheel. Winding it back as far as I can get it to go, it forces the tab to move just sufficiently to give some leverage on the elevator. I haul on the stick, half expecting something to break. The elevator control cable. The elevator itself. The main spar even. The aeroplane responds, slowly at first, and I hear a loud crack coming from the Perspex canopy above my head. But the airframe holds and eventually I bring the aeroplane gratefully back into level flight.


I once heard that someone in a Lancaster did something similar. An Australian pilot, I believe. Got it into an enormous nosedive. Got it up to a speed no Lancaster had ever achieved before. Coming out, the inertia was so high that the aeroplane actually looped. A Lancaster! Looped the loop! When he reported it, no one believed him. It was only when the German pilot trying to shoot him down was himself shot down later in the war that the story was corroborated. The Luftwaffe man said he couldn’t believe his eyes.


This is why the first four or five raids are so dangerous. Frightened out of your wits, you make stupid mistakes. We were lucky. Many were not. Lucky in our case that I’d received the best pilot training in the world.


‘Turn fifty degrees starboard.’


Doug’s voice is icily calm. He’s back on the case already.


‘Fifty degrees starboard,’ I say with equal calm, though I don’t feel it, as I bank the Mosquito to the right.


We sit together in silence as I climb back up to operational height.


Eventually I speak.


‘You know what?’ I say.


But Doug does not reply. He is busy plotting our course.


‘I’m beginning to think this business might be a bit bloody dangerous after all.’


My words hang in the air and we continue in silence save for the thrumming of our two Merlin engines.









1


The Wooden Wonder


It might be thought surprising that I have left writing about my wartime experiences for so long. The reason is that I led a busy professional life as a chartered surveyor until I retired at the age of ninety-eight. Since then, and since the death of my beloved wife, I have kept busy by making new friends and keeping up with old ones, as well as by raising money for charity. I am writing now because I think it important at this moment in our history that we remind ourselves what we were fighting for during the Second World War. We fought for our values and we fought for our freedom. We fought against a vile enemy – not the German people, but the cruel regime that had taken over that country and wanted to take over the world. Today it feels like those same evil forces are abroad once again.


As a young man, I had, along with most of the rest of the country, read and been chilled by the infamous speech of one of Himmler’s henchmen, about how, when they had beaten the British, all ‘able-bodied men and women between the ages of sixteen and forty-five will be exported as slaves to the continent. The old and weak will be exterminated . . . Thus in a generation or two, the British will disappear.’ This was to be carried out in pursuit of the Nazis’ mad theories of blood and soil and racial purity.


I am aware that people nowadays say that this speech was never actually delivered. Yet nobody denies that this is exactly what the Nazis had in mind. All the news coming out of Europe confirmed it back then – concentration camps, summary executions, kangaroo courts and the like – which was why we went willingly to war.


Was it worth it? Of course it was. You have to stand up to bullies. Despots attack weak nations and democracies, just as we see in our own time.


The aeroplane I was privileged to be flying that night when I was almost obliterated flying over Emden was a de Havilland DH 98 Mosquito. Even today, I am amazed at the ingenuity of Geoffrey de Havilland and the design team that came up with the Wooden Wonder. It still seems incredible that you could create something so strong and so durable from a mixture of spruce, birch plywood, balsa and glue. And not only that, but that this could be the structure that carried a pair of Spitfire fighter engines producing upwards of 1,300 horsepower each. Yet it worked brilliantly. Until the advent of the Hawker Tempest, the Mosquito was the fastest aircraft in the Allied inventory and, until the advent of the Messerschmitt Me 262 jet fighter in mid-1944, it was in fact the fastest operational aircraft in the world. Flying one was like flying a Ferrari.
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A contemporary photo of the DH 98 Mosquito prototype, W4050. Although it looks grey, the aeroplane was actually painted a bright canary yellow.








Mind you, you wouldn’t say it was the sort of aeroplane to take your girlfriend in for a joyride. It was very short on creature comforts. As in, there weren’t any. Sitting in your seat was a bit like sitting at a crowded table in a restaurant. You felt hemmed in. Even getting aboard was difficult, especially when you were encumbered by your parachute and Mae West life jacket (named after the voluptuous film star of the 1920s and 1930s because, when it inflated, it made you look as buxom as she). To get inside, you had to crouch down underneath the forward end of the fuselage and climb up a narrow set of telescopic steps into the cabin. The pilot went first as he sat slightly ahead of the navigator, otherwise you’d have to clamber over him to get into your seat. As it was, you had to bend almost double and turn as you swung yourself into position on the port side of the cabin. Once there, your view out was restricted more or less to the left-hand side of the aeroplane – and, at least in the tail-down position, it was not much of a view at that. This was due to the great bulk of your port engine getting in the way and, beyond it, the wing. The view improved a bit when you got your tail up on take-off, but even then, there were huge blind spots. You could see nothing below and behind. You could improve things a bit by raising or lowering the seat, but that was governed by your height. You could adjust the rudder pedals too, but however you arranged things, conditions in the cabin were very cramped and spartan. The instrument panel was directly in front of you, at chest height, and only just beyond the maximum forward reach of the control column.


Because the aeroplane was so fast, the Mosquitos used by the Light Night Striking Force (LNSF), of which I was a member, had no ordnance other than the four 500 lb bombs it carried. Yet when the idea of an unarmed bomber was first proposed to the Air Ministry, it was met with scorn. It would be madness to send aircraft on bombing raids with no means to defend themselves, people said. They’d be cut to pieces by enemy fighters! What was not understood was just how fast the aeroplane was going to be. It turned out to be capable of 420 mph at 28,000 feet. In contrast, the Messerschmitt Me 109, the aeroplane that was its most frequent opponent, couldn’t climb that high, and the Messerschmitt’s top speed at altitude was 40 mph slower. Until the advent of the Me 262, the only aeroplane with a hope of taking down a Mosquito was a Focke-Wulf 190. Although still slower than a Mosquito, it had a ceiling of 30,000 feet. Typically, we conducted our bombing runs at 25,000 feet. We could go higher but this was the height the boffins had decided was the maximum consistent with accuracy of delivery. So the Germans would stack 190s in the sky above us. These were the Wilde Sau (wild boar) squadrons, which would dive down and attack either from above and behind or, swooping beneath you, would pull up and fire from below. If they succeeded in taking down a Mosquito they were awarded not just one but two kills. That gives you an idea of the respect the enemy had for the aeroplane.


It was only after the invasion of Poland in 1939 that the idea of an unarmed bomber began to find support inside the Air Ministry. Even so, there was a moment in 1940 when the Air Ministry notified de Havilland that they were expecting to cancel the project. Luckily, Geoffrey de Havilland was totally convinced by the concept.


‘In that case, we’ll do it anyway,’ he declared.


Also fortunate was the fact that one member of the Ministry, Air Marshal Sir William Freeman, was a man of great vision. It was thanks to his support that the project was not, in the end, cancelled and de Havilland won an order for fifty aeroplanes to be delivered as soon as possible.


Immediately, the design team went into overdrive. Based at Salisbury Hall near St Albans, where the de Havilland Aircraft Museum can be found today and where the company conducted its secret war work, they managed to get the prototype ready for a first flight on 25 November 1940. Surprisingly, even at that late stage, the Mosquito was still known to some as Freeman’s Folly.


Part of the reason for Geoffrey de Havilland’s confidence in the possibilities of the concept of an unarmed bomber was his experience with another wooden aeroplane he had designed, the DH88 Comet. Not to be confused with his later jet airliner of the same name, the DH88 was the aeroplane that Charles Scott and Tom Campbell Black had flown to a famous victory in the London–Sydney air race of 1934. This, too, was a twin-engined machine built for speed over long distances. It could do over 220 mph on its twin 230 hp Gipsy engines and I well remember the excitement when, along with two other Comets, it had set off from RAF Mildenhall.


Although a lot of people express surprise at the Mosquito’s wooden construction, actually there were many good reasons for this. First, pound for pound, wood is not much different from metal in terms of strength. And while it does have several disadvantages in comparison with metal – it is prone to rot in damp conditions, for example – it has advantages too. One of these is that it is easy to work with and easy to repair without specialist knowledge or equipment. During the war, aircraft-grade steel was in short supply, whereas timber was more abundant. Wood is also easy to shape and its surface can be kept smooth for aerodynamic efficiency. This is because, unlike metal, it relies on glue and brass screws, rather than rivets that interrupt airflow over the surface, to hold it together. It also enabled the Mosquito to be sheathed in doped fabric to give it a very low parasitic drag profile.


Of course, the aeroplane would not have been the success it was without the Rolls-Royce Merlin engines that powered it. Designed and developed in the early 1930s, the Merlin was a remarkable piece of engineering. With its twelve cylinders and trademark growl, it was used not only in the Hurricane, the Spitfire, the Lancaster and the Mosquito, but on less well-known aircraft such as the Handley Page Halifax and the Fairey Battle too. The power of the Mk 1 engine was a genuine 1,000 horsepower – extremely good for its day – but by 1945 it had been developed to the point where it produced an astonishing 2,000 horsepower.


Because of its versatility, the Mosquito had a great number of variants. Many of the LNSF aircraft were Canadian-built Mk 25s. Another bomber variant, the Mk 16, could carry a 4,000 lb bomb – a ‘blockbuster’ or ‘cookie’, as it was also known – all the way to Berlin. This was exactly the same as the bomb load of a Flying Fortress over the same distance. And yet the Mosquito could get one to Berlin and be back in exactly half the time it took the American aeroplane.


Another variant was fitted with what were, for the time, super-sophisticated cameras, in its role as a reconnaissance aircraft. It was also used by Coastal Command in air-to-ship operations, and was at one time even fitted with a Molins 6-pounder gun. This had a bore of 57 mm and fired at a rate of better than one round per second. The recoil from that gun must have been enormous. You wonder it didn’t actually stop the aeroplane mid-air. Astonishing! An improved delivery system that the boffins came up with later was a version that fired eight 60 lb rockets. That worked much better because, of course, missiles don’t have any recoil. It was said that a salvo from a Mosquito so equipped was equivalent to a broadside from a 6-inch gun naval cruiser.


Yet another variant of the Mosquito was a night-fighter version. Armed at first with four 20 mm Hispano cannons under the fuselage and two pairs of .303 Browning machine guns in the nose, and later with just the cannons because the machine guns were stripped out and replaced by radar equipment, it was extremely effective in this role. Sometimes, though, pilots found them actually too fast and one heard stories of how they would lower their undercarriage in order to slow down enough to get a good shot at enemy aircraft.


It was thanks to this speed that, overall, the Mosquito’s casualty rates were far lower than those of every other type in the Allied bomber fleet. It was one of the safest aircraft in which to go to war. As a result, a standard tour of duty was set at fifty operations for Mosquito crews, compared to just thirty for other types such as the Lancaster. Not that going on bombing raids in the Mosquito was exactly a hazard-free occupation, but even this was a big improvement on the survival rates of bomber crews during the early years of the war. Your chances of surviving a tour of duty in the hopelessly slow and outdated aircraft – the Wellingtons, Blenheims and Whitleys – were no more than 20 per cent. Being in one of them was little better than being in a flying coffin. It really didn’t do to be a pilot in Bomber Command in those days, and even now I am astonished at the incredible bravery on the part of those crews who took the fight to the enemy in the dark days of 1940–41. Even more astonishing was that there were people who not only survived but volunteered for more.


Nor should we forget the great courage of the American bomber crews. If anything, their losses were greater still. The reason for this was that, when the United States joined the war, its generals were absolutely convinced that the mainstay of their bomber force, the Boeing Flying Fortress, was invulnerable. The aeroplane bristled with armour and they believed that, flying in formation, the Fortresses could shoot down anything that came within range. Well, that was the theory. In practice, it didn’t work out that way. They were completely unable to defend themselves against the Me 109s, which played havoc with them. On one terrible occasion in the summer of 1943, out of 376 Fortresses that took part in a raid on Schweinfurt, sixty were shot down. A second raid, in October, fared no better. Another sixty aircraft were lost over Germany, while a further five crashed on the approach to landing and twelve were so badly shot up they had to be scrapped. Of the surviving aircraft, a further 122 needed repair work before they could fly again. And those were just single raids. Over the course of a tour, hardly more than one or two crews would survive to tell the tale. Part of the reason for this high attrition rate was the fact that the bombsight used on the Fortress needed daylight to operate. And not only that, crews were often required to come down low in order to acquire their targets as this depended on line of sight. This was in contrast to Bomber Command, which quickly switched to night-time bombing relying instead on precision marking of targets, using a combination of radio navigation aids and the best navigators.


It wasn’t until the P-51 Mustang was equipped with the Merlin engine that the Flying Fortress came into its own. With these new power plants, the Mustang was completely transformed and it became an extremely effective fighter escort. But until that happened, your chances of survival were frankly minimal. Bear in mind, too, that getting to Germany and back in a Fortress took eight hours. At low level, that’s an awfully long time to be running the gauntlet of German fighter attacks, never mind the anti-aircraft fire over the target. Those men really were the bravest of the brave.


Compared to other aircraft types of the day, the Mosquito was physically quite small. With a wingspan of just over 54 feet and a length of 44½ feet, it stood around 17 feet high. In comparison, the Flying Fortress had a wingspan of 103 feet and was just over 74 feet long, while the Avro Lancaster had a wingspan of 102 feet and was 69 feet long.


Inside, not only was the Mosquito pretty tight, but, because the navigator was also the bomb aimer, it also featured a bomb-aiming nacelle. He had to crawl into this through a narrow gap beneath the right-hand side of the instrument panel and lie on his front, from which position he would guide the pilot onto the target and aim and release the bombs.


By the time I joined the LNSF, which was a member of No. 8, Pathfinder Group, the Mosquito had already achieved some of its most notable achievements. Its diversionary role in Operation Hydra, the Allied bombing of the Peenemünde rocket facility in August 1943, had been a vital element in the success of the operation, setting back production of Hitler’s so-called vengeance weapons by many months. Following this, the very cheering story went round that the man overseeing the programme was having dinner with Hitler at the time. When he visited the site a day or two later, he had a seizure and dropped dead.


A particularly notable Mosquito raid was on the prison at Amiens in northern France as part of Operation Jericho in February 1944. This was another spectacular demonstration of the Mosquito’s abilities. On that occasion, flying at treetop height in foul weather, a total of eighteen Mosquitos succeeded in breaching the prison walls and enabling the escape of more than two hundred prisoners, half of them due to be shot within the next twenty-four hours – they had been forced to dig their own graves. The raid provided a huge boost to the morale of the French Resistance and enabled them to take out a large number of Gestapo agents and informers in its aftermath.




[image: Black and white photo of a plane flying low over sea waves]




Seen here operating with Coastal Command, the Mosquito was successful in a variety of roles.








Then there was Leonard Cheshire VC’s raid on the V-3 weapon site in northern France. This consisted of a pair of vast cannons, each with barrels more than 300 feet long, buried underground at Mimoyecques in the Pas-de-Calais. They were designed to be capable of blasting sixty 500 lb shells an hour with great precision onto London and would have been a formidable weapon had they become operational. Buried underground and protected by 50 feet of reinforced concrete, the task of destroying them was given to Barnes Wallis, one of the greatest of our boffins. His solution was the Tallboy, a 12,000 lb ‘bunker buster’, which would cause an earthquake sufficient to collapse the bunkers if it could be dropped to within 12 yards of the target. At first, this accuracy was thought to be impossible to achieve, but using Mosquitos, Cheshire developed a method of marking whereby he would drop flares from the lowest level possible, following which the accompanying Lancasters would unload the weapons from a safer height. Using this method, the whole complex was completely destroyed.


One final famous Mosquito raid worth mentioning is that on a Gestapo headquarters in Denmark. Again this saw Mosquitos operating at almost ground level and in broad daylight, and was a brilliant success. The building was sandwiched in a terrace between two civilian hospitals, so the need for pinpoint accuracy was paramount. Almost two hundred SS and Gestapo personnel were taken out and the whole building was completely destroyed, while those on either side went almost wholly unscathed. Highly satisfying.


My own contribution to the war effort was much less spectacular. I can claim to have played only a minuscule part in the destruction of the Nazi war machine and in helping make life even more of a misery for Joseph Goebbels, Gauleiter of Berlin. Towards the end of the war, he complained in his diary that:




These Mosquito raids have become so heavy that they are almost comparable to a raid by a small force of heavy bombers. The millions of people in the Reich capital are already becoming nervous and hysterical. It is a torture which overstrains the nerves in the long run.





I keep a framed copy of this statement in my study to this day.


I consider it an honour to have had the opportunity to help bring about the demise of the evil regime that came so close to defeating us back in 1940.
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A Dream of Wings


How it came about that I should have the great good fortune to fly the Mosquito probably starts with one of my earliest memories. This is of being taken by my father, together with my elder brother, Kenneth, to Croydon Airport. My father had local contacts there and was able to secure us a place on the roof of the airfield hotel to watch the arrival of Charles A. Lindbergh in the Spirit of St. Louis following his successful solo crossing of the Atlantic. This was in May 1927 and I was six at the time. Could I be the last person alive to have been there on that day? I suppose I might be. In any case, I clearly remember the vast crowd that had gathered. In fact, Lindbergh’s flight had been from New York to Paris a week or so earlier, and he was now on his way back home. His aeroplane was subsequently shipped back to America from Southampton.


When it was announced that he would be visiting Britain, the news was greeted with tremendous enthusiasm. Not only was Croydon Aerodrome overrun when he first attempted to land but the police actually lost control – to the extent that Lindbergh had to go round for a second attempt. My memory is, therefore, of this enormous swarm of people being chased off the runway and then of the great cheers that went up as Lindbergh finally came in and put down. I also recall the crowds lining the road – all the way up to London, where he was greeted by the prime minister, Stanley Baldwin.


My father always used to take us boys along whenever there was a local air pageant, as air shows were called in those days, and we always went to the one at Hendon. The most exciting part of the day came right at the end when a number of small biplanes would take to the air and attack a mock-up fort that had been overrun by Afghan tribesmen. This may sound rather familiar. Anyway, the biplanes would drop their bombs, there would be great flashes, loud bangs and lots of smoke, following which our gallant soldiers would rush up the hill with fixed bayonets and retake the fort. All very heady stuff for impressionable young boys such as we were.


From those days on, it was my dream to learn to fly – a dream that throughout most of my childhood seemed completely impossible. I suppose that if I have anything to thank Hitler for it is for the opportunity to do so. Had there been no war, I rather suspect that I would have entered office life never to emerge. But when war did break out, like every other plane-obsessed boy, I naturally wanted to be a fighter pilot. Unfortunately, I realised quite early on that this was a dream that would have to go unfulfilled. The people who got to be fighter pilots were either public schoolboys or the most able non-commissioned officers, the sergeant pilots who were already far advanced in their careers. And even among the public schoolboys, the recruiting officers were only interested in the sort who had been captain of cricket or some other sport. I most certainly did not fall into that category.


Rather to the contrary, I barely went to school at all, even though my father had himself been very well educated. On his mother’s side, my father’s forebears were, in fact, German – bankers who had settled in Edinburgh some time during the nineteenth century. A daughter by the name of Julia was considered to have let the side down badly when she fell for a man who was a carpenter by trade. She was told that either she could give up the carpenter or be cut off with a shilling and not a penny more.


‘Give me the shilling,’ she said.


The couple moved down to Woolwich, where the carpenter, my grandfather, got a very good job at the Arsenal while Julia herself turned out to be a very clever and industrious woman. She set up a company selling pharmaceuticals and beauty products, a sort of early version of Superdrug, which proved highly prosperous. Between them, they had two boys, one of them being my father, Douglas, the other his younger brother, Lionel. As both Scots and Germans do, they revered education, and both boys attended the Roan School in Greenwich. My father then went on to the London School of Economics before joining the civil service.


How my mother came on the scene is as follows. My father had advertised for a housekeeper. Alice Audsley, the person he employed, was, like his own mother, very bright, intelligent and forceful, and soon after she had sorted out his domestic affairs, they became engaged and then married. My father’s salary of £14 a week (versus the national average of around £2/10 shillings) was no doubt an attraction to her, while her brusque efficiency must have appealed to him. He was a gentle, kindly man but they were united in their political views, both being rather left wing and very much in favour of appeasement. A memorable feature of my childhood was the fierce debates which took place round our kitchen table in which they set out their arguments opposing Churchill’s call for rearmament.


For all his gentleness, my father had a pronounced entrepreneurial streak. This went unsatisfied in his job in the government patent office – a job that he didn’t like much. He therefore began to develop commercial property on the side. At one point, he became proprietor of a fish and chip shop. As a relatively senior civil servant, there was in those days an enormous social gulf between him and the clerks who worked for him. One day, however, the inevitable happened and one of these clerks came in to the shop to find him serving behind the counter following a meeting with the manager. A few days later, my father was himself called to a meeting – with a board of other senior civil servants. It was made clear to him that he could continue his work in the patent office or he could run the shop. But as running a fish’n’chip shop was considered unbecoming of a man in his position, he couldn’t do both. With considerable regret, he therefore sold the business.


Recently, one other enterprise that my father was involved with came back into my life in a rather surprising way. Shortly before the outbreak of the First World War, my father was approached by a friend who was at the time managing a cucumber farm just to the south of Cambridge. This friend had been offered the opportunity to buy the farm, but lacking the necessary capital, asked him to be a sleeping partner. Father agreed and the business did extremely well thanks to the war. Because you could no longer import cucumbers, the price went rocketing up. Then, around the time that I was born, this friend offered to buy my father out. Seeing how he had done so well from the arrangement, he accepted. Not many years later, when I was about seven years old, my father was reading a newspaper and saw that a train had somehow come off its rails and rolled down the embankment exactly where the farm was situated.


‘Come on son,’ he said. ‘We should go and see what happened.’


So, off we went, and sure enough, there was the still-smoking locomotive on its side. Fortunately, none of the passengers were hurt although the poor old driver did perish, as I recall.


I never thought about the place again until, quite recently, I was invited to visit a wildlife park where a lady friend of mine is one of the trustees.


‘We don’t have elephants,’ she said, ‘but we’ve got a lot of other interesting things.’


When I got there, I realised to my complete astonishment that the park occupied precisely the location of both the train accident and my father’s cucumber farm. It was a forceful reminder of what a lot can change over the course of a single lifetime. My father would have been equally amazed – but also, I think, delighted by its new occupants.


My mother was, as I say, a very forceful woman. She was also one of those people with permanently itchy feet. She could never really settle anywhere so the schooling that my brother and I received was decidedly haphazard. Because we moved around a great deal, along with a series of governesses and tutors, we had spells in a wide variety of different schools – all of them private day schools as opposed to boarding schools. As a matter of fact, our parents could well have afforded to educate us at public school, but their political leanings put them against the idea. On top of this, my mother had rather robust suspicions about our likely fate if they did send us away. When a friend asked her why they did not, her reply was unequivocal.


‘I’m not sending my boys away to be bullied and buggered,’ she replied.


If it is true that my mother’s determination saved me at least from the second of those evils, it did not save me from the first. One of the less welcome results of my very uneven education was that I had to put up with being a ‘new boy’ rather often. This meant that I inevitably got involved in fights while the pecking order was being re-established. As my brother and I used to fight like cat and dog anyway, and because I always lost – he being three and half years older and I myself being rather short – I was quite used to scrapping with someone a lot stronger than myself. So my rule was that I would always take on the biggest and toughest bully in the school. It didn’t matter that I always came off worst. It was the fact that I got a reputation for being unafraid that mattered and, on that basis, people would leave me alone. And I’m not talking Queensberry Rules here. There was blood on the floor every time.


I remember these fights very well but I have less clear memories of any of our houses because we moved so often. I do remember the Pekinese my mother used to carry around with her. It yelped very satisfactorily whenever you pulled its tail as she was doing so. One other memorable event from my childhood occurred when I was nine years old. I have an exact date for it too. On 4 October 1930, at around 8 o’clock in the evening, I was indoors with my father when we heard a tremendous roaring sound. We rushed out into the garden together to see what could be causing the noise, just in time to see the doomed R101 airship pass low overhead in bad weather, ostensibly on its way to Karachi. I can fix the date and the time because, as we discovered the following day, that was its last flight. A few hours after passing over London, the thing crashed in France, killing 48 of the 54 people on board, including Lord Thompson, Secretary of State for Air, and Sir Sefton Brancker, Director of Civil Aviation.


My formal education, such as it was, ended when I was sixteen years old. I had not a single qualification to my name. Fortunately, this did not preclude me from getting a position as a pupil in a firm of chartered surveyors.


It was by now 1937 and the question of whether there was to be another war with Germany was on everybody’s lips. On the one hand, you had the appeasers urging caution and dialogue. As I say, my parents were prominent among them. Like so many of their generation, they were scarred by the horrendous casualties of the First World War and terrified of a repetition. My father had served in the Searchlight Brigade and had seen first-hand enough to persuade him that another war should be avoided at any price. But on the other hand, you had Churchill, a lone voice in the wilderness, urging rearmament. Somewhere on the fringes you also had the Communists and Oswald Mosley with his Blackshirts, who, like Hitler, blamed all the ills of the world on the Jews.


To my parents’ absolute consternation, my brother Kenneth had at one point become a Blackshirt himself. Not only did he attend their rallies but he spoke at them too. I think he may have had political ambitions at the time. Fortunately, it was just a phase and before long he had changed sides. He even went to the extent of speaking against them, and I have a very clear memory of the occasion when he was chased up our street in Kingston by a group of Mosleyites. There were shouts and running feet as Kenneth, chased like a fox by a pack of hounds, sought to evade capture.


‘Open up!’ he yelled. ‘Open up!’


Luckily I heard him and was able to let him in. He only just made it back inside the house before they caught up with him. There followed some tense moments and more shouting.


‘Come out you Jew lover!’


‘We know you’re in there! If you don’t come out now, we’ll be back. We know where you live!’


For a moment, it looked as though they might try to break in. Eventually, though, they went away, leaving us both very shaken.


‘Bastards!’ exclaimed my brother. I was inclined to agree.


My brother was a bit of a loose cannon. He was great fun to be with and we got into quite a few scrapes together, though I was but a pale shadow in comparison with him. He was especially successful with the girls. Probably our most memorable escapade came one night when we were on our way back from the ice-rink at Twickenham. We were both keen speed-skaters – none of that twirly nonsense – and my brother was driving my father’s car, a brand new Flying Standard 12. For some reason he had elected to drive on the tow path running alongside the river, which you could still do in those days. He was going much too fast when we were confronted with the headlights of a car coming in the opposite direction, also driving very fast. There was nowhere to go except towards the icy water – it was winter. He swerved sharply, we careered down the bank and demolished a landing-stage en route to a ducking. For a moment, the car floated quite satisfactorily before lurching sharply to the right. Luckily I managed to get my door open and, grabbing Kenneth by the arm, we both scrambled out.


The car was subsequently recovered – fortunately it hadn’t gone in very deep. But although the garage got it running again alright, we could never get rid of its newly acquired and rather unpleasant smell. At that time, there was still raw sewage going into the river and we had gone in just upstream of a pipe carrying effluent. So that was the end of Kenneth’s romantic trysts in this particular vehicle. They were steamy alright, but for entirely the wrong reasons.


When war was declared, I was still living at home, having just begun my pupillage with the chartered surveyors. It was there that, together with my father and mother, I heard the broadcast at 11.15 a.m. on Sunday 3 September 1939, when Neville Chamberlain, then prime minister, announced that Britain was at war with Germany. Of course, this was what many people had feared was going to happen. It was perfectly plain that the Nazis had been rearming under our noses. But our politicians preferred to look the other way – just as they are doing today. Hitler had long withdrawn from the German–Polish non-aggression pact and it was well known that he had designs on the German-speaking parts of that country.


My mother, on hearing the announcement, declared she wouldn’t stay in London a moment longer, setting off at once for Burgess Hill. She had read her H. G. Wells and had visions of the sky black with the German bombers that would come and flatten us all. In this she wasn’t far wrong, of course. It was just that she expected the bombing to start at once, whereas the Blitz did not in fact get going for another year. The first months after the declaration of war were relatively quiet, so although I went almost immediately to the local recruiting office to volunteer for the RAF, I was told that, on account of my age and lack of education, my services were not yet required. I therefore continued my pupillage.
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