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				This officer is an Empire Air Trainee and as such is considered to be already sufficiently decorated and is to receive no more regardless of further service. 

				Air Vice Marshal Sir George Jones
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				Author’s Note

				As with my previous book, Sidney Cotton: The Last Plane Out of Berlin, this is the story of a fascinating man in a fascinating era—not a conventional biography, or a formal history. And as I said in that book, I have relied on the dramatic techniques of television, with some conversations and descriptions of events reconstructed.

				But I have done research into the period—and also had the benefit of interviews with a number of people in the book, including Clive Caldwell himself. And of course I have had access to his personal papers—and for this I must thank Mrs Jean Caldwell for her generosity in this matter, and also to the staff of the Australian War Memorial, the National Library of Australia and National Archives of Australia for assistance and access to other material.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Introduction

				Clive Caldwell would not have approved of this book, or for that matter any biography. He was approached many times by writers, but thwarted every attempt to set down the details of his extraordinary life.

				This is not a conventional biography, and many conversations and events have been reconstructed. It is based on research into the man and conversations with his many admirers and some enemies.

				In 1990, I asked him to lunch to try to get him to tell his story on television. He suggested that we meet at the Royal Automobile Club in Macquarie Street Sydney, one of his favourite haunts. While we were at the bar I tried to persuade him to take part in a debate with Air Marshal George Jones, his old enemy from the days of the Morotai Mutiny. What this involved, I patiently explained, was to go into a television studio and confront Jones. 

				‘You’d have to put me into a cage first,’ said Clive.

				I had arrived at the club at 12.30, expecting to lunch at 1 pm—but at 2.30 he was still drinking, and I timidly enquired when we were going to eat.

				‘We’ve had our lunch,’ said Clive, jabbing a finger at the empty whisky glasses.

				Later he became strangely belligerent and glared at me as if he had never seen me before. He jabbed me in the chest with his finger and said: ‘Are you recording this? I will sue you. Do you understand? I will sue you.’

				I made limp attempts to persuade Clive Caldwell that there were no cameras or microphones present but he had ceased to listen. Later, when he was very ill I called him in hospital to give him my good wishes. He sounded frail and tired.

				He said quite simply, ‘Thank you very much. It is very kind of you.’

				Like many others, I wish I had got to know him better.

				Your head is throbbing from too many beers the night before and your first attempt to get your foot onto the wing fails; better have a pee up against the wheel of the plane; it’s good luck and if we get frightened in combat we don’t want any little accidents in the cockpit, do we?

				The stick is cool to the touch and you pull it back into your stomach. God, it’s cold. People don’t believe you when you say its cold in the desert. You drag the clammy rubber oxygen mask over your mouth and turn on the oxygen. A few deep breaths and your head starts to clear. That’s better. Pure oxygen. Just the thing for a hangover.

				Now then, cockpit checks: set altimeter with the little winder on the side of the dial; we’re only a hundred feet above sea level; grab the big handle on the floor, it’s down there on the right hand side of the cockpit, and push it down—that opens the radiator shutters so the engine doesn’t overheat while we’re taxiing; work the twin piston hand pump up and down a few times to pressurise the hydraulic lines.

				Master switch on, CLICK; fuel on, CLICK; tank selector switch to main fuel tank 55 gallons, CLICK; work the winding lever to adjust the rudder trim—it’s a little black disc with white calibrations on it.

				Two inches right for take-off; elevator to zero; throttle mixture to run idle rich—more fuel than air; check magnetos are both live; give the primer switch three or four flicks.

				Put your head over the side and shout, clear prop. 

				The engine fires, runs backwards against compression then fires again. Black smoke from the fish-tail shaped exhaust pipes, six on each side. One by one other Tomahawks explode into life around you and the backwash from the propeller throws up a sandstorm. Can’t see a bloody thing because of the sand on the windscreen.

				Wave to one of the erks to wipe the screen.

				Clear for take-off. Your head is clear but there is a lead weight in your stomach. You feel like you want to throw up.

				So is this going to be the day I don’t return?

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				The ace

				He had killed a thousand men either in the air or on the ground and now he was to be found at the end of the bar. Not sitting down—that would have signified defeat—but standing straight and tall, holding court, staring people out with a gaze like a laser beam. Many people took one look and avoided him. 

				It was not that he was old—on the contrary Clive Caldwell held his age well. But there was something about Clive. He dominated the room—sometimes he was bigger than the room—even when he was glowing with whisky.

				Many men were afraid of him. Caldwell looked at men and assessed them and most did not pass the test. In truth, he did want to talk about what he had done in the air force, but there were not too many people who would listen any more. He could be abrasive and obdurate until you got to know him. 

				His story was about World War II, but there had been a lot of wars since then. Korea, Vietnam, the Gulf Wars and many other actions. Clive Caldwell did not want to cover himself in glory, but he did like to set the record straight.

				Sooner or later, he would find his way to the lift and, carefully drive home in his old Mercedes.

				Just another cranky old bastard who had done something in the war.

				Well, quite a lot, actually.

				Ace /eis/n. a single spot or mark on a card or die; a playing card marked with a single spot; in tennis a serve which the opponent fails to touch; a very small quantity, amount or degree; a particle; within an ace of winning; a highly skilled person; an adept: an ace at tap dancing; Brit., a fighter pilot credited by the RAF with shooting down five or more enemy aeroplanes.

				Soldiers fighting on the ground do not usually talk about the number of men they have killed, neither do sailors. There are no aces in the army or the navy, no count of tanks destroyed, or ships sunk.

				Fighter pilots are uneasy on that score, and maintain that shooting down an aircraft will not necessarily result in the death of the man flying it, although it often does. It isn’t something that is openly discussed.

				The concept of an ace has been around since men first fitted guns to aeroplanes, but has never been officially recognised. An ace is a pilot who has destroyed in air-to-air combat at least five aircraft or shares with others the destruction of such a number of aircraft. So, a pilot may have destroyed four aircraft and share with another pilot the destruction of another two. Those two halves are then counted as one aircraft destroyed. So he becomes an ace.

				Clive Caldwell lies tenth in a list of British and Commonwealth fighter pilots in World War II. Ahead of him are two South Africans, four Englishmen, a Frenchman, an Irishman and a Canadian.

				He keeps distinguished company: Pat Pattle and Sailor Malan (South Africans), Pierre Clostermann (French) and Paddy Finucane (Irish), Johnny Johnson, Neville Duke, Bob Braham and Bob Stanford-Tuck (English), George Beurling (Canadian). They were sailors and estate agents, expert knife throwers, rowing blues, sheep farmers and bankers.

				A little more than one thousand Allied pilots became aces in World War II. More than a third of those died during the war, and those who survived are in their eighties or nineties. 

				Of the top ten pilots, only Neville Duke survives (in early 2005). He is 83 years old, lives in England, and still owns and flies a private plane.

				The top scoring Allied pilot of the war was Pat Pattle, who officially shot down 41 aircraft, but many people believe his score could be as high as 60.

				Caldwell’s score is ahead of many more high profile pilots—like Douglas Bader (23) of Reach For The Sky fame, who fought the war with two artificial legs; Al Deere (22) the New Zealander who became aide-de-camp to Her Majesty the Queen; Bluey Truscott (17) a fellow Australian who died in a flying accident during the war; Peter Townsend (11) who squired Princess Margaret, and another Australian, Richard Hillary (5), author of The Last Enemy, whose handsome face suffered terrible burns in a blazing Spitfire.

				Clive’s score is usually listed as 28 and a half, although some historians have maintained that he took part in 30 kills—27 plus three shared. To this must be added six probables and fifteen damaged. In the heat of battle it is easy to make mistakes. Several pilots would often have claimed in good faith to have destroyed the same aircraft so any score is open to dispute. And witnesses are often hard to find.

				But the Germans he flew against racked up much bigger scores. In the North African desert Clive’s old enemies, Hans-Joachim Marseille, maintained that he shot down 158 aircraft; and Werner Schroer—who claimed Clive as a kill—114.

				In Russia, the Germans shot down scores of inferior Soviet aeroplanes, many of them made of wood. Erich Hartmann claimed to have destroyed 352 Yaks, Ilyushins and Migs, Gerhard Barkhorn, 301 and Gunther Rall, 275. If Caldwell had flown against the Russians, one wonders what his score would have been.

				If there were two aeroplanes that produced aces, they were the Spitfire and the Messerschmitt. Of the five Allied pilots with scores larger than 30, four gained their victories in the Spitfire. Likewise the Me-109 was the type flown most by German aces.

				Twenty of Clive Caldwell’s combat successes were in North Africa, and in all of them he was flying an aircraft which both the British and the Germans considered to be inferior to both the Spitfire and the Messerschmitt. That aircraft was the P 40 either in its Tomahawk or Kittyhawk versions.

				As one American general said, it was an aeroplane that was damned by words but flown to glory.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Shooting the clock

				The life of a trainee bank clerk could not by any definition be described as exciting, but the young Clive Caldwell had very little say in his career path—it had been decided for him by his father.

				Clive’s first job after leaving school was behind the counter at the Bank of New South Wales. He wore a dark suit and a white starched collar. Everything that happened in a working day was governed by the large, wooden-framed clock that hung on the wall. Next to it was a calendar. It was Clive’s job to wind the clock and change the calendar.

				At 10 o’clock every morning the bank opened; not a minute before and not a minute after. At closing time, 3 pm, the routine was repeated. Clive grew to hate that clock. Its sonorous ticking represented his life ebbing away

				In 1929 there were no ATMs or credit cards. If you did not make it to the bank at closing time on Friday, it could be a bleak weekend.

				It was Clive’s job to shut the doors and ignore the cries of those who had left their visit a little too late. The manager would produce a fob watch from his waistcoat pocket, and count down the seconds: ‘Caldwell, will you please close the doors? And when you have done that, back to the ledger.’

				After the door was closed it became airless in the bank. The columns of red and blue numbers swam before his eyes, and the stiff collar chafed his neck. Clive glanced at the hands of the clock but they scarcely seem to have moved at all. Another two hours before he could go home.

				Like all the tellers, Clive had been issued with a small revolver in a drawer beneath the counter. This was supposed to offer some kind of protection in the event of a bank robbery. Unlike his colleagues, Clive was used to handling guns, and was an excellent shot. The bank maintained a shooting gallery in the cellar, and Clive regularly practised there. During the quiet periods he would take the gun out of the drawer and handle it, feeling the weight in his hand.

				Tick, tick, tick went the big clock.

				Clive felt a pulse pounding in his temples, and a red mist film slipped down further into his field of vision. A bank was no place for a man of action.

				He drew the pistol from the drawer and fired twice at the big clock. The first shot shattered the glass. The second made a neat hole in the clock face. Then the entire clock fell off the wall. Shards of glass tinkled on the parquet floor, and bits of clock spring and gear wheels performed a crazy pirouette. One of the female tellers gave a little scream.

				Clive Caldwell’s career with the bank was over. And he had had scored his first kill.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Planes for pig iron

				At the outbreak of World War II, the Royal Australian Air Force had no modern aeroplanes. The RAAF had 310 officers and 3179 airmen, but its aeroplanes should have been in a museum. Most of its 264 aircraft were obsolete types which did not look that much different from those of the Great War.

				Almost all of them were British.

				The frontline fighter was the Hawker Demon, a biplane which had first flown in 1933. The Demon had only half the speed of the new monoplane fighters appearing in Britain and Germany, and by 1939 had been relegated to a training role.

				Slightly more modern was the Avro Anson of 1935. This at least looked a bit more contemporary. It was a modern, low-wing machine with two engines and wheels tucked up under them. It was not a high-performance machine, but a practical workaday aircraft which could be used for coastal surveillance, training or as a bomber. But it did not look especially threatening. Also entering service was the Wirraway, a locally produced aircraft that had been intended as an advanced trainer, but which was now, very optimistically, to be pressed into service as a fighter bomber.

				Australia had traditionally bought British aircraft but the British aircraft industry could not deliver. In 1940 it was fully committed to producing machines for the Royal Air Force and the war in Europe. Australia turned towards Japan.

				On 19 February 1942, just 74 days after the attack on Pearl Harbor, the port of Darwin was attacked by the Imperial Japanese Navy. The aeroplanes used were a mixture of fighters, bombers and torpedo carriers—the Mitsubishi A 6M Zero, the Mitsubishi G 4M Betty and the Nakajima Kate.

				Between the two World Wars the Australian government had continued to hold to its position that war happened elsewhere, that Australia would never have to defend itself, and only needed to be prepared in case it needed to assist Britain. It was silently assumed that Britain, of course, would quickly jump to this country’s defence in the unlikely, even unimaginable event of any attack on Australia. Few were of the opinion that a strong, independent and expensive defence force was needed. The prevailing attitude was that Australia only needed to be able to help out to the best of the capabilities of a small country, if and when the time arose. 

				There had been little or no attempt to obtain modern fighting planes for the RAAF, and almost nothing done to support local design and manufacture until the Commonwealth Aircraft Corporation was formed in the mid-1930s. Throughout the 1930s cables went back and forth between Australia and Britain about RAAF aircraft requirements, becoming more urgent as the threat of a second European war became apparent.

				At the Imperial Conference in 1937, Australia had expressed its concern about the long delays in obtaining orders from British manufacturers. The delegation had argued that the requirements of the dominions should be given priority over foreign countries. As the (British) Air Ministry dictated to, and controlled, aircraft manufacturers, it should have been able to insist that ordinary commercial orders would not take precedence—which would result in Australia’s orders not being filled promptly.

				Other trading partners had been canvassed. During the 1930s Australia and Japan were engaged in useful trade, and several large Japanese trading companies had local offices in various Australian cities, buying Australian primary produce and promoting Japanese manufactured goods in return. 

				Many agreeable contracts were being signed. Some of Australia’s wool exported to Japan came back as cloth or clothing. Deals were considered to exchange raw product from Australia for ships built in Japan. Large orders for wool were placed to supply manufacturers of the uniforms for the Japanese defence forces. The trading partnership was developing very well overall.

				A curious fact was that barely a year before Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor, Australia had tried to place an order for Japanese combat aircraft. In November 1940 Australia was at war with Germany, but relations with Japan were still cordial. As a token of friendship, Emperor Hirohito had even made a gift of flowering cherry trees to be planted in Canberra. 

				One of the major Japanese companies with offices in Australia was Mitsubishi Shoji Kaisha Ltd, manufacturers of the Zero and the Betty bomber.

				Sir John Latham, head of Australia’s diplomatic mission to Japan, knew that Britain was not in a position to supply aircraft to Australia. He had lived in Japan for two years and was only too aware of the astonishing strides that had been made in the production of war matériel. Latham believed that Britain and Australia could not oppose Japanese expansion in Asia, and that it was better to keep the Japanese on side with trade and shipping deals.

				Not all Australians felt the same. In 1938, Prime Minister Joe Lyons had banned iron ore exports to Japan, believing that Australia’s reserves should be preserved. In Port Kembla, waterside workers had refused to load ships with pig iron for Japan because of Japan’s invasion of China. Robert Menzies, then Attorney-General, sided with Latham and forced the workers to load the ships earning for himself the eternal sobriquet ‘Pig Iron Bob’. Menzies wanted to appease Japan, and to continue trading with it, while seeking to interest the United States in Australia’s defence if push came to shove.

				Mitsubishi was keen to clinch the deal but, as far as the Australian government was concerned, the planes were only a stop-gap until British or American types could be acquired. The RAAF was primarily interested in a twin-engined training aircraft similar to the Anson, but enquiries were also made about the immediate delivery of current fighter types like the Zero.

				The total value of the 40 aircraft was £500 000, with the price per aircraft £12 500. They were to be paid for, wrote John McEwen, not with cash but with pig iron:

				. . . by counter supply to Japan not in cash but in products, e.g. platinum, pig iron, scrap iron, molybdenum, nickel, aluminium, lead, cobalt, zinc, etc, the company stating that if any of these supplies are not produced or available in Australia Japan would be extremely pleased if, with Commonwealth intermediation, they could be supplied from, say Canada.

				If the deal had been signed in November 1940, the aircraft would all have been delivered to Australia within 20 months. It never happened, but some of the aircraft arrived anyway . . . in the skies above Darwin on 19 February 1942.

				Clive Caldwell would probably have given one of his wry smiles at the thought of Zeros in Australian colours! And in a contest between Japanese and Australian Zeros, who would have been the winner?

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				A born leader and a first class shot

				In November 1987 at the age of 77, Clive Caldwell wrote about the pilots who had served under him in World War II:

				What I think is required of our operational fighter pilots is not just a cool head, cold heart and quick reflexes as is supposedly the case. A cool head certainly, quick reflexes of course and a resolute heart with a rich red coloured liver to go with it.

				The kind of nerves that can recognise the odds and having assessed the situation can commit himself totally to strike the destroying blow without regard to survival which is always a welcome bonus but never a prerequisite.

				It is this kind of integrity of purpose that allowed such men as those to face such occasions time and time again until they either die in doing it or come through to the end. And for all this they were paid in pennies and tin medals. The pennies—taxed if a way could be found—and often the medals were withheld while their own people safe at home denied them the acclaim they so richly deserved. 

				And yet some of the survivors are still willing to appear before the public on Anzac Day not for public acclaim but for themselves, to remember together those days when they feared no man—and damn few women.

				Towards the end of World War II a number of Australia’s most distinguished fighter pilots became so disillusioned with the way the war in the Pacific was being conducted that they resigned their commissions. This was an unthinkable act in times of war, tantamount to an act of treason. In earlier wars, men had been shot for less. The episode happened in a place called Morotai in the Dutch East Indies and became known as the Morotai Mutiny. The officers included Caldwell, Australia’s highest scoring pilot of the World War II.

				Clive Caldwell looked like a Hollywood actor: tall and good looking, he was a brilliant pilot, an excellent marksman and a born leader of men. He flew Spitfires and Kittyhawks in Europe, North Africa and the South-West Pacific. He fought the Germans, the Italians, the Vichy French and the Japanese, and shot down at least 30 enemy aircraft. The Morotai Mutiny revealed a festering sore that was the conflict between permanent officers in the Royal Australian Air Force—many of whom had never flown an aeroplane and never would—and enlisted men, clerks, roustabouts and adventurers who had offered their services to fight for their country.

				Most of the Australian pilots who fought in World War II did so a long way from home. When they returned to Australia they expected to be treated as heroes but they were not. It appeared there were two sorts of Air Force officer—those who sat behind desks at the Defence Department in Melbourne and those who steered an exotic dangerous machine over deserts and jungles. The career officers were the shiny bum brigade. The fighter pilots were the glamour boys.

				Clive Robertson Caldwell was born in Sydney on 28 July 1910.

				Nothing much else of note happened on that day. There was a revolution in Portugal and a war in Honduras. But in Canada the politician Sir Wilfred Laurier made a patriotic speech exalting the virtues of the British Empire:

				We believe that our form of government, that is the monarchical form of government presided over by the Royal Family in England, we have a King and Queen in which we have a right to be proud and of this constitution, we say that it is the best in any community that has ever existed.

				One of the obligations of being a member of that Empire, said Sir Wilfred was defending it, a duty that Clive Caldwell would later discharge admirably.

				In 1910 the Australia that Clive Caldwell was born into was very much a part of that Empire. The playboy King, Edward VII had died on 6 May that year, and had been succeeded by his eldest son George V. George was a popular monarch who, as the Duke of York, had attended the ceremony of Federation in Australia nine years before. Like Clive Caldwell he was a good shot; indeed, reckoned by many to be the best shot in England.

				Aeroplanes were to play a large part in Clive Caldwell’s life, but in 1910 they scarcely existed. Aeroplanes were an amusing distraction, dangerous things, a flash in the pan. The people went back to the daily grind.The politicians droned on about the drought; the dull clerks returned to their dull ledgers. Australians went back to sleep. Maybe some of the more imaginative reflected on what they had seen.

				Just twelve days before Clive was born a man called John Duigan had made the first flight in an Australian-designed aircraft at Spring Plains in Victoria. But it would be another three years before Australia set up its own air force. The Australian Flying Corps was formed at Point Cook in Victoria in 1913.

				Clive was born into a middle class family. His father Jack was bank manager of the English Scottish and Australian Bank in Darling Street, Rozelle, an inner suburb of Sydney. His mother Annie died when Clive was quite young.

				He went to school at Trinity Grammar School and Sydney Grammar School. Although he always said his academic record was unremarkable, he had won the English prize. In sport, however, he showed great ability. He was stroke of the first four in the head of the river regatta, and after leaving school became the state junior javelin champion. In 1930 and 1932 he represented New South Wales in the Australian amateur track and field championships.

				Bruce Watson who was later to fly with him in the RAAF knew of his sporting ability but had never actually met him: ‘In the 400 metres race the only part of him I ever saw was his backside. He was much faster than me.’

				Clive was good with his fists too. Money was tight so to make a little ready cash Clive would occasionally fight in bouts at the Rushcutters Bay Stadium and come away with £5 in cash—a tidy sum in the 1930s.

				When he was hit on the nose he concealed his injuries from his father by stuffing tissue paper up each nostril. It was his habit to fight under an assumed name and occasionally he sparred with boxing greats like the Aboriginal boxer Ron Richards, who later became Australian middleweight champion.

				The two were evenly matched and became good friends. Rather than fight aggressively, they usually would only spar. But one day, while fighting a bout, Clive noticed a change in Richards:

				There was a viciousness about him that I’d never experienced before. But this day I realised he was determined. So I became just as determined. I think I gave as good as I received, but I had taken a few pretty nasty punches earlier which shook me a bit. 

				Then I found out afterwards that someone said to Richards before he stepped into the ring, ‘This is the fellow that called you an Aboriginal black bastard’. 

				It transpired that there was money on the fight and the punter wanted to see Richards provoked. Clive would never have said anything of the sort and the two remained close friends until Richards died in 1967.

				•

				Twelve thousand miles away in Europe Hitler had embarked on his goal of world domination. Clive decided that that was where he wanted to be.

				Like most boys Clive idolised the fighter pilots of World War I—Albert Ball, Billy Bishop, Raymond Collishaw; and the Germans Ernst Udet, Max Immelmann and, of course, Manfred Von Richthofen. As a teenager he befriended Andrew King Cowper, who had been born in Bellevue Hill in Sydney, and who had accounted for nineteen German aircraft in combat over the fields of Flanders.

				I could picture myself there rolling though the clouds shooting them down and becoming a fighter ace! Later on during World War II, I came to know Raymond Collishaw, Arthur Coningham, Billy Bishop, Cole, Wally Hammond and Harry Cobby pretty well.

				In 1938 Clive joined the Royal Aero Club of New South Wales at Mascot aerodrome where he befriended the flying instructor Bob Wingrove. ‘Whenever he was short of a few bob he would sell me a half hour lesson,’ recalled Clive in an interview later in life.

				Clive soloed after only three and a half hours of instruction and, by the outbreak of war, had just over eleven hours of flying time on Tiger Moths.

				What with the boxing and the athletics and the flying lessons, women did not play a large part in Clive’s formative years. If he went out, it was usually with a group of boys and girls. Clive preferred outdoor activities rather than the theatre or the cinema. Often the gang used to go ice skating at the Glaciarium or the Palais. Among them was a quietly composed young woman from country New South Wales.

				Jean McIver Main grew up on the family grazing property, ‘Retreat’, at Illabo, close to Cootamundra and near the soldier settlement of Dirnaseer. She boarded at Ascham school in Sydney, and met Clive through a schoolfriend. When Jean left school she took up nursing, learning her craft at the Wootton private hospital in Kings Cross in Sydney.

				After his premature departure from the bank, Clive took a number of jobs. He seemed to have no particular career in mind. He went jackarooing in Queensland; he ran a garage in Darlinghurst with a man called Jim Doyle and later worked in the MLC insurance office.

				Clive and Jean were married on 13 April 1940, at the little church on Jean’s family property at Illabo.

				•

				At the outbreak of war in September 1939, Clive found himself with a little problem. He wanted to be a fighter pilot, but he was three years over the maximum age of 28 for RAAF fighter training. ‘It was darned near too late for me. I was three years too old for single seater training so I had to have my birth certificate very expertly altered. That got me in.’

				Clive fronted up to the recruiting centre in Erskine Street near Wynyard station. The corporal who received him was a keen follower of athletics and instantly recognised him because of his success on the sports field. ‘Anyway this corporal looked at my certificate and then he looked up at me and said, “I know you—you’re a lot older than it says here”.’

				Clive was thinking on his feet and replied: ‘No, you’re getting me confused with my older brother, B C Caldwell. I’m C R Caldwell and he’s three years older than me. We both went to Grammar, and I think you’ve got the two of us mixed up.’

				The corporal was suspicious. ‘I think there’s something fishy going on here,’ he said, tapping his pencil on the desk.

				Clive waded in like a prize fighter, the famous rasping voice the unblinking stare. ‘You have no right to challenge me and you have no right to cross examine me. I have complied with the request to produce my birth certificate and that is what I have done.’

				There was a pause. The corporal fumbled in his desk and produced a rubber stamp and waved it uncertainly above the form. He brought it down heavily on the document and scribbled something in the margin with his pencil. Bugger it, he said under his breath. 

				Clive waited until he was outside the recruiting office before he shook his head and allowed himself a snort of laughter.

				So, as far as the Royal Australian Air Force was concerned, Clive Caldwell was not born in 1910, but three years later on 28 July 1913. Many pilots lied about their ages to get into the service but usually to make themselves older. Clive was now officially 26 again. To his fellow fighter pilots he always seemed older, almost a father figure. 

				Clive had presented the phoney certificate to the RAAF in September 1939, but had to wait until February 1940 for his call up papers. To his dismay, he discovered that all the men on his course were to be trained as instructors. This was not what Clive had in mind; he had set his heart on becoming a fighter pilot, not taking rookies on circuits and bumps. So he discharged himself, hoping to be accepted on a future course where, with luck, he would be posted overseas.

				Why did he want to go to war?

				It was the thing to do of course. An impulse adventure. There was a great game to be played in which I wanted to take part to see how I would go when the whips started cracking. Anyway war is the male’s second favourite activity or so it seems. Also I was irritated by that ranting little bastard Hitler and his mob of the self-styled master race. There was an urge to feel the satisfaction of being able to spit in the face of such arrogance. In any case one does what one has to even if it’s only paid in pennies and tin medals.

				Clive entered the RAAF for the second time on 25 April 1940 as an AC-2 aircrew trainee and a member of No 1 Course Empire Air Training Scheme. Even at this early stage of his career in the service, there was an incident which highlighted the animosity shown by RAAF regular officers towards civilians who had joined up to fight for King and Country.

				At Wagga Wagga, the men on his course were addressed by an RAAF regular officer, Group Captain Bull Garing, who did not mince his words. He said: ‘You are known as Empire Air Scheme but so far as I am concerned you are Empire Air Scum.’

				To a proud man like Caldwell this was deeply insulting, and it set the pattern for years of ongoing friction between him and the RAAF hierarchy.

				Dick Cresswell was an instructor at Wagga, training pilots to fly the Australian-built CAC Wirraway, a two-seat advanced trainer built in Melbourne. Caldwell was in one of his two flights.

				One day he sent Clive on a navigation exercise from Wagga to Cootamundra, Narrandera, and then back to Wagga. Instead of doing the complete course, Clive flew the Wirraway to Illabo to see Jean. As Cresswell said:

				I caught him out. He used to land in a wheatfield, take out sufficient fuel as if he’d done the rest of the cross country, write up his log perfectly and fly straight back to Wagga. Stuck the spare petrol in a drum and put it in his car, I guess. A one and a half hour flight. Others came back with a perfect navigational record.

				Cresswell was suspicious when he took a look at Clive’s logbook. It is not easy to write notes in a vibrating aircraft, but Clive’s handwriting was unusually neat. Unless, of course, he had written the notes while on the ground at Illabo?

				There was no doubt that Clive was a competent pilot, but one of his commanding officers thought that he was apt to let his keenness get the better of him. ‘He needs more practice in leading and will turn out a very good pilot. At the moment he is purely an individualist.’

				Clive had hoped to be sent to England to fight in the Battle of Britain, but that was all over by October 1940. The RAF was now moving over to the offensive, with fighter sweeps over occupied France, but Clive missed out on those too.

				Commissioned as a pilot officer, it was not until February 1941 that he embarked for the Middle East. Six weeks after arriving in Egypt he joined 250 Squadron, Royal Air Force at Aquir in Palestine.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				The western desert

				Sand.

				Sand in your eyes. Sand in your ears. Sand up your nose. Sand in the bully beef. Sand in the engine of your aeroplane. And flies. Millions of flies. They settled on your food, flew into your mouth and nibbled on the desert sores on your arms and legs.

				Unlike the British, the Australians were used to the flies. Those who had worked as jackeroos like Caldwell were used to sleeping rough on the ground in the clothes they stood up in. But a man could die of thirst in this awful place. Only the Berbers seemed to have any idea how to live here. They would wander through the battlefield with their camels and veiled women without taking much interest in any of it.

				There was never enough to drink. Water was rationed to a gallon a day for each man and every drop was precious. Water used for washing or shaving was used to top up the radiators of vehicles.

				In these harsh conditions the sand got into everything; millions of tiny particles were swept along by the wind. If sand was sucked into the air intake of an aero engine it could mingle with the lubricating oil, forming a harsh abrasive and turn machinery into a piece of scrap within hours. The engineers had to strain the petrol through chamois filters to try to keep the dirt and dust out of the fuel.

				To stop getting sand in the engine, ugly looking air filters were fitted under the snouts of the the aircraft, but in the air these slowed the aeroplanes down. And they spoiled the clean lines of the Spitfire.

				The food was dreary and repetitious; bully beef and biscuits. Fresh milk, fresh vegetables and fruit were like gold. Occasionally one of the men would shoot a gazelle which made a welcome change, but it was tough and gamey and not to everyone’s taste. Because of the lack of vitamin C, many men soon acquired desert sores. Like eighteenth century sailors, they were candidates for scurvy, and worse.

				The airfields were like no airfields Caldwell had ever seen before—just patches of desert cleared of rocks fringed with tents and caravans. It was as if a circus had just arrived in town but this circus was full of bad tempered, ill-shaven men who lived without women. And he wrote about it all.

				Tomorrow, this indifferent Pole or Jem the quiet man or old MacWilliams or myself would cross over into the ranks of the newly dead, and join the countless numbers of those who had once watched the sun setting in a flash of green light at the rim of the desert and found even the smell of fried bully beef acceptable. It began to seem as if I was condemned to wander around the world engaged in a futile war until a bullet or a crash singled me out and gave me the answer to all the questions asked since childhood.

				We quarrel among ourselves until one of our number is attacked by someone outside the circle. Afterwards, if they survive, they persuade themselves that they share the glory with the high commanders who get the knighthoods and the public acclaim. The abysmal folly of it all. We gather together half a million men, equip them at a fabulous cost, transport them God knows how many thousands of miles then engage in a death struggle with total strangers for causes that remain obscure. At the end of it what do we do? Break our promises to the survivors whom a grateful nation . . . will not need again.
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